Learning from

[talian Jobs

Working and travelling with James |
Stirling was an old-fashioned
masterclass, says Barbara Weiss

Most educationalists today agree with the
importance of Lailoring teaching methods to
suit individual learning. Furthermore, the
evidence of the benefits of active ‘doing’,
compared with passively ‘receiving’
wisdom, is compelling. In agreement with
this view, 1 can confidently say that the
most formative periods of my architectural
training occurred not during my five years

| at college, but in my two stints at James

Stirling, Michael Wilford & Associates.

When 1 first joined the practice in 1976,
as a very green third-year student, to work
on a competition for the proposed Tuscan
Regional Centre,  had my lialian
background to thank; when I later returned,
in 1983, it was to work for two more years
as project architect also on an interesting
array of ltalian projects

The office, consisting then of 11 staff,
plus Jim and Michael, was run in a totally
idiosyncratic way that allowed both highly

. creative thinking and a great degree of rigid

perfectionism. This counterpoint of

! easygoing and exacting, subversive and

“Witnessing Jim — with his |
inimitable magpie instincts —
observe, disect and set aside
for future use anything that |
caught his fancy, from small
details to whole city plans,
altered forever the way I look
at things.”

Right

Sketches of Latina Public Library. for
which Barbara Weiss was project
acchitect while working in the office
of James Stirling, Michael Wilford &
Associates. She later went on to
found Barabara Weiss Architects.

James Stirling {1926-92) worked in
partnership with James Gowan
between 1956 and 1963, and with
Michael Wilford from 1971 until his
untimely death

authoritarian, humorous and scholarly was
reflected in the work as well as in
interpersonal relationships in the practice,
At JSMWA every member knew his place,
played a specific role in the overall team,
and was respected for histher unique skills,
rather than being pigeonholed according Lo
more standard office hierarchies relating to
age or experience. Our common thread was
that we all worshipped Jim, and hung on his
every word and every sketch, while
simultaneously indulging frequently in
playful — and somewhat liberating —
school-boyish camaraderie with him.

‘The practice was a republic that encouraged
total dedication, while constantly and
deliberately stretching our intellectual and
professional abilitics; it was also an
enlightened dictatorship that made sense of
disparate personalities, ways of designing
and thinking — always bringing out the
very best from communal effort.

Out of the office, | accompanied Jim on
numerous visits to Italy. The privilege of
travelling with him, of discussing what we
saw, of witnessing him, with his inimitable
magpie instincts, observe, dissect and set
aside for future use anything that took his
fancy, from small details to whole city plans,
altered forever the way I look at things.

The intensity of this full immersion into
a world totally concentrated on the
discipline, as well as the making, of
architecture, has also left me with the
conviction of the immeasurable value of
old-fashioned masterclasses, and a
compulsion to always aim for the highest
standards — while at the same time
allowing the personal and incidental to
affect the abstract, It has had a profound
effect not only on how I design, and what
[ design, but also on how | work with
my own team, and with clients (watching
Jim ‘perform’, while explaining his
extraordinary designs, never failed to thrill).

Mosl crucially, I owe to Jim the essential
realisation that in life, as in archileclure,
the constant play between opposites is the
secret to discovering extraordinary layers of
added richness. 7t
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