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Biophile is a design and research collective around
Barry Wark, Maria Knutsson-Hall and Andreas Körner.
Since 2014 Biophile has been involved in the
teaching in the undergraduate programme at
Oxford Brookes University. The academic agenda
focuses on notions of biophilia in architecture, the
implementation of vegetation into the building design
and the creation of spatial conditions that do not just
embrace advanced and complex geometries but also
invite nature into the building – to be an inherent part
of it.
The research group’s individual members follow
personal career paths with different foci. While
the common ground is the topic of biophilia other
strategies such as novel materials, ecological facades
and digital environmental simulations are equally
important themes.
This year the unit’s brief was about dichotomous
spaces, thresholds between inside and outside and
blurring the boundaries between the two realms
both visually and environmentally. Compared to the
previous two years of Unit C the application of plants
was less apparent but the complexity and clearness
of geometry increased. The students were introduced
to advanced digital design tools (software) and
fabrication techniques - such as CNC milling, laser
cutting. 3D printing – at a very early stage of the year.
This allowed them to design quicker and in a more
iterative manner as with traditional methods.
The year began with a trip to the inspiring Oxford
Museum of Natural History, where students had to
pick specimens intuitively. Students picked a large
variety of different objects from the museum such
as insects, corals, seashells and plants. This initial
inspiration from a non-architectural theme tied each
student’s project together and many were able to carry
it through the year and weave aspects of it into their
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final building projects. In times of struggle those initial
investigations acted as a continuous external reference.
The early software and fabrication tasks required
the students to learn in a very collaborative manner and
share both information as well as responsibility. Some
of the crafting required individual students to organise
things in the university’s workshop for everyone. From
a tutor’s perspective, it was a great experience to see
how some students reach out and apply themselves
beyond the requirements of the programme.
In this case, the tutors were able to conduct their
own pedagogical research within the unit’s weekly
routine. Exposing young architecture students to these
techniques for the first time was both challenging
and rewarding and opened new perspectives for both
students and teachers. Additionally, a design brief
that focussed heavily on technical challenges and
construction allowed for the technology tutor, Pravin
Gosh, to play an integral role that extended beyond the
traditional scope of works.
The final projects were all public buildings between
500-1000 m2 and located in the city of Salzburg in
Austria. The students of Unit C have been confronted
with the challenge to apply their ideas on open
buildings and biophilia in a semi-alpine climate
that varies from very hot summers to cold winters.
The unit’s brief demanded the students to challenge
conventional building methods and question the role
of the envelope. This had to be negotiated with the fact
that their sites were all located within the UNESCO
world heritage area. While it was left to each individual
student how to deal with the historic heritage it was
emphasised that interventions must be thoughtful and
fit for each proposed programme.
The fresh and sometimes naive approaches
intrigued local architects and representatives from the
city to whom it was presented later in the academic
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Description
Since 2014 Biophile has been involved in the teaching in the
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focussed heavily on technical challenges and construction

Aims: The described ongoing research investigates notions

the year experienced less troubles when making design
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year. At a meeting towards the end of the year the
current stage of work was presented to the Initiative
Architektur Salzburg, the local architectural society.
The local architects and curators have been excited
to see work, which was free of preoccupation and
requested to showcase the student’s output during
Salzburg’s Architecture Days in July 2018. Both the
novel approach towards the integration of nature
into architecture, as well as the bold proposals had an
engaging effect in a city, where digital contemporary
architecture still struggles with a highly conservative
audience. While the Initiative Architecture was
already collaborating with another university from
Europe at that time the interaction was initially more
on a sporadic basis. After presenting student output
the engagement grew due to curiosity and excitement
about the suggestive proposals. In this sense, the local
architects were very interested in the students’ views
on the site and some of the key findings that resulted
from the remote research and mapping the students
conducted while preparing for the study trip in Oxford.
The work presented in this case study represents
a pedagogical process that first hands new knowledge
and skills to students, requires them to learn from
each other in an autodidactic way, share knowledge
and skills with each other and take responsibility. Over
the course of the year, the students had to learn how
to challenge traditional methods while maintaining
defined building standards and complying with the
programme’s requirements.
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