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Barnabas Calder School of Architecture, University of Liverpool,
United Kingdom (Author’s e-mail address:

Barnabas.Calder@liv.ac.uk)

Sir Denys Lasdun (1914-2001) was one of Britain’s leading Modernist architects. This article
investigates his use of concrete both as a structural material and as an exposed finish, pre-
cast and in situ. It investigates the evolution of Lasdun'’s structural thinking about concrete,
and proposes that Lasdun used concrete as one of a number of means of establishing and
protecting his artistic prerogative. Client opinion, Corbusian influence and pressure from
Lasdun’s architect contemporaries are considered as possible forces shaping Lasdun’s
decision making on finishes for his buildings. Finally, the National Theatre, London, is exam-
ined as a case study of the relationship between politics and exposed concrete architecture
under the UK Welfare State. The article concludes that this relationship is complex and does

not conform to the conventional narrative of the Welfare State years.

Introduction

For much of the British public, admirers and detrac-
tors alike, exposed concrete is their first association
with Modernist architecture of the period between
the end of the Second World War and the election
of Margaret Thatcher as Prime Minister. British archi-
tecture in this period used structural reinforced con-
crete for most buildings larger than two-storey
houses, and the architectural journals consistently
dwelt on concrete details, concrete construction
photographs and above all high-contrast black and
white photographs of newly-completed concrete
buildings, emphasising their crisp shapes, their
chunky strength and their abstract aesthetic proper-
ties. Three accounts of the reasons for the domi-
nance of structural and exposed concrete recur in
the historiography and journalism covering the
period, sometimes in combination. The first, high-
lighted by Reyner Banham, and many others since,
concerns the influence of Le Corbusier’s intentionally
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rough, expressive post-war concrete work, in particu-
lar at the Marseille Unité d’habitation. As Banham
put it: ‘behind all aspects of the New Brutalism, in
Britain and elsewhere, lies one undisputed architec-
tural fact: the concrete-work of Le Corbusier’s
“Unité d’'Habitation”"." The dramatic change from
the smooth abstraction of Le Corbusier’'s 1920s’
villas was a substantial spur to the international ten-
dency to expose concrete, and often to texture it
strongly. Le Corbusier’s buildings were much visited
and extensively published even whilst under con-
struction, but in fact British architects were slower
to copy Le Corbusier’s primitivist concrete than the
planning ideas of his unités, which spawned copies
from the 1950s in housing such as the slab blocks
of Alton West by the London County Council (LCC)
Architect’s Department (1955-59).

The second widespread narrative proposes that
concrete was more or less a default material in the
economic and construction conditions of the
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1950s to 1970s. This apparent normality of concrete
usage functions at two levels. First, a technical one:
reinforced concrete uses far less steel than a steel
structure, which made it a much better bet under
the materials rationing of the period to 1954. The
construction industry accordingly became accus-
tomed to the use of concrete to the point where it
gained an unassailable position as the normal way
to get a permanent structure up efficiently. Sec-
ondly, at an aesthetic level, Adrian Forty has recently
argued that concrete’s dominance was, for a period,
such that it took the emphasis away from materials
and was used by some architects to explore shape
and function without the distraction of physical sub-
stance:
Architects of the 1960s and '70s who used con-
crete to escape from, or to transcend, matter did
so under the supposition that concrete had
become normalised as the medium of modernity:
its ubiquitous presence for every kind of ‘modern’
purpose meant that when used for prestige pro-
jects it would not draw attention to itself and
would simply merge into a universe of concrete
modernity.
A third common explanation for concrete’s central
position in post-war architecture is that it was felt
to be an appropriate material for the architecture
of the Welfare State. This association was articulated
in negative form by post-modernist critiques, but in
its positive recent form is captured in John Grin-
drod’s coinage ‘concretopia’, an elision of concrete
and utopia which he uses to encapsulate a pairing
of concrete architecture and progressive political
consensus in Britain from Attlee to Callaghan.?
This narrative emphasises the practical and symbolic
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advantages of concrete —a material whose indus-
trial associations, urban feel, mass-producibility and
connotations of modernity suited the unsentimental,
proudly pragmatic spirit of Welfare State expansion-
ism. An ideal of collective technical endeavour
towards a common good had been cultivated
under the emergency of the Second World War
and then espoused by the 1945 Labour Government
as the fitting mood for post-war reconstruction.
Exposed-concrete hospitals, schools and housing
estates suited this sleeves-rolled-up, mucking-in
Welfare State ethos: a reasonable job for the many
rather than an exquisite job for the few. The New
Brutalism, with its pleasure in materials ‘as found’,
made a virtue of this stripped-back architectural
palette.

This paper examines these three interlocking nar-
ratives of British architectural concrete between the
1950s and the 1970s by looking at the meanings
of concrete for a single case-study architect, Sir
Denys Lasdun (1914-2001). One case study can
neither prove nor refute hypotheses, and any indi-
vidual practice will have atypical aspects, but
Lasdun’s near-universal admiration from his archi-
tectural peers in the 1960s gives his work and his
architectural thinking a significance beyond the
small sample size. Through his most internationally
celebrated schemes, the new University of East
Anglia (UEA, built 1965-70) and the National
Theatre (built 1969-76), he became one of the
most celebrated proponents of exposed-concrete
Modernism in the UK, published and discussed
worldwide.

As befits the interlocking and complex nature of
the three narratives above, the paper will be
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organised not around the narratives in sequence,
but around meanings which can be discerned in
Lasdun'’s use of and writing or speaking about con-
crete. The conclusion will return to the three separ-
ate narratives and draw out of the analysis explicit
judgements on the extent of validity of the three nar-
ratives as accounts of Lasdun'’s use of concrete, and
whether other explanations are also needed.

The first section of this paper looks at Lasdun'’s
structural use of concrete: why he chose it and
how he used it. The case will be made in the
second section that concrete was a central part of
Lasdun’s career-long effort to establish and
defend his creative prerogative as an artist. The
position of exposed concrete and other finishes in
Lasdun’s architectural art will then be investigated:
section three will ask how far Lasdun’s concrete
was derived from Le Corbusier’s; section four will
investigate the influence of clients, planners, the
public and architectural commentators on
Lasdun’s choice of finishes, and will ask whether
exposed concrete was ever a default finish for
Lasdun. Finally, in section five, Lasdun’s National
Theatre, the single biggest arts building of the UK
Welfare State and one of the world’s most
extensive and perfect specimens of board-marked
in- situ concrete, will be used to question the ‘con-
cretopia’ hypothesis, and to propose rebalancing
the understanding of the relationship between poli-
tics, Modernist architecture and exposed concrete
in 1960s" Britain.

This approach to Lasdun’s work accepts his crea-
tive authorship of his designs—a potentially contro-
versial reading of the supremely collaborative art of
architecture. In referring to Lasdun, the constant

involvement of his collaborators is to some extent
taken for granted: architects within the cumber-
somely-named practice “Drake and Lasdun of Fry
Drew Drake and Lasdun” (his practice from 1951
to 1959), and Denys Lasdun & Partners (from
1960); consultant engineers, especially Peter
Dunican and others at Ove Arup & Partners; other
technical consultants; and building contractors and
labourers who produced the structures and finishes
specified by Lasdun and his team. As the second
section of this paper will demonstrate, however,
Lasdun shaped his collaborations and his career
very carefully in order to obtain and retain an
unusual degree of personal control over the design
and completed form and finish of his buildings. It
is more than a convenient shorthand to refer to
the development of these meanings of concrete as
being ‘Lasdun’s’. The emphasis on the individual
architect himself reflects a strongly defended hege-
mony which he held in his design and construction
process. Whilst other models of collaboration were
widespread and increasingly diverse in the decades
after 1945, Lasdun’s defence of an older ideal of
the artist as architect was by no means unique,
and other leading practitioners of the period who
kept comparably close control over their practice
include Ern6 Goldfinger and James Stirling.

1) Lasdun’s structural concrete

It is hardly surprising that as Lasdun began to estab-
lish his independent identity as an architect in the
1950s, much the biggest influence on his architec-
ture was his experience with Berthold Lubetkin’s
practice, Tecton.* After studying at the Architectural
Association in the early 1930s, and a brief period
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working with Wells Coates, Lasdun joined Tecton in
1938, staying there with an interruption for war
service until the dissolution of the practice in 1948.
Even after that Lasdun continued until 1956 to com-
plete the design and execution of a large housing
estate which began within Tecton: the Hallfield
Estate in Paddington.

In the 1930s Tecton had established itself as one
of the most technically competent and artistically
rich practices in the development of viable reinforced
concrete structures for architectural purposes.
Tecton’s understanding of the construction practi-
calities of concrete, as well as its engineering proper-
ties, was grounded in experience, and in a mutually
formative collaboration with Ove Arup and his
practice.”

As a partner in one of the successor practices con-
tinuing Tecton jobs, Lasdun inherited not only a
large concrete building site, and Tecton’s attitude
to concrete, but also the close relationship with
Ove Arup & Partners. Concrete was to remain, as a
structural material, the natural choice for Lasdun
throughout his independent career. This habitual
use of concrete found itself little challenged in the
climate of the UK construction industry during the
1950s and 1960s: with the initial spur of post-war
steel rationing, followed by energetic marketing of
concrete by the cement industry, the building indus-
try developed considerable expertise in the construc-
tion of reinforced concrete by the later 1950s.

Despite the ubiquity of concrete, and fast-
growing construction expertise with it, it remained
by no means necessarily the cheapest structural
option for many buildings where it was used.
Other technical advantages were often cited, and
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excitement at the potential of reinforced concrete
was also a major factor. As Lasdun said in 1965,
‘Believe me, the sweetest music you will ever hear
is “concrete” on your own site.® In the case of the
UEA residences (which went out to contract in
1964), for example, logistical rather than economic
advantages were cited: the engineers (Ove Arup &
Partners), quantity surveyors (Davis Bellfield &
Everest) and architects stated a joint preference for
using a structural system of pre-cast panels, partly
because of a shortage of building labour in
Norwich relative to the amount of construction
going on at the time (Fig. 1). To establish whether
pre-cast panels would be financially viable they put
the design out to tender at the cost plan stage—
earlier than would normally be the case. The cost-
ings from different contractors were strikingly diver-
gent, reflecting different methods, including on- and
off-site casting, and rival ideas for how to crane
pieces into place across a large, boggy site. Five
tenders were obtained for stage one, ranging from
£206,767 to £434,380. Only the lowest of these
beat the quantity surveyors’ estimate for concealed,
structural-brick cross-walls internally: £210,000.”
The one cheaper tender had been questioned by
the quantity surveyors, and slightly increased, but
according to Arups the valuation of its floor units
‘still hardly covers the cost of materials’, and ‘exter-
nal wall units are changed in appearance and will
require further treatment (which was not included
in their price)’

In the estimate for brick vertical structure the
outer walls would still have been concrete, presum-
ably for reasons of architectural expression or aes-
thetics, suggesting that concrete was important to
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Figure 1. University of
East Anglia (UEA),
Denys Lasdun &
Partners, built 1965-70.
Construction
photograph showing
the student residences
being assembled by a
crane on tracks, carrying
pre-cast components
from the casting yard at
the centre of the site.
On the right the
Teaching Wall is being
constructed from a pre-
cast system tied into
in-situ cores. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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Lasdun'’s conception of the buildings. That the archi-
tects and engineers continued to press for pre-cast
concrete throughout, despite its greater cost,
suggests excitement at this construction technique.
Pre-casting was not cheaper, but merely ‘compares
reasonably with a frame built in traditional
construction’.®

This excitement at concrete structural ideas and
construction techniques is seen in the progressive
development of Lasdun’s thinking about structure
through the 1950s and 1960s. He experimented

spatially and compositionally with the options
which reinforced concrete engineering opened up.
Thus the initially cellular tendency of the Hallfield
Estate and Hallfield School (built 1952-5) gave
way to floor-plates supported on columns at the
UEA Teaching Wall and Lasdun’s buildings for the
University of London, where partitions could be
built or demolished as appropriate to changing insti-
tutional needs. This flexibility was achieved by
moving structural columns to the building’s per-
imeter, and to flank circulation routes—places
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where structure would not obstruct possible future
layouts. In an unbuilt scheme for the New
Museums Site, a University of Cambridge science
area (1961-2) and again at UEA (Fig. 2), Lasdun
and his team explored the relationship between
structure and advanced servicing for science labora-
tories, carrying pipes and ducts vertically through
voids in C-shaped concrete columns, and horizon-
tally behind fascia claddings below windows.
Again this integration of servicing and concrete
structure improved future flexibility for disciplines
to grow, shrink or merge by allowing partition
walls to be moved without re-plumbing and
re-wiring. These ideas were being explored too by
the group around Leslie Martin, and by the
nascent architectural design team within Ove Arup
& Partners, soon to become Arup Associates.'® It
is clear from UEA publication drawings that
Lasdun and his team were excited by the challenge
of integrating these new techniques with their plan-
ning ideas into practical, beautiful architecture."
In parallel with servicing, Lasdun explored hybrid
structures, combining pre-cast concrete with
in situ. His 1950s’ pre-cast was often ‘permanent
shuttering”: pre-cast panels into which in-situ con-
crete would be poured, ensuring a more reliable
quality of finish than was available in normal site
conditions. From the mid-1960s onwards Lasdun’s
use of pre-cast concrete grew more extensive: beau-
tifully smooth fascia panels with intricate rainwater
detailing, but also floors and columns were craned
onto the UEA Teaching Wall. In situ was still
present, particularly in stair and lift cores, which
also contained any room shape which did not fit
the standard floor-plate; the versatility of in situ cir-
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cumvented expensive one-off adaptations to the
pre-cast kit. As a bonus, the core stabilised the
pre-cast structure.

Lasdun himself traced the pattern of in-situ core
and pre-cast surrounds to the pre-cast fin-columns
which supported one edge of the floor-plate at Hall-
field School:

The technique of precasting at Liverpool [Univer-

sity Sports Centre, built 1963-6] has developed

from the early experimental precast work done

Figure 2. Unbuilt
scheme for science
towers on the New
Museums Site,
Cambridge, Denys
Lasdun & Partners, c.
1961. The sketch shows
in plan and elevation
the separation of
hollow vertical
structural columns,
which were to carry
services. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Drawings Collection.)
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fourteen years ago at Hallfield School. Both Liver-

pool and Leicester [University, Charles Wilson

Building, built 1964-7], from a structural point

of view, are based on a structural core in situ

with perimeter structure precast.'?

A more poetic structural inspiration was Lasdun'’s
development on the theme of Le Corbusier’s influ-
ential Dom-ino idea. The Dom-ino was an un-
adopted proposal for rapid, industrialised housing
production to meet urgent demand after the First
World War. However, to Lasdun it represented the
idea of a reinforced-concrete architecture where
horizontal plates did not impose divisions on the
space below, as load-bearing walls did. The Dom-
ino seemed to promise vertical discontinuity with
horizontal continuity: very large continuous floor-
plates uninterrupted by anything more substantial
than some widely spaced columns.

The cellular teaching and research buildings
described above had an element of this thinking,
as did the horizontal displacement of decks within
the Royal College of Physicians (RCP, built 1961-
64). The National Theatre took it further, with
large plates of waffle-grid concrete supported only
on the walls round staircases, lifts and vertical
service runs, and on slender slab columns. The rigid-
ity of the waffle grid, strengthened by pre-stressed
concrete perimeter parapets, allowed Lasdun and
his team to place columns to suit aesthetics, and
basement car-parking layouts. Outside, the cantilev-
ered decks almost appear to float.

Lasdun may have used structural concrete by
default, then, but he was serious about understand-
ing and artistically exploiting it.

2) Concrete and the artistic prerogative
If concrete was a major artistic stimulus to Lasdun, it
also allowed him to defend his own artistic freedoms
within the design and construction process. Lasdun
believed he was responsible for producing buildings
which provided something beyond the brief. As he
famously said, ‘our job is to give the client, on time
and on cost, not what he wants, but what he
never dreamed he wanted and, when he gets it,
he recognises it as something he wanted all the
time”."® He defended the status of the architect
strongly when he felt it to be under threat, writing
angrily when UEA proposed to pay fees mid-job in
an attempt to smooth-over disagreements: ‘DL pro-
tested again at the monstrous behaviour of the V
[ice]-C[hancellor] regarding his correspondence on
the subject of fees and he was told bluntly that we
had never been treated by any other client in that
way before and it was not going to happen again.
We did not ask for fees until they were due nor
were we tradesmen.’™ Instead, Lasdun consistently
referred to architecture as an art, and fought to
maintain personal creative control of his output.
The ideal of the architect as a creative visual artist
had always presented practical and intellectual diffi-
culties, but the twentieth century saw immense chal-
lenges to it, imposing on the lead designer
numerous collaborators with varying degrees of
power to change aspects of a scheme. Many of
the most interesting commissions in the 1950s and
1960s were for local authorities, universities and
central government, making architects responsible
to committees as clients. Bureaucratic controls on
commissioning and construction were on the rise,
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and there was pressure towards standardisation of
design and construction techniques.

Simultaneously, increasing structural and techno-
logical sophistication spawned consultants: struc-
tural, mechanical, electrical and acoustic. Quantity
surveyors adjudicated between architects, engin-
eers, clients and contractors, and contractors
themselves sprawled into complex patterns of
sub-contracting to specialists, taking the output
another step from the architect’s control. Local and
central government building regulations and plan-
ning restrictions shaped what architects could do,
and planning departments and the Royal Fine Arts
Commission asserted their rights to aesthetic influ-
ence over designs.

Within architectural partnerships themselves the
amount and scale of work available to successful
teams at the height of the 1960s’ building boom
led some practices to expand considerably. Basil
Spence’s practice, for example, grew rapidly, and
split in the early 1960s into two London practices
and one in Edinburgh, all bearing Spence’s name.

Nor was this increasingly sprawling collaborative-
ness universally resisted by architects as an unwel-
come intrusion. Communist Party architects in
Britain, and their sympathisers, favoured for both
ideological and practical reasons large local and
central government architecture offices, divided
into anonymous, anti-hierarchical teams of archi-
tects, engineers and other technical specialists.'®

Lasdun disagreed strongly with the advocates of
anonymous teamwork and generic building
systems. He and Andrew Derbyshire, a vocal advo-
cate of broad, multi-disciplinary collaboration,
rowed about it publicly during Lasdun'’s lecture inau-
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gurating the RIBA's ‘Architect’s approach to archi-
tecture’ series. When Dan Lacey of the Ministry of
Education gave a talk in the series, advocating
system-building and teamwork, Lasdun lampooned
Lacey's praise for the systems-built Hertfordshire
primary schools in a private memorandum: ‘the
general intellectual level of this talk would have dis-
graced even primary school standards’.'®

If 1950s" and 1960s’ jobs tended to limit the crea-
tive identity of the architect and pushed architects
towards becoming the coordinators of technical
teams, this was never something Lasdun accepted.
Instead he structured his practice, career and each
individual job with increasing skill to wrest control
of the final design from the many rival inputs. He
defended his design autonomy fiercely against intru-
sions. In the process, according to a partner from
Davis Bellfield and Everest, Lasdun'’s preferred quan-
tity surveyors, he did not get the best out of his col-
laborators.'” This seems to have been a price he was
willing to pay: what he lost in collective wisdom from
teamwork he hoped to more than regain in the
undiluted strength of his personal architectural
vision. He did everything he could to establish and
protect this ability to realise his designs in a form
with which he could be satisfied.

Lasdun defended his reputation aggressively in
order to win jobs affording a budget that would
leave room for artistic expression. He pressured jour-
nalists and editors writing about him: ‘DL said his
wish to censor “fact” in McC's article would apply
equally to praise and criticism, i.e. if he liked some-
thing for the wrong reason, based on incorrect
facts, it would be censored.’'® Lasdun controlled
production and publication of images of his
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projects.'® He drafted statements about his architec-
ture, to which he then stuck unwaveringly to avoid
misspeaking: for example, the repeated motif of
the ‘landlocked harbour’ became from 1966 the
recurrent description of the central grassy area at
UEA, used by Lasdun, his partners and associates
whenever they spoke of the project.

Within his office Lasdun defended his personal
artistic power even from partners and associates.
They contributed ideas, but he maintained a veto
over all design work, keeping his practice to a
maximum of around twenty—small enough for
him to lead and oversee the crucial design stages
of every project. Architects such as Edward Cullinan
or Jan Kaplicky, who wanted to establish strong per-
sonal design identities, left Lasdun’s office fairly
quickly. Those who chose to spend their careers in
Lasdun'’s office traded personal control of designs
for working on thrilling jobs in a team dedicated to
the highest standards of architectural art as they
defined it.

In the 1960s, when his reputation was at its
height, Lasdun’s restriction on the amount of work
the practice accepted in order to protect his creative
process from too much time pressure meant refusing
enviable jobs. These included the British Embassy in
Brasilia (later offered to the Smithsons), the BOAC
terminal at Idlewild (later built by Gollins Melvin
Ward) and Dorman Long’s research building (later
offered to James Stirling).?® Turning down high-
budget work takes courage, losing considerable
income for partners and resisting the temptation of
the thrilling outline design stages of a good new
job. So strong was Lasdun’s commitment to this
principle that he rejected all offers of new work

through the five years which represented the
height of his reputation and success: the National
Theatre, won at the end of 1963, is job number
552. Job 553 was Hill House, a commission he
started discussing in the Autumn of 19682

Lasdun also included in the programme extra time
for each design to develop through client consul-
tation, outline design, re-consultation, redesign
and time to detail the final scheme with proper
focus. Thus, when busy, Lasdun alerted prospective
clients to delays before he would start designing
their projects: he told Liverpool University, in Decem-
ber, 1960, of a nine-month delay before he could
start on their sports centre, and in March, 1961,
warned Leicester University of a 14-month delay
before he would begin designing their dining
facility.?

The same desire to keep the time free for architec-
tural design is seen in Lasdun’s disengagement from
the many other activities which often accompany
architectural success. After a brief spell teaching at
the Architectural Association in the early 1950s
Lasdun turned down regular teaching appoint-
ments, rejecting an approach from Yale among
others, although he gave a lot of one-off talks in
architecture schools, and was helpful with groups
wanting to visit his office or his executed buildings.
He also avoided time-consuming posts of honour
or power, refusing to be nominated for the RIBA Pre-
sidency and declining an invitation to lead the Cam-
bridge Department of Architecture on Leslie Martin’s
retirement.?3

Lasdun’s defence of his design autonomy is also
seen in the way he managed the briefing process.
From at least the RCP (records for earlier projects
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are typically too sparse to tell) Lasdun met and talked
with his client committees extensively before starting
to design. He liked whenever possible to observe the
client institution at work. He explained the formative
importance of this consultation in 1965:
All this can be demonstrated by a skeletal model
to a committee, including lay people who may
not be able to read plans. They will have partici-
pated in all the arguments. A trustworthy ration-
ale is built up. [...] The rationale may take six
months or a year or more. It has to be impec-
cable
The main aim was to devise a sound brief based on
properly understanding the needs of the building’s
users. At the same time, this careful involvement of
the committee in developing a rationale also defended
his artistic design process, which would begin in
earnest only once the outline had been agreed.
Lasdun involved his clients heavily in drawing up the
brief, then excluded them entirely from the decisive
phases of his creative design process, to prevent
what he saw as artistic interference. They therefore
needed fully to support the outline:
In their minds [...] each member of the committee
will be dressing that skeletal model up as he thinks
it is going to look, some in stone with mouldings,
others in steel and glass. [The rationale[...]] will
have to sustain the concept when the shock of
its final appearance is made known.?®
Notice that the scheme’s appearance is ‘made
known’ rather than ‘brought forward for consul-
tation’ or any such formulation—aesthetics are
Lasdun’s personal prerogative.
As for planners’ attempts to interfere with his
schemes, Lasdun was even tougher in his defence.
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He researched and normally conformed to every
planning restriction on a site—light angles, plot
ratios, building lines, master plans and so on—in
order not to gamble on planners permitting rule-
breaking, the way an architect like Richard Seifert
often did in the pursuit of increased lettable floor
areas for commercial clients.?® Once Lasdun had fac-
tored in pre-existing restrictions, any further interfer-
ence by planners was fought off energetically. In
controversial cases the Royal Fine Arts Commission
was often involved and generally backed Lasdun's
designs. In his London jobs Lasdun repeatedly organ-
ised private meetings to get LCC or GLC (Greater
London Council) architects and planners on-side.?’

Lasdun’s pronounced pattern of defending his
creative prerogative was furthered by some of the
ways in which he used concrete. In particular,
Lasdun increasingly used the material to defend
designs from artistic interference—witting or unwit-
ting—by engineers or contractors. The first role of
concrete in this defence is that, when used with
structural restraint, concrete allowed architects to
design by rule of thumb initially, with engineers
able retrospectively to calculate reinforcement
requirements without much changing the location,
shape or size of the concrete members.

Lasdun’s designs of the 1950s periodically relied
on spectacular engineering: his winning design for
a pre-stressed concrete bridge competition (1950),
and the footbridge at Whitleigh in Devon that
was commissioned on the strength of that win
(1953-54; Fig. 3), involved close collaboration
with engineers to achieve expressive angularity.
Lasdun’s unsuccessful competition entry for Liver-
pool Metropolitan Cathedral (1960; Fig. 4) involved
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Figure 3. Whitleigh
Footbridge, Devon,
Denys Lasdun of Drake
& Lasdun, 1953-4
(demolished). Pre-
stressed concrete
engineering exploited,
at this early stage in
Lasdun’s career, for
visual effect. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)

a highly expressive roof structure—probably execution a major achievement for Ove Arup &
inspired by the vogue of that moment for hyper-  Partners.

bolic paraboloids—in which twisted strips of roof
spanned the entire church, their apex over the
central altar.?® If he had won the competition it
would presumably have required substantial engin-
eering involvement, just as Jarn Utzon’s winning
Sydney Opera House drawings became in

The RCP represented a last gasp of this sort of
thinking in Lasdun’s work: whilst the structure
does not particularly look like spectacular engineer-
ing, the double cantilevers of the library front, with
the balcony level not even having a continuous
rigid floor-plate to support the corners, are in fact



Downloaded by [Cambridge University Library] at 12:11 10 August 2015

a tour de force of pre-stressing.® After this, the only
time that Lasdun courted serious engineering diffi-
culties was at the National Theatre, where it was
problematic ground conditions, and the volume of
the two larger auditoria and the scale of the fly
towers above which imposed the challenges, not
architectural  shape-making.?® Lasdun’s other
1960s’ buildings tended to stand on concrete struc-
tures chunky enough and with enough columns to
leave room to build-in substantial amounts of steel
reinforcement wherever required. He indulged in
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few histrionically slim cantilevers, curvaceous vaults
or unnecessarily large spans. Instead, by using
similar structural ideas for a sequence of buildings,
Lasdun and his team did not need to discuss with
their engineers every tweak to each design. The
major such sequence in Lasdun’s work begins with
the Charles Wilson Building (Fig. 5), goes on
through libraries at UEA (Fig. 6) and SOAS (Fig. 7),
his second-place-winning competition scheme for
the Burrell Collection (1970), and eventually into
the European Investment Bank in Luxembourg

Figure 4. Unsuccessful
competition design for
Liverpool Metropolitan
Cathedral by Denys
Lasdun & Partners,
1960. This staggered
section shows the way
that every other rib of
the roof starts low on
the perimeter and ends
at the apex, whereas
the ribs they flank start
high on the perimeter
and end at a point
directly below the apex,
the roof between ribs
twisting as it rises.
(Lasdun Archive/RIBA
Library Drawings
Collection.)
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Figure 5. Charles
Wilson Building,
University of Leicester,
Denys Lasdun &
Partners, built 1964-7.
This was the first to be
built of Lasdun’s
sequence of university
buildings largely
constructed and clad in
specially designed
concrete components
cast off-site, and tied
into an in-situ concrete
core. (Photograph by
Barnabas Calder.)
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(1974-80, Fig. 8). By designing in substantial service
runs Lasdun also sought to protect his buildings from
unsightly additions by mechanical and electrical
installers, although some of his clients’ facilities man-
agement teams have not availed themselves of these
in subsequent years.

At a period which gloried in technological inno-
vation, Lasdun almost always resisted the lure of
being first to apply exciting new construction tech-
nologies, concrete or otherwise. Admirers and
opponents of James Stirling or Gillespie Kidd and
Coia argue over the culpability or otherwise of
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their adoption of untried techniques and technol-
ogies which led to major technical problems in
some of their buildings. Lasdun largely avoided the
issue by waiting until a technique was successfully
established before he would use it. His recurrent
use of similar claddings ensured good technical per-
formance, with drainage details, for example,
becoming so well handled that the exposed faces
of Lasdun’s late 1960s’ buildings tend to weather
strikingly well. A handful of his buildings have had
water penetration problems from poor execution
or failed waterproofing technologies on joints, and
in a few cases his in-situ concrete has spalled from
bad work on the building site, but this is the entire
extent of Lasdun’s building failures. His work is, for
a leading architect of his time, strikingly lacking in
technical problems. This caution can be seen as
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another layer of defence, in this case of his all-impor-
tant reputation. Prominent building failures, as Stir-
ling discovered, harm even the most artistically
admired career.

Another way in which Lasdun used concrete to
protect his architectural art from interference or
marring lay in his general preference for pre-cast
concrete surfaces over in situ. As early as 1955 he
wrote of pre-cast as a way of gaining control over
the potential unpredictability of the building site:
at Hallfield School the pre-cast would ‘discipline
and industrialise’ the building process.'

Lasdun’s pre-cast structural claddings developed
increasing sophistication and accomplishment in
the 1960s, starting with the Charles Wilson Building,
Leicester. In Autumn, 1963, just as preparations
for construction began, the University’'s Robbins
Report expansion demanded an increase in capacity
from serving 1,700 lunches to serving 2,750.3 The
pre-cast panels of the original design are in good
condition, but the last-minute in-situ addition to
the roof shows extensive patching where reinforce-
ment rods too near the surface have rusted and
the concrete above them has spalled. The pre-cast,
made in an off-site prefabrication facility, was
cured much more carefully, its temperature con-
trolled by cold water and steam. The depth of
surface concrete protecting the reinforcement bars
from the rainwater and air that would corrode
them could be more reliably controlled, and then
tested after casting with an electronic meter. Any
pieces which were not good enough could simply
be rejected rather than requiring partial demolition
on site.>® UEA's concrete shows a similar difference:
Teaching Wall panels—cast off site in a specialised

Figure 6. The University
of East Anglia (UEA),
Denys Lasdun &
Partners, built 1965-70.
The library shows the
increasingly rich
modelling of Lasdun’s
pre-cast facade systems.
(Photograph by
Barnabas Calder.)
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Figure 7. The School of
Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS), library
extension, Denys
Lasdun & Partners. Part
of the University of
London redevelopment
on site from 1969.
Comparison with UEA
and the Charles Wilson
building shows the
variations in corner
details, depth of
window positions and
proportions. After the
Charles Wilson building
the others make a
clearer expression of the
slab-like perimeter
columns which free the
floor-plate to be
partitioned non-
structurally. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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facility—remain impeccable (Fig. 9), but in-situ walk-
ways and plant towers, and the panels of the resi-
dences pre-cast (uncharacteristically of Lasdun)
with an innovative on-site technigue, spalled in
places and have required repair.

The only building on which risky in-situ concrete
dominates as an exposed surface is the National
Theatre. The decision was not taken lightly, with a
full and cautious specification, careful site monitor-
ing, trial panels, galvanised reinforcement to
prevent rust stains or spalling and the thickness of

concrete cover before the first reinforcement bar
was an inch greater than the normal specification
of the period. The bonding of the unusually white
concrete mixture with the galvanised reinforcement
was then tested, and 20% precautionary extra
strength built in.3* By 1968-9, when the choice of
finishes for the National Theatre was finalised, the
building industry was experienced in producing
really good-quality in situ, and Lasdun’s former
assistant, Derek Potter, recalls driving Lasdun
round London to inspect finishes to see how they

Figure 8. European
Investment Bank,
Luxembourg, Denys
Lasdun, Redhouse &
Softley, 1974-80:
construction
photograph. The ends
of the wings are
stepped—relatives of
the terraces of the
National Theatre—but
the long elevations are
closer to the previous
two illustrations. In the
foreground can be seen
the fibreglass trays into
which the concrete
waffle grid was to be
poured. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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Figure 9. A detail of the
Teaching Wall at the
University of East Anglia
(UEA), c. 2008, showing
the good condition of
the off-site pre-
fabricated concrete,
well-detailed and well-
made to resist
weathering.
(Photograph by
Barnabas Calder.)

Figure 10. Keeling
House, Claredale Street,
Bethnal Green, London,
Drake & Lasdun of Fry,
Drew, Drake & Lasdun,
1956-9. The hefty, mid-
grey in-situ concrete of
the structure, showing
the marks of its wooden
formwork, is clad for
the balcony fronts and
gable ends in smoother,
lighter-coloured pre-
cast panels cast into the
structure as permanent
shuttering. Lasdun
referred to these panels
as 'reconstituted stone’.
The building has since
been coated in a thick
paint which covers the
textures and colours.
(RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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were weathering.3® Even with all this care, and
despite the high quality results obtained at the
National Theatre, this use of exposed, board-
marked in situ for the most important parts of a
building was almost a one-off in his work. After
the National Theatre was completed Lasdun’s
remaining concrete buildings use very little
exposed in-situ concrete. Although the National is
his masterpiece, Lasdun was predominantly a pre-
cast concrete architect, relishing the control it gave
him.

The final way in which concrete interacts with
Lasdun’s defence of the reputation which won him
good commissions, and the artistic freedom which
enabled him to respond with good buildings, lies
in the interaction between Lasdun’s materiality and
other people’s attitudes towards concrete. This is
covered in the following two sections.

3) Lasdun’s attitudes to exposed concrete,
and the influence of Le Corbusier

The next two sections investigate the intertwined
issues of Lasdun’s own attitudes towards exposed

concrete, and his willingness or otherwise to be
influenced by the attitudes of others to the material.
To put it another way, they ask how far Lasdun’s
finishes were part of the mechanism by which
Lasdun defended his artistic vision, and how far
they were part of the artistic vision which he
worked so hard to defend.

The hypothesis stated in the Introduction, that Le
Corbusier was the key influence for post-war British
architecture, unsurprisingly receives support from
the career of Lasdun, who explicitly recognised the
influence of Le Corbusier but of almost no other
contemporary architects.*® One can tell the tale of
Lasdun’s developing use of exposed concrete
through the 1950s and 1960s as increasingly coura-
geous echoes of Le Corbusier's Unité d’habitation,
but later in this section a nuancing of this view will
be proposed.

Lasdun’s early 1950s’ concrete (Hallfield Estate,
Hallfield School, Usk Street housing) is almost
entirely clad in pre-cast permanent shuttering and
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brick. At Keeling House, Claredale Street, built
1956-9 (Fig. 10) pre-cast and brick still predomi-
nate but have been joined by quite substantial
amounts of board-marked in-situ concrete reminis-
cent of Le Corbusier's mixture of pre-cast and
in situ at the unités and La Tourette. However,
even in a lower-budget building like Keeling
House, the board-marked in situ appears on sec-
ondary elements like the service core, the side
walls and the base, whilst the balcony fronts,
access decks and main gables were clad in
smooth white pre-cast panels laid in a pattern remi-
niscent of Le Corbusier's cladding at the Pavillon
Suisse, which Lasdun reported as the single
biggest influence on his own work.3’

At Lasdun’s luxury flats overlooking Green Park, in
St James's Place, Westminster, built 1958-61, the
use of exposed concrete is even more suggestive
of a growing personal predilection for the material:
the site, next to Vardy's eighteenth-century
Spencer House, was sensitive even in the climate
of the 1950s.38 What looks from a distance like
exposed concrete on Lasdun’s exterior is mostly
polished grey granite, but on the roof, where
Lasdun and his multi-millionaire client escaped the
eyes of planners and neighbours, Lasdun indulged
in a little Corbusian fantasy (Fig. 11): the roof
garden echoes from the roof of the Marseille unité
a zigzag concrete staircase with simple metal hand-
rail, and exposed board-marked concrete walls.

With the university commissions of the early- to
mid-1960s, Lasdun'’s attitude to concrete seems to
have become bolder or more positive: their
budgets were considerably tighter than those of
the RCP or the St James's Place flats, and their con-
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texts were typically less historically sensitive than
either Green Park or Regent's Park. However, the
prestige of university buildings was high at a
period when higher education and university
research were being expanded in an atmosphere
of optimism and positivity, and when new British
university buildings were being published interna-
tionally as exemplary. At Leicester, Liverpool, UEA,
Cambridge and London, Lasdun became increas-
ingly confident and muscular in exposing pre-cast
concrete beneath magnificently forceful, over-
scaled in-situ service towers.

Board-marked in situ nevertheless remained a
lower-status material in Lasdun’s palette until

Figure 11. Flats at 26,
St James's Place,
London, Drake &
Lasdun of Fry, Drew,
Drake & Lasdun,
completed by Denys
Lasdun & Partners,
1958-61. Above the
granite, brick and
bronze of the luxury
flats below, the
penthouse roof-garden
of the client allowed the
tougher Corbusian
vocabulary of exposed
concrete to emerge.
(Lasdun Archive/RIBA
Library Photographs
Collection.)
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Figure 12. The National
Theatre, Denys Lasdun
& Partners, 1969-76.
Detail of the strongly
textured, wood-
shuttered, in-situ
concrete of the foyers.
(Architectural Press
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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1968-9, when Lasdun suddenly used it for presti-
gious parts of two high-budget buildings. We
have seen above its predominance at the National
Theatre. Where brick appears, in the landscaping
and on the workshop block to the rear, it defers
to the concrete, and all signage, carpets, fittings
and furnishings were rigorously understated to
allow the beauty, expressiveness and refinement
of the concrete surfaces to dominate. | have
suggested elsewhere that the choice of this con-
crete finish may have been influenced by the aes-
thetics of the beautiful models of the National
Theatre which had been its only physical expression
for five years by the time the building went on site:
the grainy texture of the concrete resembles strik-
ingly the grainy balsa of the models, especially in
the high-contrast black and white photographs
Lasdun commissioned both of models and of fin-
ished building.®

Whatever the balance of balsa models and Cor-
busian influence on Lasdun’s concrete textures,
they were never nearly as rough as Le Corbusier’s,
and this seems to me to be a qualitative difference
not just a quantitative one. Partly through the site
conditions of the immediate post-war moment in
France, partly through his preference in his later
years for workmanship that was mal foutu
(‘messed up’) Le Corbusier’s finishes at the unité
and above all at La Tourette are rough, and in
the latter case sometimes shockingly s0.%
Lasdun’s concrete never plays with this artistic
capability to disconcert and to remind you of the
messiness and uncertainty of the building site. |
would argue that this is not a failure of courage
in Lasdun’'s work, but a deliberate choice of a

different route: the sensibility of Lasdun’s concrete
seems closer to that of Mies van der Rohe's steel.
For his honeymoon in 1954 Lasdun visited
Chicago, not France, meeting Mies and visiting
the IIT and the Lake Shore Drive flats. Whilst the
influence of Mies is generally less apparent in Bru-
talist architecture after the Smithsons’ Hunstanton
School than the obvious concreteyness of Le Cor-
busier, the craft of Lasdun’s architecture has con-
siderably more in common with the German
perfectionist than the Swiss primitivist. This is seen
in the rarity of Lasdun putting his faith in the
messy building site to produce his concrete finishes,
more often trusting the quality control of factory
pre-cast as discussed above.

The Miesian sensibility also appears in the excep-
tional quality of in-situ finishes which Lasdun’s
team and the contractors, McAlpine’s, managed to
achieve at the National Theatre: the carpentry for
the formwork was so neat, and the mixing,
pouring and vibration so good that corners are
impeccably sharp and clean, and there is little honey-
combing (Fig. 12). Even though the textures of the
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wood boards are expressed with exemplary clarity,
only in an area of the basement clearly used for
experimenting with board-marking techniques
have fragments of the wood become inextricably
set into the concrete surface so that they pulled off
during the striking of the formwork and remain
visible now. By the time they got to the superstruc-
ture such mistakes were avoided or the work was
condemned. The National Theatre’'s concrete was
cured meticulously and for longer than usual under
wet fabric to prevent the exothermic setting
process from causing crazing or cracking.*' Joints
between one lift (a single session of pouring) and
the next were concealed by the formwork carpen-
ters and concrete pourers with the highest craft to
produce architectural continuity. This artful building
craft resembles more closely Mies's impeccable
welded and sanded steel, concealing construction
processes in favour of a perfect spatial and structural
expression, than Le Corbusier’s celebration of con-
crete construction processes in all their potentially
distracting messiness.

Supporting this view of Lasdun as being signifi-
cantly influenced by Mies as well as Le Corbusier, a
group of Lasdun’s elevations dating from the
1950s to the 1970s were clad in dark brown,
bronze-anodised aluminium and tinted glass remi-
niscent of Mies’s Seagram Building: Peter Robinson
department store, built 1957-9 (Fig. 13); University
of London spine block, on site 1969, and not
unlike the Seagram Building lain on its side on con-
crete legs (Fig. 14); early-1970s schemes for a Fench-
urch Street office building (Fig. 15).

At almost exactly the same moment that Lasdun
specified high-craft, board-marked in situ for the
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National Theatre, he also did so for Hill House, a
private country house on a good budget (built
1971-2). If this is a matter of Corbusian influence
working its way into Lasdun’s design vocabulary, it
took its time: Lasdun’s two prestigious in-situ pro-
jects were specified in 1968-9, several years after
Le Corbusier's death and twenty-two years after
the first unité went on site. If Lasdun’s finishes
were predominantly a matter of personal artistic pre-
ference, this slowness suggests either that he was
not immediately enamoured of Le Corbusier’s con-
crete or that he took time to gain confidence that
in-situ work could be produced to a sufficiently resi-
lient and reliable standard for prestigious parts of
prestigious buildings.

The danger of regarding Lasdun’s materiality as
being a slow progression towards full Corbusianism
(and most British architects of the period showed
similar caution in following Le Corbusier’s lead) is
that it places Lasdun’s other work of the 1950s
and 1960s into a second-best category: architecture
where Lasdun’s nerve failed and he did not muster
the strength to push through exposed in situ. In
fact the different stages of Lasdun’s materiality
each have their own dynamics and their own
strengths. The National Theatre is undoubtedly a
remarkable statement of form and texture, but the
RCP has its own qualities as the last and most
refined expression of Tecton's black-and-white
material contrasts (Fig. 16). The RCP has a Mannerist
sophistication which Lasdun then abandoned, but
which was magnificent: never again would Lasdun
achieve such openly artistic effects as the contrast
of the taut rectilinearity of the white, apparently
floating library, standing on its too-slender
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Figure 13. Peter
Robinson department
store, The Strand,
London, 1957-9
(demolished), Drake &
Lasdun of Fry, Drew,
Drake & Lasdun. The
upper fagade is clad in a
specially made pressed-
bronze system, unlike
Lasdun’s later dark-
brown buildings, which
exploited the increasing
availability of bronze-
anodised aluminium.
(Henk Snoek/RIBA
Library Photographs
Collection.)
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columns, with the sullen dark brick of the lecture
theatre, humped into the ground and distorted in
ways which should not be possible for a brick wall.
One seems barely to touch the ground, the other
barely to surface above it. One is elegant, the
other threatening. One allows free entrance below,
the other recalls primitive defences or perhaps a
high-status stone-age burial. The juxtaposed

elements could be read as the extremes of human
experience and achievement: the white library
appears as a statement (Lasdun’s equivalent of
Mies's later Neue Nationalgalerie) of what Schinkel
or Iktinos and Kallikrates would have done with
twentieth-century engineering; the black lecture
theatre seems to speak of natural disaster or
nuclear holocaust, its melted, twisting walls and
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Figure 14. The
University of London
spine block, Denys
Lasdun & Partners, from
1969. Lasdun's use of
bronze-anodised
aluminium and tinted
glass gives the block a
Miesian, monolithic
appearance.
(Photograph by
Barnabas Calder.)
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Figure 15. Early scheme
(not as built) for an
office building in
Fenchurch Street, City
of London, 1970s,
Denys Lasdun,
Redhouse & Softley. In
its dark-glazed
monumentality, a clear
relative of the University
of London block.
(Lasdun Archive/RIBA
Library Photographs
Collection.)

single half-buried window speaking of chaos and
catastrophe.

A similarly rich palette of stone, bronze and poss-
ibly exposed concrete was contemplated for the
unbuilt Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors
(RICS) in Parliament Square as late as 1963 (Fig.
17), but it fell through after long delays caused by

Leslie Martin’s Westminster master plan, leaving
the RCP as the last Lasdun building until the 1980s
to explore materials other than concrete with brick
or aluminium. Although the National Theatre or
Christ's College New Court (built 1969-70) are
hard to beat for rigorous clarity, and expression of
structure and construction, the RCP is just as com-
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plete and remarkable an achievement in a more
openly artistic architecture. Whilst Lasdun’s
materials at the RCP and St James's Place obviously
respond to sensitive contexts and wealthy clients’
appetites for prestigious buildings, they should not
be read as exposed concrete buildings papered
over—against the architect's preferences—in molli-
fying claddings. Rather their designs exploited
ample budgets to explore the artistic possibilities of
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coloured and textured surfaces which are openly,
unapologetically, claddings to concrete structure.

4) 'Go too far...and ... you'll not build":
Lasdun’s finishes and other people’s attitudes
to concrete

Whatever his internal creative dynamics, Lasdun was
certainly influenced in his choice of materials not
only by the call of Le Corbusier and Mies, but by

Figure 16. The Royal
College of Physicians of
London, Denys Lasdun
& Partners, 1961-4. The
creamy white of the
porcelain tiles on the
rectilinear, floating-
looking library block are
offset against the dark,
rough engineering brick
of the bent-walled
lecture theatre to its
right. The two materials
pick up the stucco and
slate of the John Nash
terraces beyond.
(Lasdun Archive/RIBA
Library Photographs
Collection.)
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Figure 17. Unbuilt
scheme for the Royal
Institution of Chartered
Surveyors (RICS),
Parliament Square,
London, Denys Lasdun
& Partners, designed
from 1963. The purpose
of the building was
broadly similar to that of
the RCP, and the
materials would
probably have been
comparably elegant and
opulent. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Drawings Collection.)
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the acceptability of given finishes to clients and to
architectural commentators. As he said in his 1965
talk, ‘go too far beyond society’s sanction and you
may prophesy, but you'll not build!"**> What were
the interactions between Lasdun'’s choice of finishes
and the apparent preferences of his clients and of
the architectural world?

If the RCP and the Green Park flats concealed their
concrete partly out of deference to their historically

BENIS LASOUN & PARTNERS
Gt

S0 0UEEN ANNE STREET, W 1
Tiesnas ator 1458

sensitive contexts, there are indications in some
low-budget schemes of the 1950s that Lasdun did
not wish to use much exposed concrete. In the Hall-
field School designs he repeatedly appears to have
considered the possibility of tiling the concrete para-
pets (a common Tecton finish for in-situ work).*?
More strikingly, at Keeling House and elsewhere,
Lasdun’s drawings label the concrete permanent
shuttering ‘reconstituted stone’, and at his Peter
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Robinson department store in The Strand a text
refers to ‘reconstructed Portland stone’.** Whatever
the reasons for these euphemisms (perhaps to
please clients or planners, or to indicate an aspira-
tion for high-quality concrete), they are puzzling in
a proudly Modernist architect at a moment associ-
ated in the historical imagination with the glorifica-
tion of concrete and the rejection of bourgeois
stone veneers.

As late as 1961 Lasdun told an audience at the
Bartlett that it was a ‘mistake to use bare concrete,
laymen invariably consider it unfinished’.*> This
appears a surprising concession to popular taste in
an architect whose buildings seem so courageously
themselves, and at a time when opposition to con-
crete is not generally acknowledged as a major
force—the more so because he was talking to a
safely architectural audience.® At the time of the
Bartlett talk the RCP and St James's Place, with
their elegant exposed concrete trimmings, were on
site, and he had recently completed the Claredale
Street flats with their exposed in-situ and pre-cast
mix. Months later Lasdun received unwelcome con-
firmation that public opinion could be anti-concrete:
a survey of residents’ attitudes to Claredale Street
reported the comments of ‘Mrs L": ‘It looks shocking.
It doesn’t look as if it's finished off. | don't think I've
heard anyone say a good word about the appear-
ance of this building quite honestly."#”

Despite this, within the following five years
Lasdun was to specify exposed concrete as the
most recurrent external finish in his clutch of univer-
sity buildings. Perhaps the quality of pre-cast he
could get for his university buildings put them in
the ‘reconstituted stone’ category, or perhaps his
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expectations of aesthetic sophistication amongst
students and academics were higher than for the
‘laymen’ mentioned in his Bartlett talk. The change
in Lasdun’s attitude to finishes for luxury buildings
seems to have come after 1963, when he argued
strongly for the RICS not only to stone-clad its build-
ing, but to spend £60,500 extra on dark granite
rather than Portland stone.*® With characteristic
brio Lasdun argued that the majority of the buildings
around were already faced in limestone, so the RICS
should in contrast be ‘sombre and recessive’.*

By 1964 or 1965, Lasdun’s conversion to exposed
concrete was complete. Earlier luxury buildings’
opulent claddings were artistically rich, but also grat-
ified the clients’ sense of dignity, keeping Lasdun’s
powder dry to prevail on other points. From the
mid-1960s he seems to have regarded exposed con-
crete as part of the artistic vision he would fight to
protect: in talks with planners about the University
of London he referred to concrete evasively as ‘a
stone-like finish’.*° In the case of Hill House it is
even clearer that finishes were for the architects to
determine: the client ‘asked if we had any ideas on
materials. DL said it would almost certainly be con-
crete, precast sections, similar to other work in the
office, very light grey, inside and outside, no
plaster.”’

As built, Hill House (Fig. 18) used board-marked in
situ for structure, with infill walls of concrete block-
work. This was, as now, normally a cheap, utilitarian
material. However, at Hill House the surface block-
work was a refined off-white finish laid with con-
siderable craft skill as a cladding to cheap, ordinary
blockwork behind (Fig. 19). The clients endorsed
the material choices: they were shown the in-situ
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Figure 18. Hill House,
Denys Lasdun &
Partners, 1971-2.
Blockwork and in situ
are nearly ubiquitous
inside and out, in a
scheme where they are
perhaps unexpected: a
wealthy patron’s
country house. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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work at the RCP and they threw a bucket of water
over a sample blockwork wall to verify that it
looked good after rain. However, the initiative for
this boldly concrete palette came firmly from the
architects.

At the National Theatre Lasdun showed consider-
able determination and guile in pushing through his
concrete finishes. When the materiality of the build-
ing came up at the GLC in January, 1968, Lasdun by
his own account dodged it:

What would the external material of the building

be?

Non committal answer by DL.>2
Lasdun'’s caution about discussing exposed concrete
with the GLC suggests that for the clients at least,
concrete was not, as Forty suggests, an automatic
default choice: a fortnight after the GLC meeting
Lasdun was told in a telephone conversation that
‘members [of the GLC are] interested in facing
materials. Not keen on concrete.”®® Shortly after
this Lasdun’s partner Peter Softley’s memorandum

of a telephone call from Lord Cottesloe, Chairman
of the client committee, shows the extent of the con-
fusion caused by Lasdun’s earlier ‘noncommittal
answer":
[Cottesloe] understood you [Lasdun] to have said
at the GLC that the building was to be faced in
Portland stone. He would like to know the saving
if this were reduced to bare concrete, though he
fully realised that bare concrete was out of the
question. P[eter] S[oftley] told him that the external
finish was covered in the cost plan estimate by a
sum of money, and that this sum would not
allow the use of Portland stone throughout. PS
considered it would be most unwise to make any
further reduction in this item.>*
Softley’s tactful equivocation suggests that all such
discussions were Lasdun’s to handle. Lasdun rang
Cottesloe back: ‘at no time whatsoever have | ever
said that the building would be in Portland stone
finish, and they have no reason to assume that what-
ever. No further savings can be made.”>®
It was early the following month that the final
word was given on facings as far as Lasdun was con-
cerned. At a meeting at the Arts Council Lasdun was
pressured to reduce the costs of a building which
had already received substantial cuts: ‘during the
meeting DL&P were questioned from various quar-
ters as to what further economies they could make
as architects. This included talk about terraces, walk-
ways etc. DL SAID NIL, AND THEY COULD TAKE AS
CERTAIN THAT THE FINISH OF THE BUILDING
WOULD NOW BE CONCRETE."*®
The picture is clear of Lasdun forcing through the
decision to use concrete as a finish in the teeth of
opposition from one of the two main funders of
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the project (the other being central government).
The change from his attitude at the Bartlett seven
years earlier, or the RICS in 1963, could hardly be
more striking. Between 1963 and 1968 Lasdun
went from choosing finishes which would please
his clients for his higher-budget buildings, to choos-
ing materials which he felt were architecturally right,
even if he had to force through the decision to use
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them against client opposition. This change
coincides with the five years when he stopped
accepting new jobs: perhaps the more convention-
ally alluring materiality of the Green Park flats, the
RCP and the unbuilt RICS was partly a matter of
avoiding scaring off other such prestigious clients.
Yet this more assertive attitude to choosing con-
crete as a finish may not have been straightforwardly

Figure 19. Hill House
during construction, c.
1971. An ordinary
quality of blockwork
finishing can be seen on
parts of the building
which will soon
disappear behind the
highly refined surface
blockwork, very light
grey and laid with
precision. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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a matter of personal preference either: there are
pushes towards a tougher material vocabulary, as
well as pulls. The overt artistry of the RCP was prob-
ably abandoned partly under pressure from within
the architectural world. Looking back on the RCP
from a year after its opening Lasdun was to say
somewhat ruefully, ‘before | forget the bloody
struggles of its design, | shall have to return and
feed back to myself the devastating lesson that all
of us have to accept—that the great art of architec-
ture is the art of concealing the art of architecture.’>”
Whilst published reviews of the RCP tended to be
admiring, there are a few indications that there were
criticisms of it in the mid-1960s architectural milieu
of London. The most striking is an unpublished
review of the building intended for the Architects’
Journal. It was written by Peter Scher, and it recog-
nises the remarkable artistry of the architecture
(the article opens: ‘this building is a work of art’).
This is repeatedly undercut, however, by implicit
and explicit criticisms:
The design has nothing to ‘say’ about society,
the profession of medicine, the client’s brief; or
about technology, system building, programming
or value-for-money [sic]; nor does it embody any
new architectural idea or concept. [...] It is diffi-
cult to see this building as anything other than
the sacred palace of a traditionally powerful
and wealthy elite. [...] The provision of space,
equipment and services, and the quality of
materials and finishes are as lavish as anyone
could wish, and this seems to raise some archi-
tectural eyebrows. [...] There is no ‘idea’ under-
lying the design and while it gives great visual
pleasure it gives nothing else.®

If granite, brick and porcelain tile had been the ways
to please clients with the money and sites for high-
profile luxury buildings, tough, chunky exposed
concrete was the way to please architectural com-
mentators of the later 1960s. Concrete, and particu-
larly pre-cast, opened up the possibility of the
architecture speaking more clearly (at the least) of
system building and technology. Once Lasdun had
more offers of prestigious work than he had time
to accept, he appears to have focused more asser-
tively on producing buildings which would be
respected by the architecturally sophisticated. In
ceasing to clad his concrete he lost some of the
rich colour contrast of his earlier schemes, and fore-
went Mannerist play of materials. His buildings of
the late 1960s have about them, instead, an attrac-
tive unity of expressed construction and material:
‘form, space, structure, and surface made manifest
by the nature of concrete’.>® This rigour and unity
is the beneficiary of the somewhat puritanical critical
atmosphere of the 1960s. And if Lasdun had to
restrain his instinct to rich curvaceous shapes his
expressiveness found its way out instead in the com-
position of straight lines, in the chunkiness and
weight of his components, and in splendid flashes
of architectural aggression like the street front of
Christ's College, Cambridge (Fig. 20) or the austere
massiveness of the unrelieved fly tower profiles at
the National Theatre.

In adopting an orthodox Modernist position,
Lasdun profited from considerable architectural soli-
darity. Lasdun’s obdurate insistence on exposed con-
crete at the National Theatre won the support of the
GLC’s own Chief Architect, Hubert Bennett, who
met Lasdun to advise him on how to bully and



Downloaded by [Cambridge University Library] at 12:11 10 August 2015

cajole Bennett's own employer, the GLC, into

accepting exposed concrete:
DL arranged with H[ubert] B[ennett] that DL
should appear personally in front of Committee
when the subject of finishes was being dis-
cussed. HB would support us throughout and
suggested that we emphasised that because of
noise (helicopters etc) the building had to be a
dense, concrete structure. We should elaborate
the theme that it is a transparent building
where soffites [sic] will dominate and where
there are walls (unlike the Q[ueen] E[lizabeth]
Hlall]) they will be faced in high quality
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‘masonry blocks’ or exposed aggregate to

match and rhyme with Waterloo Bridge, includ-

ing bush hammering.®°
Bennett later advised ‘a more appetising description
of materials. [...] It was important to mention,
among other things, planting, the modelling of the
soffitts [sic] and the type of aggregate to be used.
He should avoid referring to “grey” materials and
descriptions such as “masonry blocks”, “metal
roofing” which would suggest breeze and corru-
gated iron.’®!

This suggests that briefly in the later 1960s
exposed concrete was generally approved within
the architectural world, but it also underlines that
even at this high-point for concrete there were
noisy voices against it from outsiders. As for
board-marked in situ, its period of acceptance as
a finish to be seen close up in important parts of
a building was strikingly transitory in Lasdun’s
work. Although the in situ is exceptionally fine at
both the National Theatre and Hill House, after
they were on site Lasdun hardly ever specified
exposed board-marked concrete again. This may
in part have arisen from difficulties of colour and
quality which had involved the demolition of parts
of the concrete structure of Hill House. Because
of this, or cost, or changing public and client
taste, Lasdun’s later 1970s’ and 1980s’ concrete
buildings—including the European Investment
Bank and IBM's London Marketing Centre: the
latter a carefully-composed neighbour to the
National Theatre, on site 1983 (Fig. 21)—tended
to use pre-cast claddings all over, even on plant
rooms and stairs where he might in the 1960s
have didactically exposed the in situ.®?

Figure 20. New Court,
Christ’s College,
Cambridge, Denys
Lasdun & Partners,
1969-70. Darker-
coloured in-situ decks,
columns and rooftop
service housings
contrast with near-
white pre-cast panels, a
characteristically clear
expression of structure
and construction in the
external architecture.
(Lasdun Archive/RIBA
Library Photographs
Collection.)
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Figure 21. IBM Central
London Marketing
Centre (left), Denys
Lasdun, Redhouse &
Softley, 1983. Although
in its use of terraced
decks, blue engineering
bricks and concrete,
and in its careful
massing, Lasdun’s IBM
was designed as the
ideal neighbour for his
masterpiece, the
National Theatre, its
concrete is not in fact
the same. The use of
pre-cast panels with
exposed aggregate
demonstrates his move
away from exposed in
situ in the later 1970s
and 1980s. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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Of course, the microcosmic approach of looking
at a single study cannot rule out the possibility of
other cases being entirely different, but in Lasdun’s
career Forty's picture of concrete as a default
material is not supported. On the contrary, the
position of exposed concrete in Lasdun’s work is a
constantly shifting balance, representing his tight-
rope-walk between rejection by clients or attacks
by the press on the one hand, and on the other accu-
sations from within the London architecture world of
crowd-pleasing, opulent irrelevance.

5) Concrete as a metaphor for political
‘consensus’

Since the 1980s the idea of the ‘post-war consensus’
has been under challenge from political historians.®®
Yet discussion of architecture from Attlee to Calla-
ghan often seems at least implicitly to accept the
notion of a leftist consensus based around an
expanding Welfare State. The association between
this political tendency and concrete architecture is
widely accepted. However, the origins and architec-
ture of the National Theatre—arguably the high
water mark both of Welfare State support for the
arts and of British exposed concrete architecture—
tell a more complicated tale of the politics of the
Welfare State. The influential figures who secured
funding for the National Theatre over three
decades of compromise and negotiation were from
apparently opposed political positions, and the
building which results embodies more of these con-
tradictions than might at first sight appear.

The National Theatre began as a nineteenth-
century private fund-raising campaign amongst
wealthy individuals, and remained so until the
Second World War, when the LCC incorporated it
into plans for a rebuilt South Bank to improve the sur-
roundings of their headquarters at County Hall. From
then on the LCC offered site and subsidy to the
National Theatre project, bringing it into being. The
Leader of the LCC from 1947 until 1965, Isaac
Hayward, whose support for the arts saw him even-
tually giving his name to the South Bank Centre’s
gallery, had started out in the mines in Wales
before making his way up through union politics to
the top of the LCC. His story fits the stereotypes of
the Welfare State well: a working-class left-winger
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supporting subsidised provision of the arts in order to
widen access to previously unaffordable high culture.
The central government support was different.
The National Theatre was first offered significant
government subsidy in 1948-9, thanks in consider-
able part to energetic behind-the-scenes lobbying
by Oliver Lyttelton, who had served as arms minister
in Churchill’s wartime government. Lyttelton was an
old Etonian, a Tory and an aristocrat, and he stated
quite openly his reasons for supporting the National
Theatre, beginning with national prestige, then con-
tinuing:
A national theatre in Great Britain would help to
keep undefiled the purity of the English language,
the accents in which it is uttered, the grammar
and the syntax in which it is cast, by setting a stan-
dard springing from the glorious English of
Shakespeare of which we are the proud but |
must say somewhat negligent heirs.®*
Lyttelton explains his personal reasons for backing
the National Theatre project:
My father and mother were both concerned with
the original project nearly 40 years ago, and | am
very glad to think that my mother lived long
enough to know of the introduction of this Bill.
So | support the Bill wholeheartedly on its
merits. | support it also out of filial piety and
from the association, not a short one, which |
have had with the project.®®
If that smacks of old patterns of familial and personal
aristocratic patronage, but pursued now through
influence rather than financial donation, it is not
something which he attempts to hide, praising
Lord Esher's role in negotiating the National
Theatre Bill with government:
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It has not been Lord Esher's privilege or good
fortune to live in an age when, as a Maecenas,
he could have supported the drama out of his
own resources, but within the limits of the poss-
ible in our age no one has worked more devotedly
than he.®®
In other words Lyttelton argued for the same insti-
tution as Hayward, but on grounds of nationalism,
class and hereditary privilege.

Along with these representatives of the working
class left and the aristocratic right, a third faction
gave loud support to the creation of the National
Theatre: the theatrical avant-garde. The likes of
the theatre critic Kenneth Tynan campaigned
noisily against prolonged delays and recurrent
near-cancellations of the National, arguing for it
as a crucible for exciting new artistic experimen-
tation.®’

These three groups made an unlikely coalition,
but together they pushed through the funding
which brought the National Theatre into being.
The LCC and Lyttelton’s Tory grandees came
together comparatively smoothly, forming a coher-
ent and experienced committee which would steer
the National Theatre through long years of plan-
ning and campaigning during which cancellation
could arise easily from bad publicity or an economic
downturn. James Callaghan, having recently
stepped down as Chancellor of the Exchequer,
advised Lasdun that ‘the scheme must be com-
mitted, even by stretching all approved facts to
their limits. The money will be forthcoming once
it is started.’®® In other words promise whatever
you must to get the building on site, after which
it will be much harder to cancel.
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The original terms on which the National Theatre
and Opera House won parliamentary approval were
that two auditoria, one big and one small, would
serve both opera and theatre, including merging
the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) with the
nascent NT Company. Within months of starting
design discussions under that remit the South Bank
Theatre and Opera House Board (abbreviated gener-
ally to South Bank Board: SBB) oversaw an increase
to five auditoria, accompanied by lavish facilities,
with the RSC remaining independent. The discus-
sions show no signs of having ever set out to stay
within a brief which the SBB presumably deemed
to be merely a temporary political fudge of the sort
Callaghan was to recommend.

With such a potentially controversial expansion of
their brief, the SBB wished its plans to remain secret
until it brought out an architecturally and theatrically
stunning scheme which would win public, parlia-
mentary and LCC support across political divisions,
despite its much higher cost than the £2.3M or so
predicted by the LCC in 1961 when it offered to
pay all but the government's £1M of the cost.®®
Yet this tactic brought intrinsic weaknesses: to
avoid bad publicity the SBB was obliged to accept
the partial co-opting of the briefing process by a
self-appointed Building Committee. Called together
originally by Laurence Olivier to draw up an outline
brief for the appointment of an architect, this
group rapidly assumed the role of de facto client,
despite the presence on it of Peter Hall and Peter
Brook, at the time directors of the National’s main
rival, the RSC.”°

Privately, the Secretary of the SBB did not admire
the Building Committee: ‘as we shall have to try to

carry these chaps with us, | don't think that this
further indulgence is anything more than tiresome,
although there is little sense behind it'.”! This is
annotated, presumably by the Chairman, Lord Cot-
tesloe, ‘Quite right. C'. Lasdun, too, found Olivier's
committee problematic; they rarely resolved any
point, and periodically exploded into paranoia:
‘attack Lasdun—we’'ve been the victims of a sort
of confidence trick."”? If the building were ever to
become a reality, each side had to try not to
trigger an externally visible crisis which might lead
to cancellation, even if staying quiet meant putting
up with developments they did not welcome.

Although in many respects this made it (and
other jobs like it) ‘fairly good hell’ for the architects,
it also opened up certain freedoms.”®> At the
National Theatre not only the GLC and Lord Cotte-
sloe opposed the use of exposed concrete, as
shown above, but Olivier also had his reservations
(wondering ‘whether finishes of NT would be like
those at UEA which he had seen and which he
had heard criticised’).”* Yet with the project in criti-
cal final negotiations Lasdun could push it through
whatever their views, offering them the choice
between an exposed concrete theatre and no
theatre at all.

This might at first appear irresponsible: an archi-
tect exploiting a delicately balanced political situ-
ation to put the wishes of his clients second to the
preferences of architecture critics such as Scher.
Yet the architecture—and in particular the material
expression—of the National Theatre embodies with
bizarre accuracy the messy coalition which brought
it into being. First, exposed concrete was the
material of many of London’s most high-profile
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housing schemes, schools, leisure centres and hospi-
tals, tying the National Theatre in with the national
and local Welfare State. The association between
concrete and these publicly provided facilities for
all echoes Hayward's preoccupation with universal
access to the arts.

Secondly, the cool, sophisticated architecture and
free-access foyers of the National Theatre (Fig. 22)
pick up not only on Hayward’s egalitarianism but
also on the avant-garde theatre world’'s 1960s’
interest in informal happenings, and in the pro-
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vision of non-directive space for people to impro-
vise the dramas of their lives; Joan Littlewood's
and Cedric Price’s Fun Palace schemes would
have provided even more of this sort of space,
but the National Theatre still gives plenty of it,
indoor and outdoor, with fine views over the
Thames. Lasdun referred to the foyers and terraces
as the ‘fourth theatre’ in the complex along with
the three enclosed auditoria.”® Lasdun’s use of con-
crete aimed to remove the walls of the foyers,
extending public spaces out to the river front and
Waterloo Bridge, inviting in passers-by, and
turning city and foyer alike into a mutual, informal,
unplanned theatrical spectacle. Exposed concrete,

Figure 22. The National
Theatre, Denys Lasdun
& Partners, 1969-76.
The architecture mixes
grandeur with
informality and the
concrete combines high
craft with apparent
economy. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)

Figure 23. Offices in
Fenchurch Street, Denys
Lasdun, Redhouse &
Softley, 1985. This
building and Milton
Court show Lasdun in
his late work moving
away from external
exposed concrete at the
height of the material’s
unpopularity. (John
Donat/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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Figure 24. Milton
Court, London, Denys
Lasdun, Peter Softley &
Associates, 1989.
(Lasdun Archive/RIBA
Library Photographs
Collection.)
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with its avant-garde architectural associations,
suited this casual sophistication.

Thirdly, and most surprisingly, Oliver Lyttelton’s
sense of national prestige and lasting cultural con-
tinuity is also provided for in the architecture of
the National Theatre, although Lyttelton’s death
at the start of 1972 deprives us of his verdict on
the finished building. The strong axial planning
of the Olivier Theatre's foyers and auditorium,
with paired symmetrical staircases looping up to

each side of the axis to the high-ceilinged stalls
foyer, is a clear echo of the grand tradition of
the Paris Opéra and many like it. Concrete’s indus-
trial connotations perhaps undercut the high for-
mality of these spaces, but both the quality of
the concrete surfaces (employing the highest
craft) and the monumentality which monolithic
in situ imparts, support this sense of a great
public building for a grand and culturally impor-
tant function.

Figure 25. Kitchen of
Lasdun'’s house, Denys
Lasdun, 1984. Its island
unit makes a light-
hearted historical
reference to a castle,
but in its loyalty to
blockwork it is a late
assertion of Lasdun’s
ongoing admiration for
the material which
characterised his career:
concrete. (Lasdun
Archive/RIBA Library
Photographs
Collection.)
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Perhaps the complex multiple purposes of con-
crete in the National Theatre have been one of the
causes of its mixed critical fortunes: those looking
for formal grandeur can be put off by the concrete;
those looking for informal event space can be over-
whelmed by the monumentality, and so on.”®
However, by whatever mixture of intuition and cal-
culation, Lasdun’s architecture produces an impress-
ively coherent architectural synthesis of the mixed
motives and competing political and artistic pos-
itions of his clients. A building brought about
through political and financial compromise has a
monumentality which is anything but compromis-
ing, whilst embodying and expressing the contradic-
tions of its clients” ambitions for it.

Overall, the effect of the National Theatre’s mixed
patronage and curious briefing is a building which
inverts the patterns of the commercial theatres
which had gone before. Frank Matcham’s Edwar-
dian playhouses energetically display opulence with
marble, alabaster, mirrors, gilded plasterwork, cele-
bratory lighting and terracotta facade mouldings,
yet every facility other than the revenue-earning
auditorium is squashed as tightly as possible into
left-over spaces in the plan and section. Thanks to
generous public subsidy, Lasdun’s National Theatre
has ample foyers, a superbly-equipped factory for
scenery and costumes, and maximum scenic flexi-
bility afforded by vast back- and side-stages and fly
towers. Yet Lasdun’s architectural language is
muted, recessive and very discreet about the
refined, expensive craft which made it. Matcham'’s
ostentation blinds the customers with maximum
spectacle for their ticket price, economising secretly
all the while, where Lasdun’s discretion reassures

tax-payers that their money is not being wasted,
whilst quietly providing a first-class facility in first-
class architecture. Concrete was the ideal material
for the inconspicuous consumption, casual monu-
mentality, timeless modernity and conservative
radicalism of the subsidised arts.

Conclusion

To conclude this exploration of the role of concrete
in Lasdun'’s architectural art, how far is each of the
three narratives of British architectural history from
1945 to 1979—outlined in the Introduction —sup-
ported by the case study of Lasdun?

First, there was the narrative of stylistic influence
from Le Corbusier, and here it is clear that Lasdun
to some extent supports this. His designs repeatedly
borrow from Le Corbusier’s architecture. Neverthe-
less the partial similarity of materials is offset by a
different sensibility. Lasdun’s concrete exhibits
greater sympathy for the perfectionism and purity
of Mies's steel and bronze than for Le Corbusier's
gloriously contingent concrete.

Whilst the correlation between Lasdun’s growing
use of concrete and his increasing professional
success suggests that one factor may well have
been a reduced feeling of a need to please future
clients in his material choices, this cannot be read tel-
eologically as evidence that his non-concrete finishes
were reluctant compromises on the road to ‘mature’
exposed concrete buildings. Rather the clad build-
ings have their own artistic richness and their own
creative dynamics. Moreover, in the gradual pro-
gression towards larger amounts of exposed con-
crete in his work, Lasdun can be seen to be
responding not exclusively to personal admiration
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for Le Corbusier, but also to pressure from his archi-
tectural peers, for some of whom the open luxury
and undisguised art of the RCP was too far from
the worthy Welfare State norm.

Second, Lasdun’s career strongly supports the
hypothesis that economic and practical factors
made concrete the obvious structural choice for
medium- and large-sized buildings after around
1950. Lasdun used concrete as his default building
material from his work with Tecton in the 1940s
right through to his last works before his death.
In Lasdun’s case, however, this did not make con-
crete an anaesthetic choice, as Forty proposes was
the case for some architects, escaping materiality
by the ordinariness of a standard material. With
the possible, partial exception of UEA, this was
never the case in Lasdun's work. His use of
exposed concrete was always acutely visually con-
sidered, and above all the result of decisions care-
fully balanced between various factors of
acceptability to client and planner, acceptability to
his architectural peers, achievable quality in the
building conditions of the moment and his own
aesthetic preferences. The evidence of Lasdun’s
archive suggests that finishes were one of the
aspects of his designs over which he maintained
close personal control, supporting the unsurprising
conclusion that finish mattered very much to
Lasdun, both aesthetically and in terms of durability
and weathering.

To these considerations can be added Lasdun’s
use of concrete as a means of reducing the aesthetic
influence of consultant engineers in the aesthetics of
his buildings, and his use of pre-cast concrete as a
means of escaping the contingency of the building

413

The Journal

of Architecture
Volume 20
Number 3

site and guaranteeing a reliable quality and appear-
ance of finish.

Third and finally, it is clear that within the architec-
tural world in the 1960s, as in some recent historio-
graphy, exposed concrete was seen as a fitting
material for the leftist consensus of the post-war
period. Yet the case-by-case pattern within
Lasdun'’s career can be more complex than is gener-
ally represented. Continuity of conservative estab-
lishment power through the so-called ‘post-war’
period of 1945-79 was considerable. Whilst the
Attlee government saw genuinely substantial move-
ment to the left in national politics, by the 1950s and
1960s the old right had made a strong recovery, and
projects such as the National Theatre embody in
their genesis and their architecture a much wider
range of motives than has generally been appreci-
ated. Concrete had its own roles in this pattern of
complex, chaotic political compromise and expedi-
ent bodging. First, it is characteristic of the patchy
and inconsistent briefing process of big public jobs
that Lasdun was able to determine the materiality
and architecture of the National Theatre's foyers
and exterior with remarkable freedom whilst the
various factions tussled and struggled over other pri-
orities, and threats to the project. Second, however,
concrete at the National Theatre and elsewhere had
the effect—sometimes sought, sometimes acciden-
tal—of camouflaging the conservatism underlying
aspects of some ‘Welfare State’ projects. The
Thatcherite characterisation of the period 1945-79
as a broadly consistent period of leftist statism, and
the casual association of exposed concrete with
the left, obscure the complexity of the political
context which gave rise to the great national projects
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of the Welfare State. If there was a broad consensus
which dominated the years between the Second
World War and the Thatcher government it was
not leftist but large-state.

Ironically, the pressure from within the architec-
ture world to have something to ‘“say” about
society’, intended to unite all architectural effort in
the leftist project, has had on occasion an almost
opposite effect, disguising the continued potency
of the right.

Whatever the political and critical contexts in
which Lasdun used concrete at the height of his
career, he was to suffer for it in the 1980s, with
the Prince of Wales's criticism of the National
Theatre being only the best known of a great
many similar attacks.”” Partly because Lasdun was
associated with concrete, he had a thin time of it
professionally as well as critically in the 1980s,
getting much less interesting work than he had
been offered in the 1960s. In projects he did
execute in this period, exposed concrete of any
type became rare, with new experiments in glass
and metallic claddings in two City of London office
blocks, for example: Fenchurch Street, 1985
(Fig. 23) and Milton Court, 1989 (Fig. 24).

Even at the nadir of the material’s popularity
Lasdun never apologised for his earlier use of con-
crete, unlike some of his architectural contempor-
aries and even some of his associates who stress
poverty or necessity as reasons for concrete’s domi-
nance.”® Whilst the circumstances of the 1980s typi-
cally forced him away from exposed concrete, in two
late projects his admiration for it is still detectable.

The first was an indoor swimming pool added to
Hill House in 1985. Lasdun’s confidence cannot

have been unaffected by the climate of rabid criti-
cism of 1960s’ Modernism, and the Hill House
pool reflects this externally by being buried
beneath a mound of grassed earth: perhaps the
least self-confident architectural statement possible.
Internally, too, the Hill House pool shows a 1980s’
sensibility, with a travertine cladding which reflects
the period’s return to proud opulence of materials.
There may also be a historical reference in the traver-
tine and vaulted ceiling, together recalling the bath-
houses of ancient Rome.

There is, however, a small amount of board-
marked in-situ concrete visible, too. This may also
evoke Rome, whose grand public buildings from
the early decades AD were increasingly structurally
dependent on concrete beneath the travertine and
marble claddings. However, the way in which the
Hill House pool concrete is handled, its grain reflect-
ing and abutting with the grain of the travertine,
reads (at least to a concrete-lover’s eyes) as a state-
ment of ongoing faith in board-marked in situ. The
travertine, in itself elegant, looks somewhat over-
slick next to the restrained solidity of the concrete,
and the light grey of the concrete looks cleaner
and more beautiful next to the yellow tones of the
travertine.

Lasdun also brought concrete to the heart of
his own home. In the 1980s he moved from the
house in Bayswater where he had lived most of
his life into a pleasant Victorian terrace in Ham-
mersmith. To give its ground floor more sense
of space Lasdun extended the back of the house
across its whole width into a handsome kitchen/
dining-room, and connected it to front and back
living rooms en enfilade (Fig. 25), making an ele-
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gantly classical sequence of spaces divisible by
sliding doors. The substantial island unit which
divides kitchen from dining area is supported at
each end by a pleasantly jokey chess-like castle.
Lasdun had considered at one point trying to
find a castle in Scotland to move to, and this,
his widow Susan recalls, was his London
version.”®

The explicit castle design is one of a number of
indications that by the 1980s Lasdun had relaxed
his Modernist hostility to the use of historical
motifs. The materiality, however, is a firm statement
of ongoing commitment to his 1960s’ palette: as at
Hill House in the 1960s, so at home in the 1980s,
Lasdun used high-quality light-grey blockwork.
Here, with complete freedom of material and
finish, and when concrete was at its all-time lowest
reputation, Lasdun chose blockwork. Whatever
else concrete meant for Lasdun, when it was well-
designed and well-executed, it meant beauty.

Acknowledgements

This article is part of a research project on Lasdun'’s
work which is leading to an online complete works
of Lasdun, Lasdun Online, to be published on the
RIBA website, Architecture.com. The project has
been funded by the Graham Foundation, and
many of the images reproduced in this article have
been digitised thanks to funding provided by the
Graham Foundation. My thanks are due to the
staff of the RIBA Library Special Collections, who
have been hugely patient and supportive during
my research, and to the Lasdun family for their
help and kindness.

415

The Journal

of Architecture
Volume 20
Number 3

Notes and references

1

11.
12.

. Reyner Banham, The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aes-

thetic? (London, Architectural Press, 1966), p. 16.

. Adrian Forty, Concrete and culture: a material history

(London, Reaktion, 2012), p. 285. Forty’s challenge
to the received view of 1960s’ concrete was discussed
in Barnabas Calder, book review ‘Concrete and
Culture: a material history’, The Journal of Architec-
ture, 18, 5 (2013), pp. 744-756.

. John Grindrod, Concretopia: a journey around the

rebuilding of postwar Britain (London, Old Street Pub-
lishing, 2013).

. Barnabas Calder, ‘“Unlearning lessons”: Denys Lasdun

in the 1950s, part 1', Architectural Research Quarterly,
11 (December, 2007), pp. 301-10; “*“A terrible battle
with architecture”: Denys Lasdun in the 1950s,
part 2', Architectural Research Quarterly, 12 (March,
2008), pp. 59-68.

. John Allan, Berthold Lubetkin: Architecture and the tra-

dition of progress (London, RIBA, 1992).

. Denys Lasdun, ‘An architect’s approach to architec-

ture’, RIBA Journal (April, 1965), pp. 184-95; 195.

. Davis Belfield & Everest report, attached to a letter from

Peter McKinley to G. H. Marshall, UEA Estates Officer,
25" March, 1964 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/83/3).

. Ove Arup & Partners report, attached to a letter from

Peter McKinley to G. H. Marshall, UEA Estates Officer,
25% March, 1964 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/83/3).

. Ibid.
. Barnabas Calder, ‘Representing Science: the architec-

ture of the New Museums Site, Cambridge, 1952-
71", in Twentieth Century Architecture 11: Oxford
and Cambridge (London, Twentieth Century Society,
2013), pp. 166-179; 177.

RIBA Lasdun Drawings, PA2126/2(1, 3-6).

Letter (not intended for publication) from Lasdun to
Robin Middleton at Architectural Design, 5th April,
1967 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/73/1).



Downloaded by [Cambridge University Library] at 12:11 10 August 2015

13

14.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

416

‘The sweetest music you will ever hear’:
structural and programmatic uses of
concrete by Denys Lasdun & Partners
Barnabas Calder

. D. Lasdun, ‘An architect’s approach to architecture’

(1965), op. cit., p. 185.

D. Lasdun, memorandum of meeting with Frank This-

tlethwaite, the Vice-Chancellor of UEA, and others,

315 October, 1963 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/83/2).

. Stephen R Parsons, ‘Communism in the professions:
The organisation of the British Communist Party
among professional workers, 1933-1956' (PhD,
Warwick University, 1990), pp. 444-447.

. D. Lasdun, memorandum, 3 March, 1965 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/234/3).

. Richard Milborne, interviewed by the Author, at his
home in Richmond-upon-Thames, 29t July, 2004.

. D. Lasdun, note of a telephone conversation with Tim
Rock, 13t July, 1971 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/40/5).

. D. Lasdun to J. M. Richards, 3" April, 1967 (RIBA

Lasdun Archive, LaD/419/3).

D. Lasdun memorandum of refused jobs, December,

1965 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/238/2).

The first record of the job is a memorandum of a

meeting with the clients, 24" October, 1968 (RIBA

Lasdun Archive, LaD/208/1).

Letter from D. Lasdun to J. F. Cory Dixon, Estates and

Planning Officer of the University of Liverpool, 20"

December, 1960; letter from D. Lasdun to

H. B. Martin, 8" March, 1961 (RIBA Lasdun Archive,

LaD/148/4).

Letter from D. Lasdun to Lionel Brett, 20" June, 1975

(RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/242/2).

D. Lasdun, ‘An architect's approach to architecture’

(1965), op. cit., p. 194.

Ibid.

Richard Siefert, interviewed by Louise Brodie for

National Life Stories Collections: Architects’ Lives,

April, 1996, British Library Oral History Collection.

See below, section 4.

RIBA Lasdun Drawings PA2100/5(1-9).

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.
41.

42.

Barnabas Calder, Denys Lasdun’s Royal College of
Physicians: A Monumental Act of Faith (London,
Royal College of Physicians, 2008).

A. R. Flint, J. A. Neill, ‘Engineering aspects of the
National Theatre’, The Structural Engineer (January,
1977), pp. 19-40.

Unsigned, undated (c. June, 1955) memorandum
entited ‘LCC Primary School, Paddington’ (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/4/6).

Denys Lasdun & Partners Memorandum, November,
1963, ‘University of Leicester: Charles Wilson Building’
(RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/48/5).

Harry Pugh memorandum, 14" March, 1967 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/149/3).

A. R. Flint, J. A. Neill, ‘Engineering aspects of the
National Theatre’, op. cit., pp. 27-28.

Derek Potter, interviewed by the Author, at his home in
Docklands, 20" September, 2005.

D. Lasdun letter to D. N. Cole, RCP Librarian, 14"
November, 1984 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/27/6).

D. Lasdun, ‘An architect’s approach to architecture’
(1965), op. cit., p. 184.

D. Lasdun memorandum, 20t August, 1956 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/13/6).

Barnabas Calder, ‘Medium or message? Uses of
design and presentation models by Denys Lasdun
and Partners’, in, Hilde Heynen, Janina Gosseye,
eds, Proceedings of the 2nd International Confer-
ence of the European Architectural History
Network (Brussels, Koninklijke Vlaamse Academie
van Belgie voor Wetenschappen en Kunsten,
2012), pp. 452-56.

A. Forty, Concrete and culture, op. cit., p. 235.

A. R. Flint, J. A. Neill, ‘Engineering aspects of the
National Theatre’, op. cit., p. 35.

D. Lasdun, ‘An architect’'s approach to architecture’
(1965), op. cit., p. 194.



Downloaded by [Cambridge University Library] at 12:11 10 August 2015

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

RIBA Lasdun Drawings, PB886/2(1-38).

D. Lasdun memorandum, ‘Tivoli Site Development, 65-
72 Strand, WC2: Brief architectural notes’, 22" April,
1959 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/16/1).

Mike Finbow, ‘Denys Lasdun at the Bartlett’, Archi-
tects’ Journal (12t January, 1961).

Exposed concrete may have been more widely contro-
versial in the architectural world than is currently
acknowledged: the Editor of Concrete Quarterly, inter-
viewed by Stephen Parnell on 260 February, 2014,
recalled that he never felt that exposed concrete was
an appropriate finish.

Report into Bethnal Green housing by E.W. Cooney
of the Institute of Community Studies, sent to D.
Lasdun, 13" June, 1961 (RIBA Lasdun Archive
LaD/10/3).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 1°' February, 1963 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/82/1).

D. Lasdun memorandum of a meeting at LCC with
representatives of the House of Commons Amenities
Committee, 24™ July, 1963 [recte 1962], Graham
Lane memorandum, and note on materials of Parlia-
ment Square (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/81/5 and
LaD/82/1).

Graham Lane memorandum of a meeting, 18™ July,
1968 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/43/5).

D. Lasdun memorandum of a meeting, 18t March,
1969 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/208/1).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 23 January, 1968 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/3).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 6™ February, 1968 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/3).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 19t February, 1968 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/3).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 19t February 1968 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/3).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 7™ March, 1968 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/3).

417

The Journal

of Architecture
Volume 20
Number 3

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

D. Lasdun, ‘An architect's approach to architecture’
(1965), op. cit., p. 185.

Peter Scher, unpublished article entitled ‘Royal College of
Physicians, Regents Park, London’, intended, according to
a note in Scher’s hand, ‘for the ARCHITECTS' JOURNAL
April 1965’. A photocopy of the typescript was given by
Scher to Patrick Lynch in September, 2000, to whom |
am most grateful for making it available to me.

D. Lasdun quoted by Peter Softley, ‘Engineering
aspects of the National Theatre: discussion’, The Struc-
tural Engineer (October, 1977), pp. 460-463; 461.

D. Lasdun memorandum, 6% January, 1968 [recte
1969] (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/4).

D. Lasdun memorandum, 10" March, 1969 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/4).

Peter McKinley memorandum of a meeting, 4™ March,
1971 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/209/1).

Ben Pimlott, ‘The Myth of Consensus’, in The Making of
Britain: Echoes of Greatness, L. M. Smith, ed.(London,
Macmillan, 1988), pp. 129-141; Harriet Jones, Michael
Kandiah, The Myth of Consensus: New Views on
British History, 1945—64 (Basingstoke, Palgrave, 2001).
House of Commons Debate, 21 January 1949 vol 460,
cc447.

House of Commons Debate, 21 January 1949 vol 460,
ccd43.

House of Commons Debate, 21 January 1949 vol 460,
cc449.

Simon Callow, et al., The National: the theatre and its
work 1963-1997 (London, Nick Hern/National
Theatre, 1997), p. 80.

Denys Lasdun & Partners memorandum, 11" March,
1968 (RIBA Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/3).

Barnabas Calder, ‘Committees and Concrete: the
genesis and architecture of Denys Lasdun’s National
Theatre’ (PhD, University of Cambridge, 2006), p. 26.
B. Calder, Denys Lasdun’s Royal College of Physicians,
op. cit., Chapter 3.



Downloaded by [Cambridge University Library] at 12:11 10 August 2015

71.

72.

73.

74.

75.

418

‘The sweetest music you will ever hear’:
structural and programmatic uses of
concrete by Denys Lasdun & Partners
Barnabas Calder

South Bank Board, Lynex to Cottesloe, 28" July, 1963
(SBTB 13/13 Part 1).

National Theatre Archive, Building Committee
minutes, 1°* April, 1966, p. 5; B. Calder, Denys
Lasdun’s Royal College of Physicians, op. cit., p. 103.
D. Lasdun talk at the Institute of Education, London Uni-
versity; video in RIBA archive, undated, but c. late 1980s.
D. Lasdun memorandum, 13" March, 1969 (RIBA
Lasdun Archive, LaD/171/4).

Denys Lasdun & Partners document ‘National Theatre
on the South Bank’, February, 1976, copy in the pos-
session of Derek Potter, a former employee of the part-
nership, p. 4.

76.

77.

78.

79.

For the possibility that it is partly ‘resistance to classifi-
cation’ that makes many dislike concrete, see A. Forty,
Concrete and culture, op. cit., pp. 10-11.

Charles, Prince of Wales, A Vision of Britain: A Personal
View of Architecture (London, Doubleday, 1989).
Gordon Forbes, comment in discussion at Barnabas
Calder's talk ‘Sir Denys Lasdun RA: The Architects
Who Made London with Maxwell Hutchinson’, Royal
Academy (" March, 2009); recording available
online:  http://feeds.royalacademy.org.uk/~r/royalaca
demyevents/~3/9EQLCN5a4]g/lasdun-458.mp3).
Personal communication to the Author by Susan
Lasdun, 27" July, 2014.


http://feeds.royalacademy.org.uk/~r/royalacademyevents/~3/9EQLCN5a4Jg/lasdun-458.mp3
http://feeds.royalacademy.org.uk/~r/royalacademyevents/~3/9EQLCN5a4Jg/lasdun-458.mp3

	Abstract
	Introduction
	1) Lasdun's structural concrete
	2) Concrete and the artistic prerogative
	3) Lasdun's attitudes to exposed concrete, and the influence of Le Corbusier
	4) ‘Go too far … and … you'll not build’: Lasdun's finishes and other people's attitudes to concrete
	5) Concrete as a metaphor for political ‘consensus’
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Notes and references

