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WHAT I THINK OF MODERN 
ARCHITECTURE

BY SIR EDWIN LU I YENS.

I
T is both exhilarating and 

somewhat alarming to watch 
the work that is being pro­
duced by the younger men 
of to-day—youthful glamour 

striving after something fresh, 
something better. New mater­
ials, new needs and strange 
sources of ideas haw come into 
being since men of my age 
began, in our turn, to try to 
produce fresher and belter 
things. Forty wars ago sled 
construction for buildings was 
in its infancy. Reinforced con­
crete was untried. Motor cars, 
aeroplanes and most of the 
mechanical contrivances that 
play so large a part in life to­
day were unheard of. It is 
inevitable, and right, that these 
things should influence archi­
tecture. the machines no less 
than the materials. But for 
my putt 1 regret the passing, 
be it temporary or permanent, 
of humanism and the personal 
note ; the eclipse by impersonal 
machines of bricklayer, mason 
and joiner as the makers of 
buildings. If you eliminate the 
personal touch from architec­
ture. you lose a considerable part of its pertinence. Traditional 
ways of handling material tiles, bricks, timber and stone are 
the basis of style in architecture, besides one of its chief joys. 
The modern impersonal architecture of so-called functionalism 
does not seem to me to be replacing the inherited lore of centuries 
with anything of comparable excellence or to show as yet a 
genuine sense of style a style rooted in feeling for the right use 
of materials. One cannot make friends, through it, with the 
men who built it. It is all " factory and crane. " I can see 
no wit or humour in the " features,” while the architectural 
relations seem to me haphazard as often as not.
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The best of the old work was composed, the designer 
never losing control of his orchestra of materials or forgetting 
the needs they had to meet. The design had a trajectory of 
scale and idea like that of a rocket, continuous from bang to 
burst. Modern buildings do not seem to have a feeling of 
growth. The forms and the details meet as strangers. Their 
phrasing consists of little more than an initial and a mark of 
new and complete interrogation.

My generation is perhaps I ought to say was a humanist 
generation. We believed that the measure of man’s architecture 
was man, and that the rhythm of a building should correspond 

to the rhythms familiar in human 
life. All architecture must have 
rhythms, that affect the eye as 
music does the ear, producing 
vibrations in the brain. The 
rhythms of modern architecture 
rarely produce what 1 should 
call a happy or genial vibration 
in the brain ol the spectator. 
It is either a wearisome staccato 
like the noise of an hydraulic 
drill or, to my mind, a confused 
medley like the tuning ol a 
brass band. Instead of making 
a statement gracefully, and 
perhaps with distinction and 
humour which is what I 
require of a building as of an 
individual tn any moder n 
buildings, to me, are just 
shouting very loud and quite 
unintelligibly. I catch a phrase 
here and there, recognise now 
and then a scrap of English 
or Italian mayhe, but there 
seems to me no grammar and 
little sincere effort at style. 
There is vitality heaps of it, 
but crude. Perhaps the human 
rhythm which modern archi­
tecture expresses, along with 
the rhythm of electric drills 
and combustion engines, is 
the rhythm of a football crowdOLYMPIA.
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or of " the proletanat " in thr mm. Crowd psychology 
•n pUct of the conversation of a civilised man.

There is a passage in a book by my friend Profr-or 
Richardson that expresses, better than I can put it. the superiority 
of humanism to this architecture of indigestible elements : 
There is just as mush Mtalin in rhe class*, tradition as their cm was 
■nd a* much moot for the play of imagination without transgress*nir 
thr pruprietic*. When architects approach design with the same sense 
<4 »t,le and the same srst as their predecessors of the 17th. iMth. and 
e'en each lyth .entunr. we see that there is no end to thr variety and 
interest inherent in the hum.net tradition It supplies a language 
■ rich and beautiful language, with a plentiful variety of forms and 
precedents and allusions

The classic tradition act* a standard. There are innumer­
able things that an educated humanist " does not do." just as 
there arc things that a writer tries not to commit ; platitude*, 
jingles, slipshod construction, journalese. It would be very 
easy to write if one invented one's own language. That is 
what I feel about the average modern building. It has been 
easy to design because there is. as yet. no grammar. The modern 
solutions are not prosed. In the absence of a new standard
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of criticism one must judge modern architecture by the same 
standards as one judges the traditional. For we cannot get rid 
»f the body of the tradition, murder it how we may. It is 
always with us.

By tradition I do not mean the unthinking repetition of 
antique forms the hanging of Roman togas on Victorian towel- 
horses. Tradition to me consists in our inherited sense of 
structural fitness, the evolution of rhythmic form by a synthesis 
of needs and materials, the avoidance of arbitrary faults by the 
exercise of common sense coupled with sensibility. Many 
modern buildings, by straining, at all coats, not to be academic, 
ignore structural fitness as arbitrarily as the most academic 
of designs hate done in the past. The most unhappy pro­
ductions of all are to be found where an architect nas tried 
to combine traditionalism and modernism. Then architecture 
becomes merely scenery without the consistency of either.

III. most emphatically modern building in laindon is, 
1 suppose, the addition to Olympia. It is a very impressive 
example of the architecture of concrete, with its angle windows, 
unobjectionable in a concrete building, and the tremendous 
hntel spans that concrete enables to be used It m cased in 
reconstructed stone. Here, it may be sasd, a new style has 
successfully been shaped out of a new material

But. as a matter of fact, the building is not bush of concrete 
at all. but of brick and steel girders, cleverly used to suggest 
concrete construction The angle windows are not windows. 
The vertical angle girder can be seen blocking them. In fact, 
impressive as the st vic of the work is, it is aa insincere as a budding 
like Selfridge's, where a steel skeleton IS faced With column*, 
and. in my opinion, has no more meaning. It is not a daring

hum.net
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experiment with a new material, and has moat of the faults 
of unrelieved academic architecture in which non-atructural 
feat urea are made to look structural, whi'e the real work 
ta done by un-ccn and unexpended girders. And the 
des.en has fallen into the emr which the most academic 
architect would make. 4 seeking symmetry where it does not 
exist—for example, by repealing the =nglc won/ towards, but 
not quite at, the other end ot the facade. The result is 
unfortunate, producing an unpleasant dovetailing of planes 
that has no meaning. The Modern Style should lie aMe to 
get round mere symmetry.

Another apparently very logical building is the Metro­
politan Water Board's new pumping house. Il has the music 
of a Greek temple, which is why it pleasts, but the voids and 
solids are reversed. And when we come to look at it. n it ao 
logical ? The tall narrow windows, ostensibly to light a high 
hall, are subdivided. Classic arch*tec lure did at least allow 
for floors. The low wings join on to the high centre block 
as two tramcars join when they collide. They just run into it 
without any expressed relationship. Near the bottom ol the 
bastion in front IS a grating. A tiny feature, but it sums up 
the thoughtleasncaa of the design as a whole, for no attempt 
lias been made to fit it in with the imitation channelled masonry. 
If it really was masonry, the mangle beneath the grating would 
fall off before long. This kind ot design » too easy, too 
illogical, to stand looking into

Yardley s in Rond Street is faced with marble and looks 
very efficient. But, to my eye, it is full of tiresome slips. The 
main feature is two projecting ranges of steel-framed case­
ments. But the extent of their projection has no relation to 
anything. A projecting window to he satisfactory should 
project the width of one or more of its own light*. It then has 

cohesion with something. Another instance of thoughtlessness 
is the top swung casements which reflect the sky. Any element 
in a design so placed that it reflects the sky inadvertently is 
bad in architecture, for it disturb* unnecessarily. Modern 
buildings arc always doing ths* and disturbing the landscape, 
whether it be one of town or country. Rte Bechstcin Hall 
seem* to me quite meaningless. The ornament has no apparent 
structural significance and suggests to me only tliat Mr. Hechstcin 
is fond of asparagus.

The New Victoria Cinema is a courageous and arresting 
experiment in theatre design. I bdim it is a young architect '* 
first commission, ami I hope my lew silly questions will not 
hurt hie feelings. But I should like to ask (as the uninitiated 
are justified in asking when looking at any building > how it 
stands up ? How are those transversal slices of stone carried ? 
The idea of emphasising the horizontal lines is good, but it ought 
have been better and more sympathetically worked out an. 
for instance, where the sandwich is rolled into a cigarette beyond 
the central feature and looks just like a large collar and sleeve 
drain pipe. And why the battlements ? Over the entrances 
is an imitation of traditional masonry in concrete. Why be 
traditional when you can he modern ? Why run three horizontal 
joints through over the dm»r when one was needed, and imitate 
Am/ masonry ’—far the hotels have no apparent abutment 
on the imposts.

It is this kind of haphazardness, lack of grammar, incon­
sequence, that I find disturbing in much modern architecture. 
These adventurous young men thrill inc tremendously and all 
my sympathies are with them. But good architecture need- 
more than bright ideas, and by my traditional standards moat 
modern building* seem to me Io lack style and cohesion, besides 
being unfriendly and crude.
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photograph* group. They an 
protrudingly «*|uarv ; in then
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Times and tendencies have 

favoured Wimbledon It ha*

as Tilden. British player* haw 
been handicapped by the task 
»f practice against the frontal

attraction ; for just a* we cross 
the water* to be stimulated or 
amused by new cities and new 
peoples, so we may spend a 
sunny afternoon at Wimbledon 
to he diverted and refreshed by

anchored base, a defensive slice.

which England invented and 
exported. Patnotnm is not the 
keynote of the crowd's salute ; 
those whom the gallery favour 
in this game of all countries 
need not necessarily have nation* 
to their names. Where person­
ality has such n wide field for 
expression, where individuality 
can command so much attention.

W
I Mill.EDON celebrated its official jubilee five 
ago. but. since its half century of life include 
War interregnum, only fifty championship me 
have actually come and gone Compared wit 
Ihrtn or with thr B«at Rave it n reared

public were denied a 
admit this distinctive

converted croquet lawn, and even William Renshaw, father of 
the overhead service and smash, if he had I teen alive to-day. 
would only have liven a few years older than the present All­
England veteran champion. Indeed, the fact that Wimbledon, 
like lawn tennis itself, is but relatively youthful docs but help 
to strengthin its position and popularity. We live in day* of 
melting frontiers, democratic ambition and an international 
competition which finds an eager expression in games. What 
more natural that a pastime with a common code of rules, easy 

immediate circle. Hoys look to their own preceptor* for inspira­
tion. and hoys are keeping term during Wimbledon ; they rarrlv 
ace the champion* of other land* in action. ! or an Englishman 
to win the title would lie good for England at home and England 
abroad—for democracies arc inclined to appraise a nation by it* 
athletic prowess

I* victory possible

diversity of race and style. We may 
attribute of Wimbledon and yet desire

Tilden can endure where nearly 
all his rival* may wilt. I hav, 
seen Inin play fourteen consecu­
tive set* in the moist Uaig 
Island heat and serve as nidi

pit. nativity i* obscured a* natur­
ally as it m at the theatre. Alien


