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TThis year’s graduation studio focuses on the 
architectural archive, which, due to its specificity, 

presents its own set of challenges. The understanding 
of this typology began with the analysis of different 
institutions, and in the process of unpacking the 
idea of an archive, it is possible to confront different 
questions in regard of archiving and the different 
culture of archive within the architectural framework. 
Preservation, documentation and display were only a 
few of the topics encountered in this analysis. Reflecting 
on archives means also understanding the procedures 
behind the presence of a document or object in an 
archive. 

As Sofie De Caigny, former director of the VAi, 
mentioned, “archives extend far beyond mere repository 
of buildings”. It is about places that collect different 
precious elements such as documents and records as 
well as stories and ideas.  

The archival institution that is analysed in this research 
is the Sir John Soane’s Museum, which presents a unique 
and different way of archiving and exhibiting worth 
looking into. By un-packing and re-packing the house-
museum using a physical model as a tool of research, 
combined with the analysis of this peculiar institution 
informed us of its development and particular way of 
archiving.  

The Sir John Soane’s Museum was established in 1833 
and is situated within the building that formerly 
housed the architect’s residence. The museum displays 
his comprehensive collection of art, antiquities, and 
architectural models, which he consistently expanded 
during his lifetime.  

The museum finds its origins in John Soane’s purchases 
of three distinct properties in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, 
designated as N°12, 13, and 14, respectively. At that 
time Soane was working on the project for the Bank of 
England, Lincoln’s Inn Fields was therefore a convenient 
location both for his office and house. Over time, he 
undertook a series of reconstructions, modifying the 
buildings to serve as a residence, an office, and a growing 
repository for his expanding collection.  

The process of demolition and later reconstruction of the 
17th-century house at No. 12 began in 1792, with the 
intention of creating a residence and studio for Soane. 
In the space of less than two decades, he proceeded to 
acquire N°13, which afforded him the opportunity to 
establish a more spacious office (the current dome area) 
and to relocate his residence. The available space was 
not enough for the collection, which included Roman 
and Greek sculptures, paintings, and antiquities from 
various periods, as well as an Egyptian sarcophagus. In 
1824, N°14 was also incorporated into the complex, 
having been demolished and rebuilt to accommodate 
a new painting room for his expanding collection 
of paintings. In 1833, Soane negotiated an Act of 
Parliament with the intention of ensuring the perpetual 
preservation of his house and collection, preventing any 
alterations or rearrangements that would compromise 
his vision. 

Rather than its programme, which was typical for 
the period in London, this house-museum was 
distinguished by its exceptional design and approach to 
exhibiting objects. The house-museum was in fact one 
of the most popular forms of museum in Europe during 
the end of the 18th century and the beginning of the 
19th century.  

Introduction
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Fig.1. Site plan, scale 1:2000
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Fig. 2. Ground Floor Plan Sir John Soane’s Museum, scale 1:200
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Fig. 3. Basement Floorplan Sir John Soane’s Museum, scale 1:400

Fig. 4. First Floor Plan Sir John Soane’s Museum, scale 1:400
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Fig. 6. Section B Sir John Soane’s Museum, scale 1:200

Fig. 5. Section A Sir John Soane’s Museum, scale 1:200
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tural archive within social, political, cultural, historical 
and theoretical contexts. Besides this, we have taken the 
Sir John Soane’s Museum as an exemplary precedent to 
distinguish particular aspects concerning the culture of 
archiving by means of reflective discussion, writing and 
drawing. Redrawing the project in plans and sections 
(figure 1-5) and rebuilding the project in a large-scale 
model (figure 6) formed the basis of a careful analysis of 
this particular precedent, addressing architecture, arte-
fact and light. Taking a specific photograph of the Dome 
Area in Soane’s museum, we have interpreted this spe-
cific space and have tried to produce our own version of 
this image, using the method of model making. Along 
the process of building this model and reproducing the 
original photograph, we were faced with various chal-
lenging questions.

In order to thoroughly problematize ‘the archive’ and 
eventually offer an adequate solution by means of a 

design, this collective research attempts to question how 
the culture of archiving works.  Questions that aided this 
research are: 

- What does the architecture of an archive tell about the 
culture of archiving within them? 
- What practical aspects are considered?  
- How do archival spaces function on a symbolic level?  
- What do we learn through a study of circulation, ar-
rangement of spaces, organisation and containment of 
materials, systems of access and preservation?  

Attending lectures, doing workshops and reading litera-
ture, we have acquired information about the architec-

Research & method

Fig. 7. Reproduction of the original photo
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Architecture: size and spatiality  

To recreate the Dome Area and adjoining spaces of 
Soane’s collection at a 1:12.5 scale, we faced challeng-
es regarding size and spatiality. The original photograph 
perspective not only captures the dome but also a por-
tion of the picture room through the connecting gal-
lery. Constructing a full-scale model would result in an 
excessively large model, demanding a compromise. We 
decided to shorten the adjacent spaces incrementally: 
the dome area was accurately modelled, the gallery was 
reduced in length, and the picture room was depicted 
as a flat drawing placed behind the gallery (Fig. 9). This 
approach taught us valuable lessons about the spatial-
ity of Soane’s Museum, but also allowed us to manip-
ulate perspective to highlight spatial properties in our 
three-dimensional model.

Artefacts: a plethora of artefacts  
The architecture primarily showcases Soane’s large col-
lection, with the dome area displaying detailed sculp-
tural and ornamental artefacts. Our initial plan involved 
sculpting each artefact in clay to capture their highlights 
and shadows accurately. However, given the large num-
ber of artefacts and time constraints, we adopted a more 
efficient method combining 3D modelling and 2D 
drawing. We distinguished between urns/vases and oth-
er artefacts, as urns/vases had greater three-dimensional 
challenges. These were modelled in 3D software, printed 
as gypsum models, and integrated into the architectural 
model. The remaining artefacts were hand-drawn and 
stuck to the walls, made out of silhouettes and shading 
since they wouldn’t cast shadows themselves.

Light, shadow and colour atmosphere and cohesion  

To unify the elements, we needed to recreate the spe-
cific lighting conditions of Soane’s Museum. The dome 
area benefits from a central skylight, creating soft shad-
ows. We used a bright light source to simulate this effect 
and applied a single layer of translucent paper to diffuse 
the light. For the surrounding halls of the dome area, 
we used translucent paper with an orange colour print 
to evoke warmer tones. The gallery remained dark, il-
luminated only by bounced light from the dome area. 
The picture room, in contrast, was directly lit by a small 
source through an opening in the ceiling, highlighting 
its drawn representation. 

Ultimately, our methods enabled us to gain insightful 
information about Sir John Soane’s Museum, address-
ing size and spatiality, the variety of artefacts, and overall 
atmosphere. The final image we produced serves as one 
possible interpretation of the project, enhancing our un-
derstanding of the complexities involved.
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Fig. 8.  Collection of the artifacts in the model
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Fig. 9. Model making process of the dome area, corridor and picture room (form left to right)
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The educational and preservation purposes of an ar-
chive present a paradox; display inevitably leads to 

natural deterioration, while preservation is a means of 
combating this deterioration. From the outset, accessi-
bility and preservation have been a dialectical unity. 
Soane’s Museum has always embodied a unique culture 
of archiving. Its official designation as a museum reflects 
its multifaceted role as a home, office, and collection 
space, which complicates its classification as an archive. 
Nevertheless, it possesses strong archival characteristics 
through its cultural attributes, such as preservation, or-
ganization, research and access. Thus, the architecture of 
this space reveals the complex nature of archiving culture 
in Sir John Soane’s Museum. 
 
In terms of accessibility, this space historically served as 
Soane’s creative heart, accessible only to a select group 
of individuals, including him, his students, assistants, 
and family, serving as a source of inspiration for their 
lives and creations. Today, as a museum, it is open to the 
public and hosts various activities, such as clubs specif-
ically designed for children and adolescents to develop 
their knowledge of history, art, and architecture, along 
with other exhibitions, tours, and workshops available 
to the general public.1 Even before the 1833 “An Act 
for Settling and Preserving Sir John Soane’s Museum” 
was enacted, Soane’s son, George Soane, argued that “it 
was morally wrong for a man to divert his estate from his 
family.”2 The Act also stipulated specific conditions for 
public access, including a requirement that the museum 
be open for a certain amount of time to amateurs, as 
well as students of painting, sculpture, and architecture, 
allowing them free access for research and study. The 
museum has historically served as a site for research and 
design, and it currently hosts young artists in residence 
who reinterpret its collections.3 Above the colonnade, 

Soane designed a mezzanine, where the walls and floors 
are painted in bright gray and white tones, allowing 
beams of natural light to illuminate the objects displayed 
on the walls, which were significant sources of inspira-
tion for Soane and his students. Black desks equipped 
with drawings and drafting tools are accentuated against 
the gray and white backdrop. All of these elements create 
an ideal environment for study and research. 
 
Regarding preservation, one of the defining character-
istics that grants Sir John Soane’s Museum its archival 
status is the intense utilization of space. The dense ar-
rangement of artworks reflects an archival tendency to 
maximize the use of limited space. This is particularly 
evident in the series of museum spaces on the northern 
side of the building, where closely arranged sculptures 
and plaster casts adorn the walls and columns. Sculp-
tures and vases are densely packed on the railings. In the 
Picture Room, Soane even designed movable wall panels 
to accommodate more paintings.4 The architectural de-
sign of the museum also incorporates intricate details to 
optimize space usage. 
 
The sequence of spaces is transparent; the layered spatial 
arrangement allows visitors to absorb a large amount of 
visual information simultaneously. As shown in a photo 
by Derry Moore of the dome area (Fig.2), over a hun-
dred of artifacts can be seen at once. Additionally, the 
methods of storage prioritize the protection and arrange-
ment of objects over scientifically optimized conditions 
for temperature, humidity, and light. According to re-
cords, “When he set up his Museum in 1833, Soane left 
strict instructions that his arrangements should be pre-
served exactly as he left them, and subsequent curators 
of the Museum have generally respected his wish... Many 
casts and items of sculpture have recently been returned 

A collection on display

The Culture 
of Archiving



Interiors, Buildings, Cities Research Plan 2024/202513

to their original positions throughout the Museum.”5 
Furthermore, the terms negotiated between Soane and 
Parliament included specific regulations on the preserva-
tion of object placements, demonstrating the significant 
efforts made by both Soane and his successors to main-
tain and restore the spatial arrangement.6 From a mod-
ern architectural perspective, this space cannot be viewed 
as homogeneous; the placement of each object carries its 
own distinct characteristics, value, and narrative. For in-
stance, the Egyptian urn and sarcophagus are located in 
a subterranean space designed to evoke a tomb.7 Their 
fixed positions stand in stark contrast to contemporary 
trends in homogeneous archive design. Therefore, one 
could argue that in this space, preservation is not merely 
a static goal but also a way to enhance exhibition, with 
the exhibition itself functioning as a form of preserva-
tion. 
 
This unique understanding of preservation has ulti-
mately transformed the museum into what might be 
considered a “dead archive”—one that, aside from the 
carefully curated collection selected by Soane, no longer 
acquires new objects. Stopping the acquisition of items 
has become part of the protective strategy to preserve 
the integrity of the collection. sculpture have recently 
been returned to their original positions throughout the 
Museum.” Furthermore, the terms negotiated between 
Soane and Parliament included specific regulations on 
the preservation of object placements, demonstrating the 
significant efforts made by both Soane and his successors 
to maintain and restore the spatial arrangement. From a 
modern architectural perspective, this space cannot be 
viewed as homogeneous; the placement of each object 
carries its own distinct characteristics, value, and nar-
rative. For instance, the Egyptian urn and sarcophagus 
are located in a subterranean space designed to evoke 

a tomb. Their fixed positions stand in stark contrast to 
contemporary trends in homogeneous archive design. 
Therefore, one could argue that in this space, preserva-
tion is not merely a static goal but also a way to enhance 
exhibition, with the exhibition itself functioning as a 
form of preservation. 

 
This unique understanding of preservation has ultimate-
ly transformed the museum into what might be consid-
ered a “dead archive”—one that, aside from the carefully 
curated collection selected by Soane, no longer acquires 
new objects. Stopping the acquisition of items has be-
come part of the protective strategy to preserve the in-
tegrity of the collection.
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Fig. 10. Sir John Soane’s Museum - Dome Area. Derry Moore. 
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Fig. 15. Monk’s yard Fig. 16. Dome area from the basement 

Fig. 14. Drawing roomFig. 13. Dining room

Fig. 12. New painting roomFig. 11. Painting room
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TThe dome area of the Sir John Soane Museum serves 
as both a primary exhibition and archival space, rich in 
symbolic meaning, particularly related to the theme of 
death. Architecturally, the dome, with its high sail vault 
and central skylight, evokes a sense of elevation and tran-
scendence, symbolizing the soul’s journey after death. 
The upward draw of the space encourages contemplation 
of the afterlife and eternity, much like classical domes 
that often represented the heavens or divine realms (Ath-
enaeum Review, n.d.). Soane’s design suggests a reflec-
tion on mortality and the possibility of an existence be-
yond life. (Sir John Soane’s Museum, 2014) 

The sail vault and the series of circles and semi-circles 
formed by the four supporting columns mirror the mo-
tifs used in Soane’s family mausoleum. Light and shad-
ow also play an essential role within this symbolism. The 
natural light that filters through the skylight can be seen 
as a metaphor for enlightenment or divine presence, 
symbolizing the soul’s ascent, while the darker areas be-
low signify earthly existence or mortality. This duality 
highlights the contrast between life and death, ground-
ing the dome area as a space for profound reflection 
(Athenaeum Review, n.d.). Soane, who was fascinated 
by the construction of ruins and the contemplation of 
death, used these architectural elements to further ex-
plore these themes. (Sir John Soane’s Museum, 2014) 

This preoccupation with mortality is reflected in the ar-
tefacts displayed in the dome, such as classical fragments 
and funerary objects, most notably the Egyptian sar-
cophagus of Seti I. These items transform the space into 
a kind of burial chamber, where death, memory, and the 
afterlife are visually represented (Soane Museum, n.d.). 
For Soane, this was not just a public statement but a 
personal one as well, reflecting his own preoccupation 

with death, particularly following the loss of his wife, 
Elizabeth (Country Life, 2023). Today, John Soane, like 
this architectural space, has become a monument—a 
petrified relic, much like the lifeless monuments Aldo 
Rossi described. Almost prophetically, Soane placed 
a stone sarcophagus directly beneath the dome, in the 
underground chamber, symbolizing a connection across 
time and space established through death—a gravestone, 
a dome area, and an archive. 

The dome area operates not only as a symbol of death 
but also as an educational tool. Soane designed the mu-
seum to teach future architects and the public the princi-
ples of classical architecture and the lessons of antiquity. 
Like the rest of the museum, the dome was a teaching 
tool, showcasing the cultural and intellectual values that 
Soane believed should be passed down through genera-
tions (Athenaeum Review, n.d.). This educational role 
ties into the concept of social reproduction. By creating 
a space filled with objects from different cultures and 
periods, Soane embedded these ideas into the conscious-
ness of visitors, ensuring that the appreciation of history, 
art, andi8 architecture would continue to shape future 
generations (Athenaeum Review, n.d.). The dome area, 
therefore, functions on multiple levels: as a symbol of 
death, a space for reflection, and a tool for passing down 
cultural values. 

A symbol of death
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Fig 17. Belzoni Sarcophagus

Fig 18. Soane’s monument in the burial ground at St Giles- in-the-Fields
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As it Ais described, the collection – the paintings and 
sculptures, arranged and curated in concord with the 
architecture that contains them – attempts to commu-
nicate a narrative from which multiple meanings can be 
derived. To capture this imaginative approach to curation 
even further, Soane experimented with writing dramatic 
narratives for the house-museum. In 1812, these exper-
iments culminated in Crude Hints Towards an History 
of my House in Lincolns Inn Fields (figure X), a “fanci-
ful and curious manuscript” (Willkens, 2016). In this 
manuscript, Soane disguised himself as an antiquarian 
that imagined his home as a future ruin, questioning the 
origins and function of this particular house-museum. 
As such, Crude Hints is reminiscent of Joseph Michael 
Gandy’s Architectural ruins, a vision (figure X). This 
watercolour on paper shows the Bank of England – de-
signed by Soane – as a Roman ruin. Both of these works 
underline Soane’s endeavours to emphasize the imagina-
tive affects that his collection might arouse in spectators.
After waiting for over a decade, Soane produced a new 
book – containing both text and image – to accompany 
the compositions of painting, sculpture and architecture 
in the house-museum. Description of the House and 
Museum, on the North Side of Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the 
Residence of Sir John Soane, was printed in 1832 and 
functioned as elaborate advertisement for the museum 
(Soane, 1832). Furthermore, as a guidebook, it leads 
visitors through the building and provided them with 
writings, perspectival imagery and orthogonal  

projections, elaborating the artefacts that they would 
encounter along the way. Using this form and these at-
tributes, Soane challenged visitors of the house-museum 
to develop knowledge about architecture and aesthetics. 
To add another layer to the multiplicity of meanings that 
could be derived from museum’s body of work, the De-

scription provided the perspective of Barbara Hofland, a 
friend of Soane, on the narration and collection. Togeth-
er, the house-museum and the Description functioned as 
a didactic assemblage that “intended to spark curiosity, 
elevate taste, and elicit notions that England’s contem-
porary architecture could be read as the blossoming, 
technologically refined heir to the principles of beauty, 
utility, and strength found in the most admired examples 
of ancient design” (Willkens, 2016). 

Over the years, the Description underwent different re-
visions. Through all of these editions and experiments it 
becomes clear that Soane took on different roles: archi-
tect, collector, narrator and educator. Taking on all these 
roles simultaneously, Soane could be considered a true 
Cicerone, taking visitors on a small Grand Tour. From 
the 17th to 19th century, it was a custom for European 
people of sufficient means and rank to go on a Grand 
Tour – a journey along quintessential sites and artefacts 
of the Classical period and the Renaissance – accompa-
nied by a tutor which would guide his ‘student’ through 
an educational rite of passage. The knowledge, experi-
ences and items that one would bring back from such 
a tour would secure a status of worldliness, earnestness 
and influence. As such, a Grand Tour would introduce a 
person to the aristocratic and fashionably polite society. 
Many people, the ‘unfortunate’ people, had no means to 
undertake a travel of this magnitude. Soane’s house-mu-
seum allowed people to still experience, albeit remotely, 
a similar tour along precious exemplars of classical and 
Renaissance art.  

After Soane died, a former student edited and published 
a new version of the description, which was not much 
more than a list of artefacts, printed in big amounts and 
sold at the museum. Getting rid of the narrative and 

Guidebooks for the 
house-museum
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Fig. 19. Gandy, Architectural ruins, a vision
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imaginative nature of the previous book, this new edi-
tion aimed to provide a more objective and functional 
view on the collection. Quite fitting was the renaming 
of the work into General Description in 1840 (Bailey, 
1840). These changes were telling for the bigger transfor-
mations that the house-museum was facing after Soane 
died; rather than being an inventive unity of painting, 
sculpture and architecture, the house-museum had 
turned into simply a container for collections sustaining 
a business of cultural tourism. 

Due to the development of the photographic medium, 
a whole new kind of image became prominent in the 
General Descriptions. These images, however, were add-
ed as a preface to the text instead of being interwoven 
in it. They functioned as pieces of evidence, advertising 
the validity of the collection to the declining number of 
visitors. But they did not orient the public when they 
actually visited the museum, nor did they help to convey 
what used to be a shared experience. 
Things started to change with the rise of a ‘preservation 
movement’ in the first half of the 20th century. Soane’s 
work was rediscovered and reinterpreted, and efforts 
were made to publish descriptions in spirit of Soane’s 
original works. Photographs, drawings and text were 
used to intrigue readers of the work and encouraged 
them to discover the different meanings that were hidden 
in the museum. This trend was fully recognized and ac-
knowledge when A New Description of Sir John Soane’s 
Museum started to issue in 1955 (Summerson, 1955). 
Continuing to evolve, the New Description republished 
under the name of A Complete Description of Sir John 
Soane’s Museum and featured more of Soane’s original 
narrative. It is no longer a catalogue which is used to ad-
vertise the museum, but introduces visitors and remote 
readers to the body of knowledge that has culminated 
within Sir John Soane’s Museum and its descriptions for 
over two hundred years.
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Fig. 20. Crude Hints Towards an History of my House

Fig. 22. A General Description of the Sir John Soane’s Museum

Fig. 21. Description of the Sir John Soane’s Museum

Fig. 23. A New Description of the Sir John Soane’s Museum
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Various tools have been applied to conduct our research 
into Sir John Soane’s Museum. First, writing about the 
development of the building and creating a set of draw-
ings helped us to fit the project within a context. Build-
ing a physical scale model of the Dome Area helped us 
to focus on the museum in more detail and learn about 
its spatial and physical qualities, the artefacts it contains, 
and the atmosphere that characterises the space. Recre-
ating an existing image of the Dome Area forced us to 
think about the translation of these properties from a 
three-dimensional model to a two-dimensional image. 

Delving deeper into literature about Sir John Soane’s 
Museum allowed us to discover more about its archiving 
culture. The museum seemingly presents itself as a par-
adox. On the one hand the building serves as a conven-
tional archive, a storage for antiquities that have been 
collected in the past. On the other hand, the building 
serves as an educational museum space that makes the 
antiquities accessible to visitors, but also to light, humid-
ity, temperature and other deteriorating factors. 

The house-museum contains explicate objects, acquired 
over a lifetime. Coming from different places and times, 
they are retrieved from different continents to be con-
cealed within the sequence of spaces that the building 
has to offer, only to be kept there forever by law. Bringing 
these paintings and sculptures together and intertwining 
them with architecture in particular complications allow 
new meanings – new kinds of knowledge – to emerge. 
Different kinds of books that underpinned the collection 
indicate a few examples of the different ways one could 
look at the collection. As such, the Sir John Soane’s Mu-
seum offers a multitude of implicated meanings: narra-
tives and symbols of death, memory and the afterlife are 
represented. The museum is a teaching tool, showcasing 

the cultural and intellectual values that Soane believed 
should be passed down through generations. 

Real objects are preserved. They are brought into relation 
with each other through specific spatial arrangements 
and a multiplicity of narratives – containing different 
knowledge – are allowed to emerge. The culture of ar-
chiving in the Sir John Soane’s Museum is one of using 
exhibiting as a means of preserving. Explicate objects are 
saved and through their exposition a multitude of stories 
is implied. 

Conclusion

Architecture, sculpture, 
painting 
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Fig. 20. Crude Hints Towards an History of my House in Lincoln’s Inn Fields (n.d.). Retrived 19/09/2024, https://shop.soane.org/
products/crude-hints-towards-an-history-of-my-house-in-lincolns-inn-fields
Fig. 21. Fig. 21.  Description of the house and museum of Sir John Soane Architect (1835). Retrived 19/09/2024, https://archive.org/
details/gri_descriptiono00soan/mode/2up
Fig. 22. A General Description of the Sir John Soane’s Museum 
Fig. 22.  Sir John Soane’s Museum. (1840). A general description of Sir John Soane’s museum, with brief notices of some of the more 
interesting works of art therein. Retrived 19/09/2024, https://www.jstor.org/stable/60212147
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My interest in architectural archives goes beyond their 
traditional role as places to store historical documents. I 
believe the future of these archives lies in making them 
dynamic, accessible, and multifunctional spaces that 
actively engage with the public. To make this happen, 
we need to rethink archives not just as storage or study 
rooms, but as cultural institutions that can influence 
both political and social issues. 

A key part of this is accessibility. Archives have often 
been more focused on scholars and professionals, keep-
ing them somewhat out of reach for the general public. 
My vision is to open archives up in a way that captures 
people’s curiosity and helps them engage with the archi-
tectural heritage of Flanders. By designing spaces where 
everyone can explore and learn from architectural ar-
chives, we can make people more aware of architecture’s 
role in shaping our environment and collective identity. 

I also think we need to move away from the static, uni-
form design of traditional archives. Instead, I see a dif-
ferent type of archive, one that is flexible, interactive, 
and focused on active exhibiting. Archives shouldn’t just 
store materials; they should display them in ways that en-
courage interpretation and dialogue. This could be done 
by combining exhibitions with educational programs, 
workshops, and public events, making the archives more 
like cultural hubs rather than passive storage spaces. 

Beyond that, I believe archives have the potential to 
address bigger societal and political issues. Through cu-
ration and design, they can highlight narratives around 
national identity, social justice, and political change. Ar-
chives can be spaces for critical reflection on how archi-
tecture interacts with these themes, starting important 
conversations about the politics of space and identity. 

For instance, an archive focused on national landmarks 
or state-funded projects could open up conversations 
about who gets to define public spaces and why. 

Another important function of archives, in my view, 
is their ability to serve as multifunctional spaces. They 
shouldn’t just have library- or study rooms, they could 
also function as event spaces, collaborative workspaces, 
or even community centres. This would maximize their 
use and appeal to a wider audience. 

In the end, my vision for architectural archives is one 
that brings together preservation, public engagement, 
education, and cultural exchange. By creating spaces that 
are open, interactive, and multifunctional, archives can 
become more than just places to store history, they can 
be active institutions that reflect and shape contempo-
rary culture, national identity, and political agendas. As 
a student, I’m really excited about the opportunity to 
design spaces like this, not just to preserve history but to 
help shape how people think about it in the future.
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The discussion on the general typology of the archive and 
more specifically of the architectural archive frequently 
resulted in an unresolved ambiguity regarding the defi-
nition of an archive and its distinction from a storage 
for instance. Attempts to delineate the characteristics of 
an archive ended up being quite challenging, as there 
were numerous points of overlap with the functions of a 
storage/warehouse. Additionally, in the context of open 
archives, the distinction between them and an exhibition 
became again difficult to identify.  

It is evident that an archive must have a meticulous 
method of cataloguing and a rigorous process of selec-
tion that determines which material can be archived and 
which cannot. This process serves as both the strength 
and the limitation of the archive. However, another chal-
lenge for the archive is accessibility. In order to engage 
with a broader public, which may not use it for academic 
purposes, but to gain knowledge, it must become less 
intricate to access. In this context, the insights of John 
Soane are particularly relevant.  

He exhibited his personal collection in order to stimulate 
visitors to his house/museum and facilitate the sharing 
of knowledge across the entire collection. This principle 
could be applied in a contemporary archive, even an ar-
chitectural one, with the aim of diminishing the distance 
between an introverted and canonical archive and its vis-
itors. This is a strategy that has been adopted by Herzog 
& de Meuron with their own collection, “Kabinett”.  

It is also of fundamental importance to consider the fu-
ture of architectural archives and the problematisation 
of digital materials. At the present time, the creation 
of hand-drawn drawings is largely confined to the pro-
duction of preliminary sketches. The finalised designs, 

along with the associated correspondence and other 
documentation, are typically created in digital format. 
What will the future of these archives entail? It may be 
argued that the solution to maintaining the nature of the 
architectural archive in a similar state to the present is 
to print everything. Alternatively, should the practice of 
archiving evolve in accordance with the ongoing devel-
opments in architectural methodology? These are some 
of the questions that have been addressed to some extent 
throughout the second brief due to the focus on the ar-
chive of an active architect, which has prompted some 
intriguing reflections on the nature of digital materials. 
The principal benefits of digital materials are their repro-
ducibility and the ease with which they can be accessed 
and obatined. Consequently, the issue of preservation 
from deterioration is likely to become less of a priority. 
However, this may be offset by the potential loss of the 
unique value of the materials that will be archived in the 
future. 

All in all, the future will bring interesting challenges re-
garding accessibility, uniqueness of the digital material 
and reconfiguration of the archives to be more up to 
date with the present world. The ability to consult the 
archival material, regardless of its nature, with a more 
straightforward process would have a significant impact 
on engagement with individuals who do not fall within 
the category of researchers.
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The biggest issue with Sir John Soane’s Museum is that it 
may not have a modern scientific climate system. During 
our research, we did not find any clues regarding this. 
However, how does it manage to keep the artworks in 
good condition? Or does every type of archive necessar-
ily require a modern scientific system? What conditions 
are needed for preserving different types of materials? 
How can these conditions become a starting point or 
core focus of design? 

The major difference between Sir John Soane’s Museum 
and other archives lies in the fact that it is not a homoge-
neous space. Every object has its unique placement and 
spatial existence, allowing the narrative of this architect 
to be preserved more completely. Is this method achiev-
able in a contemporary context? If space is difficult to 
preserve, can it be retained through virtual reality? This 
approach adds many dimensions to the index of an ob-
ject. How many dimensions does an object in an archive 
need? What is the basis for their spatial organization? 

When designing archives, we constantly encounter a 
challenge—how to balance preservation and display. 
Preservation implies closure, shelving, and exclusion, 
thus achieving temporal robustness. This robustness 
is also an essential goal of archives: collecting objects 
deemed important, arranging them in a certain order, 
and making them a carrier of memory or a clue for inter-
pretation. Display, on the other hand, implies openness, 
where materials must be made public, even if there are 
barriers to access and retrieval, efforts should be made to 
lower them. Frequent usage naturally leads to wear and 
tear, which contradicts the goals of archiving. However, 
whether through damage or preservation in isolation, 
the act of collecting and exhibiting in archives is eternal. 
The subject is not the producer of materials but their 

reproducer. Aside from the need for long-term preserva-
tion, its meaning seems to resemble a highly subjective 
curation. Thus, I believe that archives have three indis-
pensable attributes: intentional collection, long-term 
preservation, and access or exhibition. Considering these 
conditions, what can we as architects intervene in? How 
do we balance these three relationships? What can be-
come the collective memory of the people? Is it the facts 
spoken by authority or wisdom?

Personal 
Statement

Liren Chu


