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I
n our practice of architecture and craft, 
we design as well as construct things—
buildings, lighting, gates, and a variety of 
architectural elements. Combining the de-

sign process with physically making things 
exposes us to multiple layers of experience 
and lessons. As anyone knows who has tried 
it, it’s a lot easier to draw a wall straight and 
plumb than it is to actually build it straight 
and plumb. Knowledge of the constraints 
and properties of materials, and the meth-
ods and tools available to work them, can 
take a designer or craftsperson a lifetime to 
acquire. A good cabinetmaker, metalwork-
er or contractor acquires knowledge through 
study and years of practice. The tangible re-
sults of competent craft are easily recog-
nized and appreciated.

We value our involvement in both de-
signing and building many of our projects
and being able to draw lessons from these 
dual vantage points. Gaining an understand-
ing of the practical aspects of building in-
stills a discipline with which we develop and 
realize our designs. When we initially design 
something, we try not to limit our creativity. 
Designs may refl ect an idealized version of 
what we and our clients want to build, aspi-
rations that refl ect our culture and time. Ex-
panding into the reality of construction tends 
to bridle these aspirations, and coping with 
budgets, limitations and constraints is of-
ten a splash of cold water, snapping us out of 
our dream world. This is not a bad thing. It 
energizes our efforts to meld the ideal with 
the real to produce something unexpected, 
grounded, and gratifying. 

Sustainability is paramount
Lessons learned from this interplay have 

helped us create an approach that causes us 
to look beyond the project at hand and ex-
amine the larger context within which we 
are working, of which we are a part, and in-
deed that we are helping to create. Some of 
the most profound lessons we draw from 
these experiences have to do with sustain-
ability—with resources, energy, the build-
ing industry, and the life we call good. In our 
evaluation, the most important of these con-
cerns is energy use, which fi gures promi-
nently in every sector of modern life. There 
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are obvious hints of limitations to come, in 
the rumblings at the gas pump and in the 
price of plywood or concrete or steel. A little 
research reveals many early warnings from 
qualifi ed sources telling us that we need to 
pay more attention to the bigger picture with 
regard to the resources and energy we use. 

Unfortunately, it seems that the message 
of the “Peak Oil” scenario—the decline of 
oil and all that depends upon it—is not be-
ing broadcast, heard, or heeded seriously 
enough. If we are concerned with meeting 
our future needs, even in the relatively short-
term, we need to scrutinize and modify our 
interpretation of the good life. Part of this 
homework is to comprehend our society’s, 
and our own, resource consumption and en-
joyment of cheap oil. 

It is no exaggeration to say the time has 
passed for us to make an easy transition 

from a world of easily accessible energy to 
limited access to energy. Whether or not it 
would ever have been a smooth transition is 
a moot point by now, but it is clear it will be 
more and more of a painful prospect to the 
extent we ignore this elephant in the room. 

We have known for many years that car-
bon emissions and greenhouse gases are in-
creasing. We all know that historically the 
United States is the biggest contributor to 
greenhouse gases and chews up the most en-
ergy, although now China and India are fol-
lowing cue in rapid pace. 
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Perhaps not as well known is that the 

construction industry is the single largest 
consumer of energy in the United States, an 
astonishing fact. Residential, commercial 
and industrial buildings, in their annual op-
erations and incorporation of energy-embod-
ied manufactured products, consume forty-
eight percent of all energy used in this coun-
try (see www.architecure2030.org) and res-
idential buildings account for over half of 
that.

So how we design and build our homes, 
how we build our good life, is directly and 
immediately relevant to our connection to 
the rest of the world, and to our security in
it. How we address the connective tissue be-
tween the structures we live in—how much 
and how often we drive to get to our places 
of work, school, social activities and shop-
ping—should be an equal part of this exami-
nation. How much paved infrastructure must 
be part and parcel of our good life? How 
much direct and embodied energy derived 
from fossil fuels is our good life built upon? 
Can we do better? Can we imagine better? 
If so, we stand to enrich our lives and our 
culture. If not, can we appreciate the longer 
term effects of our present choices on our fu-
ture and our children’s future?

Cultivating a broad perspective
Over years spent in practice, we have 

cultivated important perspectives which be-
come tools to apply in ever-widening cir-
cles. The processes inherent in design and 
craft ultimately “brew” an ability for criti-
cal thinking. When designing and making 
things, one becomes aware of, and then in-
creasingly familiar with, the conditions and 
constraints outside oneself. This informs the 
next step of designing and making things. 

To some extent, this is the process of life 
itself—what we do as living, learning hu-
man beings in our given environments. The 
fi rst step is to want to engage with the terms 
of our world, and the second is to gain more 
awareness of something than we had before. 
Recognizing the evident nature of our ener-
gy situation lays the foundation for interact-
ing and dealing with it in appropriate ways. 
Cheap oil makes us feel as though there are 
no constraints, a precarious and deceptive 
state of mind, and one that in the arena of 
design or craft, results in an unimaginative 
and often bad or irrelevant product. 

Expanding our understanding of the 
evolving energy crisis takes effort and re-
quires exiting our comfort zone, but with 
this effort comes discovery, new perspec-
tives, and further layers of understanding, 
all leading to important choices we may not 
have thought we had. Already, many strat-
egies exist as alternatives to our current en-
ergy-consumption practices, as addressed in 
a multitude of venues, including the “Green 
Building” feature published in the June 2005 
issue of this magazine. (Available on-line at 
www.goodlifemag.com/archives/06-05/06-
05_green-building.htm.)

A close look at basic lifestyle choic-
es is a good way to reexamine the good life. 
One strategy that can have a signifi cant im-
pact is choosing to work at home or close to 
home, which eliminates or reduces transpor-
tation time and cost as well as general stress. 
Working close to home can also have deep 
impacts on family and community, weav-
ing bonds among children, the elderly and 
neighbors. It encourages the formation of 
memorable, multi-layered work and living 
spaces, and sustaining relationships; it fos-

ters a vibrant modern village life. The relief 
it affords on congested roadways is obvious.

Another strategy for reducing our depen-
dence on cheap energy is tied up with trans-
portation of goods: to the extent possible, we 
can choose locally made products across the 
board, on all scales of activity, from building
a house to feeding a household. This strategy
has equally signifi cant ramifi cations for the 
community at large in that it energizes local 
and regional economies and building pride 
of place. 

Considering sustainable strategies with-
in a more integrative, social, and contextual 
framework, rather than from a purely tech-
nical perspective, is what has to happen to 
make real progress.

Our offi ce is our laboratory
Our own living and working spaces at 

Stanley Architects and Artisans take these 
cues. Maximizing natural lighting, integrat-
ing proper orientation and ventilation, de-
signing an effi cient building envelope and 
reusing materials, are all standard practice. 
We have also tried to investigate how al-
ternative fuel sources, water collection and 
treatment methods, grey-water usage, to 
name some techniques, can be practically in-
tegrated into our own use of resources. We 
are interested in the green, or planted, roof 
as a tool, used with appropriate regional re-
fi nements, to improve upon an important 
building surface usually underestimated in 
terms of its potential, and we are studying its 
implementation in our own projects to gauge 
its benefi ts to the site and beyond. Another 
example: in previous studios and in one cur-
rently under construction, we’ve integrated 
photovoltaic systems into the electrical set-
up, supplying a signifi cant part of the power 
needs in our offi ce. 

For powering shop tools, we have been 
studying systems that can store energy for 
future use. One type uses photovoltaic pow-
er to operate a small motor that generates 
compressed air, which is stored in a large 
tank waiting to be used by pneumatic tools. 
Another approach takes advantage of old-
er tools that are counterweighted. Many of 
these tools were designed in an era before 
cheap energy, taking advantage of centrifu-
gal forces with simple designs that allow use 
of smaller motors and reduce energy use. 
The relevance of this energy-saving strate-
gy is being rediscovered, an exciting pros-
pect to us.

We will often go out on a limb to try 
out unconventional systems on our person-
al projects to see how well they will ad-
dress our objectives. If the systems, materi-
als, and methods we test are successful, we
will use them on other projects, from indi-
vidual homes to institutional projects like 
schools and libraries. The hands-on creative 
approach we’ve become accustomed to with 
design has helped us immensely in this re-
spect. These adaptations won’t singular-
ly change the world but they do lead to ex-
panding levels of experience and awareness 
and gradually more sophisticated responses. 
We hope to learn from this work, and from 
what others are doing, and try to implement 
what we believe are appropriate responses to
critical issues facing us today. gg

Lars Stanley, AIA, and Lauren Wood-
ward are with Stanley Architects and Arti-
sans. The fi rm offi ces at 1901 EM Franklin 
Ave. in Austin. You may contact the fi rm at 
512-445-0444 or visit www.larsstanley.com.
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