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RESEARCH OUTPUT

A House for Essex (AHFE) is a built work completed in 2015, 
located in north Essex and designed and developed by the 
architect Charles Holland and the artist Grayson Perry. 

It comprises two interconnected architectural functions: a house 
and a (secular) chapel. These twin uses allow the project to examine 
the content, form and fabrication of ornament and decoration in 
contemporary architecture, as well as ideas of interdisciplinarity within 
the arts more generally.

AHFE employs contemporary decoration in the form of detailed 
architectural faience and decorative reliefs and applied art alongside 
spatial devices to develop a narrative architecture. Digital fabrication 
techniques are employed alongside traditional craft practice to explore 
this contemporary language of ornament.

The house also advances the practice of cross-disciplinary collaboration 
and is a fusion of art and architecture where the creative input of the 
architect and the artist are equal and intertwined.   

A House for Essex in context
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A House for Essex

A House for Essex

(above) In context 

(left) Interior ‘chapel’

(overleaf top)
Interior showing decorative tiles

and colour scheme

(overleaf bottom)
Threshold detail showing

decorative mosaic floor
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A House for Essex
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A House for Essex

(top)
Ground and First Floor Plans

(left)
Long Section
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Through an open-ended collaboration with the artist Grayson Perry the 
research investigated the role of craft and decoration in contemporary 
architectural design, asking specifically:

1. What form can contemporary architectural decoration take and how 
does it relate to historical examples?

2. If modernism was clear that historic forms of decoration were 
regressive and outmoded, what aspects of contemporary culture 
and society might make them applicable and relevant again? 

3. How do contemporary fabrication and manufacturing techniques 
affect architectural decoration and ornament and how do they relate 
to historic techniques?

4. How can collaborating with a visual artist and sculptor help to inform 
and develop these new decorative forms?

Detail of exterior ceramic tiles.
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RESEARCH CONTEXT

A collaborative architecture project, the house is located in 
Wrabness in Essex, a site chosen for its relationship to ideas of 
contemporary landscape and for its relevance to the fictional 
narrative explored through the architecture. 

The project has two main functions: it is a house (available as a short-
term let) that is also a form of (secular) wayside or pilgrimage chapel. 
Like a chapel, the building is dedicated to a saint, a fictional character. 

The principal research context for the project is the role of ornament 
and decoration in architecture. Specifically, the work looks at the 
return of an interest in decoration since the advent of postmodernism. 
While modernism rejected the use of historic forms of decoration, 
postmodernism has offered a re-engagement with ornament as a valid 
area of architectural interest.  

In recent years, contemporary practitioners, for example Caruso St. John 
Architects and Adam Nathaniel Furman, have explored further uses 
of historic forms of decoration via predominantly graphic and two-
dimensional modes of representation. The content of this decoration 
is often a historic form repeated, enlarged or exaggerated with an 
emphasis on quotation of a single source.

This project aimed to develop instead three-dimensional and sculptural 
forms of decoration as well as new and innovative content in relation to a 
contemporary language of symbolism and allegorical meaning. 

(above left) 
Caruso St. John Architects, 

Nottingham Contemporary 

(above right) 
Adam Nathaniel 

Furman, Gateways
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RESEARCH PROCESS

The development of the project took place through a series 
of intensive design workshops that worked through a series 
of scales from site organisation and massing through to detail 
studies. 

Sketches developed during these 1:1 workshops were then developed 
over a period of weeks and shared before moving on to the next 
stage. Ideas around the decorative and ornamental language of the 
building were shared in parallel with these early spatial studies through 
photographs and reference imagery as well as sketches and maquettes. 

These design workshops were supported by study trips to visit key 
buildings and places of influence. Visited buildings included St Peter’s 
on the Wall in Essex, Audley End, Essex and the Sir John Soane Museum 
in London. The surrounding landscape and built character of north east 
Essex was also explored extensively as part of the research process.
Early research was undertaken into two main areas: wayside, pilgrimage 
and non-denominational chapels and historic forms of highly symbolic 
architecture. Chapels and meeting houses were studied for their 
relationship to context and landscape, often forming isolated objects 
in the landscape. Aspects of pilgrimage, route, arrival and the symbolic 
plan sequences of such spaces were important in developing the 
house’s relationship to its own context as well as informing the fictional 
and narrative aspects of the story behind its decoration. For example, 
the changing nature of the landscape leading to the house became 
integral to the life story of Julie Cope.    

A further part of the process related to material techniques and 
fabrication and included visits to various manufacturers and 
craftspeople. The work evolved narrative and decorative ideas via 
specific fabrication methods. Most obviously this included the use 
of architectural faience and ceramics. Extensive joint research was 
undertaken into the depth of detail and sculptural complexity achievable 
through slip casting. At the same time, the architectural aspects of this 
study, including the composition, assembly and technical demands of 
the façade construction, were developed in parallel.

As a collaborative project, tasks in the early design stages were 
approached equally irrespective of disciplinary specialism by both 
Holland and Perry so that the architect was involved in the development 
of the external decorative expression and the artist in the internal spatial 
organisation, for example.   

As the project developed, individual expertise or specialist input was re-
established in order to develop specific parts: for examples, one to one 
clay maquettes of the tiles were made by the artist but the organisation 
of these into a façade, in terms of colour and composition, was led by 
the architect.    
   

(top) St Peter’s on the Wall, Bradwell,  Essex
(middle) Barton (1975)

(bottom)  Opolovnikova and Opolovnikova  (1989)
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A House for Essex

(above)
Interior of the Great Hall at 

Audley End, 
Saffron Walden, Essex

(right) 
Development sketch for interior 

decorative scheme
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A House for Essex

Development sketch produced 
showing tiling details
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A House for Essex

Tile sample panel
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A House for Essex

Early design sketch exploring massing and character 
of the house in its context
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RESEARCH INSIGHTS

ORNAMENT AND DECORATION
Recent architectural decoration has focused on 
graphic representations of historical decoration, 
often employing a deliberately two-dimensional, 
‘flattened’ repertoire of printed graphically applied 
surface treatments. AHFE employs three-dimensional 
sculpture and relief patterning as well as textiles, 
wallpaper, graphics and metalwork. The range of 
techniques involved in producing this work includes 
digital fabrication techniques combined with craft 
and traditional forms of production.

COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE
The project represents an important and 
experimental form of collaborative practice 
challenging normative methods of architectural 
design and procurement. The artist and architect 
worked closely to develop the design in a holistic 
sense as well as drawing on specific areas of 
expertise in relation to each other’s disciplines. Art 
practice was employed as a way of reflecting on how 
architecture is both designed and fabricated. At the 
same time, architectural methods of composition and 
fabrication were employed to reconsider an artwork 
at the scale of building. 

This process led to specific challenges and insights 
into disciplinary questions and areas of knowledge. 
For instance, the hand-made nature of the final tiles, 
recreated through digital fabrication techniques 
posed fundamental questions around the production 
of architecture which attempts, via certain formats 
such as the written specification, to eliminate risk and 
variation in production techniques. The specification 
for the building was thus developed by the 
architect to allow for variation of texture, colour and 
dimensional flexibility.

At the same time architectural questions extended 
and enlarged the artistic vocabulary. For instance, in 
developing a single tile into a façade composition, 
questions around scale, symmetry, polychromatic 
variation, proportion and rhythm were posed by the 
architect. 

ARCHITECTURAL NARRATIVE 
Contemporary ornament is often approached within 
architecture as a formal or material ‘problem’. AHFE 
developed new ideas not only in formal terms but 
through narrative content too. Here, storytelling 
and fictional devices were used to develop a 
contemporary allegory explored in the architecture.

Whilst the formal content of the iconography drew 
on historic architectural sources (including baroque, 
mannerist and Arts and Crafts modes) the narrative 
content drew on contemporary events and recent 
popular history.

CONTEMPORARY 
ARCHITECTURAL SYMBOLISM

Through this process, a contemporary symbolism 
was developed that drew on folk art, pop art, 
literary fiction and fairy tales as well as architectural 
sources. This process allowed the work to reflect on 
contemporary architectural language and form and 
its current limits.

MATERIAL PRACTICE 
The project employed a number of material and 
fabrication techniques and examined how these 
could be developed through contemporary digital 
production. A high level of craft and hand-made 
form was achieved – paradoxically – through 
digital reproduction. This allowed reflection 
on contemporary production and the limits of 
procurement and building fabrication.
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DISSEMINATION

Since its completion, in May 2015 (Mairs, 2015), the research 
has been disseminated through papers, lectures, studies, articles 
and exhibitions. 

It was the subject of a one-off television documentary broadcast on 
Channel 4 which followed its design and development. It has been 
featured in numerous books and magazine articles, some of which were 
authored by the researcher and which feed into current professional and 
academic activity.

Beyond the built work, the cultural context of the research is explored 
through written papers, essays and secondary forms of representation. 
This work can be academic in the form of papers written for conferences 
or symposiums, industry-led in the form of essays or texts written for 
journals and magazines, or hybrids of both. 

The discursive qualities of the projects and the research questions 
it embodies are explored across different disciplines (academic, 
professional, cultural) and in different areas of cultural production. An 
important aspect of the research is therefore that it addresses different 
audiences through various media. 

Installation at Dovecot 
Studios, Edinburgh. 

The installation includes a newly 
commissioned piece designed by 

Holland exploring the ideas and 
themes present in the project. 
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Exhibitions Hand Held to Super Scale: Building with Ceramics (2019) Building Centre, London. https://
www.buildingcentre.co.uk/whats_on/exhibitions/hand-held-to-super-scale-building-with-
ceramics-2019-09-20

Julie Cope’s Grand Tour (2019) Dovecot Studios, Edinburgh. https://dovecotstudios.com/
exhibitions/grayson-perry-julie-cope-s-grand-tour/

A House for Essex,  First Site Gallery, Colchester (2018). https://firstsite.uk/event/grayson-
perry-the-life-of-julie-cope/ 

Mies van der Rohe European Award for Architecture (2017). (Exhibition of nominated 
projects) https://www.archdaily.com/802094/356-nominees-announced-for-2017-eu-
prize-for-contemporary-architecture-nil-mies-van-der-rohe-award

Bonnefantenmuseum, Maastricht, Netherlands (2017). https://www.bonnefanten.nl/en/
exhibitions/grayson-perry-hold-your-beliefs-lightly

Artists as Architects, Victoria and Albert Museum, London (2015). https://www.vam.ac.uk/__
data/assets/pdf_file/0011/246476/Architects-as-Artists-press-release-FINAL2.pdf

Lectures Bartlett School of Architecture, London. 

University of Johannesburg, South Africa. 

First Site Gallery, Colchester.

ETH, Zurich and the Architectural Association, London. 

Conference alterRurality 3 Fieldwork Conference, Letterfrack, Ireland. 6-9 June, 2016.

Permanent 
Display

A tile from the house is held within the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum and is 
currently displayed in the museum’s Rapid Response gallery. Catalogue number CD.20-
2015 http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1320975/wall-tile-perry-grayson/

Books Harwood, E. and Franklin G. (2017) Post Modern Buildings In Britain. Batsford Books.

Twentieth Century Society (2017) 100 Houses, 100 Years. Batsford Books. 

General Press Bevan, R. (2015) Evening Standard. 15 May 2015. https://www.standard.co.uk/lifestyle/
design/grayson-perry-and-architects-fat-design-a-house-for-essex-10252424.html

Heathcote, E.  (2015) Financial Times, 18 November 2015.  https://www.ft.com/content/
e5d781ce-8896-11e5-90de-f44762bf9896

Moore, R. (2015) The Observer, 10 May 2015. https://www.theguardian.com/
artanddesign/2015/may/10/grayson-perry-a-house-for-essex-stonking-shrine

https://www.buildingcentre.co.uk/whats_on/exhibitions/hand-held-to-super-scale-building-with-ceramics-2019-09-20
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https://www.bonnefanten.nl/en/exhibitions/grayson-perry-hold-your-beliefs-lightly
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http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1320975/wall-tile-perry-grayson/
https://www.standard.co.uk/lifestyle/design/grayson-perry-and-architects-fat-design-a-house-for-essex-10252424.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/lifestyle/design/grayson-perry-and-architects-fat-design-a-house-for-essex-10252424.html
https://www.ft.com/content/e5d781ce-8896-11e5-90de-f44762bf9896
https://www.ft.com/content/e5d781ce-8896-11e5-90de-f44762bf9896
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/may/10/grayson-perry-a-house-for-essex-stonking-shrine
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/may/10/grayson-perry-a-house-for-essex-stonking-shrine
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Winston, A. (2014) ‘First photographs of Grayson Perry and FAT’s house for Alain de Botton’. 
DeZeen, 7 August 2014. https://www.dezeen.com/2014/08/07/house-for-essex-grayson-
perry-fat-alain-de-botton-living-architecture-first-photographs/

Mairs, J. (2015) ‘Grayson Perry and FAT reveal the elaborate interiors of their House for 
Essex’. DeZeen, 15 May 2015. https://www.dezeen.com/2015/05/15/house-for-essex-fat-
grayson-perry-charles-holland-living-architecture-alain-de-botton/

St Hill, C. (2015) Blueprint, 17 August 2015. http://www.designcurial.com/news/a-house-for-
essex-by-grayson-perry-and-fat-architecture-4646694/

Heathcote, E. (2015) Interior Design, 26 August 2015. https://www.interiordesign.net/
projects/10301-living-a-fantasy-a-house-for-essex-by-grayson-perry-and-charles-holland/

Turner, C. (2015) Icon, 15 July 2015 

Pearman, H. (2015) RIBA Journal, 3 June 2016. https://www.ribaj.com/buildings/a-house-
for-essex

Architectural Review (2016) https://www.architectural-review.com/awards/ar-house/art-and-
craft-a-house-for-essex-by-fat-and-grayson-perry

King, E. (2016) Frieze, 26 February 2016. https://www.frieze.com/article/postcard-essex

Architect’s Journal, (2015) https://www.architectsjournal.co.uk/buildings/views-on-fats-
house-for-essex

Article Holland, C. (2018) ‘Drawn Fiction’ Lapus Lima, 5 December 2018. http://www.lapsuslima.
com/drawn/

Television Channel 4 documentary (2016) by Swan Films following its evolution, design process and 
construction. https://www.channel4.com/programmes/grayson-perrys-dream-house ; 
https://www.swanfilms.tv/productions/graysons-great-design/

BBC News, 16 May 2015. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/entertainment-arts-32751434

https://www.dezeen.com/2014/08/07/house-for-essex-grayson-perry-fat-alain-de-botton-living-architecture-first-photographs/
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http://www.designcurial.com/news/a-house-for-essex-by-grayson-perry-and-fat-architecture-4646694/
https://www.interiordesign.net/projects/10301-living-a-fantasy-a-house-for-essex-by-grayson-perry-and-charles-holland/
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