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This publication covers the Northeast of Scotland including Fife, Angus, Aberdeenshire and the cities - Dundee 
and Aberdeen. We have sought to present modern architecture that was influenced by work from beyond the 
borders of a particular region or nation. Our chosen case studies are by architects, some of whom are Scottish 
but their connection to Scotland whether by birth or relation, is secondary and of little importance. What each of 
the projects express is a refreshingly provocative attitude embodied in an impolite architecture that was out of 
kilter with the mainstream of the period. Unwittingly they are all outsiders. The three buildings showcased expose 
us to the influences on the architects, the preoccupations and challenges of the time, and importantly how they 
celebrated, ignored and evolved their intellectual inheritance. 

E D I TO R I A L

Event I Friday 24 October 2014 I 18:00 - 22:00
Location I Castello 450, Santa Maria Austiliatrice, Ludoteca, Venice

An evening reflecting on the work of ‘second generation’ Modernists and their impact on architectural thinking in Scotland. This event will begin with a series of short lectures 
by leading scholars - Emmanuel Petit on James Stirling, Sven-Olov Wallenstein on Mies van der Rohe, and Dirk van den Heuvel on The Smithsons - followed by a round table 
discussion chaired by Penny Lewis looking at the issue of Modernity in the postwar period. Architects working in Scotland during this period operated within a culture in which 
there was a strong sense of a collective social project – the welfare state. Can such a sense of purpose be recreated and is it desirable?
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The late Isi Metzstein always insisted that we talked 
about modernism “in Scotland” rather than Scottish 
Modernism. No doubt he felt that it was hard to 
look at developments in the twentieth century in 
isolation from what was happening south of the 
Border. Perhaps he felt that to seek out any distinctly 
Scottish character to the Modern Movement 
was against the modernising impulse which he 
exemplified.

Whether you are in Scotland, England or 
China it has become very fashionable in recent 
years to bemoan the “globalisation” of our culture 
and to posit the nurturing of local identities as an 
antidote to this problem. We imagine that a turn 
away from the international arena, from the global 
exchange of materials and ideas, might allow 
us to find our place in the world. All too often a 
caricatured version of international modernism, with 
its enthusiasm for technology and it’s derision of 
history, are blamed for the weaknesses of today’s 
cultural production.

In this context it is worth remembering that 
architecture has been “internationalised” since 
the Romans and that for the past 500 years the 
international exchange of ideas has driven the 
development of the discipline. A review of modernist 
building within Scotland’s national boundaries is a 
worthy task. The writing of the history of architecture 
in Scotland is already a narrow field undertaken 
by a handful of people and anything that extends 
our understanding is worthwhile. However, what is 
clear from this paper is that modern architecture 
in Scotland was often at its most compelling and 
interesting when its authors emerged from positions 
(intellectually or geographically) outside of the polite 
programme-driven approach that characterised the 
Scottish scene after 1945. 

For the last century architects have been 
attempting to develop a language appropriate 
for the modern world. The architects included 
in this paper each struggled with this question; 
their work addresses both formal and social 
issues. In Scotland after 1945 those that believed 
that architecture should be driven by a social 
programme tended to dominated the discussion, 
but the role of history and technology was at times 
decisive. It was only in the closing years of the 
1970s that the tension between the programmatic 
preoccupations and the formal and historic 
concerns came to the fore. In the writing of the 
history of Scotland’s modernist projects the work of 
those individuals that were preoccupied with formal 
expression tend to be discussed as a sub-plot, 
which is secondary to the main theme of postwar 
social renewal and reform.  

Understanding the output of the Modern 
Movement is difficult without an appreciation or 
definition of ‘modernity’ - a term that is used to 
express a wide range of contradictory and complex 
social, political and cultural conditions. Malcolm 
Bradbury and James McFarlane in their book on 
Modern literature (1978) describe Modernism as: 
“an extraordinary compound of the futuristic and the 
nihilistic, the revolutionary and the conservative, the 
naturalistic and the symbolic, the romantic and the 
classical. It was a celebration of a technological age 
and the condemnation of it; an excited acceptance 
of the belief that the old regimes of culture were 
over, and a deep despairing in the face of that fear.”

In Modernism and Fascism (2010), Roger 
Griffin divides modernist impulses into two forms; 
“epiphanic modernism” and “programmatic 
modernism”. Epiphanic modernism describes 
work that responds emotionally and conceptually 
to the contingent and transformative conditions 
of modernity while programmatic modernism 
constructs a new framework for production and 
understanding.  T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, set in 
London, “the unreal cit y” with its stony unproductive 
landscape and “heaps of broken images”, is 
epiphanic and forms the cultural backdrop to the 
interwar period. Modernism in Scotland and the 
UK as a whole tended to favour the programmatic 
approach and for at least twenty years the idea that 
architects could contribute to the construction of a 
postwar consensus based on new infrastructure, 
education for the masses and welfare reform 
provided the profession with a strong sense of 
purpose. This approach was clearly articulated by 

Alan Reaich and Robert Hurd in Building Scotland 
(1944); which sung the praises of the modesty and 
simplicity of Northern European and Scandinavian 
modernism and argued for a Scotland that could 
forget about the inequity and misery of the Victorian 
period. 

Modernism in Scotland began late and 
finishes early. Nikolaus Pevsner strongly lamented 
that in 1900 Great Britain “forfeited its leadership 
role in shaping the new style” at the very moment 
when the European pioneers began to converge to 
create a modern movement. For Pevsner Charles 
Rennie Mackintosh’s Glasgow School of Art (1907) 
marked the UK’s final attempt to participate in the 
development of a European avant-garde.

After the School of Art there was no radical 
rethink to make sense of new conditions of life or 
construction but pragmatic changes and a period 
of preparation. For British Modernists the Inter-War 
period was a little bit on an embarrassment. J.M. 
Richards admits to being ‘a little embarrassed’ by 
the British Pavilion at the Paris Expo of 1925 and 
when Le Corbusier came to London for the MARS 
1937 exhibition (the Modern Architectural Research 
group was the British wing of the CIAM) he was 
overheard by a shame-faced John Summerson 
describing the show as “painful”.

By the late Thirties the pages of the 
Architectural  Review were full of buildings by Wells 
Coates, Maxwell Fry, Mendelsohn and Chermayeff, 
Tecton and Lubetkin, Breuer and even one by Walter 
Gropius (a college in Cambridgeshire). Any reader 
at the time might be forgiven for thinking that, after 
a late start, Britain had caught up with Europe. 
The truth is Britain’s interwar contribution was ‘very 
modest’ (Summerson), a strong sense of cultural 
pessimism coincided with a very eclectic range of 
architectural responses, which have been described 
Neo-Classicism, Arts and Crafts, Art Deco and Brick 
or Stockholm Modernism (Lionel Esher The Broken 
Wave 1981). 

A Scotsman’s cottage was his castle, 
the new bungalow covered suburbs of Glasgow, 
Edinburgh and Aberdeen were physical proof 
that Scotland too had elected to opt out of the 
zeitgeist. Scottish house builders like McTaggart 
and Mickel adopted much the same approach as 
English architects like CFA Voysey’s who produced 
designs with a cottage aesthetic to cater for national 
characteristic and sentiments which he believed 
were as much a part of design conditions as the 
local climate. Basil Spence produced modern 
vernacular housing that were inspired by the 
house forms of the fishing villages.  An Art Deco 
or a streamlined Beaux Arts approach became 
the house-style for the small number of public 
commissions that were awarded in the run up to 
1945, epitomized by Thomas Tait’s Art Deco tower at 
the Glasgow Empire Exhibition of 1938. 

In an attempt to make sense of Modernism 
in Britain Bruno Zevi wrote that the nation (he said 
England but he means Britain) “never accepted 
the modern movement as a theory but gradually 
accepted it in its practical applications; there was no 
revolution in taste, but a gradual development which 
harmonised this new trend with the positive results 
of the Arts and Crafts movement.” According to Zevi 
the British were ‘skeptical about theories’, detested 
the monumental and preferred to discuss ‘a decent 
way of life’ rather than individual creative geniuses. 
(Towards an Organic Architecture 1949).

Modernism in Scotland, like the rest of the 
UK,was born alongside the welfare programme of 
the 1945 post- war Labour Government. For Trevor 
Dannatt 1945 ‘altered irrevocably the national 
meaning of architecture’ (Modern Architecture in 
Britain,1959). In the last days of the 1930s it became 
clear that the social programme for schools, 
hospitals and homes would provide the rationale for 
a new utilitarian architectural language.  For the first 
time in more than a century you could talk about a 
unity and sense of purpose in architectural design. 
Welfarism, an outlook that dominated social policy 
and the imagination of large sections of society 
throughout the postwar period, forms the backdrop 
to an understanding of the buildings produced after 
1945. If American modernism appropriated the 
language of the avant-garde in order to help sell 
American corporatism and consumerism, the Scots, 
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Page from the Saltire publication Building Scotland by Alan Reaich 
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it could be argued, appropriated Scandi-modernism 
to give shape to state-led welfare reforms. 

If you wanted to give the work produced in 
Scotland in this period a collective title you might 
argue that it conformed to what Colin St. John 
Wilson described as “The Other Tradition” (1995 
and 2007). Mainstream modernism in Scotland took 
its inspiration from Scandinavians such as Aalto 
and Jacobsen rather the European avant-garde of 
the 1920s. There appeared to be a natural affinity 
between the work of what Bruno Zevi described 
as the ‘organic’ tradition, and the later work of 
Le Corbusier rather than the machine aesthetics 
associated with the Bauhaus.

This dominant strand of modernism in 
Scotland is probably best expressed in the work of 
Robert Matthew and his practice RMJM. As Miles 
Glendinning explains in Scottish Architecture (1996) 
Matthew, like many of his peer group in Europe,  
was preoccupied with solving the housing question 
and had developed “his own modernist philosophy 
of ‘solving architecturally, the most difficult of social 
problems”. Matthew’s sentiments were shared by 
many of his peers and given clear expression by 
historians like Nikolaus Pevsner who in 1937 wrote; 
“Unless a further leveling of social differences takes 
place in this country, no  steady development of 
the aims of the Modern Movement is possible.” (An 
Inquiry into Industrial Art in England in 1937). In the 
technocratic and democratic imagination of many 
architects the creation of an equal society and the 
construction of modern homes and cities were 
intimately linked.

Robert Matthew had joined the Scottish 
Department of Health in 1936 and become 
Chief Architect and Planning Officer by the end 
of the war.  From 1946-53 he took on the same 
role in London County Council, overseeing the 
Festival of Britain in 1951. In 1956, with Stirrat 
Johnson Marshall, Matthew established the 
firm of Robert Matthew, Johnson Marshall with 
offices in Edinburgh and London. Matthew highly 
influential in the development of Scottish planning 
policy, in particular the development of the Clyde 
Valley and the creation of the New Towns. He was 
also important in the creation of an architectural 
language that was deemed to be appropriate 
for modern Scotland. His practice developed an 
approach to design in which programme was 
the driving force of the process and a restrained 
and utilitarian approach to formal and aesthetic 
questions prevailed. Where aesthetic or formal 
concerns prevailed it was in relation to the use of 
appropriate local materials and careful considered 
details. A rather Calvinistic approach to the formal 
aspects of the discipline is still evident in much of 
the work produced in Scotland today.  

The period from 1950 to 1970 is a particularly 
rich era for those interested in Scottish architecture 
and engineering. The Forth Road Bridge which 
was conceived and constructed over this period 
remains one of the most enduring expressions of 
the ambitious and efficient approach of the best 
of Scottish designers. Architects in Scotland were 
particularly productive, building new homes, schools 
and hospitals. Modernists came in a variety of 
forms. Among the established practices there was 
RMJM, Reaich and Hall and Anderson Kininmonth 
Paul, while a younger generation; Morris and 
Steedman, Peter Womersley, and Metzstein and 
MacMillan at Gillespie Kidd and Coia produced 
energetic new work with a Corbusian quality. The 
New Towns and new housing estates provided work 
for Wheeler and Sproson, Baxter Paul and Clark and 
Moira and Moira, who produced a distinctive body 
of work which combined English picturesque layouts 
and Scandinavian modernism with Scots vernacular.

Aside from the Matthews’ social determined 
modernism there were practices that were keen to 
explore the formal and expressive aspects of the 
discipline and those that were interested in Mies Van 
Der Rohe and his attempts to develop a subdued 
but purposeful language for the times.  Gillespie 
Kidd and Coia had the ear of the Catholic Church 
and were commissioned to design new churches 
and schools for the New Towns; the buildings that 
they produced were highly expressive and inventive. 
Where modernists, such as Peter Womersley, won 
commissions from private clients or sport clubs 

the work was more visceral. The private homes 
produced by Morris and Steedman throughout the 
1960s were clever and innovative and were clearly 
influenced by their experience of studying in the 
USA. From outside of Scotland architects such 
as James Stirling (at St Andrews) and Geoffrey 
Copcutt and Hugh Wilson (at Cumbernauld) made 
a significant impact on the local architectural 
imagination.

The creative tension confronting architects in 
Modern Scotland can be usefully explored through 
the three building projects we have selected for this 
paper. An art school in Aberdeen (1966), a student 
residence in St Andrews (1968) and a proposal for 
a crematorium in Kirkcaldy (1954) may seem, at 
first sight, an unlikely collection of buildings. With 
the exception of a common enthusiasm among 
the architects for the work of Mies Van Der Rohe 
(Shewan and Smithsons) and a shared experience 
as members of London’s Independent Group 
(Smithsons and Stirling) those involved in all three 
projects appeared to be pursuing very different 
ambitions. However, these buildings were all 
designed within a few years of each other for sites 
on the North East coast of Scotland. And they draw 
on influences, and address architectural questions 
that preoccupied architects across society at the 
high point of postwar expansion.

You could argue that the common theme 
linking these Scottish projects is that they fall 
outside the mainstream discussion of Scottish 
modernism. Gray’s School of Art is rarely referred 
to in the history books, Andrew Melville Hall is no 
longer deemed suited for today’s often fee-paying 
students and the Smithsons competition entry for 
Kirkcaldy was unsuccessful and is now forgotten. 
The fact that the projects have been overlooked 
does not in itself make them worthy of attention, 
what each project provides is an insight into 
different important, but perhaps unfashionable, 
architectural ideas.

The Smithsons, who are often considered the 
radical and impolite wing of British Modernism, were 
keen to distance themselves from the fetishistic view 
of change, innovation and rationalization associated 
with the early European Avant-garde. In their text 
Without Rhetoric, which was published in 1973, 
Alison and Peter argue for an abandonment of the 
rhetoric of the machine age in favour of the calm 
language of Miesian modernism. They believed 
that architects should make use of mass produced 
materials associated with modern culture. By 
engaging with the broader social activities; through 
controlled composition and elegant detailing they 
imagined it was possible to create a new language 
that reflected longstanding essential qualities of the 
discipline and was of its time. 

Back in the 1950s John Summerson recalls 
that the Smithsons gave a lecture in which they 
discussed the relationship between the formal and 
social elements of architecture. “To say that you 
can evolve a form from a social programme or 
from an analysis of a situation in terms of flow is 
meaningless, because analysis without the formal 
content, the architects particularly specialisation, 
has one factor missing from it.”

The work of all three buildings in this paper 
expresses the ambition to extend the language 
of the ‘particular specialisation’ of the architect in 
a context where it was increasingly the case that 
programme was seen as the generator of form not 
for architectural reasons, but for political ones.

Penny Lewis is a lecturer at Scott Sutherland School of Architecture & 
Built Environment in Aberdeen, prior to becoming an academic she 
was editor of the Scottish Architecture magazine Prospect. She is a 
founding member of the AE Foundation.

RMJM Architects, Royal Commonwealth Pool, 1970.

RMJM Architects, Stirling University Campus, 1967.

The Forth Road Bridge under construction, 1963.
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Standing in the shadow of Modern masters such 
as Walter Gropius, Mies van der Rohe, Frank 
Lloyd Wright and Le Corbusier, the generation that 
graduated from architecture schools in the extended 
decade after World War II – Robert Venturi, Oswald 
Mathias Ungers, Aldo Rossi, James Stirling to name 
a few – were critical of the social and urban effects 
of Modern architecture. Yet they were reluctant to 
abandon Modernism altogether. Instead, they put 
forward a critique of Modern architecture and in 
doing so searched for the core principles of the 
discipline. Architects and theorists inquired into 
architectural and cultural questions such as the 
following: how can tradition and technology be 
reconciled? How do the arts and architecture relate 
to everyday life? What is the role of the architect in 
the social struggle of the city? 

 These questions were underpinned by 
a search for an architectural language that might 
extend, overcome or break free of Modernism. 
On one hand there was a tendency to extend 
the technological and functionalist approach of 
Modernism as is evident in projects such as Kenzo 
Tange’s Tokyo Bay proposal (1959) or the buildings 
of Paul Rudolph in America. On the other hand there 
was an approach that rejected Modernism and put 
forward a stylistic mimesis of historical architectural 
form exemplified in BBPRs Torre Velasca tower in 
Milan (1956-58) or the “Townscape” aesthetic in 
Britain. James Stirling questioned both of these 
tendencies.

 James Frazer Stirling (1924-92) was one 
of the preeminent architects of the post World 
War II generation – in Europe and Internationally – 
and recipient of prestigious architectural awards 
including the RIBA Royal Gold Medal (1980), the 
Pritzker Architecture Prize (1981), and Japan’s 
Praemium Imperiale (1990). Stirling’s work – which 
has been recently reassessed by Anthony Vidler, 
Mark Crinson, Emmanuel Petit, and Amanda 
Reeser Lawrence – was subject to critique by many 
of the leading architectural thinkers of the time 
including Manfredo Tafuri, Peter Eisenman, John 
Summerson, Kenneth Frampton, Joseph Rykwert 
and Alvin Boyarsky. These critics put forward various 
descriptions of Stirling’s work, from “violent” and 
“apocalyptic” as Boyarsky said, to “playful” as 
Summerson commented. Eisenman read Stirling’s 
work as a dual critique of Modernist abstraction 
and post-Modern material presence. For Tafuri, 
the architecture of Stirling was an “archaeology of 
fragments.” 

 The notion of an “archaeology of 
fragments” frames the following discussion. On 
one hand an archaeology of fragments refers 
to a conceptual framework for the selection 
and extraction of a fragment – an abstract 
or representational form – from the history of 
architecture and the city, but more broadly the 
history of forms in general. On the other hand 
the notion refers to a formal principle for the 
composition, manipulation and transformation of 
buildings as distinct parts through operations such 
as duplication, repetition, rotation, oppositions 
of scale, form, space, interior and exterior. It is 
important to recognise in both cases an archaeology 
of fragments is linked with the historical evolution 
of formal knowledge in architecture. Furthermore it 
is worth pointing out that the category of fragment 
discussed here does not refer to a romantic vision 
of architecture as a ruin, nor of material phenomena. 
Rather the fragment is understood from a 

AN 
ARCHAEOLOGY 
OF FRAGMENTS

A N D R E W  M E L V I L L E  H A L L
J A M E S  S T I R L I N G
1 9 6 8
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conceptual and formal point of view. 
 In the text that follows I will first rehearse 

Stirling’s formative influences and put forward 
a close reading of his Andrew Melville Hall as a 
transitional work in Stirling’s oeuvre that points 
toward the spatial complexity of his museum and 
gallery projects of later years. My discussion will 
be situated by recalling a selection of significant 
moments in architectural debate during the 1950s 
and 1960s from Banham to Eisenman and Ungers 
then to Rossi and Tafuri. The aim of this essay is to 
first theorise an archaeology of fragments in relation 
to a selection of Stirling’s works; and second, 
provide a brief account of how stimulating and 
productive a period this was for architecture with 
the view that doing so brings the present state of 
architectural production into sharp relief.  

Stirling was born in Glasgow. His mother was 
a school teacher and his father, a ship’s engineer. 
The family moved to Liverpool where James Stirling 
spent his childhood and youth, before enlisting in 
the army in 1942, aged eighteen. He was recruited 
into the Black Watch and trained in Perth, Scotland. 
In the same barrack-room, Stirling became friends 
with his future architectural mentor Colin Rowe, 
then moved to the Maryhill Barracks in Glasgow in 
June 1943. We can say that Stirling’s internal visual-
formal criticality developed from his exposure to 
the industrial forms that were revealed during train 
journeys from Glasgow to Liverpool and from his 
experience serving abroad in the army. Stirling was 
injured in combat as a paratrooper in 1944 and 
released from service in April 1946. In the following 
September he started his architectural training at 
Liverpool. 

 A formative influence at Liverpool was 
Rowe who was Stirling’s thesis tutor. In 1947 Rowe 
published “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa,” 
which compared Andrea Palladio and Le Corbusier. 
It combined formal analysis with a Wittkowerian 
interest in Palladio’s proportional system to 
compare Palladio’s Villa Malcontenta (c1550) and 
Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein (1927). Rowe’s polemic 
was for Le Corbusier to value the Classical tradition 
above his Cubist disposition. With this proposition, 
Rowe – like Emil Kaufmann’s “from Ledoux to 
Le Corbusier” – contributed to the historicising 
of Modern architecture. In another early essay, 
“Mannerism and Modern Architecture,” Rowe 
discussed the relations between Mannerist and 
Modernist conceptions of space. The key example 
was Le Corbusier’s Villa Schwob (1916), in which 
Rowe comments that the blank square panel on the 
entrance façade disrupts the surrounding elements 
– oval windows, columns, canopy, the curved 
volumes of the house beyond – paralleling the 
Mannerist effects of complexity and ambiguity. We 
can say that the thinking inherent to these essays 
manifests in Rowe’s teaching. 

 Robert Maxwell has pointed out that 
Rowe’s teaching method encouraged an “eclectic” 
interest in architectural history so that students 
could “crib” ideas. Rowe, as Maxwell writes, “taught 
his students to cultivate visual acumen, endlessly 
looking – not only at photographs of buildings, but 
also at the buildings themselves – as evidence 
always accessible, always under our eyes, to be 
scrutinized for the secrets it contained.” Hence, 
Rowe stimulated Stirling’s interest in architecture’s 
historical-formal condition and taught him to be 
continuously visually aware. Stirling engaged in 
the search for precedents, finding the conceptual 
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principles – the “secrets” – that underline them by 
being able to see – as Rowe did with Le Corbusier 
– not what is literally present, but the conceptual 
presence. In doing so Stirling absorbed architectural 
history – canonical and anonymous buildings, those 
that were built and unbuilt – as the fragments for 
combination and re-combination in his projects. 

 Reflecting on his early formation in his Gold 
Medal speech, Stirling cites numerous influences. 
He mentions books including Le Corbusier’s Vers 
une architecture and Saxl and Wittkower’s British Art 
and the Mediterranean to architectural tendencies 
such as Art Nouveaux, Italian Rationalism and 
Russian Constructivism. Stirling cites English 
castles, French chateaux, Italian palazzi as well as 
farmhouses, barns, warehouses, industrial buildings, 
engineering structures and railway sheds. We can 
read these references as Stirling’s world of forms 
from which fragments are extracted to undergoe an 
abstract process of reduction and transformation 
before being put forward as distinct parts in 
architectural and urban assemblages. 

 An example of Stirling’s first urban 
assemblage is his thesis project of 1949. The 
project, for a town centre in England, is arranged 
on a two by five square grid with singular buildings 
– shopping square, market, hotel, health centre, 
government offices, police station, law court, post 
office, bank, cinema, dance hall, concert hall, 
church, community centre, civic square and town 
hall – configured along shifting axes and defining an 
open public space. Stirling preferred an orthogonal 
layout with buildings square or rectangular in 
plan, with the exception of the cinema which fans 
outward, the dance hall which is a twelve-sided 
polygon and the town hall which is cruciform in plan. 
The range of plan-types and shifting axes, as well 
the creation of formal and spatial relationships by 
contrasts of scale and form anticipates Stirling’s 
future work. 

On completing his studies Stirling arrived 
in London in 1951 where he enrolled on a town 
planning course but departed after six months citing 
lack of design aspiration. For four weeks Stirling 
worked at London City Council. Then between 1953 
and 1956 he worked for Lyons, Israel and Ellis while 
undertaking competition work in his free-time. 

While at Lyons, Israel and Ellis, Stirling 
met Alan Colquhoun and James Gowan then 
became involved with the Independent Group. The 
Independent Group was a forum for discussing 
important architectural issues and cultural 
tendencies. It included the following members: 
Colquhoun, Alison and Peter Smithson, Reyner 
Banham (who convened the group until 1955), 
Richard Hamilton, Edward Paolozzi, Sandy 
Wilson, and John McHale amongst others. 
These protagonists would undoubtedly generate 
stimulating discussion. The Independent Group 
formed shortly after the Festival of Britain in 
1951 with the intention of re-directing British arts 
criticism and practice away from the nostalgic 
notion of “Eternal Britain” and the tendency toward 
“townscape” that prevailed at the time. Instead, the 
Independent Group wanted to investigate the formal 
aspects of technology and consumer culture. 

One of numerous exhibitions that the group 
held was entitled “This is Tomorrow” at London’s 
Whitechapel Gallery in which Richard Hamilton 
displayed his collage Just What is it that Makes 
Today’s Homes So Different, So Appealing? The 
collage provides a snapshot of the consumerist 
ethos of the time. The image depicts a semi-naked 
body builder and reclining “housewife” occupying 
a London townhouse. The figures are surrounded 
by household objects typical of the day including a 
tape-recorder, TV, vacuum cleaner, telephone and 
can of spam. The figures and objects are framed by 
an image of Earth from space which is substituted 
for the townhouse ceiling. For the exhibition, Stirling 
(with the sculptor Michael Pine and graphic artist 
Richard Matthews) contributed a sculpture based 
on the spatiality of soap bubbles constructed 
from plaster. It is interesting that in his statement 
Stirling writes that architecture received its formal 
vocabulary from the artists of the 1920s. We can 
think of De Stijl, Constructivism, and Cubism and 
note how painting and sculpture inform Stirling’s 
formal vocabulary.

 In essence those involved in the 
Independent Group searched for alternatives 
to Modernist abstraction. They proclaimed an 
interest in an “as-found” aesthetic, a reverence for 
materials and an affinity with domestic and industrial 
“vernacular” forms. Banham described this as 
“New Brutalism” and hoped for a “new spirit” in 
architecture after Le Corbusier’s l’Esprit Nouveau 
that advocated transforming society. New Brutalism 
was largely a reaction to the “comfortable” British 
lifestyle that prevailed after the Festival of Britain 
as well as the developing “pop” culture and the 
informal picturesqueness of Townscape. However, 
both tendencies were quickly viewed as superficial 
styles that fell short of Banham’s transformative 
aspirations.

 It was during the period between 1953 
and 1956 that Stirling kept his “Black Notebook.” 
The content of this notebook included observations 
on current architectural debates and specific 
buildings, reflections on films, art and exhibitions 
as well as diagrams on the history of Modernism. 
Stirling quoted passages from books such as Le 
Corbusier’s Le Modulor and lists buildings by Mies, 
Wright and Le Corbusier, writing that from these 
buildings – which included Wright’s Larkin offices 
and his Guggenheim, Mies’ Barcelona pavilion 
and his skyscrapers, Le Corbusier’s Maison Dom-
ino, the Ville Radieuse and Ronchamp – “almost 
the entire vocabulary of modern architecture has 
descended.” 

 At one point in his Black Notebook, Stirling 
reflects on his design process. He puts forward the 
following sequence: a valuation of the functional 
and social importance of various elements of 
the brief; an “intuitive” response to the “plastic 
potential” of accommodation and circulation; 
the selection of elements into a hierarchy; the 
disposition of units “suggesting” functions; then to 
matters of proportion, construction and material; 
before a “process of simplification.” On one hand 
this displays Stirling’s rational approach that 
extends from a Modernist sensibility for analysis 
and abstraction. On the other, Stirling emphasises 
intuition and a “plastic” process. We can read this 
as an understanding of the creative element in 
architecture as a decisional moment that cannot 
altogether be rationalised so that rational analysis 
and subjective decision are always in tension. 
Stirling recognised this relationship when he 
described his work as “oscillating” between the 
“abstract” – a language derived from the geometric 
type-forms of Cubism, Constructivism, and de Stijl 
with their balanced asymmetrical compositions – 
and the “representational” – a language related to 
historically determined urban type-forms such as 
Italian palazzi or monumental industrial buildings. 

 Stirling’s sensibility for rational analysis and 
subjective decision combined with his “process of 
simplification” is similar to the thinking of Oswald 
Mathias Ungers who was the same age as Stirling, 
and both of whom had known one another from 
the early Team Ten meetings. In Architecture as 
Theme Ungers put forward the following themes to 
theorise his work: morphological transformation, 
assemblage, coincidence of opposites, assimilation 
and adaption. These themes – which are productive 
for theorising Stirling’s work as well – are revealed, 
for instance, in the 1964 project for a student 
hostel in Enschede. Here, Ungers uses three basic 
geometric forms – the circle, square and triangle 
– which are extruded into volumes and composed 
along shifting axes and by antithetical relations so 
that circular voids are cut into solid square blocks, 
and square volumes are arranged in a triangular 
composition. 

Both Stirling and Ungers’ work share 
principles such as axial arrangement of forms and 
spaces ruptured by singular elements connected 
obliquely, the juxtaposition of solid and void, 
contrasts of scale, and the superimposition of 
antithetical forms and spaces. Notable examples in 
which these principles are realised and which evoke 
the notion of an archaeology of fragments include 
Stirling’s Derby Civic Centre (1970), Wallraf-Richartz 
Museum (1975) and his Düsseldorf Museum (1975); 
and Ungers’ Berlin Museum (1965), Hotel Berlin 
(1977) and his German Library in Frankfurt (1982).

 This was the backdrop to one of Stirling’s 

James Stirling, Site plan of thesis project, 1949.

Oswald Mathias Ungers, Plan of competition entry for student 

residence at TH Twente, Enschede, 1964.
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most radical works, his competition proposal for 
Churchill College for the University of Cambridge 
(1959). Undertaken with James Gowan, the brief 
included accommodation for 500 students as well 
as a dining hall, chapel, library and administration 
facilities. Stirling and Gowan proposed a 180m 
square perimeter block of student accommodation, 
which was raised on an earth platform recalling 
the ramparts of Medieval city walls. Within this 
“great court” the other elements of the brief were 
arranged as singular buildings including two further 
square plan courtyard buildings containing further 
student dormitories which were essentially miniature 
duplications of the overall scheme. Paths led to the 
midpoint of each of the perimeter sides resulting 
in the division of the court into quadrants, thus 
performing another duplication of the square form. 

 Churchill was one of a number of 
university buildings designed by Stirling. Others 
include the “canonical” Engineering Building for 
Leicester University (1959-63), the History Faculty at 
Cambridge University (1964-67), the Florey Building 
at Queen’s College, Oxford (1966-71) and Andrew 
Melville Hall for St Andrews University (1964-68). 
While the Engineering Building, the History Faculty 
and the Florey Building are broadly similar in their 
formal and material language – using faceted 
glass walls, brick and tile units in horizontal bands, 
building mass articulated as distinct volumes 
composed centripetally implying spatial force is 
directed from edge to centre – Andrew Melville Hall 
departs from this language. 

Andrew Melville Hall is a student residences 
in St Andrews on the East Coast of Scotland around 
80 km north of Edinburgh. St Andrews itself is a 
small town with a ruined Medieval cathedral and 
castle. It has numerous university annexes scattered 
throughout the town, which was planned along a 
market street with thin plots of land extending to 
either side. St Andrews University expanded in the 
1960s and required new residences for the rise in 
student numbers. A site off-campus at the entrance 
to the town was selected for Andrew Melville Hall. 
Stirling intended two pairs of identical buildings, 
however only one single building was completed. 

 The building itself is composed of two 
slab-wings of unequal length – one rotated off the 
primary axis – extending from a central block, which 
creates a large outside court. An enclosed stair is 
adjacent to the central block. These distinct parts 
are connected by a glazed promenade gallery.  

 The central block contains most of the 
communal facilities including kitchen, dining hall, 
common rooms, two small external terraces and 
the main entrance. It is clad in smooth finished 
rectangular concrete panels on its back and side. 
Vertically orientated glazed units clad the front 
court side and return for several modules before 
connecting to the concrete walls. One half of the 
front elevation is planar while the other is set back 
two times resulting in an highly articulated volume. 
The roof of the central block has sixteen glazed 
rooflights which are square with chamfered corners. 
This conceptually reads as a void inserted into the 
solid block.

 The enclosed stair element extends 
from one side of the central block outward and 
up two levels. It provides access to the different 
accommodation in the central block and leads to the 
upper storey entrance from the promenade gallery.

 The slab-wings contain student rooms as 
well as accommodation for live-in staff. The longer 
wing extends parallel to the central block while the 
shorter one is rotated off the main axis. The rooms 
are arranged obliquely from the central axis of 
each slab providing each room with two views and 
analogically recalling the historic street plan of St 
Andrews itself. Stair cores punctuate the block with 
two in the shorter wing and three in the longer wing. 
These are expressed on the roof as greenhouse 
lanterns. The rooms themselves are constructed 
from prefabricated concrete floor and wall units 
which are externally finished in ribbed concrete, 
framed by placing metal strips within the moulds. 
The ribbing is diagonally positioned on each wall 
unit and runs in opposite directions to adjacent walls 
in contrast the smoothness of the central block.  

 Connecting the central block and slab-
wings is the promenade gallery which extends 

from entrance level and runs continuously along 
the length of both wings on the court side until it 
returns on the short elevation for a single bay. It is 
the main circulation and socialising element which 
connects the small private student rooms with the 
larger communal areas. The promenade gallery is 
expressed externally with vertically articulated glazed 
units projecting outward from the wall datum and 
reads as an horizontal incision into the slab-wing 
with the effect of implied spatial force extending 
along the slab-wing and outward.

 As we have said, Stirling’s buildings for 
Leicester, Cambridge and Oxford Universities 
are broadly similar in their formal language and 
conceptually read as composed centripetally as a 
single unified mass. By contrast, Andrew Melville 
Hall reads as composed centrifugally with implied 
spatial force stretching outward. We see this in the 
slab-wings which extend out in one direction, in 
the enclosed stair which extends in the opposite 
direction, and in the glazed promenade gallery 
which cuts through the building. Furthermore, 
Andrew Melville Hall is not a unified mass but an 
assemblage of distinct volumes – slab-wings, 
central block, enclosed stair and promenade 
gallery – in formal and spatial dialogue with each 
other through shifting axes, rotations in plan and 
interpenetrations of opposing elements. The 
building departs from the language of Stirling’s 
prior University buildings and should be viewed 
as a transitional work that points obliquely toward 
the spatial complexity of his museum and gallery 
projects of the coming years in particular for its 
centrifugal composition. 

Andrew Melville Hall was completed in 1968 
at the end of a pivotal decade in which the following 
three seminal texts were published: Robert Venturi’s 
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture (1966), 
Aldo Rossi’s L’architettura della città (1966), and 
Manfredo Tafuri’s Teorie e storia dell’ architettura 
(1968). Architecture’s formal-historical language 
was crucial to each of these texts as it was for 
Stirling’s work. Venturi invoked history as a way to 
enrich Modern form. For Rossi, history was a crucial 
reminder for understanding architecture as a body of 
knowledge that developed over time and contained 
the formal and conceptual material for architectural 
production as urban types. Tafuri put forward a 
polemical straightening out of history as an unedited 
display of architectural and intellectual crises that 
could only be overcome after deep critique. Stirling 
investigated the potential of architectural form and 
space to be manipulated in different ways and in 
doing so expanded and transformed architecture’s 
formal-historical body of knowledge. 

The purpose of briefly mentioning these 
works is to be reminded that the period in which 
James Stirling was active – in particular the 1950s 
to 1970s – was a greatly productive period for 
architecture when architects engaged with the 
history of the discipline and viewed their role as a 
crucial intellectual contribution to the social and 
cultural struggle of the city. It was for sure the 
last major period in architectural culture when 
architecture was recognised as a significant 
intellectual pursuit. Studying the era has a dual 
effect. It brings into sharp relief the present condition 
of architectural production, which often seems weak, 
diffuse and committed merely to general consensus; 
yet simultaneously it provides an edge from which 
we might project beyond the current architectural 
impasse. 

Cameron McEwan recently completed his PhD on the architect 
Aldo Rossi and the Analogical City at the Geddes Institute for Urban 
Research, University of Dundee. Cameron lecture’s in history of 
architecture and co-leads a Masters Unit entitled “Rooms and 
Cities” at the School of Architecture, Dundee. He is an Associate of 
the AE Foundation.

James Stirling, Churchill College, University of Cambridge, 1959. 

James Stirling, Andrew Melville Hall, 1968.
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In 1954 Alison and Peter Smithson submitted a 
competition entry for the design of a Crematorium 
in Kirkcaldy, Fife, four years before their more 
substantial entry for the 1958 Langside College 
competition in Glasgow and toward the end 
of completion of their first significant building - 
Hunstanton School. The Crematorium forms part 
of their early oeuvre which was then still in the 
shadow, not uncomfortably, of the great architectural 
Masters such a Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Le 
Corbusier. Both are cited by the Smithson’s as their 
formative influences – Mies van der Rohe more than 
Corbusier in the immediate postwar years. Alison 
is credited with the design and provides a short 
description:  

 “The building is straightforward, 
even severe; its character is deliberately non-
ecclesiastical, non-domestic, north of the Border. 
An architecture of stone, limewash, and untreated 
wood. On the south and east roof slopes are two 
long windows of alabaster slabs that distribute a 
subdued, yet warm light over the completely white, 
square room. In the language of its architecture is 
that sense of privacy explored in Doha: screens 
as ‘veils’ are first found in Kirkcaldy in a trellis that 
speaks of a sense of garden seclusion”. 

The ‘veils’ she refers to are taken from the 
architecture of Qatar - from an entirely different 
project, culture and climate. It is interesting that 
the gathering of architectural exoticisms, in this 
instance the middle eastern screen can, by virtue 
of the architect as mediator travel so far, so quickly 
from one continent to another - due partly to the 
competition system (architects compete for work 
globally) and also an attitude fostered by the second 
world war in which to be drafted also provided a 
ticket, albeit a risky one, to see the world and to 
have ones eyes opened to other cultures. Peter 
Smithson was stationed in India and Burma. Alison 
was not drafted - instead evacuated to Edinburgh 
she stayed with her grandparents until the bombings 
finally ceased. Her international curiosity came to 
be satisfied through architecture and the postwar 
years of reconstruction. There was a lot of work and 
there were a lot of competitions in which to test and 
develop ideas.

The late forties and early fifties mark an 
incredibly productive period for these two young 
architects. A period that sees the Smithsons grapple 
with their architectural inheritance, specifically that of 
Mies van der Rohe, who was by then the established 
‘master’ of a pan Atlantic international style. Yet also 
with the Smithsons introduction to the Independent 
Group by their friends Eduardo Paolozzi which 
immersed them in an avant-garde movement 
consumed with ‘as found’ popular culture, pop-art 
and imagery. The tension in their work of this period 
is palpable. 

  This period allows an evaluation of two 
different schools of thought and their relationship 
to the Smithson’s output. On one hand, the 
historical-formalism as championed by the writings 
and teaching of Colin Rowe, which went on to 
influence the likes of James Stirling to Robert 
Venturi, Oswald Matthias Ungers, Peter Eisenman 
and the Smithson’s by association. On the other 
an aesthetic determined by technological advance 
formulated by Sigfried Giedion and passed on to 
Reyner Banham who would go on to promote the 
Smithsons throughout his career. It is noteworthy 
that both these strands of thought - the formal and 
the technological - were passed on to students like 

THINGS THAT 
REMIND

K I R K C A L DY  C R E M ATO R I U M
A L I S O N  +  P E T E R  S M I T H S O N , 
1 9 5 4

TEXT BY HUGH LAWSON

Banham attaining their degrees at the University of 
London. 

Throughout their career the Smithsons have 
had a deep association with technology. This is 
shown in their complete oeuvre. There is no doubt 
that the Smithson’s use of material and structure, 
in for example the Hunstanton School, relates to 
the continued pursuit of technological development 
at the time. Reyner Banham, as critic, would 
continue to praise the Smithsons technological 
attitude towards architecture and in doing so 
create the roots of a new architectural paradigm. 
While Banham remained ambiguously in-between 
historical-formalism and architecture determined 
purely by technology, the Smithsons seemed to 
reconcile the apparent opposition in their built 
production, including the competition proposal for 
Kirkcaldy Crematorium. The purpose of this essay 
is to propose that the Kirkcaldy Crematorium is 
the first instantiation of the joint influence of Mies 
and Le Corbusier on the architectural production 
of the Smithsons and which is a critique of notions 
of tradition, technology, and formal language – key 
categories of architectural debate at that time.

The Smithsons’ architecture, presents 
rigorous, yet sombre qualities at the start of their 
careers as is evidenced in Gosforth Crematorium 
(1947) and the Doha Hospital proposal in Qatar 
(1953). The Kirkcaldy Crematorium proposal of 1954 
was undertaken after the conception, but before the 
completion of the Hunstanton School (1949-54). 
The Kirkcaldy Crematorium is reminiscent of the 
earlier Gosforth Crematorium and consists of two 
structures, a long utility strip and a simple ceremony 
space. There are two openings into an enclosed 
garden space, an entrance and an exit. From 
the garden space you can proceed into a small 
entrance lobby, and then into the main ceremony 
space. The ceremony space has a pyramidal 
roof, visible in elevation articulated with alabaster 
windows. This can be seen in parallel to the work of 
Le Corbusier, specifically in the pyramid chapel in La 
Tourette of 1957.

The wall build-up consists of stone with a 
lime wash, rough in places on the inside surfaces 
reminiscent of traditional buildings, with two 
dressed stone leafs and a thin mortar bed. The 
two structures - the utility strip and the ceremony 
space - are connected by a corridor sheltered by a 
system of hung steel glazing units. In the garden, 
around the coverings there is a rectangular lawn and 
a central, single tree. The garden is divided by a low 
wall, running in parallel with the external walls of the 
building which creates a public and a semi-private 
aspect to the garden. This area is reminiscent of 
Mies’ 1934 design for the “Court House”. Parallels 
to this arrangement can also be seen in what Mies 
would later call the “Group of Three Court Houses”, 
in which three houses share asymmetrical walled 
courtyards. Access for the coffins has been pushed 
to the rear of the building, out of sight, where there is 
a large opening for loading from a hearse. 

The Smithson’s began to experiment with 
technology early on in their careers. An example is 
Peter’s student project for the Fitzwilliam Museum in 
Cambridge (1948-49). In his own words he states, 
“the influence of Mies van der Rohe is clear in the 
structure and the aesthetic” by creating a grid, 
and pushing the main services to the back of the 
building the floor space is open for the free flow of 
visitors. Manfredo Tafuri claims that this opening of 
space is a significant urban gesture. This opening 

The Smithsons, Competition Entry Panel, 1954.
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The Smithsons, Hunstanton Secondary School, 1954.

of space, in a society in awe of the “central” object, 
would allow the user to judge the urban landscape 
without the distraction of visual spectacle. 

The Fitzwilliam Museum used rolled-steel 
sections and an “English scale” to extend the steel-
frame and glass language of Mies. Peter’s student 
project hints at an exotic outlook – the large panes 
of glazing and a long reflecting pool that would be 
found in Mies’ Barcelona Pavilion of 1929. Fitzwilliam 
was constructed of elements from Mies’ early 
plans and detailing. This was later advanced at 
Hunstanton.

 Hunstanton was completed in 1954 and 
would be the Smithson’s first realised project 
appropriating Mies’ formal approach to technology 
with its exposed structure and open plan. The issues 
that the Smithson’s were facing in the early 1950s 
were an attempt to rediscover the exuberance 
that existed in the early modernist works. In his 
Conversations with Students Peter Smithson reveals 
that “even though between three generations there 
wasn’t any copying in a stylistic sense, there was a 
kind of moral overlap. That’s the curiosity. There’s 
not a hint stylistically in their work, but there is a 
[moral] position.” Again in Hunstanton School the 
Smithson’s decide to break from the formal plans 
of Mies. The main school building is rectangular, 
however has three annexes that allow them to form 
freer space, more suited to the original program 
of the building. By the mid-1950s the Smithson’s 
had moved beyond the positions of their masters, 
absorbing the principles of Mies and of Le 
Corbusier. 

 During the 1950s we also see the 
consolidation of two strands of theory in the UK. 
The roots of which can be traced at the Warburg 
Institute - which was a receptacle more than a 
generator of these particular ideas. The institute 
was founded in 1933 in an attempt to preserve 
the library of Abraham (Aby) Moritz Warburg - the 
influential German art historian and cultural theorist 
who founded a private Library for Cultural Studies, 
the Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg. In 
1944 the Warburg Institute was incorporated into 
the University of London alongside the Courtauld 
institute.

 Aby Warburg was an art historian who was 
not content with the way in which his contemporaries 
studied art in a simplified visual way. His studies 
focused on the relationship between antiquity 
and modern culture. One of Warburg’s most 
expansive projects was the “Mnemosyne Atlas”. The 
Mnemosyne Atlas comprises of some eighty panels 
composed as a collage of thousands of images 
from Warburg’s day-to-day life, magazine clippings, 
photographs and text from books configured into 
categories and structured around a chronological 
reading of up to sixty items displayed in each 
category. 

 The first historian to attempt to renegotiate 
fully the ideas presented by Aby Warburg was 
Wittkower who taught at the Warburg Institute in 
London over a period from 1934-1956. Wittkower 
published his seminal work in 1949 entitled 
Architectural Principles in the Age of Humanism. 
Amongst the most influential aspects of the book 
is Wittkower’s analysis of Palladio’s Vitruvian 
geometry and systems of proportion. Wittkower’s 
teaching at The Warburg Institute influenced the 
student Colin Rowe, who would attempt to establish 
a theory of the visual analysis of buildings. This 
opened up architectural discourse to speculation, 

and would simultaneously have the effect of 
weighting the quality of architectural knowledge 
on personal perspective and not on constructive 
systems of knowledge. His most influential piece 
of writing, “The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa”, was 
published in 1947. The text compared Palladio’s Villa 
Malcontenta with Le Corbusier’s Villa de Monzie, 
tracing the similarities between the two structures. 
This would imply that it is possible that form is 
subjective and open to interpretation. 

Rowe’s hypothesis also presents the idea 
that it is possible to detach form from its original 
meaning. This has the effect of opening the 
discipline up to historical interpretation. From Colin 
Rowe’s position the Smithson’s formal geometry 
illustrated in the crematorium could be understood 
as pertaining to historical forms. Rowe’s thesis 
would also legitimize the work of the Smithson’s 
contemporary James Stirling. Another strand of 
thought would emerge to challenge this visual notion 
from Heinrich Wöfflin’s professorship.

This strand would be realized by the historian 
and writer Sigfried Giedion. The crematorium 
building has a strong relationship with the 
development of Sigfried Giedion’s thought. Initially 
the Smithson’s were deeply sceptical of Giedion’s 
writing, and more willing to follow the discourse 
delineated by the studies of Rowe and Wittkower. 
Giedion’s 1943 statements in the manifesto “Nine 
Points of a New Monumentality” declares that in 
order to create a new monumentality there must be 
an architecture that consists of primal forms that 
cannot pertain to have any real symbolic value. 

 In 1948 Giedion published Mechanization 
Takes Command: A Contribution To Anonymous 
History, which outline details on the evolution 
of technology and the widespread adoption of 
machines up until the late 1940s. Giedion states 
that artists at the time were already resorting to 
“elements such as machines, mechanisms, and 
ready-made aesthetics as some of the few true 
products of the period, to liberate themselves from 
the ruling taste.” We can see in Alison Smithson’s 
work the continued desire to pursue a technological 
approach to design. In urban design Giedion 
also challenges the old distinctions that there are 
boundaries between city, village or countryside. 
He states, “Today modern architects know that 
buildings cannot be conceived as isolated units, that 
they have to be incorporated into the vaster urban 
schemes… just as there are no frontiers between 
the city and the region.” The Smithson’s would 
overlook this, claiming that there is a distinction 
between what they would call a “city”, a “district”, a 
“street” and a “house” in Team 10. 

 In his earlier text Space, Time and 
Architecture (1941), Giedion suggests that Mies was 
part of a new avant-garde. He states: “Of course, 
the problems that have to be solved are not posed 
by any conscious expression of the masses. For 
many reasons their conscious mind is always ready 
to say ‘No’ to new artistic experiences. But if the 
unconscious mind is once directed into a new path, 
then the laboratory product will be broadened and 
adapted to meet the needs of real life.” 

 Reyner Banham would further expand on 
Giedion. He then studied at the Courtauld Institute 
of Art in London where he was mentored by Anthony 
Blunt, Sigfried Giedion, and Nikolaus Pevsner. After 
spending time at the institute he eventually was 
invited to study the history of modern architecture by 
Pevsner. In 1960 Banham published his Theory and 

Aby Warburg, Panel from Mnemosyne Atlas, 1926.
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Design in the First Machine Age, which presents the 
idea that early functionalism was always bound by 
formal strictures. This would also present the thesis 
that architecture was bound by forces external to the 
discipline. 

 A 1971 interview published by the BBC 
Front Row’s Cultural Exchange program includes 
an interview with the Smithson’s. Alison Smithson 
reveals that the large scale production and usage 
of the new transportation technology in the 1950s 
affected the way in which people moved around the 
city, and claims this affected the kind of architecture 
that was being produced at the time. Alison 
Smithson gives a succinct reply when asked if it 
was, at the time, the architects’ lack of confidence 
that creates “quiet” design:

 “Well this is why I think we are explaining 
that this particular English quiet approach is in 
response to the age of the motor and to the age 
of the aeroplane making noises overhead and that 
noisy monumental architecture is steam age.” 

 Peter Smithson reflecting on technology 
and architecture presents the argument that there 
are two speeds to the modern city through the 
notion of “standing at the window looking out” and 
“as a driver”. It is interesting that the Smithsons 
are and continue throughout their careers to be 
sceptical of popular culture, yet at the same time 
are making ample use of modern day technology 
– the use of large span steel beams and sheet 
glazing are clear evidence of this. The Smithson’s 
are also deeply interested in issues that are external 
to architecture, and however they never are able to 
give precise answers as to how these issues affect 
the way in which they design. 

 Peter Smithson goes on to claim that 
architecture of the postwar generation was “quiet” 
positing that there was a discernible difference 
between buildings on the European Continent and 
English building at the time:

 “There cannot be a sort of easy way to 
handle the city or how you put a building in it. It’s 
just that you have to think quite differently about 
everything, and I think one thing that people abroad 
notice about English architecture at the minute, is 
that a lot of it at our generation is very quiet. Not sort 
of jazzy buildings and not monuments shouting.” 

 It seems the Smithson’s were interested 
not in the reframing the old notions of the city or the 
village, but in the issue of boundary. Peter Smithson 
notes that he was deeply influenced by the urbanism 
of Louis Kahn. In this case Kahn had a very binary 
approach towards traffic, this is illustrated in his 
“stop and go” streets from 1952. 

The Smithson’s movement strategy for cities 
would prove to be more successful than Kahn’s. 
In Kahn’s urban plans (none of which were ever 
realized) the car was a central focus of the design of 
the city, however was subservient to the pedestrian. 
Peter Smithson reveals later on that he was critical of 
this approach, and favoured one of “realism”. 

In the mid-1950s Smithson’s would be 
linked by critics to aspects of their collaborators and 
friends in The Independent Group, Nigel Henderson 
and Eduardo Paolozzi. Eduardo Paolozzi would be 
commonly associated with “Art Brut”. He attended 
Slade School of Art in Oxford from 1945 to 1947 in 
which he would give his attention to art from outside 
of Europe, influencing his early work. Paolozzi also 
developed his distinct attitude through international 
travel, something with which he was required to 
partake in as an intern at the start of World War 

II. In the late 1940s Paolozzi traveled to Paris and 
became interested with the Surrealist movement. 
The 1956 “This Is Tomorrow”, exhibition displays 
Paolozzi’s work in a framed structure designed by 
the Smithsons.  We could suppose this is where the 
Smithson’s get closest to Rowe’s visual theories. 
The installation is far removed from any of the 
Smithson’s other built works – it is obvious that the 
proximity to art in this instance has some chaotic 
results. Peter Smithson notes, “In this instance, 
we have worked on a kind of symbolic ‘Habitat’, in 
which are found, in some form or other, the basic 
human needs – a piece of ground, a view of the sky, 
privacy, the presence of nature and animals – when 
we need them – and symbols of basic human urges 
– to extend, to control, to move.” It is this threshold, 
where architecture meets art, which gives unstable 
results.

 The Kirkcaldy Crematorium marks a 
specific moment in the Smithsons architecture, 
where two positions combine. On one hand, the 
influence of the ‘masters’ Mies van der Rohe and 
Le Corbusier is embodied in for instance the plan 
organisation, which recalls a Miesian enclosing of 
space, and in the formal language of the building 
itself, which reconciles both exotic and vernacular 
forms as Le Corbusier had managed with his 
admiration of ancient Greece and Rome combined 
with the spirit of modern technological production. 
On the other hand, the Crematorium marks a 
point in architectural history when architects and 
critics undertook serious debate about the role of 
technology and tradition as well as the importance 
of history and theory to design, and the nature of 
architecture as profession or discipline. 

These issues resonate today, but in slightly 
revised form. Now we find questions on digital 
technology, the impact of CAD/CAM and BIM 
software in architecture as design tool (or merely 
stylistic controller), the seeming rejection of historical 
precedent and the fading of theory. It is of crucial 
importance that we do not fall into a passive state 
of uncriticality. By re-evaluating authoritative figures 
such as the Smithsons, Rowe and Banham, we can 
re-assess and update notions of technology, history, 
formal abstraction and programmatic invention that 
may be pertinent for architecture today.  

Hugh Lawson is a final year student in Architecture at the Scott 
Sutherland School of Architecture & Built Environment. His recently 
completed dissertation explores the relationship between Peter 
Smithson and Louis I Kahn. He reviews a series of correspondences 
between the architects documented during the final CIAM meetings 
in the late 1950s, and specifically the decisive meeting at Otterlo in 
1959 that saw CIAM disbanded and Team X enacted.   

Louis I Kahn, Stop-Go Streets study, Philadelphia, 1952.

The Smithsons, Study of Patio and Pavilion installation for “This is 

Tomorrow” exhibition, 1956.
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Gray’s School of Art is situated in a beautiful park 
campus at Robert Gordon University Garthdee 
in Aberdeen. It opened its doors to expectant 
students in 1967. Designed by Michael Shewan the 
building is a rare example of modernist steel and 
glass architecture that pays homage to S.R.Crown 
Hall at the Illinois Institute of Technology, Chicago, 
completed a decade earlier by Ludwig Mies van 
der Rohe. In the context of postwar architecture 
in Scotland Gray’s School of Art belongs to the 
rationalist school of thought, with its emphasis 
on clarity, objectivity and precision. This is played 
out in the meticulous detailing and no-nonsense 
organisation of the programme. Large generous 
studios either face the park landscape framing 
mature estate trees, or the restrained courtyard 
facing toward the river Dee. It is in the courtyard, 
that one senses the original intention of the architect 
who recognised, perhaps, the beauty of being at 
the very top of a plateau descending in an implied 
series of terraces down the valley to the South. As 
one of so many young architects during the late 
1950s Shewan decided to move to Toronto, to find 
architectural employment. It was a very formative 
experience, as attested to by his widow Norma 
Shewan. He of course made pilgrimage to Chicago, 
IIT and New York.

Mies’ Crown Hall was completed in 1956 
and was regarded, in architectural circles, to be 
the most significant and the purest example of 
his ideals to date. It is a perfectly empty space 
served by a cluster of rooms in a slightly sunken 
basement - it is one of his temples. It is noteworthy 
that Grays School was completed a decade later 
and in an intellectual context in which this form 
of modernism was already being seen by some 
critics as ideologically naive. The debate in Europe 
and even at its fringes to the North had moved on. 
Aldo Rossi’s ‘Architecture of the City’ had just been 
published. It would be easy to dismiss the building 
as derivative; but the building marks a moment 
when at least one architect in Scotland still shared 
Mies’s aspiration to give new form to the modern 
impulses of the postwar world.

Gray’s School of Art now faces an uncertain 
future. According to his wife Shewan was not 
sentimental and we are informed that he would have 
no issue with the plans to demolish - that he would 
have argued for progress rather than conservation. 
It was after all specifically these conservative 
tendencies that he and many of his generation 
saw as a retardation of culture. And so he leaves 
us in a quandary - to stay true to his outlook, or to 
argue that it is exactly due to his outlook that a rare 
example of this kind should be preserved.

Architectural ideas migrate; they travel 
through images of buildings, texts and verbally 
through the stories of individuals and events. They 
often change in transit, become assimilated and 
universalised, perhaps it’s an inevitable outcome of 
the human condition.  This essay is an exploration of 
how in the late 1960s  ideas developed in Berlin and 
Chicago and Canada made an impact in Aberdeen. 
It looks at one work by one Scottish architect in the 
context of the work of the Modern Master Mies Van 
Der Rohe.

Michael Shewan (1926-2006) is best known 
as the architect of Gray’s School of Art, Aberdeen 
(1966). Gray’s is sometimes derided as ‘a copy’ of 
Mies’s Crown Hall at IIT in Chicago but others as 
a‘homage’.  Shewan was committed to exploring 
the ideas set out by Mies through his own built 

work. He seized an opportunity to do so in Canada 
and when he returned to Scotland his conviction 
did not waiver. As a result the ‘granite city’ -which 
is often conservative in its architectural tastes and 
commissions - was given a unique insight into a new 
modern language being developed in the growing 
cities of Toronto, New York and Chicago.

Shewan’s biographical story is a reminder 
that architecture is an individual act borne out of a 
collective experience and ambition. Shewan and his 
peers were second generation modernists. As Bruno 
Zevi described in Towards and Organic Architecture 
(1950) while the first generation of Modernists were 
engaged in a polemical and transformative task, the 
second generation were born into an ‘atmosphere of 
functionalism’.  “Their intellectual problem, whether 
they formulated it consciously or subconsciously, 
was to discover a unity – a singleness of trend and 
purpose- in the dichotomy of functionalism and 
formalism which the first generation had left them 
to overcome.” Shewan’s personal creative drive 
and Gray’s School of Art should be understood 
within this context. Like much of Mies’s work it is 
the outcome of a struggle to give life and form to 
the particular qualities of modern life with all of its 
ambiguities; its sense freedom and alienation.

Micheal Shewan was the son of a 
headmaster and an English teacher with strong 
Labour Party affiliations, his uncle was an architect. 
He joined the RAF in the closing months of the 
Second World War; during which time we know 
he was thinking about architecture because in 
June 1945 he purchased a book by Howard 
Robertson, the former head of the Architectural 
Association, called The Principles of Architectural 
Composition. After demobilisation he studied at 
RGIT Department of Architecture, part of Grays 
School of Art. Shewan’s student work suggests 
he was already a convert to modernism; he won 
the Aberdeen Civic Award, for a radical minimalist 
intervention for a new Arts Centre in Old Aberdeen. 
According to fellow student Derry Robertson; “there 
was a fervent interest in the new design directions 
and the outstanding achievements of the Bauhaus, 
Scandinavian Architecture, Corbusier and others”, 
but Shewan was unusual among his peers in that he 
was a committed to Mies, a single master.

In 1954 about one third of RGIT architecture 
graduates travelled to Canada; according to 
Robertson the opportunities to produce modern 
or ‘interesting’ work in Scotland or England were 
seen as limited. Shewan went to Toronto with 
Robertson and worked for Adamson & Associates. 
In Canada Shewan sought out work which would 
allow him to develop an understanding of steel 
and glass. His frustrations with his employer and 
a conviction that he needed to get to grips with 
steel detailing led him to find work with Caruthers 
Wallas, Canada’s best structural steel company. 
At times Shewan’s life story during this time reads 
like a scene from the life of Howard Roark in Ayn 
Rand’s The Fountainhead. Robertson recalls that; 
“Gordon Adamson (a very fine gentleman of the 
old school)… asked Mike to do some perspectives 
for a 30-storey apartment building in Toronto. The 
client wanted a lobby perspective showing French 
provincial furniture and decor. Gordon went on 
holiday to Arizona and Mike completed a Miesian 
Lobby with Barcelona chairs - the client had a fit! 
Mike left to work for the structural engineer, but 
later came back to Adamson’s.”

The appeal of Mies’s work to individuals 
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Mies standing over model of IIT Crown Hall, 1956.
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parking. Although the building is organised around a 
symmetrical plan with a central entrance and lobby, 
the closeness of the road, means that the entrance 
can only be approached oblique there are no 
clues that the visitor is entering the main lobby and 
the heart of the institution. The practical issues of 
working in a glass building are evident; on approach 
visitors can see equipment and workshop detritus 
stacked up against the windows. It may give the 
building a sense of authenticity, but it also infers that 
this building is entirely utilitarian in its conception. It’s 
only when one turns the corner that we understand 
that this is an institution in which aesthetics of a 
primary consideration.

From the East the building sits majestically, 
floating above the land on a steeply sloping but 
controlled natural landscape inherited from its 
neighbour Garthdee House (1872). In recent 
years the relationship to the landscape has been 
undermined by the edition of various cabins and 
infill blocks, so it’s hard to appreciate the original 
elegance with which the building touched the 
ground and the manner in which the floating open 
stairs suggested the movement of people and 
space around the building.

In August 1958 the Canadian Architect 
published Shewan’s design for a house. Shewan 
provided no explanation of the scheme (an elegant 
home akin to Mies’s Farnsworth House), but he did 
provide three quotes. These quotes provide some 
insight into Shewan’s thinking; the first “God is a 
being withdrawn from creatures, a free power, a 
pure working” is taken from the novel After Many 
a Summer (1939) by Aldous Huxley in which the 
character is quoting a medieval mystic theologian 
Johannes Tauler. The other; “In trying to lay bare 
the fundamental structure of the universe, science 
has had to transcend the rabble of the senses; but 
its highest edifices have been purchased at the 
price of the emptiness of content,” is from Lionel 
Barrett’s popular book The Universe and Dr Einstein 
(1949). Barrett’s book explains the theory of relativity 
and its impact on contemporary thought. Following 
the extract chosen by Shewan Barratt elaborates: 
“A state of existence devoid of associations has 
no meaning. So paradoxically what the scientists 
and the philosophers call the world of appearance 
– the world of light and colour, of blue skies and 
green leaves, of sighing wind and murmuring 
water, the world designed by the physiology of 
human sense organs – is the world in which finite 
man is incarcerated by his essential nature. And 
what the scientist and philosopher call the world 
of reality – the colourless, soundless, impalpable 
cosmos which lies like an iceberg beneath the plane 
of man’s perception – is a skeleton structure of 
symbols.” Shewan’s interest in the moral questions 
of his age and his enthusiasm for Mies’s work 
provide us with a route into the well-trodden territory 
of Mies work and thought. 

Shewan’s choice of quotes reflected the 
broader concerns of the time, particularly in the 
light of the experience of the atom bomb, about 
the nature of human existence and its relationship 
to reason and science. The study of Mies’s work 
draws attention up several issues that sit at the 
centre of the question of the modern condition (and 
the contemporary condition). What is clear from the 
work of scholars like Mertins is that the caricature of 
Mies as an exponent of mechanical and reductive 
functionalism is unsustainable. For those that 
imagine that the aphorism ‘less is more’ is evidence 

in the postwar generation was that although the 
ambition is to give form to ‘the spirit of the time’, it 
renounces the expressive and formal potential of 
the discipline. Mies’ intentions were not reductive 
and restricted to the functional but rather that they 
were pure or abstract. As such the work avoids 
symbolism and decoration in favour of a unified 
formal and structural expression. While many 
architects working in the 1960s saw a return to the 
organic, or even the historic, as a way of addressing 
the apparent lack of meaning and beauty embodied 
in the pursuit of function, Mies remained convinced 
that through the artificial or the inorganic it was 
possible to give expression to contemporary life. 
The body of work Mies produced as a result of this 
ambition is quiet and reflective, it brings a sense of 
order by placing a distance between the individual 
and everyday life; it sits in contrast chaos of the city, 
reflecting the chaos of the city back onto itself and 
creating interior spaces for contemplation. Mies 
took the materials of the modern manufacturing 
age and transformed them ‘into an acme of artistic 
refinement’ through what Gideon describes in 
Space Time and Architecture as ‘a hypersensitive 
adjustment to details: the most minute changes in 
proportion.’

In Canada Shewan worked on a number of 
large commercial and public projects; laboratories 
for  Shell Oil, an HQ for Canadian General Electric, 
an auditorium for North Toronto Collegiate Institute 
and a tower for the Bulova Watch Company for 
the Canadian National Exhibition. After five years 
Shewan and returned to Scotland to marry. In 
Aberdeen he was employed by T Scott Sutherland 
where he designed a number of distinctly ‘modern’ 
buildings including: Flats for Park Brewery in 
Edinburgh, a bowling alley at Aberdeen’s Esplanade 
and the Holburn Bar. He took over Scott Sutherland 
Design Associates with a colleague following Scott 
Sutherland’s death in 1963, but by the mid-1980s he 
was working on his own name and had moved north 
to Forres. At SDA Shewan jumped at the opportunity 
to design Gray’s. John Barber, Shewan’s colleague, 
recalls that Shewan had designed the steel columns 
to be like Mies’ at Crown Hall, but when such 
sections couldn’t be sourced Shewan had steel 
plates to be welded together to look like channel 
sections. (Mies himself was not adverse to using 
the creative imagination to get  the appearance of 
structure right eg at Lake Shore Drive, Chicago, 
Mies uses non-structural vertical steel members on 
the façade to represent structure when in reality the 
steel elements were hung off a concrete frame).

Gray’s is a simple building which is reluctant 
draw attention to itself. At certain times of the day 
the reflections of the surrounding trees on glazing 
allow the building to disappear into the landscape, 
it’s hard to say precisely where the building ends. 
At night the continuous but solid reflective form 
is lit up and becomes a transparent skeleton. We 
can see the steel trusses on the roof and follow the 
rhythm of the steel column sections which carry 
the large glazed panels. We are conscious of the 
lines that define the structure more than we grasp 
the complete form. It is clear that this building was 
produced in the age of mass production using 
assembled components, even before you enter 
the building you are conscious that the building is 
organised on a grid (a five feet square grid).

The formal entrance elevation of the building 
now forms one edge to an access road which 
runs tight up against the façade and is lined with Michael Shewan, Gray’s School of Art, 1966.

Michael Shewan, Gray’s School of Art, 1966.

Page from the Canadian Architect, 1958.
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of Mies’s love of efficiency over the complexity and 
richness of the human condition are mistaken.

Mies was interested in the writings of the 
Medieval philosopher/theologian  Thomas Aquinas, 
who was concerned with the intellectual coexistence 
of faith and reason and had become popular 
in postwar USA. Richard Padovan in Towards 
Universality (2002) writes that Mies made frequent 
reference to Aquinas’ “adequatio  rei et intellectus” 
- “the correspondence of things and intellect” and 
his buildings were designed as sources of “spiritual 
sustenance” rather than utilitarianism. For Mies a 
work of architecture is both a depository of human 
knowledge, and a container for human thought and 
activity. And the education of the architecture should 
address the skills needed to produce a practical art 
and nourish the intellect which should attempt to 
grasp the spirit of the times and give it expression 
through architecture.

The text by Barratt clearly articulates the 
philosophical question that Mies, (and Shewan), 
were trying to address. Reason and science may 
have brought us closer to truth, but they have also 
pushed us to develop an understanding of the world 
which is distinct and separate from our lived sensual 
animate experience. Mies was keen to express the 
true nature (or essence) of life in both an abstract 
and a concrete tangible form. He argues that this 
was necessary in order to give a sense of order 
to the world, to allow people to locate themselves 
in a world in which the old social conventions and 
architectural conventions had been abandoned. “We 
desire an order which gives everything its rightful 
place and we desire everything to have what is right 
to it according to its own nature.” Said Mies whose 
ambition was to create spaces in which there is a 
distance from everyday life or reality, he sought to 
create an interior, from which one could observe and 
reflect on the city and the landscape.

There is a growing interest in how we 
understand Mies’ work and given that Mies wrote 
very little we should understand these readings as 
expressions of the author’s concerns as much as 
the architects. So for Tafuri Mies’ work gives form 
to an exploration of the emptiness and incomplete 
character of the modern project. For other scholars 
such as Neumeyer the void is a much more 
successful exploration of the spiritual. Whether 
Mies chose to embrace the modern condition 
and express it, through the anonymous, endless 
reflective façade or whether he sought to expose 
its emptiness by giving form to it is a matter of 
interpretation - and as Mertins suggest perhaps 
it was the case that even Mies could not answer 
that question as he appeared to be simultaneously 
hopeful and melancholic. The idea of truth and 
essence appears mystical but the product of this 
struggle to find truth is an architectural language, 
which I s undoubtedly beautiful, in which line, 
repetition and proportion were highly refined.

Gray’s is under threat of demolition at a 
moment when the ambitions expressed by Mies 
and explored by Shewan are being revisited by 
contemporary philosophers and architectural 
theorists. Some deride Gray’s as a copy and 
suggest that its value is diminished because its 
author was so deeply intellectually indebted to 
Mies Van Der Rohe. We prefer to see the work in 
the context of John Donne’s ‘no man is an island’ 
mediation (1624) in which writes: ‘All mankind is 
of one author, and is one volume; when one man 
dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but 
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Michael Shewan making final touches to his Thesis project at 

Robert Gordon Institute of Technology, 1954.

Michael Shewan perspective drawing, Waverley House, for T Scott 

Sutherland & Partners, c1963.

translated into a better language; and every chapter 
must be so translated.” Shewan did not supersede 
Mies’ work but he learnt from it; as we too can learn 
something from Shewan.

As Spyros Papapetros eruditely explains 
in a recent review of Detlef Mertins’ posthumously 
published book on Mies (AR August 2014) 
“For Mertins and his generation, Mies is not the 
domineering father whose death unleashes the 
oedipal hostility of his epigones. Instead, he is 
the benevolent grandfather whose memory elicits 
sympathy or even nostalgia, and whose complex 
production resonates with a younger generation of 
architectural historians and building practitioners, 
who have moved past their Postmodernist 
predecessors, and eagerly revisit the Modernist 
project from a more inclusive though still critical 
perspective.”
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To what extent can the historic projects and 

theories discussed in this paper act as a provocation 

for architects working today? To what extent was 

tradition and technology reconciled? How did the 

arts and architecture relate to everyday life? How 

did populist consumerism square with postwar 

austerity? In what ways can lessons be learnt from 

the strength of conviction and collective social 

purpose of the postwar modernists? The Modern 

Masters were rigorous, highly independent and 

wilful individuals with a strong sense of agency. 

Are these qualities desirable in contemporary 

architects? What are the core principles – formal, 

typological, conceptual, intellectual – of the discipline 

of architecture? To what extent can the development 

of a coherent formal vocabulary allow us to move 

beyond the current architectural impasse?


