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Another British Architecture

To architecture aficionados it is probably evident that the British architectural scene supports an uncommonly wide range of formal tendencies.  Looking through a UK architecture magazine today one might encounter the work of John Pawson, Zaha Hadid, Will Alsop and Demetri Porphyrios presented side by side.  Any discussion of the UK’s collective architectural culture therefore runs the risk of slipping into meaningless generalisation.  However over the last decade, a prevalent tendency has unquestionably taken hold – the high-tech scene.

The introduction in 1994 of a national lottery subsidised a massive programme of public building after years of underfunding during the Thatcher administration.  Caruso St John’s Walsall Art Gallery was partially funded from this source but it remains only one of a handful of recent major public projects that sit outside the high-tech orthodoxy.

Over this period, the offices of the key high-tech practices - Foster, Rogers, Grimshaw, Hopkins, Wilkinson Eyre – grew to an unprecedented size, with Fosters currently employing over 600 employees around the world.  In the ‘eighties - the period of Prince Charles’ interventions in the UK architectural debate - the very idea of British modernist architecture seemed to be under threat.  Twenty years on, it’s clear that modernism won the war, or at least a particular brand of modernism – to the British public at large, modern architecture and high-tech architecture have become synonymous.

In relation to this series of lectures’ theme of “site”, this development raises some difficult questions.  British high-tech is an avowedly acontextual architecture.  If we list its prevailing influences, we should note the year-zero futurism of Archigram and also the legacy of the American architectural scene of the immediate post-war years: Charles and Ray Eames, Buckminster Fuller and late Wright.  These are all sources that prized technique over cultural continuity and contextual responsiveness.  Recently completed buildings such as Foster’s Swiss Re Tower or Future Systems’ Selfridges Birmingham may be works of astounding technical and formal prowess but their power is largely derived from a wilful disregard for the particularities of their respective sites.  

However, over this same decade another generation of British architects have emerged.  It is a scene which - I admit rather inelegantly - we might describe as post-high-tech.  To date their opportunities have been limited – even the most significant projects are largely refurbishments or extensions of existing structures - but a new and common sensibility is clearly detectable.

While the leading high-tech architects have identified themselves as builders and builders only, this new generation – Caruso St John, Tony Fretton, Florian Beigel, Sergison Bates among others – have sought a wider mode of operation.  They have taught and written about architecture and engaged with the subject at both the domestic and the urban scale.  While, in mainland Europe, such a range of activities may hardly warrant comment, in Britain one has to look back to figures like Alison and Peter Smithson to find architects engaged in such a broad scope of enquiry.

The work of this new generation is grounded in keen observation of the nature of the contemporary city.  In this, they have been guided by the work of practitioners from mainland Europe, notably Alvaro Siza and a number of the architects to emerge from Switzerland over the past twenty years.  Their interest is in a city that is particular, culturally alive, complex and contradictory.  In practice they have sought to understand and defend those qualities, making work that is at once normative while offering a validation of the “as found”.

The emergence in the early ‘nineties of a generation of British artists whose work is grounded in an interest in the everyday also proved a significant guide.  Much of the work that has been undertaken by this new generation of British architects derives from this cultural milieu.  Their portfolios are heavy with galleries, exhibition design, houses for artists - many of them in the recently gentrified east-end of London where they too have their offices.  This cross-fertilisation has certainly had an impact on the way they have addressed the question of ‘site’.  Their approach might be compared to that of the artist who installs their work in relation to a particular environment.  This is an architecture that seeks an engagement with its urban and cultural situation [italic].
(Ellis Woodman)

