Book Reviews

Denys Lasdun, architecture, city, landscape. By
William R Curtis. Phaidon press, London, 1994.

240pp. ?39.99.

Whereas most surveys show that the great majority of
patients is satisfied with their doctors, most people are
very unsatisfied with architects. Architects have two
problems to contend with which doctors do not. First-
1Y: the obsession with novelty in the arts means that
they have to innovate to be respected, and it is not
enough just t° produce 2 good building. Really cre-
ative people are few and far between. Secondly, the
cost of labour has risen much more than the price of
materials, so this has imposed financial limits on
detailing.

The modern movement in architecture started in

the second half of the 19th century, in reaction to the

then existing ornate wedding cake style. Under the slo-

gan of 'less is more', the pendulum swung from exces-
sive decoration to mo decoration at all. But our senses

like regularity with variations?cf. Johgnn Sebastian
Bach.

So what with less being de rigueur, and decoration
expensive, boring boxes result, and less becomes a bore.
I often ask people to mame 51X new buildings they real-
]_y like, and most of them cannot. But a building by
Denys Lasdun is usually among their favourites, and it
is easy to see Why: he is creative, and he pays great
attention to detailing. For this he has needed rich
clients, and he has usually found them. His Ol’lly build-
ing which is not entirely successful is the National The-
atre; perhaps the GT.C was not quite *ich enough.

The first bulldll’lg of his I saw was built as long ago 2°
1937, and I was taken there just after the waxr by an
architect with whom I was in love. The house was the
start of p,, love affair with modern architecture. |
architect did not last as long == architecture did, but I
fear that I too have difficulty in naming six modern
buildings I like. However Lasdun's are at the top of my
short list.

When the new College was mooted, I doubted that
the right architect would be chosen. Hospital architec-
ture until then?and indeed to the present day?did

not give ground for hope. ! was delighted and sux-
prised when Lasdun was selected to build the (gllege.

The (ollege === congratulate itself on its choice; the
building is a delight, and has been maintained in
showroom condition. William (yrtig, the art-historian
author of this celebration of Lasdun's career, says that
the College is the building in which Lasdun became
fully himself.

Roughly one third of the book's 240 quarto pages is
text, and very small print at that. This constitutes a

wide-ranging @nd interesting essay ©» Lasdun, his for-
mation and the influences on him and
evelopment,

quite detailed descriptions ©f his 30 buildings, the first
a student work in 1934; 60 years of activity which are
not yet ended. There are descriptions of some of his

projects which were never puilt, and some of Lasdun's
own yritings o» architecture. The rest is photographs
and plang. The book is picely produced but some of

the photographs are too grainy and old, and some of
the snaps t°° small to be of much value.

Lasdun's work is easy ' recognise because of his
trade marks. Strong horizontals project ever windows

giving interesting contrasts of light and shade. gqually
strong verticals emphasise the horizontality; even his

first student work shows this diagnostic physical sign
The careful selection of wooden shuttering, into which

his concrete is poured, leaves the grain of the wood
and the image of the large dowels imprinted on the
concrete and relieves the boredom of smooth con-
crete. Though he is not ghsegsionally imnovative, he

has the imagination t° e interesting.
Perhaps the key to his success is that he is a human-

ist before he is a functionalist. His buildings fit into
the landscape, rather than dominate it. Like Ppalladio,
his work is on the human gcale, even though some
buildings?the University of East anglia is an exam-
ple?are, of necessity, monumental. He is our most
successful monumental architect; and you do not feel
like an unconsidered trifle in any °f his buildings
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