underlying economic, technological and social conditions that
preempt architectural innovation.

Consider the evolution of concrete since the Roman
period. Effectively an ancient technique, it was only with
the introduction of steel that concrete could gain the kind of
ductility and malleability that is required in a seismic zone
—essentially radicalizing the performance of concrete.

Our task today, whether in working with brick, adobe,
or wood might be to tease out inventive ways in which the
materials might draw out more responsive reactions to their
environment by performing feats they have never been asked
to do.

Think of the evolution of brick in the hands of Jefferson
in the Serpentine walls at UVA and how they were re-
conceptualized in Uruguay by Eladio Dieste. That can serve
as a productive model for disciplinary evolution.

So you think that innovations in the structural behavior of
these materials would be necessary?
Well yes, but that is only one dimension of it. Imagining how
these materials have not only structural but also insular
and acoustic properties —to name just a few—one can also
project how the manipulation of various constraints on those
materials may adapt them for innovative purposes.
Comparing historic and more contemporary modes of
construction, we are reminded that the monolithic walls of
yesteryear have given way to the laminar constructions of
today. For instance, the massive brick load bearing wall has
been translated into the structural stud wall, insulation, vapor
barrier, water-proofing, and brick veneer construction, with
each lamination taking on its own function in the assembly
of parts. Thus, how we evaluate the entire assembly may be
what is at stake, not just the structure alone.

Research and practice have a prominent role in your
career, regarding this | would like to ask what is currently
happening at NADAAA, MIT and your new post at Cooper
Union? | mean in the current state of the profession and
education.
From the institutional perspective many things are happening
at both MIT, and Cooper Union, where | currently serve as
Dean of the Irwin S. Chanin School of Architecture. At MIT,
| had the fortune of overseeing the department in a time of
significant transformation, and also got the opportunity to build
the design department almost from scratch. Its five discipline
groups were already very strong entities and | inherited a
powerful structure from which to evolve the program. Now,
under the leadership of Hashim Sarkis, | think MIT will see
a next phase of radical transformation, if only to bring the
dialogue between Architecture, Urbanism and New Media into
focus.

The particular area of intersection between my work
at school and NADAAA is rooted in the kind of materials
research that we have done over twenty years dealing with
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SPACES OF PEDAGOGY
NADER TEHRANI, NADAAA

Milad Zabeti : S

What is the main objective of the “Urban Timber”
exhibition?

Effectively the competition and the exhibit were designed
around ways of using wood in innovative ways. Inventive uses
of wood, new approaches towards ecology and sustainability
and especially given the advent of new means and methods
of fabrication through digitization, how new protocols of
construction interface with wood which is a rapidly renewable
resource, that was an important aspect of it.

To what extent do you think wood, or generally speaking
innovation in materials and fabrication technology, can
contribute to sustainability in the built environment?
| think first and foremost that the question of sustainability
is not a material one. That is only one aspect of a myriad
other factors. Questions of sustainability need to be physical,
sacial, political, environmental, and economic. So, to have this
discussion with a monocular vision will lead to a dead end.
A perfectly “sustainable” building will get you nowhere if your
policy towards urbanization reinforces suburban sprawl, a lack
of public transportation, or a variety of inter-related factors
that impact the environment at large. Having said that, there
are systemic differences in using farmed wood, reconstituted
wood, or rare wood from, say, the Amazon. Each may have
a very different impact on the environment, if viewed within
the larger arc of its cycle from deforestation to production and
potential recycling.

It is no secret that deforestation in Brazil and Africa
has already had a huge impact on the environment, and it
will continue to have its due impact unless there is a new
way of dealing with the speed with which square miles of
land are ravaged by the week. Having said that, | think that
our responsibility towards sustainability is analogous to a
Hippocratic oath— not only to do no harm, but also to make
the ethical enterprise of design an innate aspect of the drive
to play with form, space and materiality. | think no matter
what our architectural agendas are, they are best when they
have internalized the environmental question deep into their
thinking —if only to help dispel some of the renewed and over-
extended emphasis on positivism today.

These days in Iran there is an interest in improving
vernacular building techniques,mostly associated with
adobe and brick. How does this approach differ from
current work in New England? Or how do you compare
adobe to wood?

The vernacular can be couched in many ways, with many
motivations and to many ends. | have always appreciated
the elaborations of brickwork in Iran, as much as | love

the smoothing of adobe over masonry structures in the
same region. However, we have also both witnessed how
the earthquake at Bam effectively devastated an entire
community and its heritage. Thus, | think any discussion about
the vernacular will also need a parallel discussion about the
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with any immediacy. Now, the transmission of information is
so rapid and unmediated, that the digestive process that is
sometimes required of the intellectual task is equally rare.

For this reason, the advances of architectural speculation
are actually quite unprecedentedly fast, with both great and
alarming consequences. Great, because genuinely new
areas of exploration are being addressed with some urgency
(and success), but alarming because with speed comes a
loss of translation, a lack of critical foresight, and the over-
zealousness of the spectacle in lieu of a more patient and
studied disciplinary advance.

Also, what one culture may think through, may actually
only be afforded in the economy of another culture, and hence
the rapid influx of buildings in China, Iran, and Australia,
many whose intellectual base could have been born from
ideas within the European and North American sphere whose
economies, at that time, were stalled. The phenomenon has
seen some great advances and disasters.

Where | think this puts us is in a new series of
predicaments. On the one hand, it offers greater access to a
broader population and audience—effectively making design
matter.

On the other hand, the stakes become even higher
because as unfiltered and unmediated information becomes
more accessible, then the role of criticism and curatorial
control become even more important.

Much of what is done today emerges out of ease —often
the ease that technology has offered. The question is how
we, as critics of our own work, introduce a level of intellectual
friction to frame issues with some level of depth and the
complexity that often underlies the nature of a design
challenge.

Thus, | am obviously optimistic about an educational
populism that has been unleashed, but at the same time,
| come to realize the predicament of dealing with endless
data, information, websites, and blogs, the sum total of which
require a curatorial agency that is unprecedented in our
field. To some degree, the curatorial act has superseded the
traditional act of creativity, or at least, the importance of the
act of curatorial control that may lay dormant —or recessive—
cannot now be denied.
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Postmodernism. Are we going to have a new cultural
revolution in subsequent years? Where are we heading,
can we expect a new, unique, universal approach in
philosophy, art and architecture?

| did not realize that Koolhaas put an end to Postmodernism
by way of the Biennale; | may have missed that point.

| think Rem has been a master at hiding his own footsteps,
and if you agree with that, then you could cast him as the
most ingenious postmodernist. His protean ability to reflect on
the importance of history and his identification of modernism
as an incomplete project is already an indication of some of
those footsteps, of course. But then, the architectural results
that are its consequence are often held close to his chest,
if only to maintain the importance of the auteur over the
inter-textual layering of operations that have been cast as the
signature of post-modernism.

As far as the Biennale goes, | think that the project of
documenting one hundred years of modernism was, in fact,

a great proposal. The results were mixed, with some very
well curated segments that unearthed little-known gem and
good scholarship, but then there was an embarrassingly bad
attempt to give definition to architectural elements, a head- on
collision between graphic standards and a trade show, with
the exception of a few stars that managed to shine through
the trivial. Maybe the challenge to take on fundamentals
through the elements was a missed opportunity, of course; to
his credit, he was bold enough to take it on in the first place,
although his prior work would have suggested a higher level
of curatorial invention.

On the one hand, he wanted an event that was less
focused on design per se, and a larger emphasis on
discourse, and to some degree he achieved that. However,
he also managed to silence an entire generation, of which he
was the only exception, effectively eclipsing what they may
have had to offer as part of that debate.

Where we are heading now is a different question. | think
one of the more interesting things that has already happened
is the democratization of knowledge through the information
technology revolution. Prior to this, knowledge remained
within an elite class because of the pyramidal control of a few
institutions where information, literature and social networks
would be shared internally, but rarely would that trickle down
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constraints or as possible drivers for current and future
architecture in Iran?

The current circumstances in Iran are special ones. With the
influx of communication over the Internet, Iran has become
a member of the international community de facto—and
ironically, the social dialogue that is currently underway is
lagging behind, in comparison.

When | first returned to Iran some ten years ago, | would
agree that the dominant discourse revolved around questions
of tradition, identity, and the vernacular. However, with the
years of intellectual interaction we've had, | witnessed the
evolution of discussions, and increasingly, that dialogue
has diversified. To that end, we are seeing an Iran that is
very much attuned to current debates whether in areas of
digital technology, environmental sustainability, or cultural
complexity. Much of the built work in Iran today is short-
circuiting the work done here in the West, effectively using the
local economy to achieve things that would never be possible
here. If some of the work maintains an innocence, a good part
of it is sophisticated and in intellectual transition.

Going back to your question, | think Iran’s ability to build
its architectural discipline around the question of identity
alone is probably too narrow a realm, but naturally its identity
will eventually become the result of the various composite
projects Iran is bringing to the discipline.

Iran is currently undergoing a radical transformation in
my mind, and often what is happening socially in the private
realm is not on par with the evolutions in the public realm,
or on the political stage. For Iran to address its questions of
identity, it might also need to reconcile some of the larger
looming contradictions between these two realms.

So you see these political social factors as most
significant drivers of this situation?
I think it's a two-way street. Social and political conditions
certainly impact the way in which design is framed, but
also there are many design speculations that may inform
alternative realties, even if they have yet to exist. These
two realms enjoy a degree of autonomy, and reciprocity, but
design is by no means a passive voice. It serves as a key
protagonist that offers spatial, formal and material evidence
that prompts and sets the stage for the world we live in.
What is interesting is that Iran has produced some very
significant voices in all walks of life over the past 30 some
years, whether in film, design, and beyond. What is also
interesting is to determine to what degree those achievements
have been made independent. What intellectuals have done
has unleashed a great tide of opportunities.

Rem Koolhaas with his Biennale has put an end to
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Melbourne School of Design, Melbourne, Australia, John War Die
Architects in Collaboration with NADAAA, Photo: Roland Halbe

both traditional materials as well as new hybrids, composites,
and prints. We work on the means and methods of their
aggregation and we also engage the building industry to test
out different ways to optimize the delivery process. More
recently, we have been focused on the way in which certain
design strategies involve structural innovations that coincide
with the integrated aspects of a building’s make up.

A second area of research deals with spaces of learning;
As it happens, NADAAA won three projects almost at the
same time, all three schools of architecture, and these
offered us the opportunity not only to investigate the actual
schools, but also divergent philosophies on pedagogy, the
adoption of new technologies in spaces of learning and the
opportunities that online education may bring to the actual
spaces of learning where a more immersive, interactive, and
collaborative environment is required.

Naturally, my move to Cooper Union has also had a
deep impact on my focus on pedagogy. With an incredible
legacy, the school's focus on representation, on processes of
learning, and on the material basis of architectural thinking, |
am well positioned to re-think some of my own assumptions
as much as to transport Cooper Union into its next chapter.
While one might not normatively see the link between MIT
and Cooper, it has turned out to be a surprisingly productive
one and | suspect new intellectual alliances can be made
accordingly.

How did you define spaces of pedagogy in University of
Melbourne project?

The Melbourne project was premised on the introduction

of dedicated studio spaces, but after much analysis, they
determined it was not affordable, given the amount of
students. Thus, understanding this predicament, what we did
was to carve out spaces in the proposed net-to-gross areas
—that is, areas of necessary circulation, for instance—to
imagine them not as conduits, but as destinations. By
leveraging these spaces, we were able to maintain the
overall square footages, while creating spaces for group
collaborations and model making, for drafting and design, and
for pin-ups, all within the proposed configuration of the grand
hall. In turn, the project forced us to bring architecture and
its furniture into dialogue, because much of that furnishing is
really the infrastructure for learning, making, and interacting.

How do you describe the current situation of architecture
in Iran? And from your point of view, what would be the
contribution of Iranian architecture/architects to the
contemporary scene in the world? Iranian architecture
has always been concerned with issues associated with
history, culture and identity. Do you see these factors as
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