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Why make large structures from rubber bands with students of 
architecture? How does such an endeavour relate to architectural 
education? And if rubber band structures are neither buildings, 
nor models of buildings, but experiments of some sort, what 
kind of knowledge do they generate relevant to construction 
industry and the built environment? These are some of the issues 
which have surfaced at the conference “ISSUES? Concerning 
the projects of Peter Eisenman” held in Belgrade in November 
2013. They are related to a string of design research projects 
recently completed at the University of Belgrade - Faculty of 
Architecture and documented in the thematic volume of Serbian 
Architectural Journal titled “Architectural Education in the Post 
Digital Age” which was published independently but almost 
concurrently with the conference. In continuity with arguments 
given in that publication, this paper will provide a brief overview 
of some relevant and generally accepted theories and manifestos 
related to design research methodologies, providing grounds for 
the current work at the Faculty of Architecture, University of 
Belgrade.
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INTRODUCTION

A series of design research projects from the University of Belgrade - Faculty 
of Architecture was presented at the conference concerning the work of 
Peter Eisenman held in Belgrade, November 2013 (Figure 1). The format 
of the conference allowed for the discussion after each thematic group of 
presentations. The conversation following the segment of the conference titled 
“Digital vs. Analogue”, which included the above mentioned presentation, 
took an unexpected turn when Mr. Eisenman posed the following question: 
“Where is the ground?” The dilemma implied an important topic of Mr. 
Eisenman’s earlier work, concerned with the actual treatment of the terrain 
and importance of the ground to architectural projects. At the same time, Mr. 
Eisenman’s question also teased out another even greater dilemma related 
to the very purpose of any such research in architecture, whereby the actual 
meaning of the question could be rephrased into: On what grounds does this 
work stand? A satisfactory answer was never given during the debate. In 
response, this paper will provide a brief overview of some of the relevant 
and generally accepted theories and manifestos related to design research 
methodologies, providing context and foundation for the work at the 
University of Belgrade – Faculty of Architecture. 

The event in Belgrade may be seen as a sequel to “Stocktaking”, an exciting 
issue of the Log magazine guest edited by Peter Eisenman and Anthony Vidler 
(2013), with the contribution from a number of prominent practitioners, 
theoreticians and educators who were invited to speak in vivo in November 
2013.1 It is important to know that the publication edited by Eisenman and 
Vidler has the same title as a series of articles published by Reyner Banham 
in the Architectural Review in the 60’s, all inspired by the straightforward 
question: “What is the state of architecture today?” At the time, Banham 
was concerned with the “growing schism between tradition and technology 
in architecture”, a premise which is also recognized by Eisenman and Vidler 
for its relevance to the present day state of affairs in architectural practice, 
pedagogy, theory, and criticism. In its own right, this paper will discuss some 
of the emerging ways of working in architecture based on an overlap between 
design education, practice and research. 

The idea for the topic of this paper comes from the experience generated in an 
educational setting which places emphasis on a specific form of knowledge 
development based on transferable skills in contrast to the more typically pursued 
practical and technical skills. It is based on the observation that traditional 
architectural education is most commonly structured around the design-based 
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Figure 1. Design Research Project from the University of Belgrade - Faculty of Architecture: Prototypical 
model “Inconsistencies v.03”, Inverted, O3one Art Space 2011. 
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curriculum delivered in the studio-like setting, normally implying a version of 
teaching methodology which includes individual work on a programmatically 
determined and site specific project. In this context, research related activities 
are often separated from the design process. The early stages of the semester 
are generally reserved for research activities, most often regarded as a creative 
phase of the design process and a prelude to the actual design work. During the 
later stages of the semester, any research oriented efforts are considered more 
cautiously and often abandoned as they become counterproductive for the hard 
working student who is diligently working on numerous drawings leading 
toward a plausible architectural proposal. The research agenda, although 
frequently mentioned in the design curricula, often disintegrates under the 
complexity of the many decisions that students have to make and hardly ever 
remains visible and viable in their final work. In response, many schools of 
architecture are eager to test and introduce novel forms of education, placing 
greater emphasis on the relationship between research-based activities and 
design-led ways of learning.2 The set of design research projects from the 
University of Belgrade – Faculty of Architecture presented at the conference 
originates from the educational setting and provides an opportunity to probe 
further into the development of the teaching methodology which concentrates 
on installations, experiments and full scale models while maintaining design 
centered approach to architecture. 

WHAT IS ARCHITECTURAL RESEARCH?

In an attempt to establish grounds for the current design research at the 
University of Belgrade – Faculty of Architecture, this paper focuses on some 
relevant and generally accepted theories and manifestos related to design 
research methodologies. The overview begins with Jeremy Till’s memorandum, 
endorsed and publicised by RIBA, titled “What is architectural research? Three 
myths and one model”,3 where he states that any kind of Research including 
architectural, is to be understood as an original investigation undertaken to gain 
knowledge and understanding; and that any good research can be identified by 
applying the triple test of: originality, significance and rigour. He also points 
out that architecture is a form of knowledge that can and should be developed 
through research. From this, it is easy to concur that architectural research is a 
method of inquiry, essential to the advancement of the discipline. Yet, Till also 
emphasises that there are frequent misconceptions and wrongdoings in this 
field worth revising for the benefit of further argument in this text. Firstly there 
is a belief that architecture is so special that no research methods applicable 
to other disciplines work in architecture, leading to impulsive and intuitive 
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actions and the build up of self-referential arguments. The result may be that 
architecture becomes irrelevant and irresponsible. Secondly, many architectural 
researchers opt to turn to other disciplines for research mechanism. This may 
lead to architecture being lost between arts and sciences and the acceptance 
of research methodologies clearly not applicable to architecture. And thirdly, 
architects too easily like to believe that building is a form of research in its own 
right and that therefore design, including making and construction, is equal 
to research. This approach may be reductive in its nature and incapable of 
including many aspects of the design process such as representation, use and 
theoretical conceptions. By deducing that good building is not necessarily equal 
to a good research, Till opens up the debate on how to conduct architectural 
research since it is so central to the future of the discipline. He points out the 
growing divergence between academia and practice as the principal problem 
related to the purposes of architectural research. He sees that contemporary 
architectural “academia is inward looking with little public good, while 
present day practice is unable to communicate”. He concludes that “practice 
has the raw data on which architectural knowledge is found, academia can 
release this potential through research”. Till’s recommendation is that 
architectural research should be closely connected to practice and advanced 
across three interconnected areas: “research into architectural process (design 
and construction), architectural products (completed objects) and architectural 
performance (occupation, social, environmental, cultural etc.)”. Although the 
memorandum does not elaborate on how to research any of three identified 
areas, it provides a base for further review and discussion. The most important 
argument raised by Till is the disciplinary need to reconsider the relationship 
between practice and research.

RESEARCH IN, THROUGH AND FOR ART AND DESIGN

Another important reference for the current design research at the University 
of Belgrade – Faculty of Architecture is an older article, titled “Research in 
Art and Design” by Christopher Frayling.4 The author examines diverging 
relationship between research and design and points out that research is most 
commonly seen as an endeavour which “always involves going over the old 
territory”, while design or practice, to maintain continuity with the former 
paragraph, “are of course concerned with the new”. In response, Frayling 
believes that there are three different ways of going about the link between 
practice and research. He firstly suggests that there is research “into art and 
design”, which is straightforward and could include different aspects such as: 
historical, aesthetic or perceptual, theoretical perspectives, social, political, 
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cultural, technical, structural, etc. Secondly, he advocates that there is research 
“through art and design”, which could be directed toward specific materials 
research or development of patents and procedures. And finally, he suggests 
there is research “for art and design”, where the end products are artefacts 
and the thinking embodied in the artefacts, while the goal is communicable 
knowledge. Frayling’s understanding of research “into art and design” 
corresponds with Till’s vision of the architectural research based on the need 
to bring closer academia and practice, while two other ways of researching, 
“through and for art and design”, stand for a more dubious association between 
them. The most important argument raised by Frayling is that the relationship 
between practice and research could be structural or even binding to the extent 
that it would be difficult to differentiate when one stops and the other begins, 
and precisely for this ambiguity it is important not to lose awareness about 
misconceptions and wrongdoings identified in the previous paragraph.

RESEARCH BY DESIGN

One possible way forward in developing the relationship between design and 
research lies in an attempt to define novel research methodologies, helping 
researches not to lose awareness of originality, significance and rigour while 
trying to establish links with the practice. Possibly the best hopes of today are 
resting with the research by design paradigm, although the debate of what it 
actually is remains wide open. There are many different and interesting ideas 
on what the term stands for. For instance, a conference titled “Architectural 
Research by Design: Unifying Academia and Practice through Research” held 
in Lisbon in 2014, suggested in its call that “the difference (between research 
and design research) is methodological, because one is research where the 
inquiry is leading to new understandings about and within the processes of 
design conception while the other is research about something that does not yet 
exist and which uses architectural practice as the research method”.5

A large segment of the contemporary EAAE Charter on Architectural Research 
(2011) is dedicated to the research by design paradigm.6 Interestingly, research 
by design is not referred to as a method in the Charter, instead it is described as 
“any kind of inquiry in which design is the substantial constituent of the research 
process”. The EAAE states that “in research by design, the architectural design 
process forms the pathway through which new insights, knowledge, practices 
or products come into being. It generates critical inquiry through design work”; 
and concludes: “therefore research results are obtained by, and consistent with 
experience in practice”.7 Importantly, the Charter points out that in addition to 
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written and graphic outputs, research by design may also include: installations, 
experimental projects, design proposals, models and actual buildings. It is 
also important that the EAAE Charter insists on the ties between research 
and education, suggesting that the aim of architectural higher education is 
to develop a research disposition in students, and recommends that “valid 
architectural research outputs are as varied as the constantly growing range 
of research approaches”.8 In many ways the Charter concurs with arguments 
and ideas presented by Till and Frayling. It states that research is essential 
and supports rapid expansion of the horizons of architectural experimentation 
according to the development of new technologies and media. Moreover, it 
stipulates that present day architectural practice is facing challenges of climate 
change, globalization, urbanization and social transformation that necessitate 
vital research.9  

PRACTICE BASED RESEARCH

Not to be confused with the research by design paradigm, there are other 
noteworthy attempts to position architectural research in reference to 
architectural practice. One such initiative is the Framework for Practice Based 
Research developed at School of Architecture and Design at RMIT University 
and presented by the Dean, Richard Blythe.10 The approach assumes that a 
researcher/designer will continue working interruptedly in the future, that he 
or she will continue designing while researching. The framework is based on 
the analysis of the sequence of projects made over the period of time. Such 
sequence, established by the examination of similarities and individualities of 
a project, will form the basis for the reflection. At RMIT, the term “Familiar 
Resemblances” was coined to describe projects belonging to groups and sets. 
Blythe explicates that the term stands for an “urge that runs through sequence 
of projects” which is very difficult to describe in words, and sees that as a 
“tendency that drives the practice in particular direction”.11 He points out that 
the researcher/designer’s task is to explicate what is going on and to reflect on 
his/her own body of ongoing work. He calls this “dynamic reflection” which 
forms the basis for the association between design and research. According to 
this framework, at the intersection of sets formed by similar projects, lie the 
key moments which may be related to other work and other designers with 
close ways of working. Blythe suggests that this is an opportunity to establish 
associations, reflect outwards, establish a critical path contributing to the body 
of knowledge, and concludes that the proposed framework may help expand 
boundaries of the disciplinary knowledge.12
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THE GROUNDS FOR DESIGN RESEARCH 
AT UNIVERSITY OF BELGRADE – FACULTY OF ARCHITECTURE 

The series of design research projects from the University of Belgrade – 
Faculty of Architecture presented at the conference concerning the work 
of Peter Eisenman held in Belgrade, November 2013 is positioned half 
way between the EAAE’s Architectural Research declaration and RMIT’s 
Framework for Practice Based Research. On one hand, presented artifacts 
demonstrate that the design is a substantial constituent of the research 
process, while on the other they show a certain sequence of projects which 
form the basis for reflection. Presented workflow demonstrates progress from 
particular theoretical positions, through material based or physical studies, to 
prototypical solutions and full scale models, while complying with the triple 
test of: originality, significance and rigour as suggested by Till. More detailed 
information about the workflow is given in a dedicated volume of Serbian 
Architectural Journal titled “Architectural Education in the Post Digital 
Age”.13 The publication documents how several large scale installations were 
conceptualised and constructed within the specific scope of research¹. In 
addition, that publication provides an overview of some groundbreaking design 
research projects recently conducted at several leading institutions in Europe. 
Importantly, none of the presented projects were referred to as buildings or 
models of buildings, but experiments aiming to generate knowledge and better 
understanding of complex spatial organisations, structures and environments. 
Techniques and methods of their conception, construction and use were 
copiously discussed to provide knowledge applicable to construction industry 
and better understanding of the built environment. A common thread between 
projects from the University of Belgrade – Faculty of Architecture and other 
educational institutions is an interest for cross disciplinary approach. Intriguing 
findings in different disciplines such as social science, economy and biology, 
although still untested and unexplored in contemporary architectural practice, 
are now finding their way into the contemporary architectural research. 
Phenomena such as: bottom-up, distributed, elastic, expandable, immaterial, 
immersive, inclusive, incongruous, mobile, nonlinear, non-hierarchical, 
participatory, permeable, polycentric, polyvalent, porous, recursive, relational, 
responsive, robust, saturated, smart, smooth, self-organizing, self-regulatory, 
soft, systemic, topological are all applicable to thinking about the spatial 
organisations, structures and environments of different scales and appear as 
recurring topics in the design research work at many recognized institutions 
concerned with architecture. The design research projects developed around 
such phenomena are probing into the development of the new tools, techniques 
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The dedicated volume of Serbian Architectural Journal titled “Architectural Education in the Post 
Digital Age” documents how several large scale installations were conceptualised and constructed 
within the specific scope of research at the University of Belgrade – Faculty of Architecture under 
the “4of7” label. The initiative which encompasses architectural practice, research and education, 
first started in 2007 with the agenda comprised of three overlapping areas of inquiry. Firstly, there is 
an idea of computing without computers, brought forward by Kostas Terzidis (2006): “Algorithms 
are not necessarily dependent on computers... This distinction is very important as it liberates, 
excludes, and dissociates the mathematical and logical process used for addressing the problem, 
from the machine that facilitates the implementation of those processes”. He points out the difference 
between the terms “computation,” implying a way of resolving a problem, and “computerization” 
suggesting a way of storing and processing data with a computer. In other words, understanding 
and applying computational logic may be done with the use of analogue means such as physical 
models, diagrams and drawings. Secondly, there is an urge to construct large scale models of the 
prototypical nature. This is supported by the historical development of the incentive which starts 
during the 70’s with the establishment of laboratories for full-scale modeling in many architectural 
schools across the Northern Europe. The initiative then suddenly dies during the 90’s with the 
appearance of the first commercially available systems for computer aided design and then widely 
established belief that virtual modeling would be a sufficient replacement for the physical models. 

N.B.
NOTES

and ways of working in architecture and they are much needed to understand 
the complexity of the contemporary built environment. The presented design 
research from the University of Belgrade - Faculty of Architecture suggested 
that such phenomena could lend themselves to becoming the topics for a string 
of experiments in architecture, a sequence of projects made over the period of 
time which will then offer a basis for reflection. In reference to the framework 
for practice based research developed at the School of Architecture and 
Design at RMIT, this approach suggests that the topic that drives the practice 
in a particular direction could be identified before the actual design research 
begins. The idea follows Fryling’s recommendation that research through art 
and design could be directed toward specific materials research or development 
of patents and procedures, where the end products are: an artefact, thinking 
embodied in the artefact, and the communicable knowledge.
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More recently, the very same ambition comes to surface once again with the development of digital 
fabrication laboratories and the need to establish links between the expanded means of digitally 
aided spatial imagination and the potency of numerically controlled machines for production. The 
approach is beautifully summed up within the idea of “Prototypical Architecture”, presented in the 
treatise-like description included in one of Marc Fornes’s (2011) projects. Regardless of the resulting 
form, construction technique or the technologies involved, prototypical approach to architecture 
defines a specific way of architectural research, which encompasses both the aspects of design 
and construction. In “Persistent Modeling”, Phil Ayers (2012) also points out at the contemporary 
need to reconsider relationships between the three distinct phases of every architectural project: the 
design, the construction and the use. The joint interpretation of both concepts stated above, offers a 
way to understand the process of modeling as integral to architectural design as well as construction. 
This is to suggest that teaching and learning architecture could be based on the design and build 
approach, which blurs the distinction between the institutions of the studio and the workshop. 
Today, there are new and promising formats of researching in architecture encompassing practical/
workshop approach which offers itself to better understanding of the elusive “Research by Design” 
paradigm in architecture. More meaning is given to the notions such as experiment and laboratory in 
architecture. Further epistemological development of the ways of researching in architecture could 
once again open up the debate on whether an architectural model could be a self-sufficient and 
autonomous entity in contrast to its representational role in what is traditionally considered to be a 
complete architectural project comprised of the design proposal and the constructed object. Thirdly, 
there is an interest for the reinvented understanding of the material and materiality in architecture. 
The idea may be traced back to the 60’s and the work of Frei Otto who spent his whole life studying 
the form-finding processes of nature. As explained by Barthel (2005): “The form finding processes 
are those which given a specified set of conditions and following the prevailing laws of nature, 
given rise to visible forms and constructions under experimental conditions. As they take place 
without human intervention, they are also termed autonomous formation processes”. Fuelled by the 
developments in the interdisciplinary field of materials science and engineering, this line of inquiry 
attracts a growing number of researchers in architecture looking into complex spatial organizations.
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