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Abstract 

This thesis initially sets out its position in favour of impermanence, 
in doing so repudiating the impossible and environmentally 
damaging pursuit of permanence in built form. In response to this 
an exploration of repair and maintenance is carried out, viewed 
through ritualistic lens, encompassing themes of community 
participation, constructing from the land, and creating space 
to facilitate nature within the built fabric. The culmination and 
distillation of this work is the following thesis question;     
        
 Can we construct in a way that anticipates and 

embraces impermanence and decay, not only to bring 
neighbours, communities together, but also create space in 

our built fabric to allow nature to thrive? 

 The thesis testing section is divided into three sections 
in order to attempt to answer this question. The first section  
consists of a series of architectural and ecological surveys of 
ruins experiencing different levels of decay. The aim is to glean an 
understanding of how ecological growth can inhabit built fabric, 
and the physical and spatial properties which allow for various 
micro-habitats within these structures. Speculative investigations 
seek to gauge the various growth successions that have occurred 
and predict the next possible stages of plant growth.
 The following section attempts to incorporate the findings 
from section one, and the aspirations of the initial thesis question, 
to create a bio-material which is sourced from its immediate 
landscape, and can facilitate flora and fauna. Themes of 
impermanence and repair are further explored, and how they might 
affect the design of a building assembly. 
 Finally, the proposed assembly is placed within a specific 
context, the ruin of Fry’s Mill, and applied to a common typology, a 
classroom. This section imagines the consequences of 
re-inhabiting a ruin, after substantial wildlife has moved in, and the 
spatial repercussions of doing so. 
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I s e  J i n g u  S h i k i n e n  S e n g u R e p a i r i n g  s t o n e  w a l l s  

Everything with physical concrete form is doomed to decay. The  Ise Jingu Grand shrine in 
Japan has been continually torn down and rebuilt every 20 years for as long as  2000 years.

Rather than preserving the continuity of form, how can we preserve the 
continuity of process, in doing so engaging with history, tradition and ritual.

I s e  J i n g u  S h i k i n e n  S e n g u R e p a i r i n g  s t o n e  w a l l s  

Everything with physical concrete form is doomed to decay. The  Ise Jingu Grand shrine in 
Japan has been continually torn down and rebuilt every 20 years for as long as  2000 years.

Rather than preserving the continuity of form, how can we preserve the 
continuity of process, in doing so engaging with history, tradition and ritual.

Thesis Formation 

“Everything that had physical, concrete form, 

they believed, was doomed to decay” 

-Kenzo Tange and Noboru Kawazoe

This thesis began with an exploration of 
impermanence in architecture, by initially examining 
the highly ritualistic ceremony of Shikinen sengū, 
where the Ise Jingu shrine in Japan is deconstructed 
and rebuilt every 20 years, preserving the process 
and enabling the transfer of traditional skills between 
generations, rather than preserving form 1. 
 I compared this to the annual profane act 
of rebuilding dry stone walls. While in some parts 
of the country it may seem like the patchwork 
landscape has been in place for centuries, they are 
often dynamic, shifting constructions. Boundaries 
are changed, stones fall down, openings are added 
and removed. The act is not carried out by skilled 
labourers, instead by farmers, neighbours and 
friends. 
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Rituals and ceremonial acts were our ancestors’ way of understanding and describing the world. 
It was the sum experience of a community; a way of transferring knowledge to future generations 
in a time without written language. I began this thesis by studying craft and construction with a 
ritualistic lens, albeit focusing on profane, everyday acts.
These acts are concerned with place, time and tradition. 

“The finest tools are a result of a timeless, anonymous evolution”
            -Juhani Pallasmaa

In “The Thinking Hand”, Pallasmaa describes the fusion of the individual and craft, the craftsman 
and the material. A basket weaver is completely married to his craft, material and landscape. He 
grows the willow on his land, harvests and soaks it to make it workable, and finally weaves it. If 
left to the elements, eventually it will return to the soil from whence came from. 

Moving into the realm of architecture, I also observed the processes of repair in vernacular Irish 
cottages. Like the basket weaver, the inhabitants of the Irish cottage sourced their materials from 
the land. Seaweed collected from the shore fertilized the fields. Straw grown on those fields was 
used to thatch the roof. 
Limewash, made from local stone, was re-applied frequently. Traditionally friends and family 
helped in the re-thatching process, not professionals. In this way the cottage assembly enabled 
community engagement. 

It wasn’t just the inhabitants  that benefited from the thatch, birds and insects dwelled within its 
layers. Our ancestors unwittingly provided space within the built environment for nature to thrive. 

The Modern Seaweed House by Vandkunsten Architects is inspired by the seaweed thatch 
used for centuries on Laesso, a building assembly which is at risk of becoming obsolete. 

It provides a modern use for an historic mode of building, drawing directly from landscape, and 
context.

Re-thatching Proccess >

< Willow Weaving      
<Proccess

M O D E

  3

I continued  to consider traditional building crafts, 
and how they relate to decay, repair, and their 
location within their wider landscape. For example 
how the basket weaver directly draws from his 
or hers land, cultivating willow, preparing the 
boughs, and constructing form 2. I also observed 
the processes of repair in vernacular Irish cottages. 
Like the basket weaver, the inhabitants of the Irish 
cottage sourced their materials from the land. 
Seaweed collected from the shore fertilized the 
fields. Straw grown on those fields was used to 
thatch the roof. 3

 Limewash, made from local stone, was 
re-applied frequently. Traditionally friends and 
family helped in the re-thatching process, not 
professionals. In this way the cottage assembly 
enabled community engagement. It was at this point 
that I began to have an interest in viewing repair and 
decay through an environmental and ecological lens. 
The construction practices used by our ancestors 
were extremely environmentally friendly, and often 
unwittingly provided space for wildlife, for example 
how birds and insects dwelled within the layers of 
thatch. 

Rituals and ceremonial acts were our ancestors’ way of understanding and describing the world. 
It was the sum experience of a community; a way of transferring knowledge to future generations 
in a time without written language. I began this thesis by studying craft and construction with a 
ritualistic lens, albeit focusing on profane, everyday acts.
These acts are concerned with place, time and tradition. 

“The finest tools are a result of a timeless, anonymous evolution”
            -Juhani Pallasmaa

In “The Thinking Hand”, Pallasmaa describes the fusion of the individual and craft, the craftsman 
and the material. A basket weaver is completely married to his craft, material and landscape. He 
grows the willow on his land, harvests and soaks it to make it workable, and finally weaves it. If 
left to the elements, eventually it will return to the soil from whence came from. 

Moving into the realm of architecture, I also observed the processes of repair in vernacular Irish 
cottages. Like the basket weaver, the inhabitants of the Irish cottage sourced their materials from 
the land. Seaweed collected from the shore fertilized the fields. Straw grown on those fields was 
used to thatch the roof. 
Limewash, made from local stone, was re-applied frequently. Traditionally friends and family 
helped in the re-thatching process, not professionals. In this way the cottage assembly enabled 
community engagement. 

It wasn’t just the inhabitants  that benefited from the thatch, birds and insects dwelled within its 
layers. Our ancestors unwittingly provided space within the built environment for nature to thrive. 

The Modern Seaweed House by Vandkunsten Architects is inspired by the seaweed thatch 
used for centuries on Laesso, a building assembly which is at risk of becoming obsolete. 

It provides a modern use for an historic mode of building, drawing directly from landscape, and 
context.

Re-thatching Proccess >

< Willow Weaving      
<Proccess

M O D E

  3

Craft & Making
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I was wary of romanticising the past so I sought to 
find  a modern example that incorporated some of 
the ideas I was exploring. The modern Seaweed 
house in Læsso, by Vandunsten Architects was 
inspired by the local tradition of thatching with 
seaweed, a building assembly which was at risk 
of becoming obsolete. Eelgrass was collected 
after washing up on local beaches, left to dry on 
nearby fields and then used as insulation and as a 
rainscreen cladding. 4

I tried to follow their process to build a 1:25 
sectional model. I picked seaweed, washed and 
dried it, and packed it into bundles to be applied 
to the facade and between the timber frame as 
insulation.  In making the model in this way I set out 
a methodology of constructing which I was keen to 
continue throughout the thesis testing phase.

Precedent Work
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The first task of the thesis provided the opportunity to reflect on our past work and identify gaps 
in our experience. A theme throughout my unfinished business was a desire to learn more about 
construction, craft and detailing. It was not surprising therefore that I began exploring modes of 
assembly, both historic and modern.

The future workshop motivated me to think about the future application of my thesis through 
writing and imagery. The nature of the workshop, an intense, quickfire process helped me distill 
my ideas and clearly see the direction I wanted to go in. I envisioned a future where humans, 
buildings and nature can co-exist. In this future construction is carried out with knowledge that a 
building can provide for the needs of more than just human occupants. 

My short narrative text depicts the story of a building, from inception, to ruin, told by an unseen 
observer, a spider. Gradually the building becomes overrun by nature, eventually becoming a 
home to spiders, woodlice and other creepy crawlies. 

I wanted to place the focus on these unseen creatures as they are no less critical to our 
ecosystem than polar bears, pandas, or even bees, which draw much more attention. Studies 
show that we have lost half of all insect life globally since 1970, and the rate of loss is continuing 
to increase. Bugs and insects are something many people find unnerving, even frightening. 
Does this mean they are less deserving of our sympathy?

“We are all lichen”
   -Scott Gilbert

Directly following on from this train of thought, I read Tentacular Thinking: Anthropocene, 
Capitalocene, Chthulucene, a chapter from Donna Haraway’s book “staying with the trouble”.

Harraway discusses the anthropocene, or the capitalocene; as she claims 
rampant capitalism has completely transformed and disfigured the earth and its ecosystems not 
the Anthropos (man) despite his failings. As an antithesis to this, Haraway optimistically proposes 
a new post- anthropocene era; the chthulucene, derived from chtho (earth), situated sometime 
in the future. In this future man confronts their “superiority” over creatures from the dark and the 
earth, critters and tentacled ones, finding a way to co-exist and share the planet.

Tentacular Thinking 
Response - Collage >

< Future Now Collage

C O N D I T I O N

  6

I watched them arrive early one morning
Clearing gorse and brambles
I watched them work tirelessly
From dawn till dusk every day
For what felt like half a lifetime
They stacked, hammered, carved
until their walls towered over me.

We were the first to arrive
When the cacophony of construction began 
to cease
Drawn by the warmth emanating from within
I strung a web from wall to rafter
House martins came next
Nestling into nooks and eaves
Ivy, brambles and fragrant hazel burrowed 
and climbed
Up the porous surface
With them came blackbirds and wrens
Constructing delicate nests
Squatting between manmade surfaces
And invasive creeping plants
The humans seemed unbothered by the 
intrusions
They would come and pick blackberries
Off the walls every autumn.

Then one day they left
And the lights inside never turned back on
Woodlice quickly moved in
Tunnelling through the rafters
As the timbers began to crack and collapse
All that was left from the humans’ work
Was a pile of decomposing mass
Infested with birds
And bees
And plants.

     
Literature Response

“We are all lichen”
-Scott Gilbert 5

Tentacular Thinking: Anthropocene, Capitalocene, 
Chthulucene, a chapter from Donna Haraway’s book 
“Staying With The Trouble”.
     
This was a key influence in my thesis formation as it 
forced me to confront and consider my own relationship 
with nature.
In this text Harraway discusses the anthropocene, or 
the capitalocene; as she claims rampant capitalism has 
completely transformed and disfigured the earth and its 
ecosystems not the Anthropos (man) despite his failings. 
As an antithesis to this, Haraway optimistically proposes 
a new post- anthropocene era; the chthulucene, derived 
from chtho (earth), situated sometime in the future. In this 
future man confronts their “superiority” over creatures 
from the dark and the earth, critters and tentacled ones, 
finding a way to co-exist and share the planet. 
    
As a response to this I began to think of decay as refuges 
for ecological growth, and creating a short narrative text 
and sequence of images describing how a building may 
be occupied after dereliction.
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Forming A Thesis Question &
Formation Review.

After an intense four weeks it was a struggle to condense and 
distill a range of ideas into one thesis question. I tried to identify 
my keys interest; impermanence, building assembly and ecological 
questions.         
      
Can we construct in a way that anticipates and embraces 
impermanence and decay, not only to bring neighbours, 
communities together, but also create space in our built fabric to 
allow nature to thrive? 

I presented my thesis formation to Orla Murphy and student 
reviewer Aoife finan and  It was a really positive experience. We 
discussed next steps, specifically my plan to survey ecology in a 
site I had previously chosen. Portlaw is now a small, sleepy village, 
but was once home to one of the largest cotten mills in ireland, and 
later the largest tannery in Europe. I had spent some time exploring 
the ruins during the summer, and was amazed at the amount of 
growth and wildlife that has taken hold over a relatively short period 
of about 40 years. It opened my eyes to the potential of ruin and 
decay to allow nature to flourish in unexpected places. 

Unfortunately this would not have been possible due  to the 
introduction of increased Covid-19 restrictions. Orla instead 
suggested I might survey several sites in Dublin, documenting 
time and decay on architecture. Questions were  also posed 
regarding my interest in building assembly, specifically looking at 
bio-materials like hempcrete, and the possibilities of continuing 
research into constructing with seaweed.
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Decay & Growth

Thesis Testing

I began the thesis testing phase by researching ruin ecology, which 
surprisingly does not seem to be widely researched. Some early, 
important sources for me were  several papers studying mollusks in 
czech castles, and canvey wick, a site in Great Britain.

Canvey Wick, is an area commonly described as “Britain's 
rainforest.  It is a large brownfield site, earmarked for a new oil 
refinery in the early 70s which was never completed, and the site 
of vast dumping from dredging in the Thames estuary. The unlikely 
site has become an ecological marvel due to the variety of soil 
types, sands and gravels deposited after dumping. 

The inadvertent creation of an “open mosaic habitat” formed by 
the swathes of concrete and tarmac which  allows for a myriad 
of habitats such as grasslands, scrub, woodland and wetland, to 
name a few,  to exist in direct proximity without blending together.6

I also read several papers describing how ruined castles in 
Czech Republic have become refuges for mollusks including rare 
species, providing a range of habitats differing from surrounding 
countryside. 7

 With this research in mind I began to try identify a range of sites 
around dublin in various states of decay, and large enough to 
contain multiple micro habitats.
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Rook Nest-

Herb Robert-

Butterfly Bush-

Wild Snapdragon-

Ash Tree-

Bracken  Fern-

Harts Tongue Fern-

Fry’s Mill,  Rockbrook

By examining historic maps, and contrasting with 
current satellite imagery I identified two suitable sites in 
Edmondstown and one site in Howth. The oldest, Fry’s Mill 
has been unoccupied since the late 1830s, although part 
of the ruined structure has been repointed within the last 5 
years, presumably by the Rockbrook school, on which lands 
the mill now sits 8. Two kilometres north, downstream on the 
Owendower river is Edmondstown mill, a newer construction 
which had been derelict for less time, and has been used as 
a materials store within the last ten years 9.  In comparison 
to these sites, the Techcrete factory in Howth has only been 
abandoned since 2009, and is due for demolition to make way 
for a large housing and apartment complex.

I focused mostly on Fry’s Mill site and the techcrete site and 
surveyed both the architectural elements and the various flora 
and fauna. Unfortunately as I was surveying these sites in 
late October/ early November there was not a lot of buglife. I 
tried to anticipate a succession of decay in ruins based on my 
findings at the specific sites.

Site Analysis
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Succession

I wanted to examine the architectural elements that created micro habitats 
such as arches, dark corners and overhangs, dark moist places where ferns, 
liverworts, mosses, spiders, slugs and mushrooms seemed to thrive.  
 Grasses, flowers and even small trees had taken root in the brighter 
faces, and on top of walls. Rooks had claimed the highest points for 
themselves, while robins flitted between thick masses of ivy. I was surprised 
to see a couple of monarch butterflies so late in the year, drifting between the 
remaining flowers on a butterfly bush rooted in a south facing crevice. 

Primary Succession is the process of habitat growth from 
bedrock, to climax habitat such as mature forest. Lichens begin 
to cover the rock face, eventually eroding the surface and adding 
plant matter as they decay. Pioneer plants, such as moss and 
ferns are the next to take hold in the small deposits of soil 
created. As this plant matter continues to erode the rock face 
and deposit soil, increasingly complex plants take hold, such as 
annual weeds, followed by grasses and perennials. Scrubland is 
next to take hold until it is replaced by young and subsequently 
mature forests. This process can take 150 years. 
Secondary succession meanwhile is how habitats re-inhabit soils 
after a catastrophic  event such as a forest fire. In this scenario 
there is already a substantial layer of soil, therefore the first plants 
to emerge are annual weeds, followed by grasses, scrubland and 
finally forest. 10

I identified elements of both primary and secondary succession 
in both the sites I studied. For example, lichens, ferns, liverworts 
and mosses were extremely prevalent on the decaying stone walls 
of Fry’s Mill. A Mature beech wood has taken over  large areas 
of the site, which could be evidence of primary or secondary 
succession. 

Abstraction
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Speculation

Features of secondary succession could be found in 
open brownfield areas of the techcrete site, which have 
been covered in thick scrubs and grassland. Gaps in 
hard surfaces and drains, where soil already exists 
also showed substantial growth of grasses, weeds, 
and in some cases shrubs and saplings, such as ash 
and sycamore. I made a speculative drawing based 
on primary succession on an architectural element. A 
downpipe which has begun to rust, eventually breaks off 
completely. Lichens cover the concrete surface. Erosion 
from the broken downpipe creates cracks and fissures in 
the concrete, in which deposits of decaying plant matter 
start building up. Pioneer plants such as moss, bracken 
fern, and hart's tongue fern take root here. 

I speculated on the future of the site, if left undisturbed, 
depicting secondary succession in cracks and drains, 
and primary succession as the concrete paving slowly 
becomes increasingly fractured and covered in new soil. 
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Making a Mess

‘Architecture begins when two bricks are placed carefully together.’
    
     Ludwig Mies van der Rohe

Through researching ruins at different states of decay, I hoped to try discern 
how nature can inhabit them, and now wanted to put that knowledge 
towards a construction method that facilitates flora, fauna, as well as 
engaging with my previous interest in repair as a community ritual.

Inspired by my earlier precedent work, such as the seaweed house, and 
vernacular architecture, I wanted to create an assembly that would be 
environmentally friendly as well as drawing from its immediate landscape

I have had a longstanding interest in Hempcrete, the bio-composite material 
that combines hemp hurds, the fibrous material inside hemp stalks, with lime 
as a binder, which is created by burning limestone at temperatures of around 
1000 degrees celsius, and mixing it with water. Hempcrete can be packed 
into a formwork,  similar to concrete or bought as blocks, to create a self 
supporting, breathable, insulating wall. 11
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1 -  Search for clay, riverbeds and beaches.

2 -  Collecting, make a ball, if it sticks  without cracking it should have a high clay   
 content

3 -  The clay has to be dried, broken down, and  passed through a seive to remove 
 bigger particles.

4 -  The clay powder is mixd with water to make proccessed clay. I mixed in dried 
 seaweed until it was evenly mixed.

5 -  The mix was packed into a mould and left to airdry for a couple of days.

6 - The first brick; I was initially happy with my first attempt, but I did not allow enough 
drying time. I also had reservations about the type of seaweed (egg wrack) and 

riverside clay I used.

I had reservations with hemcrete due to the lime binder which contains a 
high level of embodied carbon. Lime (calcium hydroxide) is also quite basic, 
around 12.8, although this number is lower when it dries. I wanted to use a 
binder which had a pH closer to 7 which would accommodate a larger range 
of plant life, and with less embodied carbon. 

Traditional building techniques such as cob, and wattle and daub, use 
natural fibrous material, such as straw, or animal hair, mixed with a natural 
binder such as clay, animal dung or a mixture.  Ruth Busbridge, during her 
advanced environment and energy studies thesis created hemp blocks using 
natural clay as a binder. 12

Finally; It would have been impossible to obtain hemp on such short notice, 
and I had an interest in using a different organic insulator; seaweed, Which I 
had previously dried and stored. 

“Brick makes one think of earth and fire, gravity and the ageless tradition of 
construction”
    - Pallasmaa 

Not completely satisfied with my first attempt I continued to experiment, 
making two more bricks.

I continued to experiment with two more blocks, instead using seagrass, 
a percentage of cement,  and experimenting with form. I also used pure 
bentonite clay, found at sandymount strand, which was almost exactly like 
shop-bought clay. I repeated the aforementioned process, only adding 15% 
cement to one of the blocks. I allowed for a much longer drying time, which 
was about 3 days for the cement mix, and a full week for the pure clay mix. 
The addition of cement seemed to increase both the strength and drying 
time of the block but I was also impressed with the strength of the pure clay 
block, especially compared to my first attempt. 

Second Attempt

Making a Brick
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During the construction process, hempcrete is not 
pressed too hard into formwork, which improves its 
drying time and thermal properties. I hoped that by 
following a similar approach it may also provide small 
spaces for insects to inhabit, or for plants to take 
hold.

This intention was repeated at different scales, by 
varying light, shade, covered spaces, niches, and 
terraces, I hoped to create a wall type that could 
provide a variety of micro-habitats, informed by my 
previous survey observations.

I considered the effects of impermanence and repair, 
and how it might inform my biodegradable block. 
Experimenting with hexagonal blocks, which would be 
supported on three faces rather than one.Therefore in 
anticipation of decay and growth, if one brick were to 
become completely compromised, it would not cause 
the rest of the wall to fail.

As the traditional inhabitants of the vernacular cottage 
had to carry out the task of rethatching, those being 
sheltered by seaweed brick walls would have to 
approach repair in an active, participatory fashion. 

 In this scenario repair plays a critical role in the 
inhibition of the structure. In the eventuality of 
abandonment, the structure would one day disappear, 
overcome by plant roots and insect colonies, 
permeating through the decomposing mass. This idea 
is directly linked to my earlier narrative text from thesis 
formation. 

SECOND ATTEMPT - Top : Dwarf seagrass & clay, Bottoim : Dwarf seagrass & clay & 15% cement

Nooks & Crannies Light & Shade
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“Life is too short to discover the reason for all 
the ruins in Ireland” 13

 

Symbiosis 

Ireland's damp climate  is conducive for creating ruins. Timber 
and thatch quickly rot away, masonry elements are quickly 
overgrown. Ruins from every era sit alongside each other, 
scattered throughout the landscape. Therefore in anticipation 
of this, I have tried to think about how decay might ultimately 
provide other benefits, in this case to biodiversity.

Instead of designing an assembly in a vacuum, I once again 
returned to the Owendower river, and thought about how a new 
structure could symbiotically exist with the Fry’s mill ruin.
As it is situated within Rockbrook school grounds, I applied to 
the assembly for a classroom, and used a plan based on the 
department of education's guidelines.
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As previously mentioned, there exists an abundance of rich plant 
and animal life on the walls and floor of the structure. Therefore I 
proposed that the classroom would span between the walls, allowing 
the connection between the  beech wood and river to continue 
below. Setting the new walls back 1 to 2 metres from the old, would 
allow the life that had taken hold there to be largely undisturbed, and 
the resulting in between spaces would mimic the shaded archways 
and covered spaces that I had previously been fascinated with.  I 
designed almost exclusively through models, using a sectional 1:25 
cast model 

To test various clay assemblies. I cast two “sawtooth” beams in 
which the hexagonal block wall could sit into, and a light timber 
structure spanning between existing walls to roof the project. 
I imagined seaweed insulation panels, as used in the modern 
seaweed house, would insulate the floor and roof. 
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When drawing the classroom I actively tried  not to 
show it as a finished piece of architecture, instead 
constantly in flux, either being constructed, repaired or 
being overgrown. In this way I was trying to focus on 
how the assembly may encourage participation, rather 
than showing a designed classroom.
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“I’ll find you, Shoreditch orchid, true and shy,
rooting in the meadow streets

through old cable, broken porcelain, rivets and 
springs; living o the bones of the railway.”

     
-Shoreditch Orchid, Peter Daniels 

Final review and conclusion 

At the final review stage I presented my thesis to Aoibheann Ní Mhearáin, 
and guest reviewer Daryl Mulvihill. I found it very constructive and was 
happy with the feedback. Daryl seemed to enjoy my material testing, and 
was curious as to ho wI might now push it further and explore the spatial 
experience of passing between old ruined walls and the new assembly.  Daryl 
insightfully pointed out that while I was currently proposing an addition to a 
ruin, there might be an equally rich exploration into subtraction, for example 
removing sections of concrete paving could allow nature to grow.  Aoibheann 
questioned my choice of classroom as typology, and proposed that the link 
between education and repair could be explored further. 

For my next steps I hope to start by exploring the potential of bio-materials, 
and carry out tests relating to weathering and decay on the bricks I have 
already made. I also hope to deepen my knowledge of growth succession 
in ruins, by surveying the Portlaw Tannery ruins. During this process  I hope 
to arrive at a typology with which to further explore the themes in this thesis 
volume. 
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Appendix I   

Various Identified Species

1 WEST FACADE
2 NORTH FACING INTERIOR WALL
3 SLUICE GATE

FRY’S MILL, ROCKBROOK

1 WEST FACADE
2 NORTH FACING INTERIOR WALL
3 SLUICE GATE

FRY’S MILL, ROCKBROOK

1 WEST FACADE
2 NORTH FACING INTERIOR WALL
3 SLUICE GATE

FRY’S MILL, ROCKBROOK

1 GIANT HOGWEED (POISONOUS)
2 BRACKEN & HARTS TONGUE FERN
3 SPIDER WEB IN GRANITE CREVICECOMMON NETTLE ARION DISTINCTUS, ENTOLOMA 

CONFERENDUM MUSHROOM
COMMON GREENSHIELD LICHEN

HARTS TONGUE FERN &
GREAT SCENTED LIVERWORTARION DISTINCTUS,

BRACHYTHECIUM MOSS
OPPOSITE-LEAVED GOLDEN-SAXIFRAGE

COMMON NETTLE ARION DISTINCTUS, ENTOLOMA 
CONFERENDUM MUSHROOM

COMMON GREENSHIELD LICHEN

HARTS TONGUE FERN &
GREAT SCENTED LIVERWORTARION DISTINCTUS,

BRACHYTHECIUM MOSS
OPPOSITE-LEAVED GOLDEN-SAXIFRAGE

COMMON NETTLE ARION DISTINCTUS, ENTOLOMA 
CONFERENDUM MUSHROOM

COMMON GREENSHIELD LICHEN

HARTS TONGUE FERN &
GREAT SCENTED LIVERWORTARION DISTINCTUS,

BRACHYTHECIUM MOSS
OPPOSITE-LEAVED GOLDEN-SAXIFRAGE

COMMON NETTLE ARION DISTINCTUS, ENTOLOMA 
CONFERENDUM MUSHROOM

COMMON GREENSHIELD LICHEN

HARTS TONGUE FERN &
GREAT SCENTED LIVERWORTARION DISTINCTUS,

BRACHYTHECIUM MOSS
OPPOSITE-LEAVED GOLDEN-SAXIFRAGE

COMMON NETTLE ARION DISTINCTUS, ENTOLOMA 
CONFERENDUM MUSHROOM

COMMON GREENSHIELD LICHEN

HARTS TONGUE FERN &
GREAT SCENTED LIVERWORTARION DISTINCTUS,

BRACHYTHECIUM MOSS
OPPOSITE-LEAVED GOLDEN-SAXIFRAGE

COMMON NETTLE ARION DISTINCTUS, ENTOLOMA 
CONFERENDUM MUSHROOM

COMMON GREENSHIELD LICHEN

HARTS TONGUE FERN &
GREAT SCENTED LIVERWORTARION DISTINCTUS,

BRACHYTHECIUM MOSS
OPPOSITE-LEAVED GOLDEN-SAXIFRAGE

1 NOSTOC COMMUNE CYANOBACTERIUM, THYME MOSS

3 COMMON ORANGE LICHEN
1 Opposite-Leaved 

 Golden-Saxifrage

2 Arion Distinctus,

 Brachythecium Moss
3 Harts Tongue Fern &

 Great Scented Liverwort

4  Arion Distinctus, 

 Entoloma Conferendum  

5  Common Nettle 6  Common Greenshield 

 Lichen

7  Sycamore 8  Nostoc Commune 9  Beech Fry’s Mill,  Rockbrook

Site Photos
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TECHRETE FACTORY, HOWTH

TECHRETE FACTORY, HOWTH

TECHRETE FACTORY, HOWTH

Techrete, Howth Edmondstown Mill
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Ruskin proposes in his famous book The Seven Lamps of Architecture, that when building , we 
build not only for ourselves, but also future generations. Western ideals of building have always 
been concerned with permanence and durability, supposedly achieved through mass and 
solidity. The Seven Lamps was published in 1849, a time of solid construction, masonry walls 
often a meter thick. 

Even so, these buildings only convey the illusion of permanence. When we look at the ruins 
from every era, scattered throughout the Irish landscape, it may seem that the aforementioned 
statement is untrue. In reality these structures are the bare bones of what was once a completed 
building, and one of a minority of buildings from the past to survive until the present.

In the era of a climate crisis, not only is the quest for permanence unattainable, it is morally 
perverse. It is not acceptable to plunder the Earth's resources; stone, sand for cement or iron for 
steel, in an attempt to emulate the monumentality of the past.

 Building practices today are acutely different. Stone has been replaced by a complicated 
layering of unreliable elements; lightweight aluminium cladding, a plethora of membranes, 
synthetic insulation, plasterboard finish, all kept in place with tapes, nails and glue. Even without 
taking the moral implications into account, permanence, or our ancestors' vision of it would be 
impossible to achieve with today's building practices. 

The Ise Jingu Grand shrine in Japan has been continually torn down and rebuilt every year, 
for as long as 2000 years. In this way ideas of permanence and memory are ingrained in the 
process, rather than the physical form. 

Everything that had physical, concrete form, they believed, was doomed to decay.
-Kenzo Tange and Noboru Kawazoe

We do not have to look as far as Japan when looking for an alternative view of permanence. In 
rural Ireland, particularly in the west, dry stone walls have seemingly been in place for hundreds 
of years. In reality The patchwork of walls do not remain intact after every storm or insensitive 
tourist clambering over them. Stones fall down, boundaries are changed, openings are added 
and removed at the whim of the farmer.  Neighbours and communities annually repair the walls, 
almost in a ritualistic, mundane process.

When thinking about time and impermanence in architecture, one is inevitably drawn to decay. 
Over this time I have begun to see decay as a positive effect, from an ecological point of view. 
Ruins often become havens for wildlife; plants bugs and animals alike. Roots begin to creep into 
crevices, and wooden beams become food and habitat for a myriad of creepy crawlies. 

Can we construct in a way that anticipates and embraces impermanence and decay, 
not only to bring neighbours, communities together, but also create space in our built 
fabric to allow nature to thrive?

“Therefore when we build let us think that we build forever. Let it not be 
for present delight nor for present use alone. Let it be such work as our 
descendants will thank us for and let us think we lay stone on stone that a 
time is to come when those stones will be held sacred.” - John Ruskin

I s e  J i n g u  S h i k i n e n  S e n g u R e p a i r i n g  s t o n e  w a l l s  

Everything with physical concrete form is doomed to decay. The  Ise Jingu Grand shrine in 
Japan has been continually torn down and rebuilt every 20 years for as long as  2000 years.

Rather than preserving the continuity of form, how can we preserve the 
continuity of process, in doing so engaging with history, tradition and ritual.

I D E A

Repairing dry stone walls >

  1

I s e  J i n g u  S h i k i n e n  S e n g u R e p a i r i n g  s t o n e  w a l l s  

Everything with physical concrete form is doomed to decay. The  Ise Jingu Grand shrine in 
Japan has been continually torn down and rebuilt every 20 years for as long as  2000 years.

Rather than preserving the continuity of form, how can we preserve the 
continuity of process, in doing so engaging with history, tradition and ritual.

The Hilverson town hall, built by W M Dudok in 1931 is a solid brick 
construction, coupled with concrete frames and floors. The building 
embodies mass, solidity and permanence, yet a renovation works 
replaced 75% of the brick, 80% of the steel windows and 100% of the 
utilities, just over 30 years later.   For me this brings to mind Putarchs 
parable of Theseus’s ship.

The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of Athens returned had thirty 
oars, and was preserved by the Athenians down even to the time of 

Demetrius Phalereus, for they took away the old planks as they decayed, 
putting in new and stronger timber in their place, insomuch that this ship 

became a standing example among the philosophers, for the logical 
question of things that grow; one side holding that the ship remained the 

same, and the other contending that it was not the same.

Is the Hilveron town hall the same building, when every brick and pipe has 
been replaced?

<IIse Jingu Grand Shrine rebuilding ceremony

^Theseus & Hilverson Town Hall

  2

Thesis Formation Document
Appendix I I
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Modern Seaweed House - 1:25 Sectional Model
  5

The first task of the thesis provided the opportunity to reflect on our past work and identify gaps 
in our experience. A theme throughout my unfinished business was a desire to learn more about 
construction, craft and detailing. It was not surprising therefore that I began exploring modes of 
assembly, both historic and modern.

The future workshop motivated me to think about the future application of my thesis through 
writing and imagery. The nature of the workshop, an intense, quickfire process helped me distill 
my ideas and clearly see the direction I wanted to go in. I envisioned a future where humans, 
buildings and nature can co-exist. In this future construction is carried out with knowledge that a 
building can provide for the needs of more than just human occupants. 

My short narrative text depicts the story of a building, from inception, to ruin, told by an unseen 
observer, a spider. Gradually the building becomes overrun by nature, eventually becoming a 
home to spiders, woodlice and other creepy crawlies. 

I wanted to place the focus on these unseen creatures as they are no less critical to our 
ecosystem than polar bears, pandas, or even bees, which draw much more attention. Studies 
show that we have lost half of all insect life globally since 1970, and the rate of loss is continuing 
to increase. Bugs and insects are something many people find unnerving, even frightening. 
Does this mean they are less deserving of our sympathy?

“We are all lichen”
   -Scott Gilbert

Directly following on from this train of thought, I read Tentacular Thinking: Anthropocene, 
Capitalocene, Chthulucene, a chapter from Donna Haraway’s book “staying with the trouble”.

Harraway discusses the anthropocene, or the capitalocene; as she claims 
rampant capitalism has completely transformed and disfigured the earth and its ecosystems not 
the Anthropos (man) despite his failings. As an antithesis to this, Haraway optimistically proposes 
a new post- anthropocene era; the chthulucene, derived from chtho (earth), situated sometime 
in the future. In this future man confronts their “superiority” over creatures from the dark and the 
earth, critters and tentacled ones, finding a way to co-exist and share the planet.

Tentacular Thinking 
Response - Collage >

< Future Now Collage

C O N D I T I O N
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Rituals and ceremonial acts were our ancestors’ way of understanding and describing the world. 
It was the sum experience of a community; a way of transferring knowledge to future generations 
in a time without written language. I began this thesis by studying craft and construction with a 
ritualistic lens, albeit focusing on profane, everyday acts.
These acts are concerned with place, time and tradition. 

“The finest tools are a result of a timeless, anonymous evolution”
            -Juhani Pallasmaa

In “The Thinking Hand”, Pallasmaa describes the fusion of the individual and craft, the craftsman 
and the material. A basket weaver is completely married to his craft, material and landscape. He 
grows the willow on his land, harvests and soaks it to make it workable, and finally weaves it. If 
left to the elements, eventually it will return to the soil from whence came from. 

Moving into the realm of architecture, I also observed the processes of repair in vernacular Irish 
cottages. Like the basket weaver, the inhabitants of the Irish cottage sourced their materials from 
the land. Seaweed collected from the shore fertilized the fields. Straw grown on those fields was 
used to thatch the roof. 
Limewash, made from local stone, was re-applied frequently. Traditionally friends and family 
helped in the re-thatching process, not professionals. In this way the cottage assembly enabled 
community engagement. 

It wasn’t just the inhabitants  that benefited from the thatch, birds and insects dwelled within its 
layers. Our ancestors unwittingly provided space within the built environment for nature to thrive. 

The Modern Seaweed House by Vandkunsten Architects is inspired by the seaweed thatch 
used for centuries on Laesso, a building assembly which is at risk of becoming obsolete. 

It provides a modern use for an historic mode of building, drawing directly from landscape, and 
context.

Re-thatching Proccess >

< Willow Weaving      
<Proccess

M O D E

  3

Zostera marina or Eelgrass was 
tradionally used as thatching on the 
Danish island of Læsø. Roofs were 
often up to 1.5m thick.

Eelgrass environments in Ireland 
are now protected after a wasting 
disease destroyed most of the 
plant in the 1920s across both 
sides of the Atlantic.
Because of this I collected 
Ascophylum nodosum, or 
egg-wrack, which is commonly 
found all over Ireland’s coast.

Eelgrass is now imported to Læsø.
from the Danish islands of bogø 
and Lolland-Falster. 
Læsø. is still famous for its 
seaweed roofs but only 20 remain 
after decline to to the Eelgrass 
wasting disease. 

Eelgrass is harvested from the 
shores by tractor and spread over 
nearby fields, to be left for two 
weeks. It is preferably rained upon 
and then dried by the sun for two 
weeks.

When the eelgrass is dried it is 
odourless, fire-proof and doesn’t 
attract pests. 

I tried to replicate the drying 
proccess by rinsing the seaweed 
with freshwater, and drying in the 
oven on a low heat for 6 hours.
Although the dried egg-wrack is 
fire-proof, unfortunately it’s not quite 
odourless.

In the modern seaweed house, 
seaweed is used as facade 
cladding and as insulation. 
Seaweed was packed into timber 
boxes and sealed to create 
insulation  panels. It was also 
packed into mesh bags to act 
cladding.

I tried to recreate the cladding 
system with fabric and vegetable 
bags, but settled on using twine 
and wrapping around bundles of 
seaweed.

Because the two main materials 
used in the project are timber and 
locally sourced seaweed, it is in 
fact carbon negative.
The project combines traditional, 
local building culture with a modern 
application .
It is an effective insulant and easily 
accessible as it washes up on our 
shores. 

M o d e r n  S e a w e e d  H o u s e 
P r e c e d e n t  S t u d y

  4
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S i t e  L o c a t i o n  M a p 
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	 	 “I’ll	find	you,	Shoreditch	orchid,	true	and	shy,	
   rooting in the meadow streets 
   through old cable, broken porcelain, rivets and springs; 
	 	 	living	off	the	bones	of	the	railway.”
 
	 	 	 -Shoreditch	Orchid,	Peter	Daniels

I plan to explore aspects of time and decay, and the opportunity these phenomena 
create to provide space for life. Testing this theory on my site, I propose to do a deep 
survey, not primarily of its architectural elements, but of the species it harbours. I will try 
to quantify the observable life as well as the unseen, living in the soil, between cracks, 
and under crumbling concrete. By studying the site I hope to not only record the level 
of habitation, but understand what elements provide the most potential for life; cracks? 
Nooks? Dark or light areas?
  
By thoroughly studying the site, would it be possible to re-introduce human occupation 
in a way that does not displace the new life that has moved in. I plan to try to answer this 
question by testing materials and assemblies, carrying on from my tests with seaweed 
and continuing with different forms and materials. I want to use my hands, exploring 
construction through scale mock ups, provided this is possible with Covid restrictions. 

Through material tests hope to arrive at a building assembly that engages the human with 
history, future and each other. Can construction, decay and repair bring people together, 
while also providing space for nature, 

Thesis Question:

Can we construct in a way that anticipates and embraces impermanence and 
decay, not only to bring neighbours, communities together, but also create 
space in our built fabric to allow nature to thrive?

C O N C L U S I O N /  B R I E F
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Morning  -  Construction Midday  -  Use Night   -  Decay

Future Now Collages

  7

Portlaw is a sleepy, post industrial town, nestled between forested hills in a valley carved by the 
Clodagh river. The historic demesne of Curraghmore sits directly upstream, and downstream, 
within site of the town, the clodagh joins the River Suir.  It is roughly another 20kilometers along 
the Suir to Waterford city.

 It was here in 1825 that the Malcolmson family began to construct a large cotton factory, 
subsequently building a stately home, and the town for their workers, Ireland’s first industrial 
model town. This was not a backwater rural mill. The malcolmsons exported globally, and built 
the largest fleet of steamships in the world to support their enterprise.

The factory has been victim to the ebb and flow of time, falling derelict on several occasions. 
The mill was converted into a tannery in 1935, after being unoccupied for 75 years. A large 
concrete frame wing was constructed as well as several steel sheds. It was  the largest tannery 
in Europe for a time but very soon faced decline again, closing for good in 1985.

“Life is too short to discover the reason for all the ruins in Ireland”
         -Frank O’Connor

The site today is a complete ruin, overrun in many places with ferns and brambles. Native irish 
trees seem to flourish here, in the shadow of hills covered in dark sitka spruce. Oak, ash and 
sycamore sprout from the most inconceivable places. A small forest has taken root on the 4th 
floor, rooted in the rotten, fallen roof rafters.

I have never had the opportunity to design outside of  Dublin and would like to explore this semi-
rural condition.

As I am from Waterford I am quite familiar with Portlaw, having written about it in the past, as well 
as frequently walking and cycling in the area. It is fascinating how a site with such a vast history 
of industry is so quickly overcome by the forces of nature, and becoming a vestige for it.

S I T U AT I O N

M o n e y p o i n t  P o w e r s t a t i o nP o r t l a w  Ta n n e r y  R u i n s

Add i t i ona l  Images  /  I n te res ts

<Interal Perspectives 

^ Forecourt Perspective

  8
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C R A F T

U N F I N I S H E D   B U S I N E S S

H J E L H E D E  C O W  B A R N

G E O M E T RY

POLLERTON FARMHOUSE

R E - U S E

D O M I N I C  S T R E E T 
S O C I A L H O U S I N G

D E TA I L

D O M I N I C  S T R E E T 
S O C I A L H O U S I N G

UNFINISHED BUSINESS

1 CRAFT
My first slide is concerned with craft, making 
and tradition. Last semester I was working 
collectively with my studio in Aarhus to 
design and build a cowbarn in hjerl hede, an 
outdoor museum in jutland.   We extensively 
researched local building traditions, materials, 
and especially timber construction. We were 
aiming to produce 1.1 scale details to develop 
techniques, inspired by local craft but would be 
beneficial to modern construction. Unfortunately 
due to covid we did not begin construction 
on the cow barn. I would like to further my 
knowledge of construction and learn from 
traditional Irish craft,  how it might influence 
future building.

2 GEOMETRY
This image is from a personal project to 
design a farmhouse for an environmentally 
concerned young couple. The primary goal 
was to ensure the brief was fulfilled, but with the 
smallest possible envelope to reduce heating 
requirements. This eventually resulted in an 
orthogonal 7 by 7m floor plan,  with a separate 
organising grid internally,  which created 
dynamic geometrical spaces. 

 Although this design was derived through 
purely functional means, it made me realise 
the possibilities of exploring space beyond the 
square and cube, which I have not done so far 
in college.

3 RE-USE
Last year I attempted to re-use the structure of 
the dominic street rather than demolish it as the 
tutors initially presumed we would do. This was 
my first attempt at adaptive re-use for a  college 
project. I would like to learn more about re-using 
existing fabric, not only as a way of preserving 
historic buildings but as a tool to combat climate 
change. I feel we need to preserve as much to 
reduce embodied carbon energy. 

4 DETAIL
My final image depicts a sketch detail from my 
4th year domic street social housing project. 
Over the past 4 years and year out I have 
learned a lot about construction and building, 
though I still feel this is one of my weaker areas. 
In my last year I would like to learn as much as I 
can on detailing and construction. 

 Ultimately the materials we build with are one of 
the primary factors leading to climate change .

In order to effectively combat the climate crisis, 
we must also be able to understand how 
materials work together, so that we can choose 
greener construction methods.

  APPENDIX  2
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