Architectural practice Eldridge Smerin has just finished
its highest-profile project to date — one floor of Selfridges’
new Birmingham store. Katherine Bateson pays a call

Eldridge Smerin’s website says a lot
about the five-year-old architectural
practice by virtue of saying nothing.
There are absolutely no words, bar
address and phone number, only
images of completed projects: houses,
offices, a department store in Kuwait,
all immaculately detailed. It's an
impressive feat for architects, who
always have so much to say about their
buildings, to manage to keep quiet and
let the projects do the talking.

Another, rather different, project
will soon join this silent volleall. the
youth fashion (“Spirit”) and technology
floor in the new Birmingham
Selfridges, which opens this month. In
some ways, this is Eldridge Smerin’s big
break: a chance to join Vittorio Radice’s
gang of starchitects, alongside the likes
of Ron Arad, Future Systems, Vincent
van Duysen and Aldo Cibic. Although
Radice has now left Selfridges to shake
up the more sedate Marks & Spencer,
this new store is still very much his
project. It was Radice who chose
Eldridge Smerin two years ago to
design the interior of the fifth floor in
the new store, despite the practice’s
conspicuous lack of retail experience.
Or, quite possibly, knowing how
perverse Radice can be, because of it.

Selfridges’ briefto the practice was
almost entirely open-ended: practically

the only stipulation was that the floor
should be as “undesigned” as possible,
and that the elements within it should
predominantly be found rather than
specially created for the project.

So how do architects who had no
experience in retail design, go about
designing a retail project that mustn’t
look designed? Especially within a
building by Future Systems which is, to
say the least, organic in shape and with
afootplate that yields no symmetry
whatsoever. According to Eldridge
Sraerim, s 2 goestion of having a
disciplined approach. “The way we
tackle projects is to begin by exerting
some sort of framework within which
chaos can occur,” says Nick Eldridge.
“But the architecture still comes
through.” And that’s how the practice
set aboutits Selfridges commission. “It
was a kind of urban planning exercise,”
adds Piers Smerin. “The challenging
thing was the space we had to fill. First
we worked out how the people would
walk around the floor, then we treated
it almost like the landscape of a farm.”

We've segued smoothly from urban
planning to crop rotation, and such is
Smerin’s enthusiasm for his theme he
takes his audience with him. By its very
nature, there’s going tobe alot of
change in youth fashion and
technology, he argues, so you've got to

treat the various concessions like a
series of crops: sometimes you'll
replace one thing with another,
sometimes the size or colour of what’s
there will change, but essentially the
pattern remains the same.

Eldridge Smerin has, true to its
chaos-out-of-order theory, imposed a
further pattern on the floorplan, in the
form of a skewed ceiling grid which
contains services and lighting,
obscured by giant asymmetrical silver
reflectors which are in fact oversized
versions of the light reflectors used by
professional photographers, one of
many interesting uses of unusual
materials.

It’s certainly the practice’s trendiest
project by some distance. “We have two
strands of projects,” says Smerin. Its
main body of work to date began with
the practice’s first commission, a house
in Hampstead, largely of glass, for John
and Frances Sorrell, and proceeded
through a series of ordered and neat
residential and office commissions
which tend to feature contemporary,
clean lines and exude calm
thoughtfulness.

Alongside this, there is another,
more whimsical, series of projects
which include a glistening white
seafood bar in the Dome, and the
project they reckon swung the -

42|INTRA|SEPTEMBER 2003

Eldridge Smerin's
founders Nick
Eldridge (left) and
Piers Smerin.
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