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Re-Casting Modernism
Six presentations on 
creative approaches  
and solutions



In the 60’s the old and new were in a bad 
relationship – the old could be by-passed or 
consigned to a conservation area or made a  
kind of centre-piece of a plaza. But what if it  
was actually in the way? We hadn’t yet formulated 
the idea that old buildings could be assets in the 
development equation and we were a long way 
off from thinking that new building themselves 
could be heritage assets. 
Ranald MacInnes  
Head of Heritage Management  
Historic Scotland 

Introduction 
Lori McElroy
Head of Sust. and Access Programmes, Architecture and Design Scotland 

In recent years as we strive to meet  
our climate change commitments there 
has been a drive towards more stringent 
building regulations for new buildings and 
although there is a policy of improving 
the performance of existing buildings 
when modifications are being made, 
there is no unified approach to dealing 
with the existing stock. 

Modern buildings have suffered 
disproportionately. On the one hand  
a piecemeal approach to improving  
the performance of existing buildings  
has resulted in the demolition of many 
non-domestic modern buildings and on 
the other hand has instigated a rush to 
insulate existing housing to meet the 
requirements of Government initiatives 
such as Green Deal and the Energy 
Companies Obligation scheme. The 
former has resulted in the loss of many 
signature buildings such as civic buildings 
and schools, which were centrepieces  
of development areas. The latter has 
resulted in a loss of coherence and a 
confusion of the ‘story’ of places – by 
tampering with the original architectural 
detailing – often without input from an 
architect or engineer and with potentially 
fabric damaging consequences. 

However, if we accept the fact that 80% 
of the buildings we will be using in 2050 
already exist, this means that in order to 
meet our climate change commitments, we 
cannot ignore the current building stock. 

There is no doubt that many past 
decisions regarding the fate of many  
of our modern buildings and places, 
have been questionable. And there is  
a clear need to invoke a more innovative 
approach as current solutions are often 
unsympathetic to the original at best and 
damaging at worst, adversely impacting 
on the design intent and performance. 

For all but iconic and listed structures, 
there has been a tendency in the recent 
past to take an easy way out – by either 
using an approach that masks the original 
completely or to demolish – on the 
grounds that it is ‘too difficult’ to deal 
with the inherent problems of modern 
buildings – from asbestos to inflexible 
concrete frame construction, to leaky 
structures. But if we take the view  
that these buildings were built to last  
a hundred years or more, we can  
afford to invest for the long term.  
Some investors and developers will 
require more convincing than others –  
and current Government procurement 
approaches and the charging of VAT on 
materials for refurbishment do not help 
the case for investment. The alternative 
is the risk that we could lose a whole era 
of our architectural heritage. 

The Re-Casting Modernism seminar 
explored a variety of approaches to 
improving the performance and longevity 
of both iconic and everyday modern 
architecture and how by valuing and 
treating them in a respectful, sympathetic 
manner leads to creative solutions. 

This booklet summarises key elements 
from each of the six speakers who made 
presentations at the seminar. Additionally 
there is an overview essay by writer 
Owen Hatherley. 

The Re-Casting Modernism seminar took 
place on the 17 March 2015 and was 
part of an events programme aligned to 
the exhibition Scotland + Venice which 
ran at The Lighthouse from 6 February 
until 18 March 2015. The seminar was 
chaired by Ranald MacInnes, Head of 
Heritage Management, Historic Scotland. 
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Retrofit Scotland 

The Re-Casting Modernism seminar  
was supported by Retrofit Scotland,  
an initiative set up by, Architecture and 
Design Scotland, BRE, Napier University 
and Historic Scotland to capture existing 
knowledge and case studies on retrofitting 
and refurbishment of the built environment 
with a particular focus on the 1950’s, 
1960’s and 1970’s. The focus is on the 
ordinary and not on listed or special 
buildings but with an emphasis on building 
up a knowledge bank of case studies of 
what works and what does not. So far 
Retrofit Scotland, which is funded by the 
2020 Climate Group and supported by 
around 20 design practices and university 
research groups in addition to the key 
founding organisations, has amassed over 
150 retrofit projects and written up 100 
of these as case studies with supporting 
reports and monitoring studies. 

The images on the right hand page  
are three case studies featured on  
the Retrofit Scotland website.

www.retrofitscotland.org

1 Building: 
  50 George Square,  

Edinburgh

 Date Completed: 
 1970

 Architect: 
  Robert Matthew,  

Johnston-Marshall  
and Partners

 Retrofit Date: 
 2012

 Retrofit Architect: 
 Page\Park
 Image: Andrew Lee

2 Building: 
  Edinburgh Royal  

Commonwealth Pool

 Date Completed: 
 1970

 Architect: 
 RMJM

 Retrofit Date: 
 2013

 Retrofit Architect: 
 AFSL+P Architects
 Image: Alan McAteer

3 Building: 
 Scotstoun House

 Date Completed: 
 1965

 Architect: 
 Arup Associates

 Retrofit Date: 
 2010

 Retrofit Architect: 
 Haa design Ltd
 Image: Alan McAteer 
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In his last book, Terminal Architecture, 
the late critic Martin Pawley mounted a 
frontal attack on what he considered to 
be an alliance between conservationists, 
wedded to an ‘art historical’ approach  
to the city as a series of monuments  
and artworks, and modernists, who  
were throwing away their own heritage 
as defenders of the city as a functional, 
purposeful thing, designed for its  
users’ utility, in order to save their  
own threatened buildings. Writing of the 
emergence of modernist preservation 
movements such as DoCoMoMo, Pawley 
branded them ‘quislings’, traitors to the 
true modernist faith. His heroes, the 
British paper architects Archigram, had 
imagined that buildings would be as 
instantly disposable as any consumer 
product, adaptable, functional and 
throwaway – ‘like a packet of garden 
peas’, as one of them put it. The 
functionalist architects of the 1920s  
had designed their buildings, like the 
Zonnestraal Sanatorium in Hilversum,  
the Netherlands, as machines, where 
everything was geared towards a 
particular purpose, in this case the  
care and treatment of sufferers from 
tuberculosis exacerbated by the local 
diamond industry. For buildings like these 
to be restored – as Zonnestraal was, at 
great expense – was as eccentric as 
trying to drive a 1920s car. 

Certainly, many of the great modern 
buildings were deliberately intended  
as assaults on any idea of continuity  
or historic coherence in the city – 
‘heightening the contrast between the 
decaying old world and the new that  
is emerging’, as El Lissitzky put it. So 
what for those of us who want to save 
the remnants of this new-old world, and 
who shudder at proposals that brutalist 
bus stations be turned into malls, at the 
prospect of concrete clad with trespa, at 

the sight of council flats flattened for 
‘stunning riverside developments’?  
No architectural period or architectural 
ideology is as difficult to accommodate 
with the demands of conservation as the 
‘modern movement’. Listings are often 
publicly ridiculed, refurbishments are 
controversial, and the functions of the 
buildings can be intractable. In a sense, 
that shouldn’t be a surprise, as from its 
inception, modernism was hostile to the 
very idea of historic preservation for its 
own sake. The more extreme positions 
– Antonio Sant’Elia’s proclamation that 
‘each generation must build its own city’ 
– may not have been typical, but they 
weren’t unusual. But the main reason why 
modernism presents such problems for 
preservation or refurbishment is political. 
It is no accident threatened modernist 
buildings date from an era of public 
provision, where democratic bodies  
built public hospitals, state schools, 
public housing and new towns. Today, 
even those buildings which are listed  
and refurbished – like Sheffield’s Park 
Hill, or London’s Keeling House or Balfron 
Tower – must first be eviscerated of  
their social purpose. The seminar  
on Re-Casting Modernism explored 
possible ways of restoring, renovating  
or reconstructing modernism in less 
obvious, less brutal ways.

Speaking of the project to build an 
‘invisible college’ in the notoriously 
ruined St Peter’s Seminary in Cardross, 
Angus Farquhar points out that cities are 
built by the victors. Thatcher’s attempt to 
‘obliterate’ the physical and ideological 
remains of industrial Britain and its 
buildings were ‘attempts to erase the 
past from a working class perspective, 
destroying on a wholesale level a culture 
which they had just destroyed politically, 
in the mid-1980s’ – here, one could think 
of Egon Riss’s monumental mineworks, 

Re-casting Modernism – an overview
Owen Hatherley

04

demolished after barely a few decades, 
and landscaped away in case anyone 
gets the impression the mining industry 
was actually modernising in the post-war 
period. The retail parks and spec homes 
of an Enterprise Zone are the typical ‘dead 
zone’ imposed upon these landscapes. 
By contrast, NVA’s approach to St Peter’s 
Seminary is ‘a form of regeneration that 
absolutely rejects what we have inherited 
from Thatcherism’. In a sense, they’re 
lucky enough here that ‘all the previous 
attempts’ to find profit-making use for the 
building have failed – ‘a spa hotel and 
swimming pool, luxury flats with the chapel 
turned into an atrium – bastardisations  
of space’. Inspired by the landscaping 
and transformation into post-industrial 
parkland of large swathes of the Ruhr, 
the counterproposal acknowledges that 
the two most interesting aspects of the 
building to outsiders – those who aren’t 
already enthusiasts for concrete and 
modernism – is the landscape and the 
stories behind the building itself.

St Peter’s is a limit case, so extreme in 
its disuse that radical solutions seemed 
more sensible than they might otherwise. 
Newcastle’s Byker estate, ‘the last of the 
idealistic post-war projects’, as Craig 
Wilson describes it, is being renovated 
for its residents, who are running it as  
a Community Land Trust, rather than, as 
in that other monumental deck-access 
modernist cause celebre, Park Hill, 
renovating it for a better class of tenant. 
This isn’t without problems. Completed 
in 1981, Byker was ‘finished just in time 
for Thatcherism’, with an ageing or  
very young population, and still, three 
decades after its remaking into one of 
the most lush and imaginative housing 
developments in the country, one of the 
poorest areas in Britain. Its very quality 
makes it hard to renovate, because 

‘everything is bespoke’. With councils 
unable and government unwilling to pay 
for management and upkeep, ‘idealism 
is expensive’. But although ‘the housing 
officer couldn’t see what was wrong  
with UPVC because he had it at home’, 
they managed to resist at least  
their introduction.

Given that modern architecture is 
frequently built of literally different  
stuff to traditional buildings, it presents 
problems that stonework or brick does 
not; most interestingly, the question of 
how to faithfully restore the raw, tactile 
qualities of reinforced concrete, a 
material that Remo Pedreschi reminds  
us is only 130 years old, almost ‘without 
a history’. Describing the project of an 
experimental fabric-cast concrete wall, 
he points out that children loved to touch 
it, an intuitive response to materials that 
is often lost when we learn received 
ideas what is ‘correct’ and ‘beautiful’  
in architecture. One response to this is  
to radically change the material structure 
of the building altogether. Tasked with 
the renovation of Bridgegate House, an 
office block with shops on the ground 
floor in Irvine New Town used as an office 
and public reception by North Ayrshire 
Council, Fiona McNeill describes an 
attempt to do justice to its original  
ideas while choosing completely  
different surfaces and colours for its 
transformation. Contrasting the brightness 
and optimism of the 1971 drawings of 
the scheme – complete with monorail! – 
she depicts its dilapidation since, with 
shops in its underpass disused, its  
mirror glass surfaces turning into  
a greenhouse, and the ‘toilets not 
renovated since 1974’. The building  
itself – a long, low block with a tile-clad 
concrete frame on piloti; with shops on 
the ground floor and mirror glazing to 
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reflect the ‘vernacular’ architecture 
opposite – is recognisable mostly in  
its silhouette, but with everything else 
about it looking obviously ‘new’, 
confident and shiny, rather than a 
‘heritage’ conversion that retains the 
sights and smells of the 1970s. 

Perhaps, though, those sights and 
smells are what was most important. 
Artist Sylvia Grace Borda, tasked  
with producing ‘public art’ in the new 
town of East Kilbride, chose instead  
a documentation of the area itself.  
While the local council’s ‘idea of 
re-modernisation was demolition’, her 
work on the town attempted to draw 
attention to the properties that made it 
special in the first place – the placement 
of its tenements towards the sun, the 
open green spaces and views between 
buildings that were created, the colour 
and clarity of the buildings – via an 
archive, an exhibition and a book.  
‘New towns tend to be stereotyped  
as places you don’t want to visit’, an 
example of how ‘what’s in your own 
backyard you don’t tend to think about’. 
Rather than being based on bringing  
‘art’ from outside, her project aimed  
to reveal the artfulness of something  
that is usually stigmatised and lazily 
designated as ‘ugly’.

John Allan’s account of restoring Erno 
Goldfinger’s listed Haggerston School  
in east London gave the best rejoinder  
to the claim that preserving modernism 
is some sort of act of treason against  
the ideas of the modern movement. 
Describing a building that, while 
obviously ‘failing’ in certain respects, 
was obviously built with enormous  
care and sensitivity, he points out how 
grossly wasteful it would be to simply 
throw it away, as if it were Archigram’s 
building-as-sack-of-peas, or in response 

to the accreted shabbiness of decades 
of use, ‘the kind of thing that makes 
people want to do something drastic 
rather than being more discriminating’. 
Instead, the approach to restoring the 
building is to reveal how an entrance  
hall that appears to be a mess of 
noticeboards and circulation is actually  
a ‘rather grand space’, and how fine 
surfaces are hidden underneath years of 
improvised clutter. To simply destroy this 
isn’t only wasteful in terms of materials, 
or in terms of the carbon generated by 
demolition and rebuilding, but also in 
terms of discarding a social project that 
insisted that (say) comprehensive 
schools be as thought-out, well-made 
and serious as anything else. It’s really 
that notion which needs restoring most.

Owen Hatherley works as a freelance 
writer on architecture and cultural 
politics, and is the author of six books 
– Militant Modernism (Zero, 2009), A 
Guide to the New Ruins of Great Britain 
(Verso, 2010), Uncommon – An Essay on 
Pulp (Zero, 2011), A New Kind of Bleak 
– Journeys through Urban Britain (Verso 
2012), Across the Plaza (Strelka, 2012) 
and Landscapes of Communism (Allen 
Lane, 2015). He edited and updated  
Ian Nairn’s Nairn’s Towns (Notting Hill 
Editions, 2013) and received a PhD from 
Birkbeck College in 2011 for a thesis on 
Americanism and Constructivism. 
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When we first became interested in post war 
heritage it was at first in a very material sense  
in the buildings themselves, rather than in the 
theory of community which they represented,  
but when we now see place-making given  
such a high priority, to me this is revisiting  
those basically modernist notions. 
Ranald MacInnes  
Head of Heritage Management  
Historic Scotland 
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Instead, the approach to restoring the 
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terms of discarding a social project that 
insisted that (say) comprehensive 
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and serious as anything else. It’s really 
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When we first became interested in post war 
heritage it was at first in a very material sense  
in the buildings themselves, rather than in the 
theory of community which they represented,  
but when we now see place-making given  
such a high priority, to me this is revisiting  
those basically modernist notions. 
Ranald MacInnes  
Head of Heritage Management  
Historic Scotland 



Haggerston School, designed 1962–7  
by Erno Goldfinger, and now listed  
Grade II, was successfully regenerated 
by Avanti Architects in 2007–2011.  
The project provides an exemplar  
of how a forty year old school can  
be successfully regenerated to meet 
21st Century requirements within a  
tight budget, whilst still honouring  
the essential values of the original 
modernist design. It is also a testament 
to the Building Schools for the Future 
(BSF) programme, demonstrating that 
with a balanced approach and strategic 
budget deployment it is possible to  
make a significant impact on both the 
technical performance of degraded 
modern buildings and on the educational 
environment as a whole. The Haggerston 
project exemplifies our belief that 
informed conservation can embrace 
BOTH continuity AND transformation.

The construction work was undertaken 
with the school remaining fully operational 
throughout, requiring a complex phasing 
and on-site decanting strategy. The Design 
and Build contract was completed  
in 17 months, 2 weeks ahead of 
programme. Limited funding required 
careful prioritisation of spending, 
focussing on works that would have  
the maximum educational benefit. The 
budget of £13m was approximately  
half that usually associated with the 
construction of a wholly new-build 
school. We also achieved a major 
upgrade in the building’s technical  
and thermal performance with a 37% 
reduction in carbon emissions.

If the Modernist legacy were to be 
represented in the form of a pyramid 
there would be only a handful of buildings 
at the top that would be recognised  
as ‘iconic’, while there is an increasing 
number as the pyramid broadens that 
are not sufficiently distinguished to be 

listed, but are certainly too numerous 
and valuable as property to demolish. In 
short, they have potential. In this context 
we cannot expect to rely only on heritage 
advocacy but need to engage with 
economic and sustainability arguments 
for retaining and working with this larger 
legacy. There are many such alternative 
reasons to be deployed. 

_ Embodied energy  
_ Social continuity  
_ Infrastructure retention  
_ Environmental sustainability  
_ Reduced disruption  
_ Value for money

If the conditions of our time have taught 
us anything, it’s surely that progress  
now consists in learning how to renew 
the world with things that exist already 
and that the throw-away culture is 
increasingly unaffordable. 

People may continue to debate the 
heritage values of the Modern Movement, 
but what cannot be disputed is that its 
legacy represents an incalculably vast 
investment of economic capital, human 
labour and embodied energy. If, as the 
aphorism has it, “the greenest building is 
the one already built”, then we need to 
mobilise better arguments to show how, 
for example, the embodied energy in an 
existing modern building may make it 
economically more advantageous and 
environmentally more responsible to 
retain and upgrade it, regardless of 
whether it is listed or not. 

www.avantiarchitects.co.uk

Haggerston School – Continuity and Transformation 
John Allan 
Consultant, Avanti Architects
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East Kilbride (EK) is Scotland’s first  
New Town and illustrates a bold 
negotiation between traditional garden 
city planning and the emergence of 
innovative Modernist design strategies 
for civic living.

Beginning in 2005, East Kilbride’s 
Modernist town plans would dramatically 
change through a re-modernisation 
programme involving the sale and 
demolition of many of the town’s  
original civic and school dwellings. A 
bold conceptual strategy was adopted  
in dialogue with J.Keith Donnelly, the last 
New Town artist in East Kilbride and Arts 
Officer for South Lanarkshire, to make 
the town into an artwork by documenting 
every civic Modernist building slated for 
demolition. In so doing, East Kilbride’s 
visionary urban plan started to be 
revealed, and concurrently the role  
of art in representing a physical place  
as a social agent. 

As key outcomes of the commission,  
a photographic book was produced,  
EK Modernism and accompanying net 
artwork (EKnewTown.com) to enable 
residents and visitors anywhere in the 
world to explore the town first hand. 

While East Kilbride no longer exists  
in relation to its original Modernist 
educational and amenity buildings; EK 
Modernism acts as a surrogate garnering 
its position as both art and visual archive 
about these built places that have since 
disappeared. 

EK Modernism has been exhibited  
in Canada (2007,08) and Scotland 
(2005,06) and has launched a platform 
for debate about Modernist heritage  
as part of the Exploratorium Invisible 
Dynamics project (San Francisco, 2007), 
Scottish Arts Council with Gray’s School 
of Art Public Policy seminar at Scottish 
Parliament (2007), and the New New 
Town Conference (London, 2008), 
Electronic Visual Arts conference, 
(London, 2010) to name a few. This 
exposure has assisted in the University 
of St Andrew’s acquisition of part of  
the work for its research collection. 
According to St Andrew’s Art History 
Senior Lecturer, Tom Normand, “The 
New Towns have been much traduced  
in the last couple of decades but they, 
and their history, are of immense 
importance... this photographic 
collection is an important collection of 
material, and will be more so in the future 
as we – in all disciplines – re-evaluate 
social change in postwar Scotland.”

Why EK Modernism matters? lies in  
the fact that culture and art can assist 
communities with a sense of identity  
and offers a visual continuity to  
support concepts of social cohesion  
by representing the past. Similarly an 
artist can assist with heritage creation 
through new interpretative channels 
moving cultural preservation beyond  
the concepts of bricks and mortar. In  
this way, the artist’s agility to respond  
to the built environment can offer  
further platforms for preservation  
and remembrance. 

www.sylviagborda.com

Why EK Modernism matters? 
Sylvia Grace Borda
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1  Hunter Primary and Secondary 
School complex as seen from the 
Calderwood neighbourhood shops 
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Lanarkshire county architect, David 
Gordon Bannerman (1908–1986)
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demolished in 2007, and Hunter 
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Westwood neighbourhood 
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Bride’s RC Church (Gillespie, Kidd 
& Coia 1964) lighting canons 
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St Peter’s Seminary, Cardross, designed 
by Gillespie, Kidd & Coia, opened in 
1966. By finding value in its current 
ruination NVA have taken a core  
decision to bring the buildings and  
wider landscape back into productive 
use incrementally, with no aim of  
full restoration. 

At the Venice Architecture Biennale 2010, 
AMO were asking provocative questions 
about what happens if you erase 40 
years of 20th Century architecture, with 
thousands of modernist buildings literally 
getting wiped off the map every decade. 
Why? Because the ideologies that made 
them are deemed to have failed. A social 
utopian model rejected in our late 
Capitalist political environment. 

Keeping such architecture has become 
part of an important international narrative, 
when somewhere is being celebrated on 
a world-wide level but is often not being 
held in the same regard locally. To us, 
the social history of a place is as relevant 
as its material reality. Previous attempts 
to rescue St Peter’s and the surrounding 
Kilmahew wood have failed, as they  
were banal in the standardisation of  
the regeneration approach (out of town 
housing/spa hotel etc.). If you investigate 
a site’s past and share it imaginatively 
through lively discussion and art 
commissions, you open up an entire 
world of possibility and broad support. 
The way to win the sceptical over for the 
resuscitation is not to expect them to like 
Brutalism, but to appreciate that it has 
an incredible story to tell. 

We have established a future field station, 
the Invisible College which draws on the 
inspiration of the heritage as a learning 
tool, starting from the earliest geological 
layers, the private estate and later 
religious institution. Artists can also  
pick up on the diverse evolution as  
part of their creative development.  
This autonomous (re)generation model  
is independent in its thinking, and will  
be politically challenging in line with the 
current progressive tradition in Scotland. 
But words are meaningless unless  
we release a poetic space that does 
justice to the original designs. Through 
consolidating, repairing, replacing and 
partially restoring with sensitivity, the new 
architects and landscape architects add 
their own signature through time. A 
combined artistry brought alive for now 
and future users, able to witness the 
sense of drama inherent in this late 
modernist complex. 

A set of buildings that exemplify  
a post-war European architectural 
movement that sought to leave behind 
hatred, parochial nationalism and  
fascist self-aggrandisement and share  
a universal message of hope for a better 
future. Such aspirations can never date 
and Kilmahew/St Peter’s reminds us  
that with the rise of the right again in 
Britain and on the continent, a socially 
mindful culture focussing on the best 
that humans can be is more necessary 
than ever.

www.nva.org.uk

Reclaiming the Future
Angus Farquhar 
Creative Director, NVA 
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The Byker Redevelopment Area in 
Newcastle upon Tyne, more commonly 
referred to as the Byker Wall, represents 
the last significant social housing 
development in the UK. The estate  
was created to a bespoke design by  
the Anglo-Swedish architect Ralph 
Erskine with his onsite team and 
attracted international acclaim for  
its design, layout, materials and 
approach to community engagement 
and consultation. Commenced in  
1968, it was brought to a premature 
conclusion in 1982.

The estate comprises of a perimeter wall 
constructed of reinforced concrete frame 
with infill blockwork and external brick 
cladding to the north and cantilevered 
access decks with asbestos cladding  
to the south, and low rise terraced  
and detached housing with a mix of 
mono-pitch metal roofing and concrete 
tile. Extensive use of timber and  
colour coding added to the distinctive 
appearance. However, within a generation 
of completion the estate began to suffer 
with high unemployment, anti-social 
behaviour, drug activity, vandalism and 
youth crime. The layout and design of 
the estate proved vulnerable with the 
local authority commencing a programme 
of selective demolition which was 
combatted with an application to  
list the entire estate. 

With the consideration of listing and  
both fabric and social management 
issues requiring to be addressed the 
Byker Listings Working Group was 
formed to oversee this process in a 
sympathetic manner. The estate was 
eventually listed Grade II in 2007. In 
2011 the tenants voted for the creation 
of the Byker Community Trust which saw 
a full stock transfer in 2012 of 

approximately 1800 homes and central 
government writing off all outstanding 
debts with the creation of a loan facility 
to complete the refurbishment. Mike 
Drage, an architect who worked on  
the original design was brought in  
as a consultant to aid the decision 
making process.

The four year programme would see £25m 
of investment in a phased programme of 
works. The 400 properties in the perimeter 
wall presented the greatest challenge 
with a cost of £7m to address scaffolding, 
replacement windows and doors in 
powder-coated aluminium and latterly 
steel while the external asbestos panelling 
was removed under controlled conditions. 
Fibreglass canopies were replaced like 
for like while the colour coding was 
adhered to. A new roof was provided  
to ensure safe access to the district 
heating system which was upgraded 
with metering provided to properties to 
limit heat loss. New CCTV, door entry 
and digital aerial systems were fitted 
permitting the removal of unsightly 
aerials. On completion the estate will 
achieve a high level of environmental 
efficiency and be of sufficient robustness 
that should provide a sustained legacy 
and future. 

www.bykercommunitytrust.org 

Byker – Merging Community and Conservation 
Craig Wilson 
Academic and ex resident of Byker 
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We were appointed in 2010 to look at 
the refurbishment of Bridgegate House. 
The project formed part of a wider local 
regeneration strategy to bring people 
back in to Irvine town centre. If the council 
had taken potentially 400–500 of their 
employees away, they might have taken 
them out of town so refurbishment  
was part of a wider social decision.  
The upgrade was carried out in two 
phases to allow the building to remain  
in occupation during the refurbishment. 

In working with existing buildings there’s 
a dilemma – do you considerately look  
at what’s there and restore it, or do you 
take another approach? In this case we 
had to take another approach, there was 
no firestopping in the building and its 
introduction prevented us from reiterating 
the same proportions in the façade. What 
the concrete structure did give us was  
a fantastic rigorous structural grid, and 
within that grid there was a great planning 
grid so we worked to this for the façade. 

Circulation in the building was a long 
depressing corridor with cellular spaces 
off. We decided to strip out internal 
partition walls, along with suspended 
ceilings. As we stripped back the 
building to the concrete frame, it 
revealed a fantastic space, the light 
came flooding in, and all the way round 
there were excellent views over the old 
town and down to the beach. 

The strip out revealed some amazing 
concrete coffers which we wanted to 
expose. The depth of the floorplate  
also lent itself to natural ventilation so  
we contained the services within a raft 
down the centre of the office space to 
free up the plan. 

The fact that the building was owner 
occupied and the open-mindedness of 
the local authority meant that we could 
talk through the fact that the concrete 
frame had inherent thermal mass and 
that we could exploit this by avoiding 
suspended ceilings, and air conditioning. 

Unfortunately this initial dialogue is not 
always possible within the private sector 
– especially where the office development 
is speculative and the employers brief is 
to satisfy the lowest common denominator. 
Often in these types of developments 
there is a desire to install vast arrays of 
suspended ceilings to accommodate air 
conditioning and uniform lighting grids 
and deep raised access floors due to  
a perception that this is what potential 
tenants want or need – we could take a 
different approach at Bridgegate House. 

At Bridgegate house we were looking  
to improve the energy performance and 
could demonstrate through modelling 
that they could turn an F rated building 
to a B rated building and we could lower 
the council’s ongoing energy costs just 
by using something that we had inherited 
– the concrete frame. 

www.isarchitects.co.uk

Bridgegate House 
Fiona McNeill 
Architect, Ian Springford Architects
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Our interest in concrete developed 
indirectly, through a study of work of  
the Uruguayan engineer Eladio Dieste. 
His Iglesia de Cristo Obrero y Nuestra 
Señora de Lourdes (1960) could be 
described as Brutalist, given its use of 
exposed brick and the clear celebration 
of structure in its remarkable undulating 
walls and roof. It is a much loved  
and visited building that belies its 
categorisation. Dieste as designer, 
engineer and builder was able to  
fashion and construct the building 
completely to his own agenda.1 

Concrete, in comparison with brick,  
is often considered with contempt, in 
part due to its association with Brutalism 
evident in many Modernist buildings.  
It is an inherently simple material that  
has been misunderstood. At its most 
primitive, it requires only the humblest  
of tools (a shovel) and easily sourced 
materials (sand, stone and water) to 
combine with cement. It however lacks 
history and craft and, hence, the respect 
that other building materials have earned 
through practice.2 It is easy to produce in 
great quantity and offers the potential for 
construction on an industrialised scale. 
Unfortunately it is even easier to produce 
in poor quality. However, in the hands  
of a careful designer, such as Giovanni 
Michelucci,3 many exquisite and 
meticulously constructed buildings  
have been built. 

Thus the key to understanding the 
material is in the process of its production: 
the formwork, the casting and curing of 
the concrete. In conventional practice 
formwork is manufactured from rigid, 
planar materials that in turn pre-determine 
and limit the final shape of the concrete.4 
The use of flexible formwork offers a 
counter-intuitive paradigm for the 

production of concrete. Using textiles, 
formwork is lighter and easier to construct 
and complex, non-planar geometries are 
simpler to produce, permeable textiles 
allow the passage of air and excess 
water that reduce surface blemishes  
and many new surface finish and 
textures become possible.

In our work the simplicity of construction 
with complexity of form were the guiding 
principles for a novel architectural studio, 
predicated on design through making, 
mimicking the connection between 
designer and builder evident in Dieste’s 
work. The outcome through repeated 
prototyping and material tests, was  
a series of large-scale constructions. 
These studies in fabric formwork have 
led to an understanding of concrete in 
great depth: the nature of precision, of 
junctions and connections, a significance 
of texture and light on the experience  
of concrete and the idea of continuity, 
repetition and variety. In the context of 
this seminar concrete can be re-cast  
as an unintelligent material that simply 
follows the instructions of the formwork, 
determined by both the designer and  
the builder. 

1  See Eladio  Dieste, The engineer’s contribution to 
architecture, 2000, R Pedreschi, Thomas Telford.

2  For an excellent review of concrete See Forty A, 
Concrete and Culture, 2012

3  La Chiesa di Giovanni Battista, by G Michelucci, 1960, 
near Florence, shows great cared in the design of its 
formwork and construction.

4  The use of flexible formwork is not actually new with 
patents going back to the late 19th century. 

It does exactly what it says on the formwork 
Remo Pedreschi
Professor of Architectural Technology at the Edinburgh School of Architecture  
and Landscape Architecture
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1960
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4  Organic concrete form using single 
piece of fabric formwork 
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We now see that the historic environment is in 
fact a layered series of interventions and that 
sensitive adaption will preserve it much better 
than isolation, and the idea of the integration  
and not the segregation or zoning of heritage 
happened at the same time as the revival of 
mixed use in planning. 
Ranald MacInnes  
Head of Heritage Management  
Historic Scotland 

Many of the building materials we are dealing  
with – cement, steel, aluminium, copper, 
oil-based products – have some of the highest 
embodied energy values of any man-made 
resources. We must begin to appreciate this 
investment in energy and material as another 
kind of heritage. This is why the case studies 
shown at this seminar, and others like them, 
surely deserve the widest possible promotion 
because they demonstrate what well conserved 
– that is well adapted – modernism is capable  
of becoming. 
John Allan  
Consultant, Avanti Architects 

Architecture and Design Scotland  
11 Mitchell Lane  
Glasgow G1 3NU  
Tel: +44 (0) 131 556 6699  
Fax: +44 (0) 131 556 6633

www.ads.org.uk

Since 2010 a Scotland + Venice 
partnership between the Scottish 
Government, Creative Scotland and  
the British Council Scotland has 
overseen the curation of Scotland’s 
involvement in the Biennale.

A+DS
Architecture and Design Scotland (A+DS) is Scotland’s champion for 
architecture and the built environment. Our purpose is to promote the  
value of good architecture and sustainable places.
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