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IAN RITCHIE'S NEW MEMOIR NOT ONLY RECALLS HIS CAREER AS THE "GLASS MAN,” BUT IT ALSO DOCUMENTS
THERISE OF A MUCH CELEBRATED AND TECHNOLOGICALLY 5aVVY GROUP OF BRITISH ARCHITECTS.

Text by Witold Rybezynski, Hon. FALA

A THREE-FART EEC telewision series, The
Erits Who Builf the Modemn World, that aired
earlier this year, examines the legacy of
Morman Foster, Hon. BALA, Richard Rogers,
Hor FALA, Michael Hoplring, Hon. FALA,
HWicholas Grimahsw, and Terry Famrell The titls
doesn't feel like hyperbole. This generation of
architects —all born in the 19308 —has made
British archifecturs an ascendant foroe in ite
design, innevation, and global reach.

Howr did such an accormplished group
of axchitects surface af the same time in the
same place? A partial angwer can be found
in & new book by a British architect of s
surcesding generation, Ian Ritchie, Hon BALA
Eeing: an Architect (Eoyal Acaderny Publishers,
September} i= a two-volume memeodr of an

book describes Eitchie's work, built and

unbuilt, smd cornpiles a collection of previously
published writings, personal essays, poems,
and aphorisms. My faworite Ritchieizm iz "Glass il
i the snewer but what was the question?” -'-17-7-71_-1
Eifchie iz less well-knowen in the United
States than in Europe, where he is sometimes EE::Iu:ii-muu pe
called the "Glass Man " In the 1980s, with [Hiia .u-,ulu.:l ".".IIE%;': Sll I':‘ul.l's.
engineer Peter Rire and industrial designer Cettesdral in London
Martin Francis, he founded Rice Francis Ritchie,
a design engineering firm that was involved in
a mumber of former French president Francois
Mitterand's grands projets, notably I M. Pai's
glass pyrarmid at the Louvre in Paris, the glazed : .
A el R e PR DT £ The Greal D"I”I;L!'\JEI.: [ Ei:«f-iu Lulyens completes
Louvre, and the facade of French architect held at the Crystal The Ssiuttion in
Adrien Fainsilber's La Cité des Sclences et

Faiace In Londan Sandwich, England

architect learning his craft, creating a practice, P, [ | o

and discovering himself in the process. The _,+ =1 =
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Festival af Britain held ab Scuthbaak Centre
site irs Larden (Dame of Disoovery plellied)

1961
Peter Coak, David Greene, and Midhael Webb lorm &rchigram

de I'ndusirie at La Villette. His cumrent firm,
London-based Iam Ritchie Architects, comtinnes
to explore the art of construction in diverse
projects: an immense glass-roofed exhibition
haIlfnLetpaig, Genna::jr,ﬂmtmn!ame formmer
Crystal Palace in size; the Spire of Dublin, &
monumental stainless-gteel spike that scars
4oo feet in the air; an urban design project in
west London; and a projected pedestrian bridge
in Stratford, light as a feather.

Eitchie came of age, professionally
gpeaking, just ag British architecture was
emerging from the doldrums. The high point
of the immediate postwar period had been the
South Bank Bxhibition of the Festival of Britain
in 1951, whose style the critic Reyner Eanham
once described as "flimsy and effemi !
The 1g60s wers not rmuch better. British
architecture bulked up as modemists copiad
Le Corbusier's b&ton hrut, but withowt the
master's brio. The results were ungainly
concrete hulls and Ville Radisuge—style
housing projects, such as Thamesmead
South in London, whose dystopian bleakmess
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Erich Mandekahn and Serge
Chernayell huild De La Warr
Pasilian in Bexhill-on-Ses,
Enggland
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Enigish firm Tearn 4 estabished by
S Brumawell, Wendy Chessiman,
Morrian Faster, and Richant Rogers,
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mads the perfect satting for droog violance
in Stanley Kubrick's film adaptation of
A Clackwork Orange. To an outsider, it
appeared that the Erite lacked some essential
craative DNA James Stirling aside—and his
eccentric buildings had serious functional
shortcomings—there was little to celebrate.
The country that had produced Christopher
Wren, John Soane, and Edwin Lutyens seamed
to have lost its way.

That changed in the 1g70s. Foster
burst on the scene with two back-to-back
masterpieces, the Willis Faber & Dumas
Headquarters in Ipgwich, and the Sainsbury
Centre for Visual Arts in Norwich, snd Rogers
and Renzo Piano, Hon. FALA set the world on
itz ear with the Centre Georges Pomapidou in
Pariz. In the following decade, Foster topped
his earlier succesges with the stunning
Hongkong and Shanghai Bank Headquarters
in Hong KEong, which was equalled by Eogers's
Lloyd's building in London. Along the way,
London became an architectural petri dish,
spawning one creative talent after another.

1572

Reert Weilui], Denise
Seodt Brown, and Seven
Leenour publish Lewrrg

frim dos Wisgas

1976
Edimurd Happokd leaves drup
and skaris Bura Hagpold

kL

Charess J&nisa publishes
The Lanpuage of Pasi-
Modem Archifecleg

1386
Richard Rogers completes
his Lioyes of Londan building

Leirere Fyramid Tinishad

199

lan Rilchie's Eusagy
Callery Halural Hisioey
MUSELT Opers

1952
Ritchie Begirs wark o the
Mesce- pipgig Glass Hall

2063
Fiirhie™s Spire of Dualin
in Ireland ompleled




005
Ritchie Begirs wark on the Royal Shakespeare Cormpany's Courbyand Thaalne

The profeszional connections resamble a

Venn diagram: Eogers and Foster started

out a8 pariners in the 1960s; 8o did Farrell

and Grimshawr. Foster and Hoplins werea
partners in the 1g970s. Jan Eaplicky and David
Chipperfield, Hon FALA, both worked for Foster
as well as for Rogers; Richard Horden worked
for Grirnshaw and Foster; and Ritchie worked
on both the Willis Faber project and the
Sainabury Cenire.

Architectural eritics and the media nmp
these architects together under the rubric
"high tech.” Although it's always hazardous to
pigeon-hole creative people, there are some
clear commaonalities, Their buildings tend to be
lightweight and to favor steel and glass; they
push siructural imits; and they wse advanced
industrial aterials and building techniques.
In the 19808, these qualities set the high-tech
architects apart from their contemporaries
elaewhere. At a time when Ammericans were
caught up in the arcane izsues raised by
Postmodernismm, critical regionalism, and
serndotics, the Brits were rmore interested in
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answering the question, "How do youo build the
bloody thing

The curious thing about the Eritish techies
i3 that they were influenced by America. Not
by the postmodern America of Robert Venturi,
FALA, Charles Moore, and Peter Eisenmman,
FALA but by an earlier era—specifically, by
the seminal work of Charles and Ray Eames
in Southern California in the 19408 and "sos
(to this day, Rogers and Foster regularly use
Eames chairs in their projects). It was Richard
Heutra who introduced skinny steel-and-
glass Modernisrn to California. Lightweight
Moderniam, as it ruight be called, had been
pioneered by architects Erumo Taut, Pierra
Charssn, and Erich Mendslzohn (Meutra's
one-time employer). Despite the fame of Los
Angeles's iconic Barnes House and the Caze
Study Howses of Craig Ellwood and Pierre
Eoenig, California Modernism never took hold
inthe United States. it was overshadowad by the
heroic—and concrete — Modernisrn of BEast Coast
architects such as Louis Eahn, Paul Budolph,
and L M. Pei, FALA. Heawy trumped light.

The unexpected re-emergence of
Lightweight Modernism in Britain was due to
several factors. One was the reaction against
Brutalizm. Another was the spadework done
by Archigram, a group of architects whose
brash futurism, rreverent gadgetry, and
stylish youthfil glameor were part of Swinging
Lomdor, Archigram budlt abmost nothing, but its
theoretical projects, which were a combination
of Amnerican aerospace technology and sci-fi
imagery, were undeniably infleential. Another
intellectual presence was Cedric Price, whose
unbuilt Fun Palace project is said to have been
amodel for the Centre Pormpidon.

Although Archigram was mainty about
image, Foster et al were interested in actual
building performanes: siructure, construction,
Enow-how It tumed out that at the same Hme
as architects were interested in engineering,
there was a cadre of creative engineesrs who
wrere interested in architecture. Britain haz a
strong engineering tradition —think Joseph
Paxton and lsambard Kingdorn Erunel. But
the two professions are not natural allies; they
have different histories, different educations,
and different working methods. The two came
together thanks to several exceptional postwar
Eritish engineers, notably Frank Newby and Owe
Arup. Eetween them, they trained a generation
in the field, including Antheny Hunt, Peter Rice,
and Ted Happold —engineers who were ready to
wrotk with architects, not as comsultants, but az
active collaborators.

Arup, whose influence on Eritish
architecture cannot be overstated, preachad —
and practiced—tesmwork. His firm included

architects as well sz mechanical and
structural engineers. If there iz a single secrat
to the success of this generation of Eritish
architects, I think it lies here Of courze, a1l
laxge budlding projects required teamwork, but
this was different. The architect took on the
responsibility—and sometimes the liability —of
coordinating and leading. The team irobred
many disciplines from the very beginning of
the design process, and often included builders,
fabrieators, and marnufacturers. The aim of this
teamwork went beyond mere collsboration and
instead forused on innovation and, occasionalhy,
EVETl experimentation.

Eitchie, who worked at Anip's Lightweight
Structures Group, once described this process
a8 “a miving of cultures to create the soup of
mwventive creativity.” Being: an Architect describes
one of his projects that illusirates the point. In
2004, the Royal Shakespeare Company (RS0
waS renovating its theater in Stratford-upon-
Aorom, snd required a ternporary home for three
years. A 6oo-geat building was estimated to cost
£16 mmillion. Kitehie, 5 governor of the RSC who
hes degigned several theaters, beliewed that i
was possible to build a terporary 1,000-seat
thestar for £5 to £6 million. Moreover, he claimed
that it could be done—design, approvals, and
constructon—in 18 montha.

He accormgplished this by streamlining
the process: Design time was reduced to six
wreeks, the Dutch contractor was brought in
before planning approvals were complete, and
the design of the stmucturally independent
suditorium was only finalized as the exterior
enclosure was being built. The enclosure is a
soumadproof ko whose self-supporting skinis
constructed out of interlocking, folded Cor-Ten &
steel panels, using a technigue that somewhat
resemnhles steel-shest piling. Mot enly doea the
oxidizing stesl require no external findsh, but
its warmn red color blemds well with the mainly
brick historic neighborhood, and the materisl is
recyclable when the building is dismsntled. The
roof design, proposed by the contractor, is & series
of portal frammes supporting simdlar steel panels.

The building was completed for £5.68
million and opened in time for the zoob6
geagon. The Courtyard Thestre, as it's now
Enown, proved to be a hit with both actors
and audiences. It turned out to be pretty good
architecture, too; the building won an Eoyal
Institute of British Architects (RIBA) Mational
Award, and wae shortlisted for the RIBA Stirling
Prize. Following the mowve to its new theatar,
the E5C decided not to demolish the musty box
lan Eitchie Architects is corrently cornpleting a
corrversion that will inchide a 3oo-geat studio
theater, rehearsal halls, and costurne and prop
storage. This i one creative soup that was so
good it was worth reheating.



