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Foreword


THE BOOK YOU have in front of you starts with one of the great opening lines of any book on a Scottish topic. In 15 words you are gently introduced to Scotland as hybrid, ubiquitous, low-brow, high-brow, conflicted and thus deeply plural. The logic, as Roger Emmerson’s Land of Stone suggests, is that Modernism is equally complex and kaleidoscopic. Note that the book’s subtitle is ‘A journey through modern architecture in Scotland’. I take this to imply a certain attention to the placed-ness of our understanding, that Scotland provides a particular position from which to look at modern architecture – including the buildings that have been built elsewhere as well as on Scottish ground.


Yet anyone who knows Scotland knows it as a curious place, nested within (and complicit with) constructions of Britishness and colonialism, a part of the United Kingdom (increasingly uneasily), and more comfortable with its historic associations with other parts of Europe and beyond. Where exactly does citizenship reside in such a nested model? Emmerson finds architectural and political inspiration in Finland and Czechoslovakia (now Czechia and Slovakia), in Sweden, Denmark, Latvia, Portugal, Israel and Switzerland. His writing is highly attuned to the seismic shifts in the geo-political landscape, particularly of Europe but also in those more hidden geographies of global transmission – of technologies, people and viruses – that affect our world deeply. What pre-existing architectural models are worth preserving; and what models of democracy too?


Seeking a region on the map where Modernism actually arises, in concrete not to say lithic terms, is another of Emmerson’s tasks, and one undertaken lovingly, in acknowledgement of Modernism’s presence and influence on him. The importance of Mackintosh is one example, whose austere internationalism, driven by private and interior appetites, is analogic to so many commentators and practitioners of this land, Emmerson included. He is interested not in style, appropriation and quotation but rather the ontologies of Scottish architecture. Thus he sits in the anti-aesthetic camp, against the superficially visual look of architecture, keen to draw out its more communal and philosophical ‘pairts’. This is a life task, so inevitably there is reference to ‘love’, as a term understood to be set against certain forms of rationalism. I see parallels to the American writer-farmer Wendell Berry who similarly conceived of love as a commitment to the particular, the placed and the tangible; collectively something that can ‘turn us from this deserted future, back into the sphere of our being, the great dance that joins us to our home, to each other and to other creatures, to the dead and the unborn…’ (Wendell Berry, ‘Standing by Words’, The Hudson Review 33 (4), 1980: 520).


Emmerson is loyal to ideas of place, regionalism, indigeneity and difference represented in architecture by the writings of Kenneth Frampton and others. He insists on the organic connection between contemporary ideas and the ground from which they emerge – and the forms they take in culture. The multiple modes of the modern and contemporary are echoed in the multiple identities of the Scot. There are few better placed to consider these issues as Roger Emmerson, who does so with a wry humour, acute poetics, firsthand experience and deep knowledge of the field. Welcome to a journey of remarkable buildings and remarkable thoughts about these buildings, shaped as they are by deep time, modern ideas and Scottish culture. Readers are sure to see new vistas in the land of stone open before them.


Professor Andrew Patrizio


Chair of Scottish Visual Culture, University of Edinburgh


October 2022









Introduction


EVERYONE FROM IMMANUEL KANT to the Broons1 has something relevant to say about Scottish architecture. Karel Čapek, the Czech playwright who gave English the word ‘robot’,2 called it ‘stonily grey and strange of aspect’3 while the celebrated American architect Louis I Kahn thought of it as ‘fairytale’. The residents of Gosforth, Newcastle upon Tyne, England were certain it had sprouted in the midst of their English Free-style conservation area in 2006, referring to it as ‘the Scottish flats’.4 They were not to know I was the architect. While these individuals, real or fictional, living or dead, observed something special, even unique, in Scottish architecture, we should also be aware it shares many characteristics with other Western architectures. It is the specifics of place, culture and history which define the individual identity of a regional architecture within that larger context.


On occasion, I have been asked by friends, colleagues or students whether I thought my interest in Scottish architecture might be both limited and limiting. It set me to wondering whether a Japanese architect’s interest in Japanese architecture is thought to be limited and limiting. Or an American architect’s in American architecture. Or a Danish architect’s in Danish architecture. Or any architect in their native architecture. In fact, it’s unlikely the question would ever be asked of them, as it imputes considerable disrespect for their cultures. So, why disrespect Scotland’s?
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The ‘Scottish flats’: Elmfield Square, Gosforth, 2004–7, architect Roger Emmerson with Waring & Netts.





My answer is, of course, always ‘no’. But more than that, it has always seemed to me that the many nuances of a fuller answer are implicit in the question and need teasing out.


It’s a truism that architecture is the art with which we are all obliged to engage, whether that engagement has conscious meaning or is simply the welcome or unwelcome framework of our lives. Ever since the ‘granny-tops’5, rattling and clanking in the wind to draw smoke up the tenemental flues from open coal fires, caught my attention as a three-year-old, architecture and its many parts, purposes, processes and procedures have fascinated me. For me, architecture has always had profound significance. Because we’re in Scotland, of necessity, Scottish architecture has significance. It’s the purpose of this book to demonstrate that significance and to answer the many-branched question of perceived limitations in architecture in general and Scottish architecture in particular in our modern age and whether they have substance.


To that end, Land of Stone examines the issues of Modernism, regionalism and cultural identity which have moulded Scottish architecture in the modern period, roughly since the date of the failed Jacobite Rebellion of 1745, through the contemporaneous ideas and practice of significant theorists and architects and the political context within which they worked. The contribution to that identity of ideas, significant at the time in Scottish philosophy, art and culture, although some are now largely disregarded, is highlighted and the conventional interpretation of the impact of ideas generated furth of Scotland is challenged. The importance of the home and its cultural, ritual and societal meanings and how it has fared over time is presented as a counterpoint to the more purely aesthetic and idealistic narrative of the development and clash of architectural styles. Ultimately, Land of Stone seeks to disengage widely-held conceptions of what a Scottish architecture superficially looks like and to focus on the ideas and events, philosophical, political, practical and personal, that inspired architects and their clients to create the cities, towns, villages and buildings we cherish today.


A beginning


One of the earliest commentaries on Scottish architecture was that made by the Anglo-Scot James Fergusson (1808–86) in his History of Architecture published in 1867:


There are few countries in the world in respect to whose architecture it is so difficult to write anything like a connected narrative as it is regarding that of Scotland. The difficulty does not arise from the paucity of examples or their not having been sufficiently examined or edited, but from the circumstance of the art not being indigenous… All these foreign elements, imported into a country where a great mass of the people belonged to an art-hating race, tended to produce an entanglement of history very difficult to unravel. With leisure and space, however, it might be accomplished; and if properly completed, would form a singularly interesting illustration, not only of the ethnography of Scotland but of art in general.6


Fergusson questioned the presence of Scottishness, a consistent narrative and the Scots’ appreciation of art, seeing only an ‘entanglement’. These topics occur frequently later in the discussion of Scottish architecture and are central to this book. Paradoxically, as will become evident, it is that very ‘entanglement’ which is the key to the understanding of Scottishness, narrative and art appreciation. ‘Leisure and space’ have been brought to bear in this connection, although whether their products have quite the result anticipated by Fergusson is open to question.


Research for this book began while I was still a lecturer at the School of Architecture, Edinburgh College of Art, in the immediate aftermath of the Scottish Devolution Referendum of 1997. At the time it was felt that some stirrings in Scottish architecture in the 1990s might have matched the political moment. This stemmed from discussions in the 1980s between friends and colleagues centred on the presumed relevance of a contemporary reinterpretation of the distinctive forms of the 15th to 17th century Scottish tower and townhouses epitomised by a negative conclusion I drew in 1986 that


the facility with which we reel off [the elements of traditional Scottish architecture] convinces us we know whereof we speak but, at root, our seeming inability to effect satisfactory transformations of these elements underlines our transitory interest and suggests that the cultural base for such a conceit as a Scottish architecture may no longer exist.7


This was a discussion which continued to lead so many astray in the early 1990s – me included:


In 1991, Scottish brickmaker Charles Wemyss, after energetically trying to foster a ‘Scottish’ brick style by commissioning an innovative range of Mackintosh-like house types from Roger Emmerson (1990), ruefully concluded that there seemed no way of throwing off ‘the old adages of utilitarian, incompatible and English’.8
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The Wemyss Scottish Brick Houses, 1989, architect Roger Emmerson as ARCHImedia.





Wemyss’s problem was the appropriateness of the material; mine, at the time, the aesthetic.9


Research proceeded steadily throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s, incorporating visits to Finland and Czechoslovakia (subsequently to Czechia and Slovakia) and to Sweden, Denmark, Latvia, Portugal, Israel and Switzerland for comparison and contrast, until I was called back to full-time architectural practice. With the relative freedom of the non-teaching part of the year lost, this book foundered and spent the best part of two decades shuttling from one hard-drive and one cloud to another, adding occasional chapters along the way.


Prompts


The 20-year gap has proved to be a blessing, as what had seemed propitious in the 1990s turned out to be a false dawn; the appearance of the distinct formal characteristics of a national architecture more the result of post-Modernism’s ransacking of the historical record for usable motives to cut-and-paste than from any deeper conviction or connection. Devolution and a limited amount of self-government is one thing; the widespread sense of nationhood quite another, and it takes much longer to cohere. Even now it is provisional, and the architecture one might link with such a national project equally provisional. Nevertheless, architectural production in Scotland blossomed at the hands of the many talented architects who either came to prominence or graduated in the few years either side of the millennium; hence it seemed relevant, in 2021, to examine that flowering.


The words of Joanna Frueh (1948–2020) establish the transgressive nature of much of the argumentation of this book:


‘Love’ and ‘prophecy’ are unacceptable academic and art world vocabulary… Intellectuals and artists reject love and prophecy because they depart from the rationalist thinking that is the cultural establishment’s acceptable, respected and appropriate mode of communication and that is the basis of art historiography. To a large degree, art comes from and communicates in nonrationalistic ways, but the mechanisms of art historiography which function, too, in art criticism, inform artists’ self-preservation: they know that a certain vocabulary and explanations are approved.10


The certainties of the Modern Movement as it metamorphosed into the International Style – providing the conventional ‘true’ answer to the question, ‘what is architecture?’ – was the single prescription of many of my tutors at the University of Edinburgh in the late 1960s and contrasted starkly with my enjoyment of much other architecture whose productions they deemed questionable. However, the contemporaneous breaking wave of post-Modern literary debate and practice rehabilitated much of what had been sidelined in their interpretation of Modernism and exposed as relevant the consideration of time, history and cultural difference in architectural discourse. It is important to make a distinction here. The arch-camp whimsy and ‘striparchitecture’ of much post-Modern architectural practice was of little interest, although the question ‘what are the meanings of architecture?’ seemed to be as needful and deserving of answer then as had been that of the question ‘what is architecture?’ previously.


Peter Collins (1920–81) identified early this absence of cultural meaning in the canonic Modernist writings of such as Siegfrid Giedion (1888–1968) and Henry-Russell Hitchcock (1903–87):


Yet works of the type just mentioned inevitably possess one inherent limitation in that they are concerned essentially with the evolution of forms, rather than with the changes in those ideals which produced them, and this tends to minimise one of the most important factors in architectural design, namely the motives which dictate the character of an architect’s work.11


A generation later, Marshall Berman (1940–2013) observed of 20thcentury architectural production and the consequent impact of and resistance to Modernist planning:


All this suggests that modernism contains its own inner contradictions and dialects; that forms of modernist thought and vision may congeal into dogmatic orthodoxies and become archaic; that other modes of modernism may be submerged for generations, without ever being superseded; and that the deepest social and psychic wounds of modernity may be repeatedly sealed, without ever being really healed.12


For the undergraduate in the dying days of the conventionally-accepted International Style, 1966 had particular significance with the publication of the Pelican reprint of Nikolaus Pevsner’s (1902–83) Pioneers of Modern Design of 1936 and of Robert Venturi’s (1925–2018) Complexity and Contradiction and their inclusion on our university reading lists. Pevsner was too deterministic, conventional and complacent for the 1960s, content that


for this reprint… I have corrected about a dozen small errors and added… a bibliography of new literature. This is all that seemed to me to be necessary.13


Nonetheless, I was pleased at his inclusion of a Scot, Charles Rennie Mackintosh (1867–1928). Venturi required a wealth of historical and theoretical knowledge well beyond the capacity of a first-year student to be readily understood, although it hinted that all was not well with Pevsner’s notions.


Mackintosh was to reappear within two years in the seminal exhibition, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, held at the Royal Museum of Scotland for the Edinburgh International Festival, 1968. Today, in the aftermath of Mockintosh – everything from tea-towels to typefaces – it is difficult to convey the impact of the centenary exhibition, the first major display of the Mackintoshes’ joint artistic endeavour since the Memorial Exhibition of 1933 (a smaller exhibition had been mounted by Thomas Howarth [1914–2000] at the 1953 Edinburgh International Festival to coincide with the recent publication of his magisterial Mackintosh biography). Here was a richness and an austerity, a universal meaning and a private language, a future and a past, a triumph and a tragedy, romanticism and rationalism, Scotland and the world that Pevsner only distantly observed because his view was retrospective and normative, having no recourse to the distinct Scottish tradition and philosophical stance that underpinned the Mackintoshes’ work. Pevsner’s identification of the part-Scottish parentage of Modernism remained a certainty for many, despite his equivocation. An immaculate conception sufficed for the true believer.


A context


At the outset I must record my indebtedness to Kenneth Frampton (b.1930) and his many writings, not only on regionalism, but more generally on architecture, tectonics and architects; to paraphrase FE Towndrow’s (1897–1977) acknowledgement of WR Lethaby (1857–1931) on the flyleaf of Architecture in the Balance: ‘Frampton, the teacher I never met’.14 In acknowledgement, I also realise that little point is served by the gratuitous rehashing of Frampton’s thoughts – although frequent reference is made to them – partly out of respect and partly because my objectives differ from his. Those objectives are: firstly, to trace the course of regionalist and nationalist architectural inclusion or exclusion from the Modernist canon; secondly, to establish a context for a regionalist or nationalist architecture in Modernism; thirdly, to determine the autonomy and relevance of a distinct Scottish architectural culture; fourthly, to ascertain whether regional or national architectural production is in step with political action in Scotland; and fifthly, to identify a contemporary regional or national production in Scotland as the product of fundamental ideas about Scotland and its culture and architecture, rather than as the superficial manifestations of aesthetic isolates.


My initial difficulty was how to retrieve Scottish culture generally and Scottish architecture particularly from footnote status in the history of a largely English reading of a ‘British’ cultural and architectural history, and to descend from the isolated peaks of architectural genius – Robert Adam (1728–92), Alexander Thomson (1817–75) and Charles Rennie Mackintosh – to the broad uplands of more general practice, and from ‘Scottish castles’ to more ordinary buildings. The historiography of Scottish architecture presented a legacy of histories of the typological, aristocratic, antiquarian or simply ‘turbulent past’ variety. None approached the matter of cultural difference between the nations of these Islands as a territorial and patrimonial consequence of the several distances from the metropolitan centre of a ‘British’ culture, preferring, perhaps, to understand it as a choice arising from a wilful perversity (see Chapter 1).


At the present time, the situation is changed somewhat for the better, although even so, in the Scottish architectural library, the rooms devoted to Adam, Mackintosh and the Baronial far exceed the narrow shelves allotted to the rest, Thomson included. However, the recent increase in depth and breadth of studies in Scottish architecture permits us to better reflect on its nature, purpose and meanings. This book attempts such a preliminary and ultimately provisional exploration. It is given a larger framework in this through the seismic developments in European politics since 1989; in global information technology post-1999; in world politics post-2001; in world economics post-2009; in the yet-to-concretise British constitutional arrangements post-2019; and in the economic and health fall-out from the Covid-19 pandemic and, at the time of writing, Russia’s incursions into Ukraine. These provide ‘likebut-not-like’ comparisons with the last three periods of the resurgence of European national and regional cultures and nation formation in the 20th century in 1900–18, 1945–8 and 1989–91, when culture, ethnography, politics, economics and constitutional matters in the former great empires were likewise in turmoil.


Horsman and Marshall observed a world reconfigured by the substitution of the supranational for the international, the trading community for a ragbag of one-off trade agreements, the regional for the national, cultural community for geographic proximity, all of which required the discovery or recovery of anchoring precepts, consensual meaning and the defence of local or regional culture. While touching on violent conflict – Bosnia-Herzegovina still live at the time of their writing in 1994 – they noted:


it is becoming increasingly obvious that the nation-state lacks the autonomous power it once wielded; as a consequence, ‘nationalist’ agitation in the 1990s [and beyond] is likely to develop a localist aspect that emphasises community over country, cultural and social ties over territory, the nation tout court over the specific qualities and advantages of the traditional nation-state and its physical borders.15


The issue for Scotland, as it is for all small nations, is participation in union which respects difference in traditions, practice and needs, which facilitates the free movement of people and goods, which taxes enterprise fairly and disburses benefits equitably, which embodies equal participation in union and permits unfiltered access to the wider world. The question for Scotland remains whether the United Kingdom is that union.


The right-wing Scottish-American historian Niall Ferguson (b. 1964) quoted Henry Kissinger (b. 1923), who, in 1973, presciently observed that


‘[t]he structure of the immediate post-war years [WWII]’, was based on ‘the paradox of growing mutual dependence and burgeoning national and regional identities’.16


 The contentious nature of this topic since the Bosnian Conflict of 1992–5; the continuing fragility of the Good Friday Agreement between the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland of 1998, in particular the contesting demands of the Northern Ireland Protocol on the Brexit Agreement of 2019; the inexorable erosion of Palestinian status, occupancy, patrimony and territory in Israel; the Russian invasion of Ukraine and the suppression and transportation of minorities in Myanmar and China, to name but a few, leaves nationalism and its corollary supra-nationalism freighted with prejudice and fraught with misunderstanding. These events do not render nationalism wrong or unworkable in principle; in fact, it is only in the manner of its prosecution in the above cases that nationalism is not merely wrong but evil. Violence and illegality are consistently eschewed in Scotland’s version of nationalism.


A caveat


I could do much worse than to quote London-born Michael Fry’s (n.d.) concerns at contemporary weighted interpretations and validations of history and his resistance to them. Substituting ‘architectural’ for ‘political’ provides both context and caution:


In the first instance I devoted myself to political history, and so set out against the tide of Whig or Anglo-British historiography, which claimed Scotland had no political history worth the name, as of Marxist or vulgar Marxist historiography, which claimed that such history would always be worthless unless it vindicated the experience of the working class, as of Nationalist historiography, which claimed that such historiography could only be of value if it supported the case for Scottish independence.17


Or to quote James Baldwin (1924–87), himself quoting the Afro-Caribbean writer Aimé Césaire (1913–2008):


The famous inferiority complex one is pleased to observe as a characteristic of the colonised is no accident but something very definitely desired and deliberately inculcated by the coloniser.18


While this text was conceived as an act of cultural resistance, it is not a hatchet job on Modernism – others have attempted this and, as they deserve to, have failed19 – for I am a child of Modernism and value its spirit of change, innovation, autonomy and originality. Rather it is an attempt to excavate, interrogate and celebrate truthfully by means of Frueh’s ‘love and prophecy’ the regional architecture that many Modernist architectural writers omitted, obscured, obfuscated or buried as a problem, a distraction from an otherwise seamless narrative.


Means to an end


TABLE OF CONTENTS: the chapter sub-headings identify themes covered within each chapter.


CHAPTER 1: SOME THEORY AND A LITTLE PRACTICE seeks to establish some basic precepts for the understanding of regional architecture, to address some of the broader issues that surround it and to describe some of the attitudes that colour its appreciation. It employs the experiences of Czechoslovakia and Finland comparatively to understand how particular national architectures were derived, how they related to the national project and how that national project progressed at times of crisis and developed in Modernism.


CHAPTER 2: AN ARCHITECTURE FOR THE AGE discusses the significant international contributions of John Ruskin (1819–1900) and Gottfried Semper (1803–79) when the pressing question for architects and theorists was to find an architecture appropriate to an age when eclecticism and historicism was the norm. Notionally and simplistically, Ruskin may be considered as representative of Romanticism, Semper of Rationalism; the interrelationship of these two poles is one of the principal themes of this book. The future implications for architecture generally of Semper’s astylar ‘elements’ are also considered. The writings of Scottish theorists Archibald Alison (1757–1839), Peter Nicholson (1765–1844) and Alexander Thomson himself on neo-Classicism are examined, as is Robert William Billings’ (1813–74) research in what came to be known as Scottish Baronial. The rational/romantic work of Thomson and Sir James Gowans (1821–90) is compared and contrasted. This is set against the political and economic circumstances of Scotland’s dichotomous situation in relation to Union and Empire.


CHAPTER 3: HOPE IN HONEST ERROR examines late 20th century translations of seminal pre-Modernist texts by HP Berlage (1856–1934) and Adolf Loos (1870– 1933) in respect both of their views generally on architecture and specifically on the vernacular. At home, MacGibbon and Ross’s analytical and taxonomic work on largely the same models as selected previously by Billings together with the Architects’ Sketchbooks are seen as a countervailing local phenomenon. Their continuity into work of Charles Rennie Mackintosh is discussed, as is Herman Muthesius’s (1861–1927) promotion of Scottish domestic architecture in the early 1900s. Mackintosh’s writings on architecture are considered in context. This chapter also interrogates Mackintosh’s relationship with the Wiener Werkstätte and the circumstances of the pivotal moment of his architectural decline and whether he had any significance in the development of European Modernism. The matter of Expressionism in Scottish architecture, raised in passing by Pevsner at this juncture, is elaborated on. Patrick Geddes’ (1854–1932) holistic conception of architecture and planning is covered. The lessening of Scotland’s Imperial status, the increasing centralisation of British governance and the emergence of Socialist and Nationalist agitation forms a backdrop to the period.


CHAPTER 4: NEWS FROM NOWHERE relates the failure of the European and American Modernism of Le Corbusier (1887–1965), Walter Gropius (1883– 1969), Mies van der Rohe (1886–1969), Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959) and others to establish a foothold in Britain in the 1920s and ’30s and the persistence in Scotland of the pre-WWI stylistic models of the Beaux-Arts Baroque and the Baronial and its derivatives. The artistic and architectural theoretical commentary of the Scots George Gregory Smith (1865–1932), Hugh MacDiarmid (1892–1978) and John Tonge (n.d.) in recording the period in Scotland are compared to the canonic Modernist texts and practice. The philosophical concepts of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) and, to a lesser degree, Wilhelm Worringer (1881–1965) are noted as significant influences on these Scottish writers. The importance of the International Style exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York and Henry-Russell Hitchcock’s (1903–87) writings are discussed. The thread of Pevsner’s Expressionism is traced through the relevance to Scottish architecture of the architecture of the Netherlands and Germany, in particular the influence of Willem Marinus Dudok (1884–1974) and, to a lesser extent, Erich Mendelsohn (1887–1953) on James Shearer (1881–1962), Thomas Tait (1882–1954) and T Waller Marwick (1903–71), among others. By way of contrast, the persistence of the significance of the work of Billings, MacGibbon and Ross and the Architects’ Sketchbooks is characterised, as Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) described it, as a ‘system of reproduction’ which guaranteed the continuity if not the authenticity of the Baronial forms. The period is framed by the consequences of WWI, the difficulties of the Depression and the increasing centralisation of British governance which are set against the tokenism of the appointment of a Secretary of State for Scotland and the saga of St Andrew’s House (1913–39). The Glasgow Empire Exhibition 1938 constitutes the period’s coda.


CHAPTER 5: BRAVE NEW WORLD is concerned with the brief and belated hegemony of International Style Modernism and its integration with and support of the British Welfare State. The significant public propaganda and policy blitz of the 1940s and ’50s promoting Modern architecture is discussed together with the Festival of Britain, which was engineered by several of the more prominent proselytisers and pamphleteers. The consequence of statutory space standards and the claims of the Modernists are set against the experience of the public. A number of texts questioning orthodox Modernism by such as those by Peter Collins (1920–81) and Christian Norberg-Schulz (1926–2000) are used to frame conceptions of architectural regionalism which are further expanded on in a review of a tentative regionalism evident in Scotland at the time. The importance photography in the promulgation of the International Style is considered.


CHAPTER 6: THE GREAT STORM charts the several factors that brought about the demise of doctrinaire Modernism – the post-Modernist literary/critical upheaval, the loosening of cultural orthodoxies, the manifest technical and place-making failings of Modernist buildings and the impact of the computer. Significant texts by Kenneth Frampton, Charles Jencks (1939–2019), Bruno Zevi (1918–2000) and others are reviewed as reflections of the wider turmoil of the period. In Scotland, the emergency of the Great Glasgow Storm of 1968, which seriously damaged over 5,000 tenements, impelled a re-evaluation of the Scottish tenement as a viable and appropriate container of a vibrant urban life. The significance of the Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh, 1991, by Benson + Forsyth is considered from an architectural, regional and political standpoint in the lead up to and creation of the devolved Scottish Parliament in 1997 which began to redress some of the political, economic and identity deficits of the 20th century.


CHAPTER 7: THE SECOND-SIGHT draws together the several themes of Modernism, regionalism and Scotland and develops the philosophical reasoning behind the theoretical conclusions already reached. Continuity from Kant to Smith and beyond is encapsulated and perpetuated in the work of Slavoj Žižek (b. 1949). World-city developments and the supporting architecture and infrastructure are questioned and contrasted with Scottish practice. The significance of the Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, 1991, by EMBT and RMJM is considered both politically and architecturally. Regret is expressed for the few home-grown attempts at an architecture of empty semiology. The issue of an uncontested official history of Scottish architecture is raised and questioned. Practising architects in Scotland are queried as to the issues of Modernism, regionalism and Scotland. Current work is described and illustrated under three identifiable regionalist constructs derived from the themes previously established under the headings of ‘Wall and frame’, ‘Montage and Joint’ and ‘The Atlantic Edge’.


Underpinning the text throughout is a search for a specifically Scottish spectrum of ideas, not aesthetics, which gives meaning to Scottish architectural production and that might be construed as its inherent Scottishness; perhaps standing in for Fergusson’s ‘ethnography of art’.


Practicalities


Some clarifications are required in respect to language, emphasis and punctuation. Significantly gendered or racial or otherwise prejudicial, pejorative or ad hominem opinions within quotes, acceptable to certain sections of society at the time they were made but not so now nor to me, are retained uncensored but followed by [sic], as are mis-spellings or questionable syntax. The term ‘patrimony’ is used throughout – despite its unfortunate gendering (‘matrimony’ is no great help as an alternative) – to encapsulate matters of history, heredity, heritage and tradition, especially where their meanings have been vitiated by over or casual use in the culture and leisure industries, news media and advertising. It also extends to accommodate the products of other activities and their recording not usually included in Modernist historiography, such as women’s histories, film, regional culture or song. In particular, it examines where ‘heritage signifies the politicisation of culture and the mobilisation of cultural forms for ideological ends’.20


Japanese and Hungarian practice in the writing of personal names is preferred, placing family name first and given name last. An attempt is made to avoid essentialisms such as ‘working class’ or ‘upper class’, but in dealing with Marxist texts this is virtually impossible. There is no easy answer here when dealing with generalities. Also not easy to define are the multiple and shifting identities and allegiances of the inhabitants of the United Kingdom (England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales). The terms ‘Britain’, ‘Briton’ and ‘British’ are used to identify aspects of its hegemonic cultural and political life. ‘Britain’ is understood as a loose demographic and collective construct that fails to cohere in the minds and experiences of many of its citizens into an identifiable nation-state while, nonetheless, claiming for itself nation-state hegemony, ‘national’ values of fair-play and tolerance – despite much evidence to the contrary – and a distant and alien ‘heartland’.21 A ‘Briton’ is simply a native – either English, Northern Irish, Scottish or Welsh – of that construct who accedes to its authority, although each perceives of their ‘Britishness’ through the filter of those separate identities to a greater or lesser degree. Being a ‘Briton’, for some, is but a remote possibility. ‘British’ is both the collective noun for ‘Britons’ and the adjectival form of ‘Britain’, which is largely quantitative and hierarchical in its meaning and by which it extends its self-acquired cultural and political hegemony to appropriate or to unilaterally assign relative value and significance to regional production. Matters of quality are seen generally to reside in the descriptors English, Northern Irish, Scottish or Welsh, each of which carries different weight depending on context and in relation to the other three nations or the whole. These usages should be evident in the text.


Parts of this text were previously published in the journals 292: Essays in Visual Culture, ARCA, Architectural Heritage, Architecture Today, The Book of the Old Edinburgh Club, Building Design, diVersa, Prospect, Reading and Design of the Physical Environment, RIAS Quarterly and The Scotsman and on the INTBAU website.
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Some regional theory and a little practice


Space exploration: what architects talk about


ARCHITECTS, WHEN ENCOURAGED to talk about their craft, might speak about ‘space’ and ‘light’. For architects, ‘space’ is mostly internal or the relationship between buildings and the landscape, whereas the wider external ‘space’ is the concern of the urban designer or, sometimes, the architect. In Modernism, ‘space’ is non-cellular, fluid and aesthetic. It does not form conventional ‘rooms’, but rather constitutes and links volumes within or between buildings. It is considered aesthetic in itself whereas its framing and orienting surfaces – walls, colonnades, balconies, canopies, ceilings, floors, pavements or parkland – are not necessarily so, although their careful placing enhances ‘space’. ‘Space’ permits differing viewpoints and, through the agency of balconies, mezzanines, stairs, ramps, changes in level and judiciously placed openings, creates ‘intervisibility’ between those different volumes. Such openings also provide consciously directed natural ‘light’ which enlivens ‘space’ and paradoxically substantiates and models it by means of light and shade. Light favours reflective surfaces which might explain architects’ preference for white or grey and their frequent hesitancy with colour not intrinsic to the material. ‘Space’ also entails the relationships of solid and void, thick and thin and heavy and light. In this context, the Main Hall of the Royal Museum of Scotland, Chambers Street, Edinburgh, 1858–61, by Captain Francis Fowke (1823–65), abetted by a ‘new’ engineering structure, is a ‘space’, while the nave of St Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral, Edinburgh, 1871–2, by Sir George Gilbert Scott (1811–78) is not.


In doctrinaire Modernism, such aesthetic space, shorn of all regional or local cultural information, was deemed autonomously to create ‘place’; ‘place’ being that distinct location where we are at one with ourselves and the world, however briefly. Meaningful and aesthetically-pleasing Modernist place occurred infrequently in practice, which suggests that it was wholly dependent on the occasional exercise of rare artistry or that, more often, regional or local cultural information was omitted to its detriment. The availability of ‘space’ was also paradoxically challenged in doctrinaire Modernism with its substantial reduction to the point that ‘place-making’ ceased to be possible. While, in due course, I shall discuss in detail such architectural space – and its discontents – my interest for now is an investigation of the properties entailed in the antecedents of place in the region, the haptic responses that transform space to place for us, the measure of the function of place in autonomous culture, the consequent problems with and comparative perceptions of an autonomous Scottish culture and the impact of these issues on Scottish architecture.
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Mass and containment: Nave, St Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral, Edinburgh, 1871–2, architect George Gilbert Scott.


(Cornell University)
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Space and light: Main Hall, Royal Scottish Museum, 1864, architect Captain Francis Fowke.





Terrain, territory, patrimony, polity: how anywhere becomes somewhere


In the wider context of regional cultures, place is determined by the quartet of terrain, territory, patrimony, polity and their interaction. Terrain is the preexistent geology, topography, flora, fauna and climate of a defined location on the map of the world. Territory is that part of the terrain over which humankind establishes a domain and claims ownership or stewardship of it, defines the hegemony of the Known and demarcates the edge of the Other. Patrimony actualises, celebrates and perpetuates the Known and characterises, demonises or ignores the Other. To stop, to build a fire pit and rest for the night before moving on the next day, is to delineate territory within the terrain. To return to the fire pit later for the same purpose or to recall it in song or story is to establish patrimony. The boundary between the Known and the Other is where firelight fades and shadows gather.


Polity imposes and regulates that boundary and legitimises territorial extent and defends patrimony.


Topographically and historically, where and how territory is delineated is frequently obvious: a river, a mountain range, a vegetal change, the territorial edge of the Other or, less obviously, the location of a mineral resource or place made sacred in patrimony. While the occupation, demarcation and use of territory for shelter, feeding and breeding is a universal characteristic of the animal kingdom and some animals mark territory and create dwellings of a considerable degree of permanence, sophistication and habitat modification – we refer imprecisely to animal instinct – only the human, as far as we can tell, endows known territory with patrimony. Patrimony is construed as a present lived and a future predicated on the remembrance, celebration and inspiration of the continuity of use and myth of the territory in customary, oral, musical, dance and physical form, whether in nomadic or settled societies. Territory and patrimony modify each other.


Territory is anywhere between a galactic empire and a cosy corner:


Erasmus, his biographer tells us, was long in finding the nook in his little house in which he could put his little body [Bachelard’s emphasis] with safety.1


wrote Gaston Bachelard (1884–1962). The provision of security is one of the principal requirements of patrimony and polity in territory. Chadwick described


a world shaped by terms like diffusion, transnationalism, globalisation, hybridity, diaspora, displacement and nomadism… [which] is also a world in which intimate and confessional expressions of sexuality and desire often function geo-politically within broader social constructions of aesthetics, power and sexuality.2


Chadwick’s territories are both political and personal, especially personal, and require a patrimony of respect, tolerance and understanding.


Today, the determinants of territory and patrimony may be seen as resistance to the negatives of globalism, because what purpose does the polity of the nation-state serve other than to preserve territory and patrimony, their meanings and significance in culture, custom and identity, in the face of existential threat? Moffat and Riach asserted that


the arts… [are] pre-eminent. Economic, political and social questions need to be asked and answered but without the cultural argument, they are merely the mechanics.3


Polity does not necessarily arise ‘naturally’ but may be enforced on territory and patrimony through the consequences of monarchical or governmental intervention such as the encouragement of the Scottish Protestant settlement of the so-called Plantation of Ulster, then Catholic, in the time of James VI and I, thus, to tip the political, religious and cultural balance in the population and administration of Ireland. Of such imposition the Slovenian Slavoj Žižek commented:


In a nice case of what Hegel called ‘reflexive determination’, what Western Europeans observe and condescendingly deplore in the Balkans is what they themselves introduced there: what they fight in the Balkans is their own historical legacy run amok.4


Aboriginal territory may be occupied and claimed and its patrimony abrogated through renaming. Owens commented on Lothar Baumgarten’s (1944–2018) recovery of the original indigenous place-names of South America from their later Spanish substitutions:


[Columbus’s] is a visual conception of language in which ‘words are, and are only, the images of things.’ And the New World is simply a series of sites/sights to be named. Not only the new world, but also its inhabitants, were subjected to this visual reductionism… [Columbus] was unable to recognise the Indians [sic] as sign producers. It is not simply that Columbus was uninterested [Owens’ emphasis] in communicating with the Indians, as Todorov suggests. How could he possibly have communicated with them when, by regarding them primarily as sights, he had already rendered them mute?5


He continued:


Thus Foucault and Marin investigate representation not simply as a manifestation or expression of power, but as an integral part of social processes of differentiation, exclusion, incorporation and rule.6


The coloniser renames places solely as topographic features of the terrain, which the aborigine previously signified as a record of events and individuals in the narrative of patrimony. In such cases, residual autochthonous patrimony becomes an act of resistance to colonial hegemony whether personal, in dress, in speech, although sumptuary and language laws have effect here too,7 or more collectively in political or cultural action or in the later recovery of names and implicated legend.


The Known and the Other: belonging or not belonging


Scotland’s political boundary with England, established at the Treaty of York, 1237, is the second oldest in Europe,8 with or without the inclusion of Berwick on Tweed on 13 separate occasions. Arguably its origins are 490 million years older, dating from the collision of the Laurentian plate, incorporating Scotland, with the Avalonian plate, incorporating England; the Southern Uplands being the geologic consequence and obvious topographical origin for the legal boundary. Exceptionally, the national boundary is a wall. Herewith, at random, are eight examples, four in Britain alone: Hadrian’s Wall, 122; Antonine’s Wall, 142; Offa’s Dyke, 757; the Northern Irish ‘Peace Lines’, 1969; the Limes Germanicus, 83; the Great Wall of China, ca. 650BCE onwards; the Israel-Gaza Strip Barrier, 1994; and the Mexican Border Wall, 2017. While intended to keep the Other out, walls frequently and contrarily trap the Known within, consigning the contained, on the one hand, to morbid introspection or, on the other hand, to an unhealthy fascination with the Other. Anyone who travelled to or between the two Berlins between 1961 and 1989 can attest to this. Scotland, although it was not Scotland then, was accorded beyond-the-pale Other status twice in a generation and the walling-up of the Scots is a useful negative trope for those so inclined:


It’s time Hadrian’s wall was refortified


To pen them [the Scots] in a ghetto on the other side9


Today’s ‘wall’ is Deyan Sudjic’s (b. 1952) departure gate in an international airport where the ‘airport [is] a city square’10 or Victor Burgin’s (b. 1941) firewall in a world where


Today’s national borders are largely inconvenient to world capitalism – they have long been routinely ignored by transnational corporations and by a money market become a global computer network, operating at the speed of light. As weak and emergent nations struggle to maintain their faltering identities by drawing their borders more tightly round them, stronger established nations are losing the political will to effectively police their uncertain limits.11


Territory as place, time and knowledge: the messages implicit in territory


While the human concepts of terrain, territory, patrimony and polity may be universal, the qualitative understanding and experience of them is not universally the same. For example, for the Australian First People, the terrain – the very trees and rocks and the rock drawings they make thereon – are, in myth and fact, their ancestors, the forms they themselves will become in time. Territory and patrimony are one and the same thing stretching into both past and future wherein time, respect for the ancestors and respect for the environment are interdependent. They constitute an ethos, custom and presence. The First People present themselves in time as looking forward into the past, much as does the James Webb telescope, and backward into the future, since history is open to view and the future closed. Such concepts are further estranged from us in that the First People locate objects and themselves in the terrain, not in the personally-oriented directions of left or right or back or front, but territorially in terms of the cardinal points of a conjectural compass. This understanding of an integrated territory and patrimony is of an unmediated richness, complexity and integration profoundly at odds with the Western Apollonian thinking that John Berger (1926–2017) questioned:


Many different things can fill the foreground with meaning: personal memories; practical worries about survival – the fate of a crop, the state of a water supply; the hopes, fears, prides, hatreds engendered by property rights; the traces of recent events and crimes… All these, however, occur against a common constant background which I call landscape’s address, consisting of the way a landscape’s ‘character’ determines the imagination of those born there.


The address of many jungles is fertile, polytheistic, mortal. The address of deserts is unilinear and severe. The address of western Ireland or Scotland is tidal, recurring, ghost-filled. (This is why it makes sense to talk of a Celtic landscape.) The address of the Spanish interior is timeless, indifferent, and galactic.12


In discussing the opening of Yosemite National Park, California, 1890, Simon Schama (b. 1945) was precise about Western mediation in territory and the purpose of its incorporation in patrimony:


Nor could the wilderness venerate itself. It needed hallowing visitations from New England preachers like Thomas Starr King, photographers like Leander Weed, Eadwaerd Muybridge and Carleton Watkins, painters in oils like Bierstadt and Thomas Moran, and painters in prose like John Muir to represent it as the holy park of the West; the site of a new birth; a redemption for the national agony [the Civil War 1861–5]; an American re-creation.13


Such solitary veneration distances the rest of humankind from nature. Today, it is rare that art mediates landscape for our appreciation of it in quite the same remote and precious way. In drawing our attention to ‘wilderness’ territory, whether in the detail of Andy Goldsworthy (b.1956) or the civil engineering of Robert Smithson (1938–73), the immediate territory itself is physically altered in the wresting of ‘place’ from infinite space in the creation of patrimony.


Meanwhile, the wider terrain is threatened by extreme engineering technology which circumvents the otherwise irreconcilable demands of human occupation and those of virgin, marginal or hostile territories while attempting to defray, ever more briefly, the negative environmental, patrimonial and territorial consequences of such intervention. Even so, ancient habitation did not have a simple, symbiotic and Edenic relationship with territory from the time of the earliest cities of the Fertile Crescent and their introduction of the technology which Chant recorded14 or which Schama questioned:


Perhaps, say the most severe critics, the entire history of settled (rather than nomadic) society, from the irrigation-mad Chinese to the irrigation-mad Sumerians, is contaminated by the brutal manipulation of nature.15


There is no return to an Edenic state of humankind in nature, were it ever so following the mastery of fire; the First People possess that knowledge and use it to control and cultivate the bush. Likewise, recent discoveries in the Amazon basin – in what had been presumed to be virgin rain forest of paleo-biological origin – brought to light by the very resource rapacity objected to by Patrick Geddes, have revealed patterns of prehistoric settlement and arboreal cultivation contributory to the growth and present form of that ‘virgin’ forest.


The ancient Middle-eastern and historic European models based on the farming or resource community, the city-state, the principality or the nation-state guide my interpretation of territory and patrimony. Geddes’ valley section of 1909 is the summation of that model. Welter (n.d.) noted that:


Geddes’s choice of words – nature determines and man reacts – expresses the primary role of nature in the process of ‘mutual adaptation… of region and race [sic]’.16


Geddes’ tacit acceptance of Western understanding of territory as a resource had him concerned with how those resources were to be extracted sparingly, shared equitably and used responsibly so that he can


get away from the popular social Darwinist notion of society as a permanent struggle for existence, instead foregrounding co-operation as more important for the evolution of all forms of life.17


Pierre Francastel (1900–70), in a similar vein, cautioned:


Man, Nature, and History can only be understood and examined not as essences but as realities within a network of constantly changing relationships. The tendency to consider Art, Nature, Technology, or Man as simple data stems from creation metaphysics, or Bossuetian or Enlightenment philosophy.18


Memory loss and knowledge transfer: what remains, is lost from or is gained by patrimony


Historic regional architectures whose origins predate the industrial revolution and which have conventionally been thought of as rejecting it include those that inspired AWN Pugin (1812–52) or that framed John Ruskin’s understanding of patrimony:


It is as the centralisation and protectress of this sacred influence, that Architecture is to be regarded by us with the most serious thought. We may live without her [sic], and worship without her, but we cannot remember without her. How cold is all history, how lifeless all imagery, compared to that which the living nation writes, and the uncorrupted marble bears!19


It is the case that, albeit drained of the demands of territory, patrimony, history and aesthetics, a similar ‘timelessness’ was also a Modernist concern. In this connection it could be argued that the ‘third world’ second generation recipients of Modernist theory and practice – the nations of South America, the tropical Commonwealth, the Middle East and India – worked more effectively in the accommodation of a reductive Modernism and its spatial concerns with their patrimony. They achieved this, particularly in housing, through the incorporation of culturally appropriate or necessary, socially useful and aesthetically pleasing forms such as balconies, pergolas, brise soliels, mashrabiyyahs, chajjas, jalis, engawas and verandahs – the ‘boundary layer’ – to ameliorate climate, facilitate social interaction and create semi-public space. Second generation ‘first-world’ Modernist adopters such as Britain did not value the societal benefits of such semi-private spaces and relied on idealistically-derived and naively-predicated behaviours of the intended occupants, the efficacy of contemporary technology and the presumed usefulness of shared public space where, as Berger identified the paradox:


Those who live precariously and are habitually crowded together develop a phobia about open spaces which transforms their frustrating lack of space and privacy into something reassuring.20


Proponents of Modernism criticised regionalism as being in permanent stasis in that they claimed regionalism employed, in intent, forms and materials, those of history. It is beyond question that the use of local materials, consequent on terrain, territory and patrimony, according to the then Prince of Wales, had not been possible or, frankly, at issue in Britain since an effective rail network facilitated the widespread distribution throughout the country of brick, corrugated iron from the 1820s and Welsh slate from 1831. The corrugated iron barn and the Welsh slate-roofed farmhouse are as much part of, say, Scottish rural patrimony as their stone and thatched predecessors. Robert Naismith (1916–2004) regarded the use of corrugated iron as an ‘established tradition’, noting that


crofters have raised corrugated iron to a point of respectability but only after it has rusted… its rich rusty red on ageing is not an inappropriate colour for those northern parts of Scotland where it seems to have settled.21
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When non-native materials become indigenous: corrugated iron in the Highlands.





Likewise, form was transplanted. Maudlin recorded:


The neat and regular farmhouses, cottages and planned villages… that transformed the [Scottish Highlands]… through the long 18th century22


which replaced the earlier clachans and ‘blackhouses’. Likewise, the Chinese ‘shophouse’, the tong lau,23 was widespread in south-east Asia, Malaysia in particular, brought from its distant origins by Chinese traders in the 19th century. Recent shophouse demolitions in Kuala Lumpur to make way for world-city developments were seen as a threat to a Malaysian patrimony.24


In Modern regionalist work, Frank Lloyd Wright, Alvar Aalto (1898–1976), Brian Mackay-Lyons (b. 1954), Glenn Murcutt (b. 1936), Peter Zumthor (b. 1943), John (b. 1947) and Patricia (b. 1950) Patkau and others, made connections to territory and patrimony through non-indigenous materials and form in the sympathetic intent and manner of their use and in the planning of the structure rather than through the historic authority of original form and construction. Fromonet noted that


Murcutt, who began in the 1980s to document the structures of the Aborigines, believes that any resemblance between the form of their bark huts and his own buildings is explained by a similar sensibility to the same territory, not by the deliberate imitation on his part.25


In this context, Bell and Rand proposed that


materiality has now become an instrumental methodology for a clear and bold design statement… [questioning only] [h]ow are materials expressed in a building – are they surface or structural, modern or vernacular? What kind of materials are appropriate?26


Meanwhile, Borden believed:


The matter that we start with now has a sophistication that can no longer be understood by a single designer or craftsman across all material types and requires a new sophisticated synthesis of specific craftsmen with manufacturer with designer.27


The implication here for architectural regionalism is that the recovery of relevant territorial and patrimonial determinants are not those physically prescribed by familiar exemplars of form, material and construction from historic time and place, because such resources are exhausted physically, practically and intellectually, but are more usefully the underlying psychic and haptic responses to terrain that brought their use into being in the first place.


The exclusions of patrimony: untold histories, neglected patrimonies


Patrimony is conventionally the stuff of Ordnance Survey maps, official histories, the Dictionary of National Biography, Hansard, the Official Report of the Scottish Parliament, obituaries, Debrett’s Peerage, the National Census, established religion, legal contracts, tombstones, commemorative statuary, the Register of Sasines, law, some gallery art, most architecture and so on. It forms the customary practices, language and manners of a managerial and executive establishment and the precepts, protocols and administration of the unwritten British constitution. Present patrimony was codified by the members of that coterie which conceded the qualified imperfection such that


we should not delude ourselves into thinking that our historical narratives, as commonly constructed, are anything more than retrofits.28


Nonetheless, they undertook that ‘retrofit’ from what they privately believed, and which, in that retrofit, they construed and confirmed to be the winners’ podium. In particular, they wrote out from history even those who had brief contemporary significance but whose personal history, gender or ethnicity disturbed the meta-narrative in which its writers had a vested interest. For example, beyond the handful of female painters which the general thrust of art history has chosen popularly to remember where, perhaps, their biographies meshed with an establishment narrative of helpmeet, muse, victim or survivor, such as Artemisia Gentileschi (1593–1656), Sonia Delaunay (1885–1979), Georgia O’Keefe (1887–1986) or Frida Kahlo (1907–54), there were the very many Fede Galizias (1574–1630), Harriet Powers (1837–1910) or Evelyn Dunbars (1906–60) whose biographies did not and were sidelined.


In a subtly different take on patrimony, Chadwick, writing about Tracy Emin (b. 1963) – who has certainly represented in her work several categories of the pejorative characterisation of the challenging female – observed that


Emin’s ‘perfect places’ map geographies of intimacy and impersonality, confessional autobiography and social commentary, rootedness and dislocation, trauma and renewal, popular culture, craft and high art through images and artefacts. Her artistic practice… utilises a range of media that have often been historically gendered, including diaries, letters, needlework, family photos and personal objects. These practices draw attention to the ways that personal expressions are mediated rather than transparent, and individual voices reference both the body and the body politic.29


Parallax: understanding the inherent dialogue, not dialectic, of Scottish culture


Patrimony is not solely present in its physical representations. How the nation construes patrimony in ideation is as significant a marker of national identity as are architecture and art. TS Eliot (1888–1956), the Anglo-American poet and critic, claimed there was no value in Scottish literature. He believed it lacked coherence and the rootedness of a single literary language, in that its content and treatment varied dramatically across each work. In a rebuttal that might stand for Scottish culture generally, architecture most assuredly, George Gregory Smith challenged Eliot thus:


The antithesis need not, however, disconcert us. Perhaps in the very combination of opposites – what either of the two Sir Thomases, of Norwich and Cromarty, might have been willing to call ‘the Caledonian antisyzygy’ – we have a reflection of the contrasts which the Scot shows at every turn, in his [sic] political and ecclesiastical history, in his polemical restlessness, in his adaptability, which is another way of saying that he has made allowance for new conditions, in his practical judgement, which is the admission that two sides of the matter have been considered.30


Smith employed the neologism ‘antisyzygy’ to denote that the ‘combination of opposites’, as he understood it, was not a ‘syzygy’, not a ‘joining’ or ‘yoking’31 or compromise, but that opposites remained identifiable in the Kantian sense of antinomy. He recognised the capacity of Scots to encompass opposites together with the space in-between, and celebrated it, in a 50-year anticipation of post-Structuralism, in that


oxymoron was ever the bravest figure and we must not forget that disorderly order is order after all.32


In contemporary philosophical discourse, Žižek reinterpreted Smith – though he did not reference him – in his construct The Parallax View:


philosophy emerges in the interstices between different communities, in the fragmentary space of exchange and circulation between them, a space which lacks any positive identity.33


Smith and Žižek were not arguing for a safe middle ground of unsatisfactory compromise but for the insight obtained from the comprehensiveness of a panoptical view vis-à-vis thesis and antithesis. In that context, Smith noted that


though [the Scottish muse] has loved reality, sometimes to maudlin affection for the commonplace, she [sic] has loved not less the airier pleasure to be found in the confusion of the senses, in the fun of things thrown topsy-turvy, in the horns of elfland and the voices of the mountains.34


Parallax, as everyone knows, is what is experienced as we shift our point of view with respect to two or more fixed physical objects as is encountered in a colonnade, or in the moiré patterns produced by two overlaid mesh screens. This is profoundly at odds with the finite figure/ground basis of Le Corbusier’s claim that ‘architecture is the skilful, accurate and magnificent play of masses seen in light’.35 Žižek asserted that when


confronted with an antinomic stance in the precise Kantian sense of the term, we should renounce all attempts to reduce one aspect to the other (or, even more so, to enact a kind of ‘dialectical synthesis’ of opposites); on the contrary, we should assert antinomy as irreducible, and conceive the point of radical critique not as a certain determinate position as opposed to another position, but as the irreducible gap between the positions itself… to face reality that is exposed through difference (parallax).36


Kant’s antinomy, Smith’s antisyzygy or Žižek’s parallax, call it what you will, lies at the heart of Scottish cultural production. It is not a concept with which British critics seem to be either familiar or comfortable. It is revealed in the Scots’ inclination to respond to a question with a question, seeking to establish the antisyzygy of their interlocutor’s position, refusing the empiricism of a simple inquiry and its equally simplistic possible response. Consequently, the Scot is habitually described pejoratively and archetypically as being ‘prickly’, given to ‘pedantry and argumentativeness’37 or, in the words of Michie’s scurrilous doggerel, ‘canny, pushy, chippy’. It even arises in the colloquialisms: ‘Ah hae ma doots’ and ‘Ah’m in twa minds’.


Patrimony in the foreign gaze: how others see us


Žižek cautioned:


This, however, does not in any way entail that one can simply oppose a ‘true’ identity of a culture to its falsification by a foreign gaze – the next consequence is that this ‘true’ identity itself, as a rule, forms itself through the identification with a foreign gaze which plays the role of the culture’s Ego-Ideal.38


Thus, while the French understandably rail at the importance attached by the foreign gaze to Gauloises, berets, baguettes and the Eiffel Tower, or the Germans to knickerbockers, bratwurst, engineering precision and a lack of a sense of humour, or the Japanese to kimonos, tea ceremonies, the Katsura Palace and the bullet-train, these tropes are essential in the construction of being French, German or Japanese and of their nations. There is no requirement that they should harbour more than a modicum of truth.


In finding a place for an independent and confident Scottish patrimony within the hegemonic British cultural construct it is helpful to call upon the validation of the Other. But first, a Scandinavian joke told to me by Swedish architect and academic Anders Johansson: ‘A DFDS cruise ship sinks in a violent tropical storm in the Indian Ocean. The search for survivors and wreckage is fruitless and all passengers and crew are presumed lost. Five years later, another DFDS cruise ship, in the vicinity of where the previous ship sank, chances on an uncharted desert island. On sending a party ashore it’s found that the island is occupied by six survivors from the sunken ship: two Danes, two Norwegians and two Swedes. The Danes have formed a cooperative, the Norwegians are fighting each other and the Swedes are standing about awkwardly, waiting to be introduced’. As for the fourth Scandinavian partner, Richard Weston (b. 1953) recounted that should you


[c]onsult any popular book on Finnish design… you will find the same familiar images; a land of lakes and forests adorned by buildings and artefacts designed and made with a special feel for ‘natural materials’… Although the romance of it all tends to be played up by foreigners, this is an image which Finns themselves are generally happy to reinforce.39


Nonetheless, Finns also suffer from seasonal affective disorder (sad), depression and alcohol-related death rates among the highest in Europe.40


The nations of Scandinavia represent enlightened democratic cultures worthy of emulation and have a contemporary architecture of acclaim. Murcutt wrote to his parents in 1964: ‘Finland is the house of modern architecture’.41 Japan, likewise, appeals as a culture of complex completeness and elegance, yet, when reflecting in 1976 on his early career, architect Tange Kenzō (1913–2005) confessed to having


had these contradictory feelings when I was greatly attracted to Greek and Renaissance arts. I was strongly conscious of the somber [sic] traditional styles of Japanese arts not found in other countries, while, at the same time, I was strongly attracted to the European style arts… I may say that my so-called inferiority complex towards things European was only a reflection of my deep respect of things Japanese.42


The foreign gaze when directed at Scotland is often sympathetic. That gaze, however, is infrequent, mostly historic and is, in some cases, negatively affected by Scotland’s selective inclusion in and weighted comparison with the more strident expression of a purely British cultural entity. McCrone quoted the Californian Marinell Ash (1941–88), author of The Strange Death of Scottish History, 1980, from her unpublished essay, ‘The St Andrew’s Myth’:


Modern perceptions of Scotland’s past are like a foggy landscape; small peaks and islands of memory rising out of an occluded background. The names of some of these peaks are Bruce, Wallace, Bannockburn, Mary Queen of Scots, Bonnie Prince Charlie and the Clearances.43


Samuel Johnson’s (1709–84) earlier claim that Scots had no sense of their own history was the direct result of his foreign gaze lighting on those and similar isolates and interpreting them solely as isolates.44 McCrone and Beveridge and Turnbull queried how Scots connive in this perception, a perception that plays some part, say, in the mythology of Brigadoon, a film musical about a Highland village that appears from the mist for a day and a night once every century.


The accepted story is that the makers of Brigadoon (mgm, 1953) concluded, following a location search in Scotland, that the Scotland they visited was not the Scotland they were led to believe it was and retired to Hollywood to construct a Scotland they imagined to be more recognisable to themselves and their potential audience. The flattering implication of this version of the story is that they bought into a Scotland which through repute, rumour or myth, transcended its actuality and simply did not, could not, exist.


Burgin explained the film-makers’ difficulty:


Phenomenologically, the field of visual images in everyday contemporary ‘Western’ culture (and others, such as Japan) is heterogeneous and hybrid. The consumer of images ‘flips’ through endless magazines, ‘channel surfs’ on waves of TV shows. The integrity of the semantic object is rarely, if ever respected… Collecting in metonymic fragments in memory, we may come to feel familiar with a film we have not actually seen.45


In Hollywood, such fragments might have included LMS railway posters, misty shortbread-tin-lid landscapes, the novels of Sir Walter Scott, calendars featuring Eilean Donan Castle, the sound of the piobaireachd and the vaudeville antics of Sir Harry Lauder, all favourably collaged to produce a constructed version of Scotland with which they became thoroughly familiar and of which they anticipated its physical reality.


The truth was more prosaic. When leading man and choreographer Gene Kelly and producer Arthur Freed scouted out possible Scottish locations in 1953, the cinematically-photogenic ‘grannie’s heilan hame’ of a clachan of ‘blackhouses’ which they sought was largely superseded by orthogonal 18th-century village and sma burgh improvements,46 by 19th-century Baronial and Arts & Crafts interventions, by the ubiquity of corrugated iron, or they simply remained as post-Clearance ruins. None were pristine crofting communities. Moreover, the unreliable weather and the inadequate infrastructure of single-track and unmetalled roads, inadequate rail connections and hotels and guest houses with Calvinistic service and opening hours and non-American or poor quality food, prohibited economic shooting schedules, threatened cast and crew comfort and stood to substantially inflate production costs.


To resolve the issues of weather and infrastructure and manage the budget, a possible location in Big Sur, California was considered, but scotched. Brigadoon was filmed on mgm sound stages in Hollywood. Set designers and dressers, backdrop and matte painters, make-up and wardrobe did their best but, with the occasional rock formation seeming more at home in Yosemite National Park, a pair of Texas Longhorns substituting for Highland Cattle – their biological progenitors – and the dyeing of cloth a wholly un-Scottish bright red using Californian sumac, ‘the integrity of the semantic object [was] not respected’. Cinema audiences, even Scottish cinema audiences, almost certainly did not object. The stagy setting and saturated colour palette (it won a Golden Globe in 1955 for its colour photography) had the beneficial effect of removing a real context and siting the musical in a Caledonian Oz. The foreign gaze, overwhelmed by its preconceptions, conceived Scotland anew. Perhaps in the days of post-war austerity and rationing we were just grateful for Hollywood’s interest.


The Czech playwright Karel Čapek,47 whose words of 1926 contribute the title of this book, was entranced by Scotland, Edinburgh in particular:


An English friend of mine was almost right when he declared Edinburgh to be the finest city in the world. It is a fine place, stonily grey and strange of aspect.


Implicitly comparing Edinburgh with his home-city of Prague, he observed that:


Where in other cities a river [the Vltava] flows, there a railway runs; on one side is the old town [Malá Strana], on the other side the new one [Nové Mĕsto], with streets wider than anywhere… and in the old town the houses are appallingly high.


He compared Edinburgh with Prague (nostalgically), with Paris (monumentally) and Genoa (topographically) and the people with those of Naples (affectionately). His frequent refrain was either ‘and this does not exist in England’ or ‘[s]uch a thing exists nowhere in the world except at Edinburgh’. It was not all sweetness and light, because he saw the slums where ‘there are dirty, red-haired children in the streets’ and ‘the washing is flaunted on clothes-lines above the streets like the flags of all nations’.48


Other Czech visitors49 whom I took to Culross in 1992 found it ‘like a little toy town’, Sir George Bruce’s Palace, constructed 1597–1611, no grander to their mitteleuropäische sensibilities than a large farmhouse in Southern Bohemia, although we might reflect that significance is not necessarily a product of scale. Dutch environmental artist and the then curator of the 1990 Leeuwarden Art and Architecture Festival, Dries Wiecherinck, when shown illustrations of 16th and 17th-century Scots urban architecture, exclaimed, ‘but they are all Dutch!’50, while misreading the vertical aesthetic of the bay-windowed four- and five-storey Baronial tenements of Marchmont and Warrender, Edinburgh, as the equivalent of the tall, narrow, single-family houses that front the canals of Amsterdam and Delft.


Perhaps the most widely written-about isolate in Scottish cultural history, on which the foreign gaze rests almost consistently favourably, is the Scottish Enlightenment. Among the many writers asserting its contribution to, even creation of, the Modern world was the American Arthur Herman (b.1956), who explained:


being Scottish turns out to be more than just a matter of nationality or place of origin or clan or even culture. It is also a state of mind, a way of viewing the world and our place in it. It is a self-consciously modern view, so deeply rooted in the assumptions and institutions that govern our lives today that we often miss its significance, not to mention its origin. From this point of view, a large part of the world turns out to be ‘Scottish’ without knowing it. It is time to let the world in on the secret Scots have known for a long time: that without Scotland, to paraphrase Andrew Carnegie, the modern world would be a very poor show.51


Although Herman focused on the Enlightenment, his subtitle, ‘The Scots’ Invention of the Modern World’, required him also to consider the substantial later 19th and 20th-century contributions of such as Thomas Carlyle (1795– 1881), James Clerk Maxwell (1831–79), William Thomson (Lord Kelvin) (1824–1907), Alexander Fleming (1881–1955), John Logie Baird (1888– 1946) or Alasdair McIntyre (b. 1929) while skating rather too lightly over them and ignoring the substantial intellectual, philosophical, scientific and cultural continuity which they represented in Scottish patrimony. He stressed, in the later 19th century, commerce rather than the science, technology and philosophy that were his focus in the late 18th century. This led him to the narrow conclusion that, in the 19th century:


Scotland’s upper and middle classes were losing that hard-driving entrepreneurial edge which had been part of their cultural heritage… [t]he sad truth was that to many educated Scots, their own culture now seemed more provincial than ever.52


Herman was seduced by an isolate of Scottish intellectual and practical achievement, sequestering it, as did so many, within the late 18th and early 19th-century ghetto of the Enlightenment. The Checklands observed that parallel loss of identity within commerce, but were more acute as to its cause:


The Scots were among the most vigorous promoters of British business imperialism. But the benefits to Scotland diminished as the horizons broadened to embrace the world, while at the same time the focus narrowed, drawing so many of the great commercial decisions to London.53


Architectural perspectives


The foreign-directed gaze of tourist guides and the foreign gaze of tourists themselves, in neither case entirely the safest authority, comment favourably, say, on the ‘architecture of Edinburgh’, although Edinburgh has few, if not exactly zero, contemporary world-class buildings. What tourists understand, albeit inchoately, is that the Edinburgh they traverse has significant extant Mediaeval, Georgian and Victorian urban form – with little by way of 20th-century Modernist planning except in the peripheral estates and bungalow-land which they are unlikely to visit. Edinburgh’s urban plan subsumes the buildings of which it is composed and discretely frames its monuments – as do the cityscapes of Glasgow, Aberdeen and Dundee.


The Luxembourgeois urbanist Leon Krier (b.1946), who had a very specific urban agenda, was a guest tutor at the Mackintosh School of Architecture in Glasgow in the early 1980s. He was astonished to discover that his idealised new European city of streets, squares, insulae (urban blocks) and monuments,54 based loosely on Roman precedent and which, to his previous knowledge, was only contemporaneously present in fragments, such as the 1737 Friedrichstadt extension of Berlin, existed completely not once, but twice, less than 90 kilometres apart in the Edinburgh New Town and the Glasgow Grid. Should he have travelled more widely he would have encountered similar in Perth, Dundee and Aberdeen and in smaller planned communities such as Thurso and Inverary. What Scots could take from Krier’s view was that Scotland’s principal cities, at the very least, were shown to have particular international significance in that they represented important essays in the historic development of city-form and demonstrated viable models for a contemporary European urbanism.


Henry-Russell Hitchcock declared Thomson the architect of ‘three of the finest Romantic classical churches in the world’,55 and that Moray Place, Glasgow, is ‘the finest of all Grecian terraces’.56 Collins thought,


Robert Kerr was probably right in claiming, in 1872, that Alexander Thomson was the last of the Greeks.57


The Englishman Gavin Stamp (1948–2017)58 was obliged to note of Thomson that:


Then, as now, these London-based publications [Builder, Builder News, British Architect and Architect] tended to ignore Scotland and very few of even the most important works by Thomson were noticed in their pages.59


Hitchcock and Collins’ observations, although welcome, lacked the support of adequate published research on Thomson when they were made and were almost of footnote status; a footnote status compounded by the Cinderella condition of much of Thomson’s remaining Glasgow works then and now. Likewise, Sixten Ringbom (1935–92) recorded the significance of late 19th-century Scottish masonry construction in general and the work of John Bridgeford Pirie (1848–92) in Aberdeen in particular, both of which were crucial in the development of Swedish and Finnish National Romanticism. The Scandinavian gaze absorbed and valued equally and simultaneously the work of the internationally, even nationally, obscure Pirie and that of the globally celebrated American Henry Hobson Richardson (1838–86).


Herman Muthesius highly rated late 19th and early 20th-century Scottish domestic architecture during Scotland’s brief moment in the Modern architectural sun. The wide range of designers he recorded gave credence, not simply to the fact of the individual genius of his friend Mackintosh, but to strength in depth which included, among others, Robert Lorimer (1864– 1929), John Marjoribanks MacLaren (1853–90), James Salmon (1873– 1924) and George Henry Walton (1867–1933). Both Muthesius and Adolf Loos (1870–1933), for their own purposes, had favourable views of Scotland in the early 20th century. However, it is doubtful whether the detail of their writings had any influence at the time outside the German-speaking nations, and only later as the selectively edited and co-opted support of an orthodox Modernist narrative. Nevertheless, the foreign gaze on Mackintosh fills books.
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How inferiorism confers obscurity: 50 Queen’s Road, Aberdeen, 1885, architect John Bridgford Pirie.





Less well-known assessments on Scottish architecture and architects include this passage from Vienna-born Rudolph Schindler’s (1887–1953) unpublished notes for a series of 1944 lectures on architecture:


Modern architecture starts with Mackintosh in Scotland, Otto Wagner in Vienna and Louis Sullivan in Chicago.60


This view placed Mackintosh, with whom Schindler had no obvious connection,61 as an equal authority with Schindler’s Wienerschule training and his subsequent assistantship with Wright, himself Louis Sullivan’s (1856– 1924) former assistant. The American architect Louis I Kahn (1901–74) reflected on Scottish castles:
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‘A place to read, a place to sew… Places for the bed. For the stair… Sunlight. Fairytale,’ so said Louis I Khan: Craigievar, Alford, Aberdeenshire, 1626.





Thick, thick walls. Little openings to the enemy. Splayed inwardly to the occupant. A place to read, a place to sew… Places for the bed. For the stair… Sunlight. Fairytale.62


Kahn, through his acknowledgement and analysis of the importance of the occupied wall developed his organisational principles of ‘served and servant spaces’ which informed his Esherick, 1959–61, or Korman, 1971–3, houses while facilitating the functional planning of complex buildings such as his Richards Medical Institute, Philadelphia, 1965.


From a different perspective, and one which related to the specifics of Modern architectural development in Britain, Stamp, who was less enthralled than most by the Mackintosh myth, contended that:


As much of the Mackintosh legend depends upon English indifference to his achievement, there is a certain irony in the fact that while Mackintosh was well aware of the work of advanced English Goths and Arts and Crafts designers, it was Burnet [Sir John James Burnet (1857–1938)], whose sources of inspiration mostly came from Paris, New York and Chicago, who had by far the most important impact on England.63


This is not a popular opinion in Scottish architectural circles.


On occasion, a note of overweening desperation creeps in when the foreign gaze is invited. Stamp recorded the 1950 correspondence between the Scottish architect Graham Law (1923–96) and Hitchcock regarding the frequently posited formal similarity between the work of Karl-Friedrich Schinkel (1781–1841), Alexander Thomson and Frank Lloyd Wright, where Thomson is the presumed link in the chain. Hitchcock responded to Law’s prompt:


Because of my conditioning, I see considerable resemblance [in Thomson’s work] to Wright’s handling of structural elements and space. Interpenetrations, or as I would prefer to call it plaiting, or even plaiding is characteristic of Thomson.64


In a parallel dimension, Mary Miller (n.d.), The Scotsman newspaper’s music critic, recounted her interview with the French composer Pierre Boulez (1925–2016):


He has been fascinated by Japanese gagaku… and by the way that traditional Japanese instruments can produce the most subtle grace notes. Tentatively, I say ‘like bagpipes?’ ‘Oh yes,’ he says with enthusiasm, ‘the bagpipe ornamentation is really fantastic… I really believe that the only untouched music left in the world is Scotland’s’.65


Miller directed a foreign gaze; Boulez observed what was indicated, obliged with politesse and replied with grace.


An occluded view: Scotland as seen from Westminster Bridge


It is the British gaze which lands most often and not especially beneficially on Scottish patrimony. Muthesius had a shrewd understanding of Scotland’s cultural situation. In a footnote to The English House, he recorded that


[MacGibbon and Ross’s] study is all the more valuable in that English works generally pass over Scottish architecture, a state of affairs that can be explained by reference to the narrow-mindedness with which artistic questions are habitually treated in England: one generally looks in vain for any parallels or any reference to anything that is not English.66


The Scott and Uthwatt Reports of 1943 followed the Barlow Report of 1940 and predicated, in part, the Town and Country Planning Act of 1947, as part of the administration of the nascent British Welfare State. The Uthwatt Report began:


The Committee quote the words of HG Wells which express their own affections for our [sic] countryside.


This was followed by a long panegyric from Wells (1866–1946), which opened with:


There is no countryside like the English countryside for those who have learned to love it,


and concluded:


None changes scenery and character in three miles of walking… as our mother England does.67


Jeremy Paxman (b. 1950) located Wells’s England:


[Thomas] called [England] The South Country… he spoke of it as being below the Thames and the Severn and east of Exmoor: It included Kent, Sussex, Surrey, Hampshire, Berkshire, Wiltshire, Dorset and part of Somerset. To all intents and purposes, this is the Essential England. Over time it has expanded to include counties like Oxfordshire… and Shropshire.68


As Margaret Drabble (b. 1939) pointed out, Wells was torn between this parochial rural dream and the anticipation of a dystopian future:


Wells, like Huxley and Evelyn Waugh in different ways show a similar conflict – on the one hand they condemn or question the advance of science, but at the same time they are enthralled by it.69


The Committee, however, was not so conflicted. Beyond its Wellsian periphery, its model omitted every part of Britain where agriculture was challenged by industry or where the town infiltrated the country. The Committee then excluded Scotland by commission, because:


In this report, Scotland is outside the terms of reference. Whatever degree of autonomy Scotland may have within the scheme, a national plan must make provision for the whole of Britain. The great problems of Scotland, such as the future of the Highlands, are enormous which ought to be faced by a united nation.70


Thus, Scotland was deemed part, but not part, of a nationwide British scheme, was recognised as having great problems but was denied specific solution, which in any case only ever ‘ought’ to be the responsibility of Britain; a pernicious sophistry that persists in politics and culture to this day. Beveridge and Turnbull believed that:


The development of alternative views of the Scottish past is rendered difficult in the face of the social and cultural power within the intelligentsia of English intellectuals who update and embellish the traditional inferiorising view in contemporary works… where the views of the London and Oxbridge reviewers are sans pariel.71


The issue for Scottish culture and its practitioners is that they are selected for British cultural status not through the totality of their artistic vision and expression but because one significant pole of the framing antinomy is sufficiently concordant with, useful to or fills yawning gaps in the British cultural story. The simple act of validating the few had its corollary in Beveridge and Turnbull’s claim of the ‘inferiorism’ of the many; what came to be known as the ‘cultural cringe’.


Hugh MacDiarmid (1892–1978), writing in 1950 but only published posthumously in full in 1984, commented on omission made plain in British ignorance of the autonomy of Scottish art:


It will be remembered that Sir William Llewellyn, the then President of the Royal Academy, confessed he had had no idea before he saw the Exhibition [The Arts of Scotland, Burlington House, London, 1937] that Scotland had such a rich and distinctive tradition of its own in the art of painting, and a tradition so dissimilar to the English tradition. The Exhibition was, he declared, an eye-opener. Most of the art critics in our leading British newspapers and cultural periodicals wrote in the same strain.72


Eric Hobsbawm (1917–2012) could have provided MacDiarmid with an explanation for such oversight when he observed that ‘[t]he English hardly gave a thought to the preoccupations of the Scots and Welsh’.73 Moreover,


there was little dispute about the existence of an English or French nation-people. For, given the identification of nation with state, it was natural for foreigners to assume that the only people in a country were those belonging to the state-people, a habit that still irritates the Scots.74


Hobsbawm’s comment encapsulated the British Left’s accommodation with the Union wherein support of foreign or colonial cultural and nationalist status and claims, provided they met an approved oppressor/oppressed narrative, was readily granted, while closer to home it was not. He had little truck with Scotland’s claims of nationhood and, paraphrasing Johnson, stated that it was


Walter Scott [who] thus built a single Scotland on the territory soaked in the blood of warring Highlanders and Lowlanders, Kings and Covenanters, and he did so by emphasising their ancient divisions.75


This notion that ‘Scotland’ was the recent fabrication of one man, his inspiration gleaned from those isolates of Scottish history evident to the British gaze, rather than the result of a celebrated, progressive and continuous collective history, was repeated by Drabble:


Dr Johnson found the Scots lacking, precisely, in historical tradition and written history: Scott had achieved a one-man revolution in attitude.76


An argument which, as Smith noted, had had no currency since the days of Matthew Arnold (1822–88).77 A few minutes spent in the National Library of Scotland’s history catalogue disproves the lack of the written record, while the near-unbroken list of Scottish monarchs between 858 and 1603 exposes the fiction of a lack of one kind of tradition at least. In Drabble’s A Writer’s Britain, Scotland had far fewer page mentions than Wordsworth alone, and exclusively referenced Walter Scott (1771–1832) and Robert Burns (1759– 96). She could not ignore the international Scott; likewise Burns, although he was possibly just too Scottish for her taste and whom she characterised as providing


some excuse for those who wished to see the Scots nation as a nation of picturesque but feckless drunkards.78


Smith observed sardonically that,


for on all questions as to how the universal appeal of an artist is affected by the parochial and petty, the alien has perhaps the better right to speak.79


MacDiarmid, seeking to expand on the philosophical basis of a Scottish literature and Scottish art generally that, at root, seemed to have confused Drabble, reflected:


In the practice of the arts, the Scot has tended to eschew aesthetic theories, has usually been content to be a traditionalist like Burns, and always at best has been a realist.80


but warned,


This realistic tradition of the Scot is obscured when Scottish art is considered as part of English art.81


It is surprising that with his knowledge of Smith’s antisyzygy, MacDiarmid did not expand on its relevance here, because in the above examples both Burns and Scott were not wholly traditionalist, modern, romantic or realist but encompassed all these poles.


Where the British foreign gaze cannot penetrate any part of the parallax, the works are rejected as ‘philistine’, the assessment of the English critic John Pope-Hennessy (n.d.), one of the few who did not care for the Burlington House exhibition. MacDiarmid attempted to finesse the pejorative philistine to the more acceptable realist to explain Scottish art’s rejection by a British cultural establishment, but that simply did not work. What Pope-Hennessy and others like him objected to was not realism itself but the fact that such realism was only one aspect of thesis and antithesis present in the works. MacDiarmid identified Scotland’s contributory failings:


Just as the philosophic poverty is reflected in Scottish political thinking, the neglect of aesthetic studies is evident every day in what passes in Scotland for criticism.82


This tendentious issue of the parallax of Scottish art and philosophy is underscored by Drabble’s almost total avoidance of James Hogg (1770–1835) in A Writer’s Britain, where he was present but only in passing in a reference to the Brontës. Perhaps the seeming moral ambiguity of his work contrasted too violently with her literature of manners or that she agreed with Eliot or that she was swayed by Wordsworth’s precious assessment that Hogg was a genius but of ‘rough manners and opinions’. Drabble’s ‘Britain’ was at root simply a familiar catch-all. Drabble herself was unable to escape the Wellsian English countryside in her realistic urban novel, The Radiant Way, which she concluded with an idyllic rural analogy.83


You’re not my real parents: rejecting patrimony


The most dismaying gaze, by far, is the ‘recusing gaze’ of those natives who feel the need to distance themselves from Scotland. This is not the gaze of the pragmatic, the sceptic or the inquirer after truth and understanding but the vindictive and comparative glare of the disappointed, the frustrated or the inferiorised seeking other validation, legitimacy and allegiance. It is not the gaze of the Orcadian to whom everything furth the Pentland Firth is ‘sooth’, nor the gaze that recognises the Northern and Western Islands as different to the mainland and to each other, nor is it the occasional thousand-yard stare exchanged between Edinburgh and Glasgow. It is not the embittered gaze of religious sectarianism, which pits a Scottish Protestant supremacy against an Irish Catholic minority, a suppurating sore on the Scottish psyche still shamefully untreated. That these are the gazes of colloquial currency and, other than sectarianism, relatively harmless, does not lessen their mythic properties nor make them less available to the agents of discontent. As McCrone commented:


The key point is a sociological one, that myth-history is a vital part of the story-telling of any country. Myths do not disappear when they are confronted with facts, because… evidence does not drive out myths for they operate on quite a different plane. In other words, myths validate experience and action independently of their truth status.84


The recusing gaze engages in displacement. The English design curator Deyan Sudjic (b. 1952), whose Scottish sojourn included the Directorship of Glasgow’s City of Culture 1999 event, claimed Glasgow was


Scotland’s largest city with 600 thousand inhabitants. It is a world city, the closest [Scotland] has to a metropolis. The once bustling city now is shrinking and looking for a new role. It had a peak of 1.2 million people, most of whom I suppose have moved just outside the tax boundary.85


Glasgow’s elevation to world-city status might have been intended to flatter. There are many factors in the making of a world-city, population being only one. On a population chart Glasgow makes little impact: eighth in Britain behind Brighton, Bristol and Sheffield; 40th in Europe behind Düsseldorf and Riga; ca. 950th in the wider world where the real world-cities are located. As for Glasgow’s new role, Sudjic was part of it, while the missing 600,000 Glaswegians did not decamp to the suburbs but were simply resident in that part of the city’s royalty stripped out by a Tory Government set on weakening the Labour Party’s Scottish heartland. Sudjic recused and displaced Glasgow’s contemporary reality. His inflated claims were disingenuous, extraordinary and embarrassing, the unfortunate and naive boosterish obverse of the inferiorist coin.


Also engaged in displacement were Scots who actively supported foreign independence struggles, although uncommitted to that at home: Lord Byron (1799–1824) and the Greek struggle for independence in the years 1821–4; Sir Robert Rowand Anderson (1834–1921) and those of Morocco in 1859–80; and RW Seton-Watson (Scotus Viator) (1879–1951), first those of Hungary in 1905 – from which he resiled – then Czechoslovakia in 1906–18 and Yugoslavia in 1912–8. Displacement featured in the disproportionate number of Scots, almost a quarter of the British total – many of course Socialists and not nationalists – fighting for the Republicans in the Spanish Civil War (1936–9).


James Gowan (1923–2015) may have had genuine complaint about his architectural training in Glasgow in the 1940s, although such training did not so hinder such as Andy MacMillan (1928–2014) or Isi Metzstein (1928–2012) nor elicit ad hominem disparagement of their native or adopted nation and its people:


In the offices the students were broken on the wheel of practicality and, at the school, were introduced to tired Beaux Arts stereotypes… It was a crushing form of vocational training and it is surprising that the inventiveness of Mackintosh survived and flowered in such a system, but that was a long time ago and the yield since then has been very low indeed. The bias towards this form of training seems to be particularly attractive to the Scots. They excel in producing doctors, engineers and so on; it appears to be a very tartan preoccupation. The appeal has probably got something to do with usefulness and the advantages that are derived from simplifying the educational goals. All the other arguments that come to mind have Calvinist overtones which suggest they are likely explanations.86


Nothing transcends on its own account: why confident and engaged cultures matter


Having gazed, as a foreigner himself, on Peter Zumthor’s (b. 1943) works at Graubünden, doubt assailed Scottish architect Neil Gillespie (n.d.):
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How inferiorism confers obscurity: Hippodrome, Bo’ness, 1912, architect Matt Steele.


(Drawing by Roger Emmerson)





Scotland as a nation struggles to conjure up one building that transcends the local scene to speak on a global stage. Who will produce work that quickens the heart, that causes self-doubt, that touches a chord, that runs deep within us all?87


Such works as Zumthor’s are accorded global stature for the simple fact that they are produced, recognised and brought to international attention from within a culture self-confident on its own terms. It is necessarily a lack, not of significant Scottish work, but of confidence that consigns it to obscurity.


Nothing transcends on its own account. For example, Matt Steele’s (1878–1937) Hippodrome Cinema, Bo’ness, 1912, is presently recognised as important in Scottish architectural history and in the history of British cinema. It should have featured prominently in the account of early 20th-century Scottish architecture, but it did not, for it is an isolate, its proto-Modernist design largely unknown even in Scotland outwith Bo’ness, certainly at the time of its construction and at least until Colin McWilliam’s (1928–89) inclusion of it in the Pevsner Architectural Guide to Lothian in the 1970s or until 1979 when it was listed.88 Consequently, its impact on Scottish architectural history and on Modernism in Scotland was nil. Irrespective of its undoubted pioneering qualities, it could not have ‘transcended the local scene’ without contemporary advocacy.


The causes of this condition are the cultural cringe and the absence of a critical tradition within Scottish architecture and architectural discourse throughout the Modern period. The cultural cringe, if conceded, permits the Scot two courses of inferiorist action: on the one hand, to immediately discount the cultural offering in question without further assessment, assuming it to be from the start worthless, or, on the other hand, to subject it to extraordinary criticism and comparison and subsequently to devalue it; in both cases too ready to employ assessment standards and norms from other cultures as relevant.


The medium is the message


Writing in 1934, though not published in English until 1992, Henri Focillon (1881–1943) was clear that the national project is never actually closed at any stage:


A nation, too, represents a long drawn-out experiment. It has forever before its eyes the idea of its own self; it is incessantly building itself. A nation may well be regarded as a work of art. Culture is not a reflex, but a progressive appropriation and renewal.89


This is especially true now when most peoples and individuals are no longer tied geographically by family, servitude, habit, language or employment to specific locations and customs and where those locations experience continuous radical transformation through material and technological changes undreamt of a century ago. Despite this evident surface fluidity, the ties of territory and patrimony remain significant as:


Race [sic] and environment are not in suspension beyond and outside of time. Both are time that has been lived and formed, and this is why both are properly historical conditions.90


However, the misuse of history as a static measure, or the Modernist interpretation of it, conceives of regional culture as seeking a ‘golden age’ or sheltering from change as ‘in secluded settlements [where] the popular arts cling to their ancient state’91 or to being perverted to banality such as in totalitarianism. Milena Lamarová (n.d.), writing about narodní sloh, the Czechoslovak national style (see more below), typified the orthodox Modernist position thus:


It was not just cubist architects who went up the blind alley of decorativism; a whole attitude represented by institutions such as Artěl and the Union of Czechoslovak Artwork was burdened by the regressive dream of the ‘industrial arts’, by nationalistic romanticism, and by an inability to embrace the concept of industrial production.92


The problem is that machine production, as posited in Modernism, does not predicate lack of decoration. Indeed, the contemporary machine is ideally suited to both repetitive and bespoke reproduction of it. What Lamarová chose to ignore was that the entirely Modern Czechoslovak national project and its initial decorative, romantic and nationalistic semiology was precisely and synchronously mirrored in narodní sloh, and it was in the working-out or working through of the national style that the architecture which she so fervently desired came to fruition in the 1920s and 1930s, and by no other means (see more below).


Focillon noted of such developments that


a sudden shift in the equilibrium of [the artist’s] ethnic values may bring him into violent opposition with his environment and hence with the moment, and arouse a nostalgia in him that is highly revolutionary. He [sic] then seeks the world that he needs.93


That is, the moment of the eventuation of a politically-conscious regional or national architecture is not that of establishing a fixity of form but the opening of a door to a new reality; ‘the world that he needs’. One recalls, in this context, Zumthor’s ‘the world of my many places’.94 Fixity of form is the attribute of totalitarianism. Moreover, ‘the concept of industrial production’ is not what is being sought in either the national project or in the national architecture in the first instance; or at least not unless you are Lenin and believe ‘communism is soviet power plus the electrification of the whole country’.95 In the case of Czechoslovakia or Finland, in the 1920s, after two decades of aesthetic and formal exploration within the context of the adaptation of historic forms, their populations and architects sought and found the Modern world, the architecture they needed and that accorded with the ethos of their young republics.


At the achievement of independence what people want and need are flags, fêtes and fireworks, inspiring songs, dances, falling in love, challenging artworks, inspiring new myths, bright-eyed heroes, simple uproarious fun and an open-ended release which might, in due course, result in relaxed sophistication and intellectual inquiry. Focillon understood this process, ascribed no pejorative values in the definition of the style that might accompany or initiate it and was clear about the evolution of style from a style:


Style is an absolute. A style is a variable. The word ‘style’ in its generic sense indicates a special and superior quality in a work of art: the quality… that allows it to escape the bondage of time… A style, on the other hand, is a development, a coherent grouping of forms united by a reciprocal fitness, whose essential harmony is nevertheless in many ways testing itself, building itself and annihilating itself.96


Modernist critics of national architectures would claim that Modernism is ‘style as an absolute’ (should they concede the concept of style) which ‘allows it to escape the bondage of time’, thus conjecturally transcending all other possibilities. Their pretence is that it is astylar, simply contingent upon the material consequences of the instrumentality of the machine, while insinuating that the practitioners of national or regional architectures are locked within the finite.


Contrary to this stance, Michel Foucault (1926–84) generalised:


the historians of the 19th century were to undertake the creation of a history that could at last be ‘true’– in other words, liberated from Classical rationality, from its ordering and theodicity: a history restored to the irruptive violence of time.97


While Focillon particularised that


a work of art is motionless only in appearance. It seems to be set fast – arrested, as are the moments of time gone by. But in reality it is born of change, and it leads to other changes.98


Both Foucault and Focillon rejected stasis, predetermination, the vindication of an absolute Divine will and the fictive accepted ‘course of history’. The history of regional architecture is more complex than Joseph Masheck’s (b. 1947) speculation that ‘[w]hen the modern falls away, presumably the dismissed classical ideal reappears’,99 which entails ‘the matter of the fate of an abstract classical value that modernism… may have preserved’.100 What is preserved is patrimony, which might or might not include the Classical among many antinomial poles.


Bible class101: why what you say matters


Within Protestant enclaves in post-Reformation Europe, the ‘national project’ was anticipated in the early codification of the regional language, its elevation to literary and legal orthodoxy and its siting in popular use and patrimony initially through the translation of the Bible into the local vernacular: for example, in Lutheran Finland, into Finnish in 1548, Se Wsi Testamenti Somexi, and in the Hussite Czech lands into Czech in 1579– 93, the Bible kralická. In Calvinist Scotland, this process was reversed for the Scots Leid where, although complicated by the entanglement of the Tudor succession with the Reformation, the King James Bible of 1611 promulgated the sole use of English throughout a polyglot Union. In the Gàidhealtachd, the New Testament was not published in Gaelic until 1769, and the entire bible, Am Bìoball Gàidhlig, not until 1801. Although, as Dorward cautioned:


One of the few things that can be said with authority, however, is that Gaelic was never at any time, as is frequently asserted, the language spoken throughout the length and breadth of Scotland.102


Not until 1983 was the New Testament translated from Greek into the Scots Leid. In the codification into a language of what, in a British view, was now seen as a collection of dialects, Scotland was required to wait until 1993 for the first English–Scots dictionary with relatively standardised Scots equivalents. Such tardiness may have been of significance.


From interest in vernacular speech and its codification into the formal language of the nation it was but a short step to the investigation of folk-art and architecture in establishing a unique national cultural identity. Many European nations and states undertook such activity throughout the 19th century. It is perhaps of relevance to consider how Scotland fared in comparison with two of these: Finland and Czechoslovakia between 1900 and 1918.


National romanticism: the Finnish experience


Finland, prior to 1918, was never a nation-state as is presently understood. The Finns consequent lack of national consciousness and political sophistication was summed up by President JK Paasikivi (1870–1956)103:


These Finns! What have they achieved? Once they inhabited half Russia. But did they found a state? No! As soon as there was trouble they set sail across the sea to Finland, found a suitable birch grove and built a sauna.104


Upton commented:


It would be difficult to say when the idea of the Finnish Nation as an identifiable body of people inhabiting a specific geographical location first developed105


and Mellor that:


The Finno-Ugrian tribes in the valleys of northern rivers, separated by forest and swamp, were unable to form allegiances against the superior organisation of the invaders, who conquered and absorbed them, or pushed them back into the tundra fringe.106


These first-century immigrants, from what is now Estonia and before that Trans-Uralic Russia, remained in isolation until incursions by the Swedes after 1155. Finland was formally established as a province of Sweden in 1362 and political status belatedly confirmed by its elevation to the status of Grand Duchy in 1581.


By the dawn of the 18th century, the adventuring that had benefited Sweden in the 17th, bringing its armies to the gates of Prague, proved foolhardy. The abortive invasion of Russia by the Swedish King Karl XII and his defeat at Poltava in 1709 signalled the reversal of Sweden’s fortunes. Consequently, a weakened Sweden and her distracted ally, Great Britain107, were powerless to prevent the counter-invasion and occupation of Finland and part of Wästerbotten in Sweden by Russia from 1713 to 1721, a period known in Finland as ‘The Great Wrath’ due to the harshness of its prosecution. A second invasion by Russia gained territory in southern Finland, which was formally ceded by Sweden to Russia in the Treaty of Turku in 1743. The Napoleonic Wars, some 60 years later, provided Russia with the opportunity to annexe Finland entirely, sealing the deed in the Treaty of Hamina in 1809. Recalling the resistance put up by the Finns in 1713 and eager to detach Swedish-speaking bourgeois loyalties from the Swedish crown, the Russians offered the Finns a considerable measure of self-governance. Agreement was reached at the Diet of Porvoo, also in 1809, and the country declared a self-governing province of the Russian Empire.


Gods and heroes: the significance of myth


It is impossible today to appreciate the countervailing romantic impact on European Enlightenment culture at the end of the 18th and beginning of the 19th centuries of James Macpherson’s (1736–96) Poems of Ossian,108 published 1761–5. The tales of ancient heroic deeds originating at the periphery of Atlantic Europe provided a northern counterpart to a previously Mediterranean mythic authority. Ossian was rapidly translated into Swedish and Russian, among other languages. Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821) carried a copy with him on his conquests; the Prussian architect Karl-Friedrich Schinkel remarked on the ‘Ossianic landscape’ on his visit to Scotland in 1825; and Ossianic themes inspired 18th and 19th-century art works, such as Alexander Runciman’s (1736–85) The Hall of Ossian, 1772 (destroyed) or Ingres’ (1780–1867) Dream of Ossian, 1865, painted for Napoleon III (1808–73). Between the 1890s and 1910s, the Scottish Symbolist John Duncan (1866–1945) employed Ossianic and Celtic themes. Cheape noted:


Germany and Scandinavia adopted him enthusiastically as part of their own national heritage or mythology which was in the process of being rediscovered at the time.109


Smith, name-checking the significant authorities of his day, recounted that:


When we turn over the minutes of the literary and philosophical societies of the period, we find no subjects so persistent as the Ossianic poetry and the problem of its authenticity… Blair… proclaimed it the equal of Homer. Ossian is the modern Homer, said Madame de Stael. To Klopstock he is the rival of Homer; to Voss ‘Ossian of Scotland is greater than Homer of Ionia’: and Herder, having at last found his soul’s desire, had thoughts of going to Scotland that he might be touched more closely by this inspired writing.110


While, in Suomi, A MacCallum Scott (1874–1928) wrote:


The fame of MacPherson’s [sic] Ossian reached even Finland, and patriotic Finns began to ask what treasures might not exist in their vast forests.111


Despite the fact that Macpherson’s work was found later to be largely a confabulation which somewhat diminished its significance, its catalytic importance was not in doubt.


Macpherson’s Finnish counterpart was Elias Lönnrot (1802–84), a village doctor of humble origins whose purpose and method was the same: collecting stories, sagas and poems in the oral tradition from remote communities in both Finnish and Russian Karelia, and constructing linking elements to provide narrative continuity. The resultant work, the Kalevala (the Land of Heroes), was published in 1835, with an expanded version in 1849. In the Kalevala, the significance of nature and the sanctity of family life were set within a world where magic touched everything. Sentient nature extended beyond talking animals familiar from other mythologies to talking trees and rocks. Even the heroes and heroines inhabiting this universe of magic material seemed themselves to be part metallic.112 Žižek provided a present-day perspective on the work:


This is where modern art meets the ancient epic. Kalevala, the epic poem that put into words the very core of Finnish identity, is composed in so-called ‘Kalevala meter’: its most characteristic features are unrhymed, nonstrophic, trochaic tetrameters, with the alliteration of lines and ‘echo’ lines… two singers sat on a bench and held hands; one of them sang a line with eight syllables, then the other took over and sang the same thing, but with different words in his eight syllables… does this strange staging not present parallax at its purest… to encircle/discern the unfathomable gap of the Difference by repeatedly formulating both perspectives?113


Ethnographic investigation accompanied such purely folkloric research with Matthias Castrén (1813–52) making an epic journey throughout northern Russia and Siberia in the 1840s to confirm the Finno-Ugric, non-Indo-European origins of his fellow Finns. Likewise, a loose gathering of graduates of the Swedish-speaking Åbo (Turku) University founded, first, The Saturday Club in 1830 as a debating forum and then, in 1831, the Finnish Literature Society, the first national organisation in Finland, whose objectives were


to propagate more exact notions of the country and its history, to work for the cultivation of the Finnish language… [because] [l] anguage being the foundation of nationality, a national literature is not possible without a national language.114


Upton stated:


Through the efforts of these, and numerous lesser men, the intellectuals of the Finnish Literature Society had created the modern Finnish national image.115


Architecture was initially untouched by the political, linguistic, folkloric and nationalistic turmoil of the 1870s and ’80s when its prime purpose was to reflect the tastes, attitudes and practical dynamism of the new middle classes. It was the artist Akseli Gallen-Kallela (1856–1931) who initiated the investigation of timber folk architecture. On honeymoon in Karelia in 1890, he collected material for what was to become his Kalevala cycle of paintings, exhibiting The Aino Myth at the Ateneum, Helsinki in 1891, and which provided much of the graphic imagery infusing the works of the later National Romantic architects. He built a large timber folkloric family hut called Kalela at Lake Ruosevi in 1894–5, employing local carpenters, and subsequently designed a National Romantic house and studio with tower at Tarvaspää, Espoo, in 1911–3.116 Hilding Ekelund noted that:


This tendency, national romanticism, had as its spiritual originator the artist Axel Gallén-Kalela [the Swedish form of his name], a man of genius, and took on a form here that was, perhaps, more radical and more pronouncedly individualistic than elsewhere; attempts were made to replace the exhausted classic world of design by a new one, founded freely on native or self-created architectural motives.117


Scotland, granite and folklore


Finns, in the late 1890s, followed the Swedish architects and engineers who had earlier visited Scotland and the USA beginning in 1871 to learn about granite and masonry construction, largely unused for domestic construction although plentiful in the bedrock of both nations. Geologist and engineer Hugo Blankett (1872–1949) travelled to Aberdeen, Peterhead, Glasgow and Edinburgh in 1896, accompanied in Aberdeen by Alexander Nyström (1869– 1926), the architect-brother of Gustav Nyström (1856–1917), for whom he worked. Armas Lindgren (1874–1929) travelled widely in Scotland in 1897 and again, on a diplomatic passport, in 1920.118 Hugo Lindberg (1863–1932) was in Aberdeen for four months in 1898, while Lars Sonck (1870–1956) may have visited Glasgow in 1901.119 Eliel Saarinen (1873–1950) was in Edinburgh in 1904.120 Frequently illustrated in reports presented to their sponsors were St Machar’s Cathedral, Aberdeen, and the work of John Bridgford Pirie, wherein the response to the hardness of the granite and consequent simplicity of detailing was much admired. The over-working of the stone at Alexander Marshall Mackenzie’s (1848–1933), Northern Assurance Building, 1882–5, and Marischal College, 1891 was deplored.


Meanwhile folkloric research proceeded apace at home. Armas Lindgren, sponsored by the Archaeological Bureau and the Antiquarian Society, studied and drew 74 churches up to 1902121; Lars Sonck travelled widely in Uusimaa, Satakunta and Häme in 1892, recording 31 churches for the Ancient Monument Society, and in Turku and Porvoo in 1893 on the study and relocation of funeral tablets for the Archaeological Bureau. He only cancelled his proposed Karelian trip in 1894 on learning he had won the architectural competition for St Michael’s Church, Turku.122 Yrjö Blomstedt (1871–1912), Victor Sucksdorf (1866–1952) and Bertel Jung (1872–1946) made several trips in the 1890s to Karelia to study folk-art.123 Blomstedt and Sucksdorf published the results in the influential Karjalaisa rakennuskia ja koristemuotoja in 1894.124


Even establishment architects such as Josef Stenbäck (1851–1929) and Gustav Nyström were affected by it. Stenbäck made a remarkable swing to National Romanticism after 1904, which may have been due to his contact with the younger Finnish architects of the fin-de-siècle. Stenbäck’s other significance was in his promotion of ‘true materials in church architecture’ through the magazine Suomen Teollisuuslehti,125 which he founded in 1883, and in his subsequent espousal of masonry construction and membership of the commission appointed by the Architects Club to investigate its use in general building.126 Nyström was uniquely placed to influence an entire generation in running both a successful practice and in teaching at the Helsinki Polytechnic, becoming its Head in 1903 until his death in 1917, although his regular, neo-Classical, ‘Germanic’ architecture was the very thing that the younger architects rejected. As Saarinen claimed,
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The Scottish influence on Finnish National Romanticism: Queen’s Road Church, Aberdeen, 1887, architect John Bridgford Pirie.





Certainly in those days architecture did not inspire one’s fancy… It finally became evident that the Classical form after all is not the form to be used for contemporary purpose, but that our time must develop an architectural form of its own.127


Nevertheless, Herman Gesellius (1874–1916), Lindgren and Saarinen were employed in Nyström’s office in 1898 on the design of the Pohjoismaiden Yhdyspankki to supplement the meagre earnings from their embryonic joint practice. Nyström’s Classicism masked structural daring such as the cast iron interior of the National Archives, Rauhankatu, 1890, and technological experimentation such as the first all-native, all-stone façade at the Yhdyspankki, Aleksanterinkatu. His Viennese training obscured a love of his native land as expressed in his Elias Lönnrot Memorial, Sammatti Churchyard, 1886, while his age was belied by his willingness to adopt modern design principles as in his Richardsonesque Turku Art Museum, 1904.


The February Manifesto: the precarity of the rights and responsibilities of freedom


Increasing competition between Germanic and Slavic Europe in the late 19th century had Tsar Nicholas II conclude that ‘Russification’ of his far-flung and heterogenous empire would bind its constituent peoples more tightly to him and promulgated the February Manifesto in 1899 which abrogated the Finnish Diet, introduced the conscription of Finnish youth into the Russian army and undid much that had been achieved since 1809.


By 1899, contemporary Finnish architecture had claimed the use of granite as an expression of national sentiment; adopted Scottish techniques for how to construct in masonry; studied Scottish and American models for what to construct; and used folkloric research to provide a language of decoration. Nevertheless, Ritva Wäre, quoted by Nikula, cautioned


that the architects were not consciously striving to create the specifically Finnish style cherished by latter-day National Romantic thought. Their goal was a new style, free from historicist ballast and in harmony with both modern construction techniques and the national heritage.128


It was this combination that was to appear in new work in large measure following the promulgation of the February Manifesto. For example, Sonck had won the St Michael’s Church, Turku competition in 1894 with a strongly neo-Gothic design, although construction did not start until 1899, during which time he presented at least two variations on his competition entry. He was held to his original design but varied it relatively discreetly. Externally this church was still largely neo-Gothic, though the stilted arched ground floor windows and twin towers flanking the apse were only distantly so, while the interior was a mixture of Secession and folk-art-inspired decoration which resulted in something older and edgier than Gothic. With St Michael’s on site, the architectural competition for St John’s Church, Tampere was announced, which Sonck duly won in 1900 with a full-blooded National Romantic design.


Sonck claimed of St John’s:


The aim of this entry is therefore to use small dimensions to produce a building with the character of a small church.129


However, the building is monumental from the boundary walls of water-rounded river boulders to the prodigious granite columns supporting the interior to the stonework coursing. Kivinen suggested that the masonry was


laid in a way not invented by Sonck but imported to suit the popular contemporary style,130


but it is plain that the coursing he employed did not reflect the tectonic proprieties of either Scottish snecked or American coursed rubble and that Sonck’s intent was less constructional than expressionistic. MacCallum Scott commented:
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The impact of Scottish and American models on Finnish National Romanticism: St John’s Church, Tampere, 1900, architect Lars Sonck.





[St John’s] not merely serves its utilitarian purpose, but it expresses in every line and in every stone the creative joy of the artist… Not that it is a perfect building! It has the faults of the artist’s temperament. There is a freakish element in it; a wanton desire for originality which leads to occasional aberrations from true structural principles.131


He went on to say that ‘[s]ome faint echo of Egypt, or of Assyria, pervades the building’ and, in an observation on those boundary walls, commented:


This is the return to nature of the super-civilised. One cannot help feeling a touch of the masquerade in it. Or one may read politics into the structure – a search for the aboriginal Finnish nature, the spirit which is as native to the country as these water-worn boulders or the riven granite.132


An architecture of resistance: the political poster in stone


Up to 1899, then, the questions for Finnish architects were of style in general and technique in particular. Other competition wins by Gesellius, Lindgren and Saarinen in this period – the Helsinki Sports Palace and the apartment building at Hämeenkatu, Tampere, both 1898, and even the Turku Library designed between February and May 1899 – were in neo-Renaissance and neo-Gothic styles with nary a hint of the ubiquitous Pirie or Richardson. However, after the promulgation of the February Manifesto that year, both questions were decided: style to be particularised as National Romantic and technique to be generalised as the use of granite. Overnight, architecture became a polemic on national identity when:


Finnish students ski-ed the length and breadth of the land collecting over half a million signatures for a protest to the Tsar. Some eleven hundred eminent Europeans signed a petition, ‘Pro Finlandia’, and a deputation headed by a French Senator waited on the Tsar in St Petersburg, but was refused an audience.133


This transition was concretised in the National Romantic Pohjola Fire Insurance Building, Aleksanterinkatu, Helsinki, 1899–1901, won in competition by Gesellius, Lindgren and Saarinen. Decorative elements were intentionally placed to emphasise tectonic strength in a manner quite unlike that of Classic or Gothic authority. The main entrance off Aleksanterinkatu is of the Boberg134 type but radically transformed. Masonry is variously massive rock-faced or ashlar soapstone cut as if it were the harder granite. Cyclopean blocks flank the entrance supporting a frontispiece of barbaric splendour representing the flora and fauna of the Finnish forests. The corner tower is framed by four cylindrical pillars and capped by a bullet-shaped, shouldered spire of pitted copper rising from 16 columns of various diameter with scale-like surfaces. In the interior, the architects and the artists engaged by them made the transition from the largely naturalistic form of the elevations to a new symbol language loosely based on folk art.135 The world was alerted to National Romanticism by their winning entry in the competition for the Finnish Pavilion at the Paris World Fair in the pivotal year of 1900. However, it was a timber building clad in painted canvas pretending to be stone and revealed too obviously its many debts to Pirie, Richardson and Boberg to be considered other than transitional. Indeed, its filigree spire, closely related to Pirie’s Queen’s Cross Church, Aberdeen, 1881, (see page 67) disappeared from their work thereafter.


The Doctor’s House at Fabianinkatu, Helsinki, 1900–1, by Gesellius, Lindgren and Saarinen rises on a series of pointed and stilted arches from very low springing points, barely 120 centimetres from pavement level and terminates in a massive tiled roof. Similarly simplified is their competition-winning Olofsborg apartment building, 1902 and Eol apartment building, 1901–3, both Katajanokka, Helsinki, where mass and mushroom or forest-like forms dominate. This format became a standard in apartment blocks by the likes of Selim Lindqvist (1867–1939), Werner von Essen (1875–1947) and Oiva Kallio (1884–1964) and throughout the districts of Katajanokka and Eira. The Pohjola itself also had its own progeny in works such as the Poli (the former Polytechnic Students Union Building, now a hotel), Lönnrotinkatu, Helsinki, 1903, and the Otava Publishing Company, Uudenmaankatu, Helsinki, 1906, both by Karl Lindahl (1874–1930) and Valter Thomé (1874–1918).




[image: images]


Karelian influence on Finnish National Romanticism: Pohjola Insurance, Aleksanderinkatu, Helsinki, 1902, architects Gesellius, Lindgren and Saarinen.







[image: images]


National Romanticism in timber and canvas: Finnish Pavilion, Paris International Exhibition, 1900, architects Gesellius, Lindgren and Saarinen.


(Drawing by Roger Emmerson)
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America, Scotland and Karelia in the Olofsberg Apartments, Katanajokka, Helsinki, 1902, architects Gesellius, Lindgren and Saarinen.
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