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MAKING
IT

RAKAN BUDEIRI AND SHUMI BOSE 
INVestIGAte tHe RIse oF 
DESIGNER/MAKER COLLECTIVES 
tHAt HAVe set out to  CoNNeCt 
MoRe CLoseLy to LoCAL 
CoMMuNItIes AND tHeIR NeeDs –  
AND sPeAk to FouR suCH GRouPs 
FoRGING tHeIR oWN WAy AHeAD

From the advent of mechanisation and mass 
production following the Industrial 
Revolution, manufacture has shifted from 
cottage industries to the factory. And as 
the means of production and the complexity 
of manufactured objects have increased, 
a disconnection has grown between 
producers, objects and consumers – and 
in turn their understanding of objects 
they engage with. 

We rely instead on brands and large 
manufacturers to know how to make 
things, and to provide ever-advancing 
replacements when our objects and 
surroundings fail to meet our needs. 
Brands and manufacturers have also 
gone one step further, to anticipate our 
needs and in some cases create them. 

Now a new generation of young 
designers and architects is returning to 
the process of ‘making’ as a critical act, 
searching for that connectivity again. 
We look at four London-based collectives 
that share a disillusioned view of the 
standardised means of producing and 
engagement with architecture and 
environment, and so have returned 
to hands-on making processes. 

Their motivations differ – some are 
concerned with improving resources, skills 
and professional community, fi nding the 
transition from ideology-driven academia 
to banal office work too brutal. Such is the 
case for RARA, and to some extent was the 
genesis for Assemble, both of which came 
together after members found themselves 
unfulfi lled by the screen-based enslavement 
facing most junior office architects. 

Across all the groups is a belief in 
bottom-up social engagement on a localised 
basis; that people should be more actively 
engaged in the spaces they inhabit and with 

the objects they use. Other groups aim to 
push production into the community, and 
(with echoes of Victorian cottage industry) 
foster a new ‘guild’-like collective process 
of designing and making, with a view to 
producing the spaces and objects that people 
actually want. This more community-facing 
approach is exemplifi ed by Public Works, 
less a design consultancy than an advocacy 
group, helping local residents lay claim 
to the contested locales of post-Olympic 
east London. 

Not all of this public-facing endeavour 
is ‘against the Man’ – Assemble & Join, 
a small and disparate group of graphic 
designers and makers, has embedded itself 
in the market-community of London’s 
Waterloo, aided by Section 106 funding 
from Lambeth Council. Emerging 
architecture practice Assemble also fi nds 
much of its funding and commissioned 
work from local authority initiatives; 
indeed, recently it has found itself 
specifi cally drafted in to bring its 
community engagement methods to bear on 
larger projects. 

There are touches of ‘Big Society’ in the 
rallying round of professional and public 
bodies; but these groups of designers 
embrace the opportunity to take their 
energies and knowledge directly to the 
people they would serve. Rather than 
letting ‘making’ slip by as a recession-
triggered trend, increasing numbers of 
young designers (worldwide, though we 
have focussed on London) are fi nding 
strategies to work together towards a 
long-term impact on lives and localities, 
considering the act of making not only from 
their own disciplinary perspectives but also 
in terms of broader civic engagement, local 
resilience and empowerment.

play out in commercial reality of daily 
working life.

Rather than languish in unsatisfying 
jobs, the founding members decided to 
actively fi nd opportunities to make 
something happen. The collective came 
to prominence with the Cineroleum, which 
hit an apex of DIY ethics and hipster-led 
urban regeneration at a seemingly perfect 
moment. Wanting to address the increasing 
level of urban dereliction the group spotted 
a disused petrol station in Clerkenwell, in 
Islington, central London. 

A simple design for a cinema to be built 
in three weeks, on a budget of £6,500 was 
developed. With the help of friends, family 
and volunteers and using largely found or 
donated materials, the cinema was realised. 
The success of the project was partly down 
to the brazen, astute (and, for cost reasons, 
ultimately necessary) distillation of the 
cinema experience: the glamour of the 
curtain, elaborate signage and popcorn 
created drama in the most unlikely setting. 

But more than the specifi cs of the 

Main image: Where it all 
began for Assemble – the 
Cineroleum project in an 
abandoned petrol station

Right: Folly for a Flyover, 
in Bow

Far right: New Addington, 
Croydon

ASSEMBLE
Headline-friendly Assemble has received 
a lot of attention for its projects around 
Greater London over the past couple of 
years An architecture-driven collective of 
approximately 20-30 fl oating and mostly 
very young, members, Assemble 
emphasises making both as a means of 
learning the trade and as a tool of involving 
the public in its projects. Based at the 
Sugarhouse Studios on the borders of 
London’s Olympic Park (which space was 
until recently supported by the legacy 
development committee), Assemble’s group 
dynamic morphs depending on the 
availability of its membership – some are 
still completing training and others work 
part-time for other practices – and the kinds 
of projects they are working on. 

Assemble formed in a response to 
being fresh out of school, but disillusioned 
with the remoteness of normal architecture 
practice – being educated about the 
importance of social design often doesn't 

cinematic experience, Assemble’s dynamic 
motivation to do something confronts the 
remote abstraction of architectural 
construction from the designer’s point of 
view. Perhaps even more crucially, 
Assemble mobilises the act of making to 
engage inhabitants and stakeholders in the 
design of their environments. 

The Cineroleum was quickly followed 
up by Folly for A Flyover in Hackney Wick, 
a playful fairytale structure under a 
motorway corridor. Keen to involve 
end-users as much as possible in the 
production of new environments – the 
bricks for the Folly were made by 
volunteers in the run-up to construction 
– Assemble wants to engage the users in 
more than just a symbolic capacity. 

This was also borne out by its project 
in New Addington, Croydon, which 
Assemble sees as a crystallising moment in 
terms of its approach. Charged with 
creating a new town square by a particularly 
forward-thinking local council, Assemble 
fought the symptoms of ‘consultation 

fatigue’ and a deep-set mistrust towards 
shipped-in design teams, by building 1:1 
prototypes of its proposed design 
interventions in collaboration with local 
residents and traders. ‘They loved the 
try-before-you-buy approach,’ says James 
Binning, one of the Assemble crew, ‘It was 
utterly exhausting but we earned the trust 
of the local people we were serving.’

If the beginnings for Assemble were 
ad-hoc and informal, its subsequent work 
shows a maturing in attitude; the team 
is getting to grips with procurement 
procedures, accounting and business 
plans and working out how to practice 
sustainably without losing its distinctive 
agility. It’s currently working on a landscape 
project in Harrow, teaming up with 'proper' 
architecture practice Adams & Sutherland,  
with a budget exceeding £1m. In it 
Assemble is intrigued to discover the ways 
its  unconventional thinking butts up 
against the valuable but more traditional 
methods of an experienced fi rm. 
assemblestudio.co.uk
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RARA
The Redundant Architect’s Recreation 
Association is based in a large, shared 
workspace in an industrial unit in Clapton, 
north London. A changing collective of 
members, both long and short-term, make 
up a family of designers, architects, makers 
and artists who use RARA's generous 
working environment for individual 
projects and collective endeavours. 

Founded by architects Joe Swift, Dan 
Nation and the late, and sadly missed, Sam 
Potts, as an ‘alternative – perhaps even 
more useful RIBA’, RARA offers an 
affordable workspace for those whose 
design-and-make desires are either 
unsatisfi ed by their jobs or who don’t have 
one in the fi rst place. The latter describes 
the founders in 2008: unemployed and 
encumbered. Having found a cheap, 
mixed-use space in the semi-urban wilds of 
Clapton, they created RARA as an enabling 
experiment, rather than a business. ‘During 
a time where economic inertia forces many 
in creative professions to do nothing, RARA 
is an energetic, shared infrastructure that 
provides affordable space to do anything and 
everything,’ the manifesto states.

RARA has grown from the corner of 
a shared warehouse unit into a making, 
designing, meeting and event space for 
people who need specifi c space or tools 

ASSEMBLE & JOIN
If you’ve passed through London’s Waterloo 
recently, you might have noticed Assemble 
& Join’s ‘collaborative community 
workshop’ on Lower Marsh, the happily 
shabby and largely independent market-
street just behind the train station. 

A&J is currently comprised of graphic 
designers Lucy Smith & Theo Adamson, of 
GD/hta (part of Camden-based architecture 
office HTA), woodworker Christopher 
Jarratt and designer-strategist Tom Tobia. 
The four friends met across school, college 
and work. Their mission is to engage the 
local population in shaping and taking 
ownership of their locality, and they intend 
to use simple craft and manufacturing to 
promote this engagement.

Encouragingly, this 'workshop' came 
to fruition through local government 

processes. An A&J shop-front proposal 
responded to a Lambeth Council public arts 
initiative, which in turn had come about 
through a Section 106 Agreement, intended 
to ‘offset’ negative impacts from proposed 
developments. Rather than proposing a 
showstopper or statement artwork, 
Assemble & Join suggested a three-month 
residency on Lower Marsh in the empty 
premises of an old cafe, to be equipped 
with a CNC machine.

Shoulder by shoulder with local 
shopkeepers and market traders, A&J has 
had its micro-manufacturing doors open 
to intrigued locals and passers-by since last 
October. Since then, it has hosted groups of 
would-be woodworkers from local schools, 
environmental groups, local historians, 
elderly residents and curious folk from all 
walks of life. ‘Most people started off 

thinking we’d make things for individual 
needs – like a cupboard, or a new kitchen,’  
says Smith. ‘It took a while before people 
understood that we wanted to be 
committed to this area, that everything we 
make had to benefi t the community of 
Lower Marsh.’ Now locals drop in with 
their needs or suggestions – good examples 
include the sprucing up of shop fronts to 
boost the special identity of the street, a 
wish to record the rich narratives of the 
area, and the need for planting and bird 
boxes to encourage urban fauna. 

The A&J team starts by helping groups 
to distil a brief based on the problems of the 
area, then provides the necessary degree 
of design thinking and technical expertise 
– putting the onus of making into the users 
hands while helping them to make the most 
out of the simple and limited resources. 

The onus on easy and timeless making 
techniques – wooden forms, reliant on pegs 
and friction rather than complicated joinery 
– forms something of a generational bridge. 
‘There’s a generation of people who miss 
having a garden shed – a specifi c space in 
their lives where they can go to make, fi x 
and tinker around with stuff,’ says Smith. 
Most of us give up on broken objects and 
quotidian design problems fearing we lack 
the skills or understanding, but many 
designers crave to share their creativity and 
working process, as attested by skilled 
woodworker Jarratt, the hands-on expert 
of the A&J team. This project proves there 
is an audience and a need for that.

The success of this project has been due 
to a direct devolution of power to the people 
of the area. Stodgy consultation processes 
often mean local needs are voiced too softly, 

Above: A whimsical graphic 
shows how A&J interacts 
with the community

Right: A&J, from left, Tom 
Tobia, Chris Jarratt, Theo 
Adamson and Lucy Smith

to make a project, while also helping to 
foster young businesses through its 
collaborative, knowledge-sharing 
environment. The atmosphere is free-form 
and iconoclastic – fragments of past projects 
and installations form the studio furniture, 
an ongoing ale-brewing project sits in the 
corner and the workshop even doubles as 
living space for some hard-up and 
temporarily homeless members. 

Working from this eclectic space, 
designers can meet builders, artists and 
makers, often embarking on collective 
endeavours. They all say that the social 
nature of working provides a rich 
opportunity for skill-sharing and learning. 
‘Sometimes when you work alone you can 
go down a certain path and end up banging 
your head against the wall. It just takes 
someone else to show you a different way 
of doing things, and as everybody brings 
a different kind of knowledge, it can be 
really useful to work here,’ says Swift.

Asked about the renaissance in making 
as a revived part of practice, Swift and his 
colleagues seem convinced that a bottom-
up, DIY attitude has gripped designers and 
non-designers alike, especially in times of 
hardship. ‘It defi nitely changes your 
practice,’ says French architect Laure 
Ledard. ‘Working closely with people who 
make stuff – for example when you draw a 
detail –  it makes a difference to think about 

the maker, even saving money sometimes, 
because you have a better understanding of 
how materials are handled.’ As a space 
RARA is totally unfunded and is supported 
by its members, who pay a subscription to 
use its studio space on a daily, weekly or 
monthly basis, and studio space is 
accessible 24/7, so that any making urges 
or self-initiated projects can be pursued out 
of hours – for those lucky enough to have 
a rent-paying day job. 

Currently RARA plays host to a diverse 
crew of architects, product designers, 
a welder producing bicycle-polo mallets, 
a jewellery designer working in wood and 
precious metals, and a designer crafting local 
chestnut into lighting products. Previously 
it has been home to screen-printers, 
motorbike hobbyists and a tattooist. 

As an intriguing and earnest model for 
design practice, RARA is often invited into 
the more institutionalised platforms for 
architecture – for example, designing the 
exhibition installation for American young 
gun Jimenez Lai, at the Architecture 
Foundation, and hosting a ‘life’ drawing class 
at the behest of the RIBA. The later was 
carried out with RARA’s characteristic 
aplomb – the model was a (dead) pig.

RARA was involved in last year’s 
Floating Cinema on Regent’s Canal (see 
Blueprint March for the 2013 iteration), and 
aided by a NESTA grant, RARA and 

and too late, whereas this direct, hands-on 
engagement has been empowering and 
energising – not too mention very well 
received: all workshops for Assemble & 
Join’s initial tenure were booked up weeks 
in advance. 

Having completed a three-month 
residency enabled by Lambeth Council, 
Assemble & Join has now managed to fi nd 
new funding from Natural England to 
remain on site longer – helping it to realise 
more ambitious projects, such as the Lower 
Marsh planters and beehives. 

Assemble & Join hopes to take its 
community manufacture to north London 
boroughs of Camden and Hackney in the 
not too-distant future, potentially making 
a commercial line of locally produced 
objects to support the public programme.
assembleandjoin.co.uk

a group of architecture graduates also  
performed a live-in conversion of a local 
library in Walthamstow, now The Mill 
community centre. Confi rming its 
commitment to the area, RARA’s upcoming 
plans include a new community making-
space/workshop in Walthamstow, in 
collaboration with Assemble.

What sets RARA apart is its posture 
as a frank and convivial support system for 
emerging, transitional or otherwise 
marginalised architects and designers, as 
a reaction against a vocational framework 
that cannot accommodate or fulfi l the 
creative motivations of highly skilled and 
sparky individuals. 
r-a-r-a.com

Left: The dead pig life 
drawing class organised 
for the RIBA

Above: A RARA member 
fi nishes off some laser-cut 
signage for the Edinburgh 
Festival
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PUBLIC WORKS
Probably the most locally embedded of the 
lot, Public Works is a small art and 
architecture research practice based firmly 
in the Olympic ‘fringe’ neighbourhood of 
Hackney Wick. Founded in 2004 by artists 
Kathrin Böhm and Stefan Saffer and 
architects Andreas Lang, Torange Khonsari 
and Sandra Denicke-Polcher, the small 
group is deeply engaged in critical urban 
interventions and public space, encouraging 
local engagement with environmental and 
civic predicaments.  

Public Works began as friends sharing 
office space to work individual projects 
following graduation. As with the other 
practices featured here, it quickly became 
apparent that some of the more mundane 
projects brought the energy of the office 
down, so collectively they decided to run the 
office a little differently, trying to bridge the 
gap between theory and practice. 

‘You should always ask yourself why 
you do things,’ says Lang. He suggests that 
architects are badly in need of a space to 
develop practice, and are rarely afforded the 
luxury to freely investigate propositional  
or critical ideas once they’ve graduated. 
Although Lang, himself a tutor at the RCA, 
acknowledges that the remit for artists and 
architects differs, this predicament is in 
contrast to the many residencies available 
to artists immediately following education, 
to develop individual methodologies. 

Instead of investigating fertile ideas and 
concepts from an experimental perspective, 
graduates are often whisked into 
‘hermetical and hierarchical’ offices where 
they are conditioned by a system of 
producing work in an abstracted fashion. 

By contrast, Lang and co are inspired  
by some European models. Working with 
Doina Petrescu and Constantin Petcou,  
for example, the folk behind Atelier 
d’Architecture Autogérée (AAA), Public 
Works has implemented a Hackney Wick 
outpost of R-Urban – a bottom-up ‘strategy 
of resilience’ first established by aaa in 
Paris. In the case of Public Works, the idea 
is to enable the local population to act 
against a perceived, developer-led 
colonisation of the Hackney Wick area, 
claiming public areas for public interests. 

An example of this is Wick on Wheels 
(WoW), a mobile making and recycling unit 
mounted on the back of a milk float. Earlier 
float iterations, such as the Folkestonomy 
Float at the 2008 Folkestone Art Triennial, 
mobilised the notion of mapping local 
archives, cultural interests and narratives. 
WoW acts as a local resource for Hackney 
Wick and Fish Island, using and gathering 
local materials, knowledge and skills. 
Another initiative is the Wick Sessions – 
public discussion forums for walking, 
talking and sharing experiences, bringing 
voices from the broader spheres of 
architecture, urbanism and research to the 
locality. The tripartite structure favoured  

by Public Works is completed by the Wick 
Curiosity Shop, an archive for documenting 
and promoting all the local activity and 
narratives initiated by designers, residents 
and stakeholders. 

R-Urban Wick receives support from  
a mix of the local authority, the London 
Legacy Development Corporation and local 
independent organisations such as Cre8 
Lifestyle Centre. Other Public Works 
projects continue to walk the line between 
a critical art approach, and bottom-up 
architectural interventionism. They 
include, a collaboration with the Frontside 
Skate Park, built from salvaged materials by 
Andrew Willis. A public resource, the 
skatepark is across the road from Public 
Works’ office in the White Building 
(recently renovated by David Kohn 
Architects and run by Space Studios). In 
2004 Lang and Bohm completed a one-year 
residency for the Serpentine Gallery at 
Kensington Gardens, the fruit of which was 
Park Products - a series of objects made of 
hyperlocal resources for hyperlocal use, such 
as a litter-collecting bag with a built in glove 
and benches made of compressed compost 
bags. These products could not actually be 
bought but rather exchanged for ‘alternative’ 
currencies set by the local groups involved. 
In this way Public Works experiment with 
strategies to resist and circumvent 
traditional means of engaging with civic and 
economic realities.
publicworksgroup.net 

Above: The WoW factor – 
the Wick on Wheels mobile 
making and recycling unit
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