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Investigate changing role of architectural 
practice & profession during & post violent-

conflict in Belfast, Northern Ireland

TOOLS OF 
INVESTIGATION

CONTEXT OF 
INVESTIGATION

WINDOW OF 
INVESTIGATION

OVERARCHING AIM

Investigate, 
develop & test 

appropriate tools/
methods

Investigate 
historical & 

contemporary 
context of practice 
and profession of 

architecture

Post-conflict 
projects

Outline context & 
dev. process

Describe sites
Interrogate: 
Architects;

Clients & Users;
Co-professionals.

OBJECTIVES:
Archival research;
Literature Review

OBJECTIVES:
Re-presention;

Engagement; and
Dissemination in 
the post-conflict

OBJECTIVES:

Creative Practice Research Project

Beyond ‘Post-conflict’ Architecture: Visualising the Role 
of Architectural Practice and its Profession in the ‘Post-
conflict’ City of Belfast, Northern Ireland

Paul Bower 
e-mail: pbower02@qub.ac.uk
blog: www.contestedterritories.wordpress.com

School of Planning, Architecture and Civil Engineering (SPACE).
Supervised by Professor Ruth Morrow and Dr Agustina Martire.
DEL funded.

This thesis looks at how architectural practice and its profession 
has been (or not) affected by the violent conflict and subsequent 
peace process experienced in the city of Belfast, Northern Ireland. 
In doing so it sets out to explore how architectural research and 
visual methods can be better used to access, understand and 
communicate the nature of architectural processes shaped by, as 
well as in part shaping, responses towards the complex human 
phenomena of social conflict in contested space.

By attempting to make visible and reveal the often invisible actions 
of architects and the critical context in which they have had to (or 
not) persevere to practice over the previous decades, this thesis 
seeks to paint the ‘elephants’ that remain in the ‘room’ of Belfast. 
In addition, it charts the work of some significant other agents 
outside the profession operating in the wider field of architecture, 
which includes non-building. Architecture in Belfast to date has 
been largely overshadowed by Northern Ireland’s infamous conflict 

“[For the artist] Alastair 
MacLennan... Belfast appeared 
as a tiny place with enormous 
differences that could show 
problems of humanity in a 
nutshell - like a small universe.”

Chan, Hayes; Beuysian Legacies in Ireland and Beyond 
(2011: 135)

“...ways of seeing the world which rupture 
the familiarity of the everyday, insisting on 
a closer look at those things beneath the 
mundane surfaces”

Spencer, Steve; Visual Research Methods in the Social Sciences : 
Awakening Visions (2011: 34)

‘The Architecture of No-
Man’s Land’ - an influential  

article written in 1984 in the 
Architect’s Journal has set 

the frame through which 
Belfast’s architecture and 

built environment was to 
be mainly viewed by the 

profession in the subsequent 
decades.

The relative compactness 
and smallness of Northern 

Ireland, meant it was a 
marketeer’s dream as many 

products from seatbelts to 
chocolates were market-

tested here first.

Olivetti had a office 
designed and built by 

the RIBA Gold winning 
architect Ted Cullinan in 

East Belfast during 1971 and 
the Troubles. The building 

remains but Olivetti has now 
gone. Many still assume the 
city stopped building during 

the Troubles.

As Northern Ireland was 
under Direct Rule during 
this period, planning for 

future Belfast development 
in spite of devastating 

bomb attacks, was the 
responsibility of the British 

Government in Westminster. 
One significant MP at the 

time who was pivotal in 
pushing many developments 

across the city centre and 
took up the challenge of 

‘rebuilding Belfast’ was (Sir) 
Richard Needham, a British 

Conservative politician of 
the time. Needham, who 

is still the longest serving 
British Government Northern 

Ireland minister, was active 
in Northern Ireland between 

1985 and 1992. Needham 
also had vested interests in 
Northern Ireland as he had 

estate near Kilkeel in County 
Down with the inherited title 
of the Sixth Earl of Kilmorey. 

Notwithstanding this, 
Needham was responsible 

for many transformational and 
controversial projects across 

the city, such as the Castle 
Court shopping centre, which 

opened in 1990. Between 
1984 and 1987, £90million 
was invested in the private 

sector with an additional 
£14 million given to urban 

development grants

Many buildings and site in 
Belfast and across Northern 
Ireland were only accessed 

from the air by helicopters 
such as the Chinook due 

to risks of attack on the 
ground. Most famously the 

top of Divis Tower in Belfast 
became a British military 
outpost overlooking the 

neighbourhoods to the West 
of the city centre. It was a 

militarised vision of the future 
where everyone travelled by 
air, the only difference being 

‘everyone’ was the British 
army.

Divis Flats / Modernism
Whilst many projects 
continued to be built during 
The Troubles - the violence 
did sheild Belfast from 
some of the worse excesses 
of Modernism which had 
taken hold in many other 
British cities - such as mass 
clearances.

Unsurprisingly the divisions 
present in Northern Irish 
society were also present 
within architectural practices 
across Belfast. The main 
work was heavily subsidised 
by public money and 
unfortunately who you knew 
and where you were from 
played heavily in deciding 
what work you could

The Ulster Architect Journal 
(launched 1984 - 2005)

The Royal Society of Ulster 
Architects (RSUA)

“A message from the RSUA 
President 1985 – Denis 
Haslam:
Our next major cause for 
celebration will be the 
centennial of our own Society 
in 2001 AD. That date 
immediately conjures up a 
vision of Arthur C. Clarke’s 
science fantasy of the same 
title. Where will architects 
and the state of the art be 
they – you may wonder?...
By the year 2001 AD we shall 
be well into the realms of 
advanced micro-technology 
and the fifth generation of 
computers will have arrived…
In the broader context, by 
2001 AD we shall have seen 
the seen the end of industrial 
civilization as we know 
it… The question for us as 
architects is – not so much 
how we will cope in 2001 AD 
but more importantly how our 
culture as a whole will survive 
in this new post mechanist 
milieu?” (RSUA Yearbook and 
Directory 1985: 5)

DeLoreans & Car-bombs in 
the 1980’s

“...someone once said it 
took 25 years to build the 
Waterfront Hall from the 
idea through to the doors 
opening. I think there is no 
question that bureaucracy 
has become more onerous in 
Northern Ireland, post-conflict 
but I don’t know, okay I was 
going to say, I don’t know 
how related that it is to us 
being a ‘post-conflict’ society, 
but actually it is totally linked 
to it. Because if you define 
our systems of government 
as being fairly embryonic 
and highly politicised across 
the board, bureaucracy is a 
safe haven to some extent 
when there are all these 
other issues at play, you can 
hide in bureaucracy to take 
the heat out of those other 
issues, but in fact it brings its 
own world of pain.” Client in 
Belfast (2013)

Festival of Architecture 
(1984)

The Maze/Long Kesh prison - 
H-Blocks.(1976-2000)

Euler Diagram for Northern 
Ireland’s contested identity:Population 
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Visual PhD & 
Exhibition

known, by some, as ‘the Troubles’. The civil disorder has largely 
framed perceptions of architecture and the built-environment 
eversince and persists into the ‘post-conflict’. 
 
Perspectives from architects based outside Belfast but with 
experience within the city are also drawn upon to better comprehend 
and frame the wider consequences of conflict on architectural 
practice from the position of external agents. Read together, the 
actions and consequences of projects inside the field of architecture 
begin to expose an aspect of the systemic ‘post-conflict architecture’ 
(architecture as societal/cultural structure) that underpins a still 
divided place and may begin to help navigate some of its inherent 
contradictions. At its heart though, the thesis aimed to explore 
how the concept of conflict, rather than be a hindrance, could be 
considered an operational tool and enabling force to challenge the 
future role, responsibility and agency of architectural practice in a 
future Northern Ireland as well as be valuable further afield.
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‘POST-CONFLICT’

“...the most rebellious thing you could 
have done during those times in the 
1970’s was be ordinary...”

Here Comes the Summer (Undertones documentary) BBC 1 NI 
(Broadcast 21/01/2013)

this frame is critical

IMPACT:

TOARCHITECT… 
MAKING THE 

POST-CONFLICT 
VISIBLE

(11-12th Sept. 
2013, PS²)

To architect’ was 
a two day micro-

residency in PS² 
exploring ways to 

make visible and 
communicate some 

of the prevalent 
conditions faced by 

architects and other 
spatial practitioners 

during and post violent-
conflict in Belfast, 

Northern Ireland.

DISCLAIMER / HEALTH WARNING: THIS PhD POSTER IS NOT AN ISLAND: 
This poster is an integral component of my visual research methodology, it is part of a series of posters using visual means to not only disseminate and communicate information but also 

explore further into the ‘post-conflict’ environment and provoke discussion within and outside the profession of architecture as well as in and beyond Northern Ireland.

The Royal Society of Ulster 
Architects (RSUA) based in 
Belfast, is the professional 
body for chartered 
architects in Northern 
Ireland; established in 1901 
to serve as a means of 
promoting and advancing 
architecture inside the six 
counties of Ulster. In 1925 
the RSUA formed an alliance 
with the Royal Institute of 
British Architects (RIBA) 
and continues to act on its 
behalf in Northern Ireland 
today. With over 900 RSUA 
members, Northern Ireland 
has over 1500 less architects 
than the Republic of Ireland 
and 28,500 less than Great 
Britain. Yet Northern Ireland 
has approximately the same 
density of architects per head 
of population as Great Britain 
approximately: 1 architect 
per 2000 inhabitants and 
slightly less than the Republic 
of Ireland at 1 architect per 
1600 inhabitants. 

PING Talk: G-ate
(10th Dec. 2012, PS²)

Rory Hyde in conversation with Northern Irish practitioners.
Talk facilitated by Paul Bower (Veggie Curry made by Ruth 

Morrow)
A group meal & talk about the challenges faced 

and opportunities available by creative 
practices in Northern Ireland 

and further afield.

IMPACT:

IMPACT:
Out of the 
Shadows: 
A one day 
investigation 
of the politics 
of architecture 
explored through 
the lens of post-
conflict, Belfast
(7th Nov. 2014, 
QUB)
RIBA visit Belfast & 
Queen’s University. 
Discussion between 
local architectural 
practitioners, the 
RIBA and QUB  
academics & PhD 
students from 
various disciplines on 
whether the Institute 
of British architects 
should engage with 
communities facing 
civil conflict, and 
if so, how to do so 
effectively.

POST
CONFLICT

[ ]
ARCHITECTURE

BEYOND

1978 – 1988 Promise of a Belfast Kiss

A sustained campaign of paramilitary attacks and British army enforced 
curfews saw parts of Belfast become ‘no-go areas’ or of heightened risk. 
However, misrepresentation by the press including the architectural media, 
created an image of the whole city designed and built solely on defence 
and security; rather than an enduring and complex place filled with people 
who were finding ways to survive and innovate despite the potential 
dangers faced. Despite this, many ambitious plans were drawn up behind 
the widely perceived image from the outside of defensive architecture. 

 
In amongst: the burgeoning Northern Irish punk scene; imported Italian 
contemporary furniture; Winter design schools hosting overseas students; 
festivals of architecture; and Delorean car manufacture, grew promises of a 
future Belfast. The proposed, Cedric Price inspired, ‘Fun Palace’ called the 
Belfast Urban Park was to sew the seeds for many future city centre cultural 
and leisure facilities to come. Outsiders bolstered the energy provided by 
local agents, whilst others left to seek new experiences, safety and work 
overseas, this movement created a flow of ideas in and out of Belfast. The 
city and its residents were in flux…

Extract from PhD chapter: A POTTED (HI)STORY OF BELFAST’S ‘POST-
CONFLICT’ ARCHITECTURAL LANDSCAPE, 1945-2015

Brian Anson, Architect from 
England but with Republican  
symapthies led campaign 
for demolition of Divis flats

Will 
Alsop, 

Architect 
brought in by Richard 

Needham to think 
about future for 
DeLorean 
site

Victor Robinson
Northern Irish 

architect behind 
Waterfront Hall 

and many city 
developments
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