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When the editors of this first issue of Inflection sat down to write 
a proposal for a new student-edited journal, they explained the 
reasons behind their initiative. The purpose of this publication 
would be to “harness the multiple meanings and nuances 
in a moment of change as it exists in the Melbourne School 
of Design,” as well as signify the moment of transition from 
undergraduate studies to a professional school. 

Another moment of change for the Faculty is the creation of a 
new building, and the student editors envisioned the journal 
as a parallel contribution to the school’s new identity. The 
journal would accomplish this by creating a different type of 
space, a platform for student inquiry and discussion juxtaposed 
with contributions from academics, research students, and 
professional architects. 

This compulsion to create another type of space, a space of 
discourse, is a curious motive, and I wondered why they felt so 
strongly the need to create a text, a journal no less, to celebrate 
the creation of the new building. Does the new Architecture, 
Building, and Planning building, this edifice of learning, 
require a textual companion to punctuate this moment? What 
would a publication add to the student experience in this age 
of social media and blogs?

Opposite:
Written Prayers
Western Wall, Israel
Photograph: Yarin Kirchen
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This relationship between architecture in relation to print is 
a recurring theme within architectural discourse, and most 
discussions begin with an obligatory reference to Victor Hugo’s 
novel The Hunchback of Notre-Dame (1831). A particular passage 
that creates anxiety among architects is a proclamation by the 
novel’s main character, archdeacon Claude Frollo. Pointing 
to a book published from the newly invented printing press 
and then signaling to the Notre-Dame cathedral, he proclaims 
“Ceci tuera cela” – “This will kill that. The Book will destroy the 
Edifice,” thus forecasting the replacement of the cathedral with 
the invention of the printing press.

So what exactly does Frollo (or Hugo) mean with this 
statement? Most scholars believe that Hugo is pointing to the 
impending shift that the Enlightenment would bring about, 
the transformation from a world based upon the Church as the 
central authority figure in Europe, to one replaced with the 
institutions of Knowledge and Reason and the corresponding 
civic associations of the secular world that would follow. 

But to truly understand Hugo’s intention, we should place 
ourselves in front of the Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris, and 
examine what we are actually seeing. The Cathedral in this 
passage is not only symbolic of the power of the Church at 
that time, but its significance lies in the fact that it served 
generations of its community as a communication device; 
a 3-dimensional story board carved into the stone walls 
containing the stories and parables of the yet another book, 
the Bible. Therefore it is in this text that Hugo not only 
foreshadows the shift from a religious to a secular-based  
society in Europe through the distribution of knowledge, 
but also signals architecture’s receding role as a central 
disseminator of information.

Despite Hugo’s claim, there always has been a visceral 
inclination for people to ascribe and inscribe information onto 
and into walls. This communicative function of architecture 
does not simply exist on the surface of walls, but also occurs 
within the real and imagined space in-between them; voids 
which appear to contain another type of mystical, liminal 
space with access to higher powers. At the Western Wall in 
Israel, visitors go to pray and literally embed their written 
prayers on scraps of paper into the cracks and crevices of this 
wall. This was a practice initiated in 1743 by a student of Ohr 
Hachaim. The student, traveling from Morocco to Jerusalem, 
was instructed to go to the wall and place the note containing 
the prayer from his teacher, which read, “Dear God, please 
let my student Azulai become successful.” His prayer was 
apparently answered as Azulai would go on to become known 
as Hida, the rabbinical scholar.

Hugo’s 1831 novel also serves as a lament – a demonstration, 
through historical analogy, of how architecture had lost its 
ability to communicate. This loss was evidenced in the manner 
in which architects of that time reproduced Neo-classicism or 
Neo-Byzantine styles rather then develop designs illustrative 
of the contemporary moment. A case in point is the façade by 
Melbourne architect Joseph Reed, which is a wall fragment 
from the Bank of New South Wales originally built in Collins 
Street, Melbourne in 1856. When the Bank of New South Wales 
was cited for demolition in 1932, the Reed façade was kept and 
transferred to another location at the University of Melbourne, 
where it would be featured as part of the Commerce Building 
designed in 1938-41 by Public Works Department architect 
Percy Everett. The façade became part of the Faculty of 
Architecture, Building, and Planning when the Commerce 
department moved, and it remains encapsulated in the new 
Faculty building by John Wardle Architects and NADAAA, 
completed in 2014. 
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3-dimensional storyboard
Notre Dame Cathedral, Paris
Photograph: Rafael Laguillo
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Although we admire the Reed façade as a surviving fragment of 
Melbourne’s history, an exemplar of craftsmanship, and as an 
exquisite demonstration of light and shadow through detailed 
stonework, it is a manifestation of other values from another 
period and exemplifies the indefinite communicative nature of 
architectural irrespective of its use and urban context. Joseph 
Reed was one of Melbourne’s most significant architects, 
designing such important institutional buildings such as the 
State Library of Victoria (1854), the Melbourne Town Hall 
(1867), and the Royal Exhibition Building (1880), and therefore 
it seems appropriate to have his façade as part of the new 
Faculty building. Yet this is a historic reason, not necessarily an 
aesthetic one. The façade for the Bank of New South Wales was 
originally inspired by the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice (1560), 
a library designed by Renaissance architect Jacopo Sansovino. 
Reed felt that the architecture of the merchant city was an 
appropriate style to replicate for a Melbourne bank. However 
one may ask if his decision seems arbitrary. If Reed wanted to 
base his design on a Venetian building, why not the Zecca, the 
Venetian Mint located near the library, also by Sansovino? The 
transient nature of this façade, and its ability to re-appropriate 
a style from a different time and location, demonstrates Hugo’s 
claim regarding the changing role of architectural style and its 
ability to communicate something meaningful.

Today, only fragments of banks remain, as this building 
typology is quickly disappearing. We now conduct our banking 
inside walls, in front of machines embedded within this 
liminal space that negotiates the transformation of digitized 
information into real, material currency. This void between 
walls is not only limited to the mythical and mysterious, but 
also it is the place of secrets. Located within one of the post 
office boxes at the southwest corner of the old Architecture, 
Building, and Planning building was the original location of 
Julian Assange’s Wikileaks, a fact which demonstrates that 
even the most slippery of information eventually needs to 
touch ground and find a home within architecture.

While contemporary architects are still interested in the 
aesthetic form of architecture, they are not concerned with 
adhering to a specific style and are more invested in building 
performance. Yet this does not mean that architecture ceases 
to communicate with its users, in fact one of the main 
objectives behind the design of the new Faculty building was 
to create a structure that would not only communicate, but 
perform as an instrument in teaching students. This can be 
seen in the exposed ceilings revealing the air conditioning, 
plumbing, electrical, and fire services so that students can 
see how systems are integrated into the building. A series of 
sensors have also been placed in the walls and ceiling of the 
newly transplanted Japanese Room. These sensors measure 
and record the temperature, humidity, heat exchange, and CO2 
levels and communicate this information through an interface 
located at eye level. 

Based on both the historic and current use of walls as a means 
of communication, Hugo’s passage is the description of one 
moment in the perpetually fluctuating relationship between 
architecture and information. Both the old and new building 
for the Faculty of Architecture, Building, and Planning 
demonstrates this fluid capacity of architecture as a container 
and communicator of information. We cannot claim that the 
book has killed architecture, but in fact it seems that the two 
have merged and intermingled. This is a relationship that 
will always be in flux, with the two entities continuing to 
dissolve into one another. So this leads us back to the original 
question: what purpose does this new journal serve in a new 
building? Like most other student architectural journals, it 
will perform as a type of discursive cornerstone containing a 
record of the debates, events, and activities of the Faculty and 
serve as a vehicle to distribute these lessons beyond the walls 
of the school to an international audience. These are the usual 
functions of a student journal recounted in many editorials. 
However its true task, which is rarely communicated but is 
in fact a foundational premise of most student publications, 
is to perform as a repository of student hopes, dreams and 
aspirations for the future, and, like the prayers inserted into 
the crevices of the Western Wall, it is the space where their 
teachers place their wishes for their students’ success.

Opposite top
Fragment of History
Joseph Reed facade, The University of Melbourne
Photograph: Peter Ashford

Opposite bottom:
Original Wikileaks Location
Post Office Boxes, The University of Melbourne
Photograph: Andrius Lipsys
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