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This portfolio is submitted as a snapshot of my work about the role of architecture and architects in
political, social and cultural change. As a thinker, researcher, writer and educator, I engage issues of
spatial politics, political agency, and the symbolic nature, as well as cultural and political ramifications, of
an architect’s practice and of specific buildings. These investigations extend not only to visual language,
design process and cultural context, but also to very specific building practices, materials, costs, sourcing,
labor contexts, and so on. This work extends beyond writing to include lectures, panels and serving as a
juror and referee.
For ease of navigation, this portfolio of work is divided into three sections: Introduction, Writing Samples
and a final section that documents the “ripples” from this work: how it shapes and informs my teaching,
how it generates invitations to participate, teach, write, and a snapshot of reviews of the work.

INTRODUCTION
I describe myself as a journalist: a term that, when I began to regularly use it in 1996,
disconcerted many of my PhD history/theory colleagues. But I use this term deliberately.
My grandfather was an old-fashioned newspaper man who worked for the Associated Press
during the Great Depression and World War II, then inherited from my great-grandfather a
stable of small town Iowa newspapers. During summer visits as a child, while my sister and
cousins played outside, I hung out with him in his messy, rushed, and ink-scented world. One
humid August afternoon, as we sat in his cluttered office at the Webster City Daily Freeman
Journal, I asked him why he had spent his life as a journalist. As I played with the type in my
great-grandfather’s type case and the mammoth printing press roared in the basement,
Granddad squinted at me through the smoke of his pipe and said simply; “Journalism is writing
history on the fly”.
These words were not his own. Indeed, I have found they are a kind of mantra among
journalists of all stripes. They efficiently define the work of the journalist as exciting, tricky, and
important: writing quickly for the historical record, but without knowledge of what might follow.
Journalism about architecture, then, is just-in-time writing that does not have the luxury of
hindsight. It takes on ideas beyond the standard reporting seen in most architectural magazines
today: the old “what, when, where, why, who” formula supplemented by program requirements,
square footages, physical attributes and so on. Journalism adds a specific framing, a particular
point of view driven by the journalist’s interests, and, indeed, actual criticism. It’s conclusions
may sometimes turn out to be factually wrong, or just plain wrongheaded, but it plays a critical
role in architectural history, and in our discipline. Historians of practices, architects, projects,
types, styles and topics routinely draw upon journals and essays to help flesh out the cultural
context and response of contemporaries to their subject.
At this point my once-skeptical colleagues have become convinced of the value of my writing
practice. In part this is because of the way I have integrated the work into my studio and
seminar teaching. In part it is due to the topics I engage entering the mainstream. And, of
course it helps that the type of writing practice I began pursuing twenty years ago is now more
common in our discipline as it expands its interests, redefines its territory and multiplies its
platforms for discussion.

WRITING PRACTICE
How can architects and architecture be productively
engaged in social change? What are the opportunities,
challenges and limits for such engagement by a
discipline that is inherently bound up in systems of
power? Are there rich possibilities in the very aspects of
producing architecture that seem to limit us? These
questions trouble not only me, but also our students,
who are facing being architects in an environmentally,
socially, and politically precarious world, fueled by a
mind-numbing gap between those have and those who
do not. My writing practice seeks to formulate some kind
of answers to these questions. As such, there are two
broad major threads of writing: Building Change and
Local Modernisms.
The first set of threads is most clearly laid out in my
book Building Change: Architecture, Politics and Cultural
Agency (Routledge, 2005). It has been adopted as
course readings in many schools and continues to
generate invitations to lecture and pursue further writing.
This summer (2016), Routledge has invited me to
propose a second edition.
South Africa is a particularly rich locale for the Building
Change research. One of the case studies in the
Building Change book was the Red Location Museum in
New Brighton, South Africa. However, my research,
interviews, building visits and conversations led me to
numerous other buildings and practices, contexts and
this has yielded a number of recent essays: various
versions of the essay “Red and Gold: A Tale of Two
Apartheid Museums”, have been published, including in
Places Journal. Places also commissioned the essay
“South Africa: From Township to Town”,
(with
coauthor Liz Ogbu). After the success of this collaboration,
Liz Ogbu and I co-authored an invited essay, “Becoming
Visible: Appropriating the Spaces of Apartheid South
Africa”, that was published in the Routledge book
Consuming
Architecture:
On
the
Occupation,
Appropriation and Interpretation of Buildings.
https://placesjournal.org/article/red-and-gold-a-tale-of-twoapartheid-museums/
https://placesjournal.org/article/south-africa-from-township-totown/.

My writing on the Red Location Museum also drew the
attention of Field Architecture, who designed the Ubuntu
Education Fund buildings in a former township close to
Red Location. The architects invited me to contribute an
essay, “Realms of Impact: Ubuntu and the Politics of
Space”, to their book about the project.

“Building Change provides a
vision of a revitalized role for
architecture as a critical cultural
and spatial practice….Findley
finds that within the agency of
architecture itself, there are
numerous
opportunities
and
strategies to actively support the
goals of social change”
Building Change cover blurb

A recent sabbatical allowed me to begin to focus on the
second set of threads: Local Modernisms. This work
builds on the Building Change issues and themes, and
on some papers I wrote in 2000 on architecture as a
cultural tool to combat the homogenization of
globalization. The new research focuses these early
ideas to look at specific contemporary architects and
architectural practices outside of Europe and North
America. These architects seek robust locally derived
building technologies and formal, spatial and contextual
building strategies to form a response to the cultural and
physical homogenization and the capital-intensive
technologies of globalized practice. This work is situated
historically and theoretically as well as physically, and
will lead, eventually, to a book. The short form proposal
for this book, Radical Local: Architectural Resistance to
Globalization (working title), is under review by
Bloomsbury Press and Routledge Press.
To date, I have published two essays that begin to
address this localization. The first of these is an essay
on “Productive Public”, a project by South African
architect Jo Noero in an exhibition titled Energy: Oil and
Post-Oil Architecture and Grids at MAXXI_The National
Museum of XXI Century Art in Rome. (2013)
The other essay, “Materia: the Subject is Material”, is a
profile of a small a Mexico-city based architectural
practice, Materia. The essay is part of a bilingual book,
published by Arquine Press, about the strategies,
approaches and interests of the practice. The book was
launched by a panel discussion hosted at the Tamayo
Museum in Mexico City in 2014.
The following pages are included to give a glimpse of
my writing:
• Introduction from Building Change
• Last pages from Building Change
• The full text of the catalog essay, “Productive
Public”
• First pages of essay on “Materia”

RIPPLES: SEMINARS @ CCA
THE POLITICS of SPACE
Politics and space are intimately bound. From the scale of the body,
up through the scale of buildings and cities and on to the scale of the
landscape, those with political, cultural, economic and social power
exercise explicit and implicit control over the shaping and occupation
of space. As architects, it is critical that we understand this physical
and spatial manifestation of power relationships. This seminar will
explore the ways that power, politics, economics, and social and
cultural hierarchies are made physical and will survey and analyze
resulting building, public space, urban, and landscape patterns
around the globe. Of perhaps greater importance, we will also
beexploring architectural and urban design tactics, strategies and
practices that challenge, subvert or seek to reverse these
hierarchies.

LOCAL MODERNISMS
This seminar investigates a new generation of architects who
practice within a critique of globalization; a disdain for the impacts of
“flat world” labor, material supply and environmental impacts; and an
exploration of both form and architectural production that is
profoundly local in material, construction craft and technique,
capacity building and sustainability (environmental, social, economic
and cultural). In the hands of the most talented of these architects,
these attitudes lead to fresh, elegant and leading edge architecture.
These practices provide an insight into a shift of the international
conversation around architecture away from Europe and North
America.
These are the third of the three generations of architects we will
explore. We begin with the Modernists and the thinking, context and
work of the rogue “other modernist” architects—a first generation.
This leads to a second generation: one that often spanned new
independence movements within their own countries, seeking an
architecture that broke with the colonizer and yielded both
sophistication in the eyes of the world and identity for those at home.

CHANGING ASIA
This seminar explores contemporary issues in architecture and
urbanism in Asia. The first seven weeks of the class will be devoted
to the behemoth of China and its myriad architectural issues:
staggering urban growth, abandoned towns, and the associated
double edge of a growing lively contemporary architecture and the
wholesale decimation of architectural heritage. We will look not only
at Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Hong Kong, but also the
“smaller” cities and struggling towns and villages. Along with urban
issues, contemporary Chinese architectural practices, as well as
those of foreign firms working within the country, will be introduced
and examined from both formal and critical cultural views. After
Spring Break, we will take on Southeast Asia with its rich historical
complexities and myriad issues that range from strategic postcolonial vernacular identities to an embrace of global architectural
culture on par with Dubai. Contemporary practices within the region
will also be introduced and discussed. Running through the semester
will be an exploration of the idea of “Asia” and its position within
global architectural imagination and discourse. At the same time we
will also be looking at the role architecture plays in ideas of culture,
cultural history and memory, and in symbolic notions of progress.

RIPPLES: OPTION STUDIOS
BOOM + BUST: Architectures for Uncertain Futures
Co-taught with Inaqui Carnicero
Fall 2016
BOOM+BUST cycles are in the very DNA of capitalism
and are experienced all over the world in varying
degrees and for a wide range of reasons. However,
these cycles create highly unsustainable and unstable
built contexts that raise complicated and intriguing
challenges for architecture as unpredictable futures lie in
wait. This studio embraces these challenges by seeking
architectures that anticipate unknowable future uses
different from their initial programming. Given the
intense energy and material investment in buildings,
how do we design productively for such unusually
dynamic cultural and economic situations? We will be
testing our work with likely future scenarios: radical
switch in uses, evolution over time, and significant
additions. We will investigate the architectonic,
programmatic, spatial and aesthetic opportunities of
flexible, adjustable, open-ended and/or explicitly
unfinished buildings. Our explorations will include the
implications of these ideas and strategies on program
allocation, spatial ordering, form, tectonics, systems,
and material and technical choices.
LOCAL FUTURES: NorCal Wood
Co-taught with Aidlin Darling Design

This studio taps into the
research and thinking of the
Building Change thread.

Spring 2016

This advanced studio explores reasons (ethical/
ideological/ historical/pragmatic), strategies (theoretical
/spatial/formal/collaborative) and techniques (process/
material) for making architecture that is explicitly Local.
This investigation springs from a critique of globalization,
including myriad undesirable and unintended impacts of
“flat world” labor, the unsustainable trans-national
material supply chains, and the unacceptable
environmental, human and cultural impacts of
contemporary building production. This studio seeks,
instead, an alternative approach to architecture that is
highly local in response to place and climate, in material,
construction craft and technique, and in capacity
building and sustainability (environmental, social,
economic and cultural). While the approach of this
studio can be applied wherever in the world an architect
is working, we will be using the Bay Area (and northern
California) as an ideal place to carry out our research.
Of specific interest to our studio is the intensive use of a
locally available building material that is currently seeing
a renewed focus among architects everywhere: Wood.

This studio taps into the
research and thinking of the
Local Modernisms thread.

RIPPLES:
KEYNOTES/PROJECTS/TEACHING
(see CV for others)

KEYNOTES/PANELS/LECTURES: (selected)
“Building Visibility: DeafSpace Meets the City”
Keynote address: DeafSpace Colloquium, Gallaudet
University, Washington, D.C. (2015)
“The Subject is Material”,
Roundtable panel hosted by Arquine Press, Tamayo
Museum, Mexico City (2014)
“Negotiating Space: History, Memory and Politics in
Building Cultural Visibility”
Keynote address, “Practices, Processes and Politics of
Indigenous Place-making: A Symposium”,
Melbourne, Australia (2010)

PROJECTS: (selected)
Consultant: Longling Valley Agricultural Museum, Jeitou,
Yunnan, China (2015-present)
Consultant: Setswana Cultural School, with Sharp Shop
Architects, Johannesburg, South Africa (2014-2016)
Consultant: Vanuatu Supreme Court Building,
WMCQUIA Architects, Melbourne, Australia (2010)

TEACHING: (selected)
“Conservation Planning in Malaysia”, co-teacher,
lead workshops on spatial agency for Malaysian and
Myanmar Urban Planners, Getty Conservation Institute,
Penang, Malaysia (October 2013), (May 2012)
“From Township to Town: Civic Space and the
Transformation of South African Black Townships”
Workshop, African Studies Department, Emory
University (2006)
“Mapping Spatial Power” with M’Phil Architecture
students, University of Queensland, Australia (May
2004)

RIPPLES: REVIEWS
“…….The Green Braid is not a book to be read from
cover to cover as a coherent thesis or manual, but rather
as a kind of collection to be kept on hand for inspiration.
Just when I thought I had a handle on what the book
was all about, I would turn the page, discover another
gem, and feel my expectations challenged and my mind
stretched to encompass other perspectives. I found
myself surprisingly moved by a critique of Renzo Piano’s
Tjibaou Cultural Center for the Kanak people of the
French South Pacific territory of New Caledonia. Lisa R.
Findley’s thoughtful treatment of the complexities
involved in the postcolonial project of designing a
cultural center for a marginalized indigenous
communities after centuries of French colonial rule
complicated my own initial response to the soaring
beauty of Piano’s formal choices. Piano’s use of doubleskin wall systems, thermal chimneys and louvered
panels in this project make me think of the Menil
campus in Houston. It reminded me that a few worldclass architects have been developing technological and
aesthetically stunning innovations in green architecture
for decades, and Findley’s hard-hitting essay re-instilled
my faith in architecture criticism.”
From “Linking Systems of Thought”, a review by Kayte Young
of The Green Braid: Towards and Architecture of Ecology,
Economy and Equity, In Cite, magazine of the Rice Design
Alliance, Spring 2012

___________
“Building Change manages a delicate balance by
overlapping overt political content with more oblique or
probing theoretical constructs to deliver an urgently
needed reading of power relations in the production and
reception of architecture. Unlike social scientists such as
David Harvey or Mike Davis who regularly feature
architecture in their analyses but use buildings as
diagrams that illustrate rather than embody social and
political formations in concrete and specific term, Lisa
Findley’s primary investment is in the architectural
object. Her close interrogations of buildings dig deeply
into the very material of architecture to tease out the
content sedimented in form. Her readings yield critical
insights that are provoked rather than merely illustrated
by architecture—an important distinction that sets her
work apart from the more pervasive critical genres. This
book, clearly written and free of jargon, is slowly but
surely becoming a must-read in academic circles.”
Rodolphe El Khoury, review of Building Change: Architecture,
Politics and Cultural Agency

