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ADS2: Conservation
It is 70 years since the creation of the UK’s Listed Building system. Since then, 

our built heritage has sprawled to half a million statutory listed buildings and 8,000 
Conservation Areas. The buildings we list are getting younger, more diverse and more 
contentious. A building’s future heritage potential or risk is now even considered at the 
start of development. Our past is catching up with us.

The issue is a global one. AMO estimate that 12% of the Earth’s surface is subject to 
conservation. UNESCO-designated World Heritage now encompasses not only physical 
but also intangible heritage - social practices and their legacy in the built environment. In 
the context of immense pressure for growth and development, conservation would seem 
to be a growing constraint on the practice of designing and building the future. 

But is this actually true? Conservation is not stasis. The practice of conservation can 
be transformative and often acts at a point of acute change: creating value, growing 
economies, shifting government, rewriting social norms, responding to ecological 
disasters. New paradigms of conservation have always emerged in the context of 
significant periods of transformation such as revolutions or global conflicts. In the 
UK, as elsewhere, the growth of the conservation movement has closely mirrored the 
process of modernisation. Rather than being vilified as the arch enemy of modernity, 
conservation should really be recognized as a function of change.

Defining the past is a powerful way of dictating the future, and the constant updating 
and editing of what we consider heritage says more about the present than the past, as can 
be seen in the ongoing struggle to destroy or reinstate memorials to the US Confederacy. 
Conservation can be political, as much as politics can be about conservation. Making 
America Great Again; Taking Back Control: we are increasingly facing the future by 
looking backwards. 

This year ADS2 will challenge the idea of conservation as a conservative practice and 
explore radical alternative strategies for its use.

About ADS2
Since 2013, ADS2 has explored the politics of development, with a particular 

interest in the role of the state and the popular in creating the built environment. We 
encourage projects which are unconstrained in design and political ambition, which use 
architectural agency, form and language critically and with character.

We encourage work which has relevance to, and an impact on, the issues and forces at 
play in development and in society. We are interested in producing architectural research 



Removal of Confederate memorials in the 
United States, 2016

and design that is of public use beyond academia but which also exploits the potential of 
studio research to challenge the world in which architects must work. 

Teaching typically takes the form of weekly tutorials, sometimes undertaken outside 
of the RCA in the form of day field trips. We will run tutorials every Tuesday, and the 
teaching day will regularly involve collective sessions as well as individual tutorials. 
David and Diana will teach weekly, with Finn attending crits and running a termly 
workshop designed to connect projects with the wider world and with other practices 
that shape our places. Guest critics and lecturers at these workshops include lawyers, 
activists, developers and politicians, with the explicit aim of helping to make architecture 
that is of critical relevance to the forces that shape development.

At a regular salon, an invited guest will talk through a challenge they faced on a well 
known project, after which students will tease out and begin to solve similar issues in 
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their projects. We expect to begin with Charles Holland on the adventure of site-finding 
during the development of A House for Essex.

In previous years we have explored the Metropolitan Green Belt and the postwar New 
Towns - both big state ideas, and then the phenomenon of ‘sprawl’ - what happens when 
the state looks the other way. This year’s focus on conservation is a continuation of this 
series of themes.

Expect to design from the level of policies to objects, to work collectively to define 
the territory of ‘conservation’ within the ADS, and to draw on that research in individual 
thesis projects. In the tradition of the studio, publishing and working ‘in public’ are part 
of the process. We are interested in a communicative architecture in the broadest sense.

Live Project: Intangible London
174 of 198 countries have signed up to the UNESCO ‘Convention for the 

Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage’. The UK is not one of those countries. 
What would London conserve if intangible heritage were to come to the UK, and how? 
Could the intangible be understood as the heritage of an (uncertain or ambiguous) 
future? Could we create the facts of the future out of the powerful, intangible fictions 
we design today? As historian David Lowenthal writes, “we exalt heritage not because 
it is true but because it ought to be true”.

We will map the territory of intangibility within the UK and set out the policy 
framework and terms for its listing and conservation in collaboration with statutory 
bodies. Students will walk their own line between documenting fact and constructing 
fiction. We will work together to develop not only the subjects of heritage but also new 
methodologies: ways of recording, preserving, archiving, presenting and using.

We are in discussions with the Museum of London regarding the project, with the 
intention of producing work which informs their own conservation practices and tools.



Two sets of lines mark out an archaeological site in Hebron, blue for 
the Israeli & green for the Palestinian definition of the boundary. Mobile 
boundaries for a mobile heritage: This is one of a number of sites where 

Abraham may have pitched his tent. ©Fayez Jamil/Postscript 2014

Diagram of the year

1st YEARS 2nd YEARS

Select a SUBJECT to be conserved

Produce an INTERPRETATION panel

Define a conservation PRACTICE

Live project 
INTANGIBLE LONDON

Develop a 
CONSERVATION STRATEGY

APPLICATION to a building or place

Build a CAPRICCIO for the WiP show
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Tutors

David Knight
David Knight is a designer and author, and a founder of DK-CM, an architecture and 

research studio based in London. DK-CM’s work primarily involves working for the 
public sector and the practice’s work in Barkingside was awarded a Special Mention in 
the 2016 European prize for Urban Public Space.

David was formerly (2008-2015) a Lecturer and unit master at Kingston University 
School of Architecture and Landscape, Senior Lecturer at the University of East 
London (2005-11) and Project Co-ordinator at General Public Agency (2005-8) 
where his clients included Arts Council England and the Tate. He serves as a trustee 
of The Architecture Foundation, as Visiting Critic to the Mayor’s Project Review 
Group at the Greater London Authority, is appointed to the Greater London Authority 
Specialist Assistance Team, and is a member of the Architectural Humanities Research 
Association and the Society of Architectural Historians.

David is undertaking a PhD, ‘Making Planning Popular’ at the RCA and has taught 
ADS2 at the college since 2013. 

@knight_david @_knight_david @_dk_cm

Diana Ibáñez López
Diana Ibáñez López is a designer, researcher, author and editor. She has worked 

at MVRDV and Phaidon Press, launched Timeline, an award-winning news app, and 
is currently working on commissioning and delivering a number of culture-focused 
regeneration projects for Harrow Council. Diana is a tutor at the Royal College of Art 
and UCL’s Urban Design & Planning MA. In 2016/17 she was a visiting lecturer at 
future cities think-tank The Why Factory, TU Delft and a regular critic at a number of 
UK architecture schools. 

@dianagrama @dibanezlopez



Emmeline Quigley, ‘easyLuton’, ADS2 2015-16. The project 
explored the lived heritage of Luton through Buzzfeed and 

other online sources, and then proposed a conservation area 
managment strategy for the town’s 1970s Arndale Centre.

Finn Williams
Finn Williams is an architect-turned-planner based in London. He is the co-founder 

and chief executive of Public Practice, a social enterprise building a new generation of 
planners to shape places for the public good. Finn previously worked for the Office for 
Metropolitan Architecture and General Public Agency before nine years in the public 
sector at Croydon Council and then the Greater London Authority, where he led new 
initiatives on placemaking, workspace, markets, infill housing and crowdfunding.

 Finn is the founder of public sector planning think tank NOVUS and independent 
research practice Common Office. He is a director of the Planning Officers Society, 
vice chair of the Tower Hamlets Design Review Panel, a CABE Built Environment 
Enabler, Centre for London Associate, and a member of the TCPA’s Raynsford Review 
and Future Cities Catapult’s Future of Planning board. He has taught architecture and 
exhibited his work throughout Europe, and was co-curator of the British Pavilion at the 
2016 Venice Architecture Biennale.

@commonoffice
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The Future of Heritage
Finn Williams, 2007

Bicester Shopping Village in Oxfordshire opened in 2003 as an open air shopping 
mall masquerading as a quaint English village, and has already become a favourite 
destination of Chinese tour buses on an itinerary that includes Madame Tussauds and the 
rebuilt Globe Theatre. 2,000 Chinese package tourists were reported to have visited the 
village in one day, many of them queuing to buy shoes at Clarks – a prestigious brand in 
China – prepared with paper cut-outs of their relatives’ feet.

Heritage has always been susceptible to manipulation by political agendas, but the 
economic logics of global industries like tourism are currently redefining the limits of 
what heritage can be. Tomorrow’s heritage is not necessarily authentic or old; what we 
assume stands for permanence and continuity is now more malleable than ever. How we 
judge what counts as heritage and what deserves preservation is becoming progressively 
independent from historical fact. But what are the implications of a heritage that is no 
longer inherited but invented?

 
Heritage is an Invention

 The history of preservation mirrors the march of modernisation in Western Europe. 
The concept of patrimoine or heritage was invented during the French Revolution when 
decisions needed to be made between objects to be erased from history, and those which 
would be allowed to endure. In Britain too the preservation movement has grown in 
response to the threats of modernisation. The National Trust for England was founded in 
1895 to counter plans to build in the Lake District, the Ancient Monuments Society was 
formed in 1924 in the wake of the redevelopment of Regent Street, and slum clearances 
in Edinburgh prompted the Marquess of Bute to form the National Trust for Scotland 
in 1931. Bombing during World War II and the scale of subsequent rebuilding brought 
about the 1953 Ancient Monuments Act, but it was the controversial demolition of the 
Euston Arch and then the Coal Exchange that eventually provoked the 1968 Town & 
Country Planning Act making it illegal to demolish a listed building without consent. 
Heritage, rather than being vilified as the arch enemy of modernity, should really be 
recognised as a symptom of change.

 
 

Heritage is Instant
 In 1994 the Nara Conference on Authenticity in Japan concluded that “In a world that 

is increasingly subject to the forces of globalization and homogenization… the essential 
contribution made by the consideration of authenticity in conservation practice is to 
clarify and illuminate the collective memory of humanity”. However the last thirteen 
years have melted any hope that heritage can be defined by a common dateline drawn 
across humanity’s past.

At the turn of the millennium, modernism suddenly belonged to the last century, a 
figure of speech that condemned the once-futuristic to plain history. What had been 
present-day got compiled into retrospective ‘100 Greatest…’ compilations; overnight, 
contemporary culture had been filed as potential heritage. This instant sense of 
retrospective has left us questioning where the new watershed of past and present lies. 
This year’s Documenta 12, in Kassel, went as far as to ask “is modernity our antiquity”?



‘Place Faking: 40 Years of Barking 
heritage, from wasteland to world 
heritage site’. Finn Williams, 2007

In reality, the time it takes for the contemporary to be reconsidered as exemplary has 
been shrinking ever since the first ‘Ancient Monuments Act’ in Britain in 1882. Since 
then, the minimum interval between the conception of a building and the point of its 
preservation has decreased from two millennia to just 30 years. The recent phenomena 
of ‘spot listing’ (which allowed Norman Foster’s Willis Faber building in Ipswich to be 
listed despite being under the statutory 30 years age limit) looks set to update the rule. 
Rem Koolhaas predicts that the interval will soon disappear completely and “we will 
decide whether we design something that is to be preserved or not”.

The Twentieth Century Society, who give themselves the task of protecting architecture 
and design after 1914, are having a hard time keeping up. Formerly known as the Thirties 
Society, their new name is already becoming redundant as the tide of preservation gains 
ground. How long before the society is rebranded to defend the Twenty First Century?

 
 

Heritage is Anything
If globalisation has inflated the value of heritage, the side effect has been a distortion 

of its criteria not only in terms of age, but also in terms of subject. Heritage’s newfound 
superpowers as an antidote to homogenisation and an agent of tourism have expanded 
its coverage beyond the convention of ancient monuments to assemble a Noah’s Ark of 
urbanity, from offices to abattoirs, casinos and garages. Even nominations for the BBC’s 
Restoration series, a sort of pop idol pageant for endangered buildings, have included 
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a gaol, quarry, and coffin factory. As architect/historian Paul Bentel writes “This new 
subject matter challenges the conventional standards of beauty, uniqueness, relevance 
to national identity, age and information value by which the significance of heritage 
artefacts are typically evaluated. It also undermines the prevailing notion that cultural 
significance mirrors universal social values.”

Rem Koolhaas’s think-tank AMO tried to totally suppress any subjective criteria 
for heritage in their proposal for the preservation of Beijing. In place of conventional 
conservation areas AMO projected an abstract barcode on Beijing defining arbitrary 
strips of the city to be preserved for different periods of time, as a kind of crop rotation 
that outflanked the accepted logics of both preservation and modernisation.

 
 

Heritage is Fabricated
AMO sought to reconcile heritage with history and preserve an objective, even 

“authentic” slice of the past. However heritage is potentially most powerful, and 
corruptible, when entirely freed from traditional ties to historical fact. This fabricated 
heritage forfeits reality to re-present a more suitable version of events. The technique 
is instinctively mistrusted and frequently misused, but its falsehoods can be white lies 
as well as political propaganda. English identity is descended from fictional heritage as 
much as historical event, where museums and statues dedicated to King Arthur, Robin 
Hood and Sherlock Holmes stand as models of solidarity and citizenship. As historian 
David Lowenthal writes, “we exalt heritage not because it is true but because it ought to 
be true”. The facts are easily forgotten if a better fiction is believable.

Brand new heritage is most fantastic, and maybe most necessary, anywhere around 
the world where the skyline is crowded with cranes. ‘Cities from Zero’ (a term coined 
by Shumon Basar) in the UAE and China are using fabricated heritage to soften the 
shock of booming development by inventing imaginary historical continuity. Yet the 
growing disparity between maximised scales of new construction and what was there 
before (often only desert) increasingly demands extreme forms of iconography. The 
developers of ‘Culture Village’, a £6.7billion project under construction in Dubai, claim 
it “promises authentic cultural experiences honouring the past while incorporating it 
into the present”. The development imports traditional Arabic architectural features and 
applies them in unprecedented ways. Wind towers are replicated in concrete and used to 
conceal air conditioning units, and six storey waterfalls cascade down imitation-adobe 
loft-style apartments. Culture Village joins a wave of brand new traditional developments 
including Old Town, Heritage Village and Madinat Jumeirah, suggesting Arabic-
vernacular has replaced mirror-glass as Dubai’s hottest architectural trend. The city’s 
newest buildings pose as its oldest, and vice versa – Dubai is building itself backwards..

 
Heritage is not History

Back in Britain, Gordon Brown’s pledge of 3 million new homes by 2020 will only be 
able to be delivered by building a significant proportion of neighbourhoods and towns 
from scratch. The Thames Gateway, a marshy hinterland stretching east from London, 
past abandoned docks and industrial ruins to the pleasure piers of former seaside resorts, 
has been pegged out as the site for 160,000 of the new houses by 2016. Here the fuzzy 
practice of placemaking, or how to contrive an attractive identity for these frontier-villes, 
has taken on a tantalising mystique for developers looking to sell desirable property.

English Heritage (the government’s advisor on the historic environment) and high-



profile historians have been keen to advertise the area’s overlooked past as the key 
ingredient of placemaking. English Heritage promote “untapped heritage potential” as a 
way for future schemes to “maintain a feeling of continuity” with a place’s past. But too 
often the alien scale of new development is irreconcilable with the bleak quality, even 
the industrial nature of historic conditions.

Earnest historian Tristram Hunt has been rightly critical of the first drifts of speculative 
housing to settle in the Thames Gateway; “a mess of bland, anywhere-nowhere 
developments… soulless places that have no connection to time or place”. But wrong in 
thinking that new places need authenticity to have meaning. Hunt himself mourns the 
inability of modern development to match the “cohesive design” of Lord Lever’s Port 
Sunlight or Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Suburbs, forgetting that their winning blend of 
idyllic sentiment was only achieved by grafting a medley of nostalgic styles onto new 
buildings, totally irrespective of authenticity.

The stunning success of the far-right British National Party in the borough of Barking 
& Dagenham, at the heart of the Thames Gateway, proves that the right lie can be far more 
seductive than the sincere truth. Their 2006 election strategy targeted locals’ suspicions 
with fabricated figures on crime and false claims about immigration, manipulating the 
political context to translate fear into votes. Perhaps a benevolent version of the same 
tactics, where the area’s desolate ruins are substituted for more suitable follies, might 
mean the Thames Gateway gets the heritage it really wants.

Instead of faithful restorations of redundant lighthouses, this heritage could concoct 
an anachronistic mix of suburban fantasy and urban myth. Bootleg vernacular styles 
could disguise new ways of living, unfamiliar circumstances transform traditions, and 
cutting-edge construction techniques ape oldness. Faux heritage could give a semblance 
of ‘always-already there’ to brand new developments, acting like the architectural 
antithesis of anti-ageing cosmetic products. This idealised heritage needn’t be in denial 
of genuine history, nor pose as its replacement; it only offers a better precedent for future 
development.

 
Heritage is Forgetful

 If one aspect of heritage’s power is its potential to foster belief in something that 
never (but really should have) existed, the flip side is its ability to paper over difficult 
histories by sowing mass amnesia. Heritage can be defined by adding invented material, 
but also by erasure, or selectively removing unwanted cultural evidence. Andrew 
Herscher, who acted as an expert witness on the war-time destruction of cultural heritage 
at the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia, calls what has been 
purposefully forgotten or suppressed as counter-heritage. By targeting this counter-
heritage for demolition, political regimes edit an updated history, or ‘Directors’ Cut’ of 
the past.

Though clearly open to abuse, forgetting parts of our inheritance, as well as adapting 
it through reclassification or invention also helps each generation take ownership of the 
past and maintain its relevance.
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@ads2rca

ads2rca.wordpress.com


