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Tectonics in building culture: 
Textile blocks

URS MEISTER

ERRATIC BLOCKS

The cultivation of a tectonic approach towards building is a strong source
of power and renewal. And one of the key lessons is prototyping at full scale. 
This is the approach we tried to work with over the last five years on the Erasmus
Intensive Programme series ‘Tectonics in Building Culture’ and ‘Building
Anatomy’. Instead of materialising conceptual ideas, students were forced to work
physically with a concrete building material. The process of generating ideas was
shifted towards that of development – a notion that Mies van der Rohe always 
preferred to use instead of design. In all the past summer workshops the potential
of physical materials opened a field of thought that nourished the design process
and generated structures and forms through the act of building. The expression
‘textile blocks’ goes back to early experiments of Frank Lloyd Wright in the 1920s.
Treating the mould with great care, Wright brought the relief of the surface into
the serial production of concrete blocks and gave an almost textile pattern and a
powerful expression to the buildings. This aspect of tactile qualities gained
through the work with structure and surface was the starting point of the stone
workshop. What qualities can we bring out of raw stones, broken out of the rock 
in the quarry and delivered in an archaic condition? How to deal with the huge
weight, unloaded from the huge truck on our building sites? Are we able to create
form out of a shapeless mass?

THE TECTONIC GAME

As we soon found out, dry stone walling is deeply connected to the 
primitive use of physical strength. The speed of building in stone is dramatically
related to the weight of the material. It gets physical. After five minutes of work
one needs a break of five minutes in order to relax the body and refresh all muscles
even if tools such as wheelbarrows and so on are used. This leads to a highly 
structured working process that is connected to the strength of the human body
more than to the ability of rapid thinking. On the other hand, dry stone walling
needs a fine sense for weight, dimensions and proportions. It needs the hand to
put the stone in place, to shift it to the exact position or more often to take it back
again and find another one that fits better. Mortar that allows working with a 
certain tolerance was not part of the game. Building with uncut stones means a
constant negotiation of parts matching, interlocking and reacting with each other.
Like in a tectonic game, like in a three-dimensional puzzle. 

One of the most important things we learned – apart from patience – 
was the ability to watch. Finding the stone means listening to the stone, means 
taking measures without measuring, means developing a sense of dimensions. 
In remembering Louis Kahn’s sentence ‘And the brick says: I want a vault’ we 
discovered that stones ask for certain things. Stones react with other stones, stones
rely on each other, stones need a bed. Architects are used to taking rules not just 
as a given but as constraints that might be interpreted. There is always a range of
possibilities within a framework. But dry walls are built on stronger rules. They
are almost impossible to break. The experimental process is limited to a strongly
defined field. Stone is unforgiving. That is the rule of stone.

PROTOTYPING IN ANOTHER DIMENSION

The brick workshop of the year before was based on the constant 
repetition of stacking and re-stacking. It brought up a wide range of sculptural 
experiments that were finally dismantled and packed to the pallets to return where
they came from. Compared to this, the stone workshop resulted in erratic pieces of
work that remained at their site forever like real buildings do. It led to a different
learning process and back to the idea of permanence. Dry stone walling originates
in the rural landscape, in the cleaning of the fields and in the somewhat natural
use of this material for erecting borders between properties. These walls are linear
marks, drawn into the landscape, making it man made. In that sense, stonewalls
do integrate naturally into the landscape. Dry stone walls are not only sustainable
in the use of a “given” material but also in the sense that they have the power to
sustain. A dry stone wall can be adapted and rebuilt at any time. If properly built, 
a dry stone wall lasts forever. It is flexible and easy to repair: a system open to be
worked on. Careful maintenance enables its durability. If we reconsider the idea 
of tectonic, it not only means the issue of understanding how parts must be 
aggregated in order to form a consistent structure but, moreover, it contains the
attempt to understand how buildings need to be designed and assembled in order
to remain standing for the next generation. Tectonic in that sense is also a reaction
to the context, topography and landscape and a wonderful tool in the process of
creating the built environment.

Urs Meister
Professor for Construction and Design, Institute for Architecture and Planning, University of Liechtenstein 
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Field wall  
1. Foundation stone 
2. Centering stones 
3. Tie stone
4. Facing stone
5. Capping stone





When first approached to join the Erasmus IP on Tectonics in 2007 I had
great visions of running a workshop on concrete block – not traditional concrete
block assemblies but an investigation into dry methods of construction, which
could facilitate the reuse of material in an effort to develop a more sustainable use
of concrete in Ireland. Concrete block is as ubiquitous a building material in 
Ireland as one can find, and seemed deserving of a re-consideration relative to the
multiple agendas represented by the term sustainability. Equally apparent was its
historic lineage in Irish culture, from dry stone to mortared stone to reconstituted
stone in the form of concrete block – all techniques based on stacking, arranging
and stabilizing small units together to form a larger whole. Thus concrete block
represented the modern equivalent of more traditional, and currently romanticized,
techniques found in stone masonry. Romanticized because stonework, most 
especially dry stonework, found in Ireland is valued for its charm rather than the
pragmatism inherent to the tradition. For it was pragmatism that drove the building
of those walls, in large measure as an effort to clear the stone riddled landscape of
western Ireland sufficiently to establish arable land for cultivation – a process
identified by archaeologists who describe those scenic walls as ‘stone dumps’ with
the size of fields they border defined by how far a man could carry a rock.  

The pragmatic attitude which gave rise to these walls, and walled landscapes,
and the obvious lineage between dry stone construction and concrete block 
assemblies is no where more apparent than on the island of Inishmor, the largest
of a trio of islands referred to as the Aran Islands off the west coast of County 
Galway. Though much visited by tourists, including our Erasmus group in the 
summer of 2009, very few people spend sufficient time there to travel to its northern
most settlements, beyond the major tourist attractions, to discover a landscape
still under the influence of that pragmatic spirit. The island that most tourists see
is a historic set piece, maintained for the curiosity of tourists and the value of their
money. But beyond Dun Angus, the largest of the island’s forts, lies a terrain where
concrete block is used to repair walls and construct new housing in as unaffected
manner as those early stone constructions on the island.

Having stacked and re-stacked thousands of bricks in the Netherlands in
2008 it seemed fruitless to look at another rectangular unit of construction. So we
went back to the historic root of it all, past the mortaring of walls, to some of the
earliest forms of tectonics in stone – dry stone construction – to see what we might
learn that could be new, at least to our little collaborative. Beyond all else it was
the meditative nature of building in stone, without the aid of mortar, which was to
prove the greatest revelation, surfacing in several guises.

There are a number of issues surrounding dry stone construction that are
not apparent to the outsider of the tradition, and perhaps unique to this method 
of building. First is the variability of the material itself. Now this may seem a 
simple-minded thing to state, as any cursory examination of a dry stonewall 
reveals the eccentricity of the material. But this is not what I refer to. What is not
clear, until one goes to find material to build with, is that the source of material
has a tremendous impact on how one will ultimately build, and this in turn is 
reflective of the region in which one builds. The extraordinary walls of Aran, 
often referred to as lacework both for how they knit across the larger landscape
and for the tenuous filigree character of these single wythe walls, are possible 
only because of the shattered form of rectilinear limestone rock found on the very
surface of the islands. 

The measure of stone
ELIZABETH SHOTTON
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In contrast the walls found in the Connemara landscape in which we 
intended to work were anything but rectilinear. By in large what can be found here
in historic constructions are rounded field stones, likely cleared from the surface
of the earth for much the same pragmatic reasons as was done on the islands. 
But rounded stone does not lend itself well to filigree patterns or single wall 
construction – there is a far more complex balancing act to perform when the base
material has an inherent tendency to roll – resulting in more ambiguously figured
thick walls in both field and house. 

In the case of our workshop time did not permit the excavation of boulders
from the earth and demanded a more expedient, and as it happens contemporary,
solution to our material needs. Off to the quarry we went in search of ready made,
previously unearthed material – which was to have profound implications on the
resulting projects. Connemara is a terrain of metamorphic stone, meaning that 
layers of the famous Connemara marbles are intertwined with small amounts of
granite and rather larger quantities of quartzite, all of which are liable to surface
when blasted out of the ground. In our case we were after the golden hued
quartzite, which surfaced as irregular slabs of fractured stone, neither round 
nor neatly rectangular. And though attempts were made early on by students to
fashion Aran-like walls from the stuff, there was no getting around the implacable
character of the material. To every stone a peculiar and singular solution must
apply, as we were to discover during our studies.

Architects, and by implication architecture students, being impossibly 
confident in their less than complete knowledge of the world, were at first loath 
to abandon their traditional design methods and accept that the answer lay not in
their minds eye but within the collection of stones before them. Some drew 
carefully dimensioned sketches of delicately figured forms, only to find these 
images corrupted and simplified during the construction process, while others,
when foiled by the absence of appropriately shaped and sized material resorted 
to ordering specified stone from the quarry to replace that which failed to match
their preconceived design intentions. Strategies indicative of our professional 
tendency to overwhelm the inherent nature of materials rather than working
within their potential. Not an option available to the authors of those original dry
stone constructions, compelled to use their wits in concert with the given material,
rather than against it.

Learning to work with the material was a lengthy and exhausting process.
Tremendous energy was expelled in the first few days of building as people could
be seen hurriedly scurrying across the site, carrying stones back to their 
construction only to immediately cast them aside and look for a better. Nearing 
the close of building however it became rather more common to see people 
standing still amongst the stones – meditating on the shape they held in their 
mind of the vacant space to be filled and measuring this mental image against the
material that lay scattered at their feet. As our trustworthy teacher, Justin Money,
had tried in vain to explain to us, but which only came home after many hours of
misspent energy, dry stonewalling is most expediently undertaken slowly. 
One could pick up and test every stone on site that might fit – or one could pick up
the one stone that would fit through a calm study of the material available. 

This careful measure of the stones at ones feet, though perhaps the most
fundamental meditative act in the process, is not the only exercise in patient delib-
eration required. Having once settled on the stone to be added to the construction
one must then settle the stone into the construction, a careful balancing act which
appropriates that fundamental force of nature – gravity – as an aid to building.
Particularly troubling to some was the idea that one placed the roughest side of the
stone downward, to ensure that one had a predominantly level surface upon which
to place the next layer. Troubling because it results in an unstable stone, which
then necessitates the careful insertion of small leveling stones to balance the larger
stone in place – a painstaking process of trial and error, which if done incorrectly
would surface as instability further up the wall. There were those among us who
had a natural aptitude for such patient work – ultimately leading to a division of
labour between those who could heave large rocks and those with the patience to
carefully stabilize them in place, which involved not simply balancing skills but, 
yet again, the sourcing of particularly shaped small stones with which to work.
Having all been mesmerized by the larger stones at first glance it was only much
later in the process, as the store of smaller stones began to evaporate, that we 
realized these were equally crucial to the success of the construction.

The third division of labour that surfaced, a group to which I belonged,
were those with neither the strength to heave, nor the particular wit required to
balance. We were left to centering – a crucial part in stabilizing the wall. It is a
process inherent to the nature of double walled construction, though not to the
single wythe walls of Aran, where voids necessarily form in the centre of the wall
between the larger stones. Though some would simply fill these voids with gravel
for the sake of expedience, this can cause future instability as the gravel settles. 
So this task, though lacking any form of glory, is imperative to the longevity of the
construction and, similar to the other tasks, also required the careful assessment
of void to stones available to do the filling. There was a certain delight to be had
when centering those final voids on the finished surface as it became not simply
about adding the required friction between the larger stones but also developing a
pattern of infill.

There were of course many other lessons learned during the workshop, 
all of which demanded the same level of thoughtfulness and foresight. For instance
the strategic laying aside of good stone, whether due to its size, surface or corner
features – a lesson that was only fully comprehended near the end of the process,
when we were to realize that every stone had its appropriate place in the sequence
and if one used all those lovely large flat stones in the foundation there would be
little left to bear down on the smaller assemblage of stones at the top to secure
them in place and form a final surface. But underlying it all, was the revelation 
that dry stone walling is not about brute strength, as it first appears, but about
careful deliberation combined with an intimate knowledge of the very particular
material one has to hand. Unlike contemporary forms of construction, where 
material has been rendered into a system of equal units and form-making is often
seen as liberated from the particulars of the material, dry stone construction
forces one to acknowledge the inherent properties of the material and allow it to
shape both the form and texture of the final construction.
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Listening to the stones

TWO WORKSHOPS ENTITLED ‘TECTONIC IN BUILDING
CULTURE’ IN TWO COUNTRIES WITH LOCAL BUILDING
MATERIALS TEACH US ABOUT PLAY, TECTONICS AND 
ARTISANSHIP. IN AUGUST 2008 WE CRAMMED 29 
STUDENTS ONTO THE FACTORY DEPOT OF THE DEN
DAAS BRICKWORKS IN AZEWIJN IN THE EAST OF THE
NETHERLANDS FOR A WEEK. THE BUILDING MATERIAL
WAS BRICK FROM THAT FACTORY. IN AUGUST 2009 
WE WORKED WITH 32 STUDENTS IN LETTERFRACK, 
CONNEMARA, IN THE WEST OF IRELAND. BLOCKS OF
QUARZITE STONE COME FROM A LOCAL QUARRY. 

MICHIEL SPAAN

THE ORIGIN OF THE MATERIAL: RIVER AND STONE QUARRY

Brick is baked from clay. Every sort of clay has a character of its own. 
Fine clay is deposited by the wind, coarse clay by water. There is clay from the sea
and clay from the river. The geology of the landscape lies at the basis of stone. 
It is a building material shaped by the earth, water, fire and air. Change one of
those and you get another stone, another wall and, ultimately, another building.
Good brick buildings exploit the qualities of the specific clay and explore the 
different possibilities of stacking. The taut dark-brown brick of the Krefeld 
villas by Mies van der Rohe is the modular dimension for the proportions and 
dimensioning of the building. The rough brickwork in the monasteries of Dom
Hans van der Laan determines the atmosphere inside. The game of transparency
and enclosure in the long light-yellow stacked stones in the museum by Zumthor 
in Cologne suggest heavy and light facades. And the expressively undulating brick
facades of the Amsterdam School buildings contrast tectonically with the stacked
brick structures of the Berlage Stock Exchange.

The geological structure of Ireland encompasses many types of stone: 
from sandstone to granite. Each stone possesses its own properties such as 
hardness, texture, composition and colour. Ireland is a land of stone. Geological
processes have given every region its own stone. These have been used to create
buildings that are particular to each region. In addition to protective dry-stone
walls of grey sandstone, Dunbeg Fort boasts a basement and ‘bathroom’ made 
of nothing but stacked stones. The Beehive Huts and the small Oratory of Gallarus
are built of dry-stacked grey-brown sandstone with a roof on top. They are built
using the technique of corbelling, by which each stone is placed slightly inwards
relative to the stone below to produce a structure that tapers as it rises. 
The endless lengths and diversity of stacked walls of blue-grey limestone on the
Aran Islands show that you can make a stacked wall in many different ways. Every
family deploys its own stacking technique to distinguish its land.
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PLAYING WITH THE FREEDOM AND THE RULES: BUILDING BLOCKS AND PUZZLE

The summer workshops are about an attitude and way of working. 
And about discovery in a playful, easy manner. Games are about balancing 
between rules and freedom: the rules of a puzzle as opposed to the freedom of a
box of building blocks. The game of stacking blocks means having the freedom and 
possibility of discovering the rules of stacking and gravity. In the process, one 
discovers the inherent logic of the material and how to deal with it. Playing with 
a puzzle involves ordering and categorising the different pieces of the puzzle. 
It involves searching for ways to maintain an overview and form an impression 
of the final result. In playing puzzles the art is to find creative freedom within the
strict rules of the game.

You can, for example, stack bricks quickly or make mock-ups to explore
possibilities through a process of trial and error. A stone is so big you can pick it 
up in one hand and put it in place. The physical action determines the grain of the
unit from which the wall is composed. If you think and work on the basis of the 
material’s possibilities, without any preconceived idea about the final picture,
ideas and solutions emerge that you cannot design in advance. Only by trying 
again and again can you learn to think on the basis of the material and can you 
acquire insight into the possibilities and develop an intuition for the richness of
the final result. 

Quarzite stones are heavy; one running metre of wall contains five tons 
of stone. Stacking stones quickly to test what can be done is impossible. Instead,
you have to work in a restrained way and use a minimum of power. An awareness
of bodily movement is essential here. Every stone has its own limitations and 
qualities. Corner stones are big and square, facing stones have a nice surface for
the outer side of the wall, bonding stones are elongated and penetrate deeply into
the wall, caping stones are heavy and form the ‘right’ upper side of the wall. 
The centring stones are relatively small and variously shaped. Laying out and 
ordering all the stones creates an overview, like spreading out the findings of an
archaeological dig for review. A dry-stone mason knows precisely which stones
there are and forms a mental map of them in his head. He knows when he has to
place each stone in the wall. The routine of stacking is about patient and thorough
observation and about appropriating the stones. 

The most essential difference between brick and stone is the uniformity 
of the brick as opposed to the variety of the quarzite stones. All bricks are the
same. Therein lies the power of the material. You can position a brick in many
ways, and many textures and patterns are therefore possible. Every quarzite stone
is a unique specimen and can be positioned in just one good way.

But in both cases the best stacks result when both the unforeseen events
and the limitations of the material are taken as starting points. 

THE TECTONICS OF STACKING: COVERING AND CONSTRUCTION

In stacking, you inevitably encounter the question of tectonics. 
Vitruvius described tectonics as the balanced reconciliation in the wall of venustas
(form/beauty), utilitas (function) and firmitas (material/construction). 

The brickwork wall is a facade covering and is seldom used any more as 
a bearing structure. With brick it’s about discovering a bond that results in the 
desired texture, about composing with the stones. The structural aspect is 
important in stacking, but the pattern of stacking is essentially an architectural
choice rooted in beauty, or venustas. The search is for a stacking pattern that 
convinces in terms of structure, appearance and texture. If the structure and the
expression of the stack relate to each other, the effect is a fascinating appearance
that can be read again and again in different ways. In terms of the tectonic 
expression of a wall, therefore, firmitas supports venustas. 

The material is more resilient in dry-stone walling. A pile of variedly
shaped stones must be turned into a wall. The exercise is about discovering 
which stone belongs where in the wall — just like a sculptor who knows that the
sculpture is contained within his block of granite and all he has to do is chisel away
everything that doesn’t form part of the sculpture. With dry-stone walling the 
romance of making is contained within the wall. Two-thirds of the time is spent on
the centring stones — the stones that fill the gaps in the middle of the wall and 
lend the wall the required stability. This work is invisible in the resulting wall but 
it determines the strength of the wall. With dry-stone walling the structure 
(firmitas) prevails over form (venustas). Beauty always results from structure, 
the precise stacking of the stones. 

Ultimately, the projects are the result of two opposite lines of thought.
With dry-stone walling it is about rendering an idea or concept in materials, about
a place and perhaps also a function or objective. For this, all the material must be
categorised. Stacking bricks is about conceptualising a material, about eliciting 
insights and thoughts in the process of making, and reflecting on the physical 
qualities of the material that can be experienced directly. Discovering the system 
of stacking is the key here.

PHOTO: JEROEN MUSCH



CRAFTSMANSHIP: LISTEN TO THE STONES

In his book The Craftsman Richard Sennett describes a number of essential
characteristics of the craftsman. Among them are the use of minimal force, a 
conscious relation between hands and head, and the rhythm of concentration. 

Irrespective of the size, you can read in the brickwork wall how it is made,
the physical act of stacking. In the wall you can read the craftsmanship of its
maker, the precision, the treatment of tolerance and format. Stacking is about the
development of a bond, and from that bond stems a texture. The texture is contained
within the small module of a few stones, but to be able to assess the texture you
have to continue stacking and looking. The stone always fits, but it is more about
how you position it. The act of stacking reveals the characteristics of the stone. 
The dimension and the tolerance of the stone leads to a specific stack and bond.
The variety of colour, texture and surface treatment leads to specific patterns and
layered character.

Likewise, dry-stone walling requires the characteristics listed by Sennett.
Stacking continually involves an interplay between looking and doing. Looking at
the ‘hole’ in the wall,, seeing the stone, the template of the hole, exploring, lifting
up and placing the stone in the wall. Rhythm and concentration are essential. 
It is a matter of pure craftsmanship, of looking, seeing and acting. The resistance
of the material (weight and form) forces you to adopt an intuitive attitude: 
you have to look carefully, see the right stone and stack cleverly and patiently. 
Acknowledging the rules of the game with care and concentration inevitably leads
to a stack of ultimate beauty. TRANSLATION: BILLY NOLAN

… The seven stacks in the factory depot all illustrate the intrinsic properties of the bricks used. 
Each stack tell its own story about dimensioning, tolerance, texture and colour.
… Seven days listening to the stones resulted in four objects for the local community. Objects to sit on,
lean on, stand on and encounter one another. Four places where the stones will soon become ordinary. 
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Five principles to build with
JUSTIN MONEY
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BOND

To build in drystone is to experience tectonics at its most elemental level. 
The craftsman’s skill depends alone on the principles of gravity and friction to keep
a collection of irregular stones together as a built object. A child will sit trying to
stack his wooden blocks into towers until he discovers the principle of bonding.
Two blocks laid over one, one block laid over two; then there is no limit. 

SELECT

I remember when I was young furiously hammering a stone one day to 
try to make its round contour flat to sit solidly on my wall. Our eighty year old
neighbour came by and commented ‘you are working against nature’ whereupon,
with a twinkle in his eye, he handed me another stone which fit perfectly and 
effortlessly. Every stone has a voice. It will tell you how it can work best in the wall.
The rule is to find a stone for the gap, not a gap for the stone. The students at 
Letterfrack found the stone was very difficult to shape; the material really insisted
on being used raw. A uniform processed material gives give the engineer or 
architect at his desk, a predictable outcome both structurally and aesthetically.
Compare a brick and stone wall. The location and spacing of each brick can be
specified. Each fabricator will produce the same wall. No two bricks are different.
No two stones are the same. A good brick wall is best laid by a tireless automaton.
A good stone wall by a man.

ECONOMIZE

If you use your flat stones in the base what will you have to make a strong
neat top on your wall? Each stone has its place in the wall where it can give the 
wall strength and beauty. A square stone will form a corner, a stone with a flat side
the face, a long stone will tie the two sides together. Even a round stone, seemingly
useless, will find its place for centering, creating a solid interior and supporting
the stones at the edges. As a wall nears completion and the final stones lying
around are gathered to form the capping, it is as if all the stones were simply 
returning to the place they had begun.  

ENDURE

Each stone in the wall must rest solidly on at least two others, each stone 
is dependent on the next. And so even the stones unseen in the centre of the wall
must sit securely; there is nothing glamourous in this invisible work, but if the wall
is to last, each must count.  

CONSERVE

A craftsman knows how to achieve his work with the minimum expense of
energy. You cannot afford to try every possible stone in each gap, you must consider
and recall the exact one. You cannot put the heaviest stones on the top of the wall,
you must lever them to a place in the base. Modern construction is indifferent to
the energy it expends in forging materials into reproducible units, transporting,
hoisting and fixing. A dry stone wall uses what is to hand and nothing else.

Justin Money is an Irish stonemason who instructed students during the programme. He lives 
and works in Connecticut, USA.
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A world of stone
CARMEN RIST

FIELD EXCURSIONS

Aside from the built projects on the Erasmus Intensive program the 
experience was enriched by visits to selected stone buildings and stone landscapes.
There the students absorbed approaches to stone as a construction material. 
In the ‘Tectonics in Building Culture II: Textile Block’ we made a wide range of
stimulating excursions to Emo Court, the Rock of Cashel, the Dingle Peninsula
with the Gallarus Oratory and Inishmore in the Aran Islands. The Gallarus Oratory
and the Aran Islands were excellent examples of what poetic results can be
achieved with a total understanding of stone; utility, technical perfection and the
potential of the format.

The Gallarus Oratory was built between the seventh and eight century.
This early Christian church represents the apogee of dry-stone corbelling using
techniques first developed by Neolithic tomb-makers. The building is nearly
square, 6.7 x 5.6 metres with a height of 4.25. It is built of large stones neatly fitted
together with walls angled from the base to a corbelled roof whose gable ends also
curve inwards. The corbelled stones slope slightly down towards the outside to
make the rain run to the exterior.  On the east gable there is a small round-headed
window with splayed reveals and the jambs of the doorway on the west gable slope
inwards. What looks on first viewing to be a simple building turns out to be an 
exquisitely crafted and beautiful church sited to overlook the harbour at Ard na
Caithne on the Dingle Peninsula.

The Aran Islands are a group of three Islands located in Galway Bay far 
out in the Atlantic on the west coast of Ireland. Inishmore is the largest Island, 
13 kilometres long and three kilometres wide. Together with the other two Islands,
Inishmaan and Inisheer, the Islands total about 51 km squared. On these islands
everything existing today is rooted in the past necessity of having only one material
for building. Man-high stone walls are strung over the whole of the Islands in an
intricate network. These stone walls dominate the barren land and form the 
enclosures for the livestock. There are no gates between the stone walls, openings
are only made by removing blocks of limestone and then rebuilding. Near the coast
and within these flowing lines of stone walls stand the dwelling houses of the 
local people. The technique of building the stone walls and houses and the way of
living have been handed down through the ages. The Aran Islands have been little 
affected by outside influences like industry or tourism. Everything, so unique and
unspoiled, makes such an impression on the stranger. It is as if everything has
grown and taken shape in a intelligent and beautiful way.

JOINT AND STRUCTURE

Though the Gallarus Oratory and the stone walls on Inishmore are both
rubble walling built without mortar, the appearance of their joint and structures 
are completely different. On the Oratory the stones are piled up in deep layers to
keep away the rain. The joints are very small and all stones fit neatly to each other. 
The openings of the window and door are made with slopping jambs. This water 
resistant technique paints a regular and compact structure both on the walls 
and roof. 

The walls on Inishmore are made of loosely piled local limestone. 
The stone walls form a natural windbreak and paths lead between the man-high
stone walls over the island. The enclosures of the dry stone walls itself have no
openings. To permit entry or exit to these enclosures the stones have to be 
removed from the wall. This leads to a traditional stone architecture harmoniously
combining commodity and beauty.

INNOVATION AND CRAFTSMANSHIP

The timeless stone buildings of Gallarus Oratory and Inishmore show 
what can be achieved when an original way of employing material is successfully
applied. These ‘artless’ structures are untouched by fashionable influences and
have been created simply to satisfy human needs by applying the technical 
understanding that comes to craftsmen whose forefathers worked for generations
with the material stone. Invention was no problem for these people, they shaped
and used stone how nature had provided so as to satisfy their natural requirements.

To achieve innovation and craftsmanship today a precise knowledge of
structure and an understanding of the possibilities and limitations of use in 
materials is essential. With stone the form of the buildings derives structurally
from the way one stone is jointed to another, and it is this above all else that 
determines the expression. 

In exploring these buildings and landscapes we gained invaluable 
impressions, hopefully leading to new perspectives and thinking about novel 
methods of utilization and the renewal of stone as an architectural material.
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Warm up, Letterfrack
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Site 1: Teach Ceoil, Tully
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Site 2: Courtyard, Letterfrack
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Site 3: Creche, Letterfrack
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Tectonics in Building Culture II: 
Textile Blocks
ERASMUS INTENSIVE PROGRAM 2009, IRELAND
19–30 AUGUST 2009

Wednesday 19.08.2009
Arrive in Dublin
Afternoon: 
Lectures: Red Room, UCD 
Evening: 
Tour & dinner, Dublin 

Thursday 20.08.2009
Morning: 
Depart Dublin 
Visit Emo Court in Portlaoise 
Noon: 
Visit Rock of Cashel 
Afternoon: 
Visit Muckross Friary in Killarney 
Evening: 
Arrive Killarney

Friday 21.08.2009
Morning: 
Depart from Killarney 
Day: 
Tour Ring of Kerry, Gallarus Oratory
Evening:  Arrive Killarney 

Saturday 22.08.2009
Morning: 
Depart Killarney 
Ferry from Doolin to Inismor
Day: 
Tour Inismor Island
Afternoon:
Arrive Rossaveal by ferry
Evening: 
Arrive Letterfrack 

Sunday 23.08.2009
Morning:
Introduction by stone mason 
& group experiments in laying stone 
Afternoon: 
Group experiments in laying stone 
Evening: 
Norwegian dinner

Monday 24.08.2009
Morning: 
Second lecture by stone mason
Day: 
Group experiments in laying stone 
Evening: 
Danish dinner

Tuesday 25.08.2009
Morning: 
Teams for main projects & trial experiments/
proposals
Afternoon: Review of proposals 
Evening: Liechtenstein dinner

Wednesday 26.08.2009
All Day: 
Building
Evening: 
Spanish dinner

Thursday 27.08.2009
All Day: 
Building
Evening: 
Dutch dinner

Friday 28.08.2009
All Day: 
Building
Evening: 
Slovenjan dinner

Saturday 29.08.2009
Morning: 
Building 
Afternoon: 
Clean-up 
Evening: 
Review with college & community 
Late: 
Irish dinner and final party

Sunday 30.08.2009
Morning: 
Depart Letterfrack 
Afternoon: 
Arrive Dublin 
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