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It is a truth universally acknowledged that whenever practising architects are invited to
address a conference theme they take it as an opportunity to present their recent work. And
so, at a recent one-day symposium convened at the Welsh School of Architecture around the
topic of ‘Building Simply’ (pp. 112–150), it is not altogether surprising that the only
memorably ‘simple’ constructions on offer were the work of a landscape architect, Roland
Raderschall. True, Raderschall’s climber-clad steel frames (p. 112, illustrated in Gordon
Murray’s perspective piece) create impressive rooms – but they are required only to filter, not
exclude the weather – while his elemental walls of turf, clay and tufa (pp. 132–137) are
designed to engage in an altogether more dynamic dialogue with the weather than Aldo
Rossi had in mind when, in A Scientific Autobiography, he recalled seeing the fog enter Alberti’s
great church in Mantua and realised that ‘architecture is made possible by the
confrontation of a precise form with time and the elements’.

The search for ‘precise form’ in architecture can have many grounds, but the extent to
which it can be founded in the manifest ‘truths’ of construction – one of the implications of
that perennial icon of simple building, the primitive hut – will always remain a lively, and
frequently timely, subject for historical and theoretical debate. Yet rarely can this abiding
aspiration have been as problematic as it has become now, when ever more stringent
performance requirements, combined with the economic advantages of assembling rather
than building buildings, make the direct expression of constructional means highly
problematic.

As an ideal, ‘building simply’ retains a potent appeal for many, all the more so as the
possibility of achieving it in most areas of practice disappears over the horizon. The key, as
ever, is not in a naïve Expressionist devotion to selective constructional facts, as attempted in
British High Tech, but in the convincing representation of satisfying constructional form:
architects aspiring to build simply might do well to recall Adrian Stokes’s observation
apropos the classical ballet, that ‘every move, however difficult, must be performed with the
appearance of ease’. 

Appearances, in the art of architecture, are the proverbial lies we use to tell the truth – a
truism that emerges as one of the conclusions of Jess Hrivnak’s exploration of the
complexities and contradictions of a would-be model of sustainable building, Hopkins
Architects’ ‘Inn the Park’ restaurant (pp. 167–176). As consumers of around half the world’s
energy, buildings clearly have to be a major part of the solution to our global environmental
challenges, and while it would be naïve to suggest that ‘building simply’ offers a
straightforward solution to these complex problems, as both an ethic and aesthetic – to
borrow Reyner Banham’s assessment of another would-be call to order, the New Brutalism –
it represents a more promising line of enquiry than the neo-baroque excesses of our
consumer culture.
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