INTRO

Thank you for inviting me– I feel greatly privileged to be here and to explain our philosophy to you.

The 4 words on the screen behind me tell you both who we are and what we do.

But, before I start explaining what we do at Stedman Blower and why we do it, I want to be sure that you understand what I intend to achieve in this talk. 

· I want to get across to you our core purpose – the philosophy that guides everything we do.

· I want to explain our core beliefs – those beliefs that drive us forward and are the reason why we go to work every day, enthused and passionate. 

· Lastly, I want to share with you narratives and histories that are woven into the work we will be showing– narratives and histories that illustrate our core purpose and beliefs.

I do not expect that you will share our purpose, nor that you believe what we believe. I do not expect that you will always appreciate our techniques or style, nor do I want Stedman Blower to be judged purely on that basis.

What I do want to achieve, is that you will feel connected to culture. A culture that we all share, after all, to a greater or lesser extent. A culture that is proudly British and yet cosmopolitan; traditional yet contemporary; vernacular but still dynamic. A culture that courses through the richly textured environment we call home.

Returning to the screen, what do we mean by Cultural Connection and why is it important?

(2 mins)

CULTURAL CONNECTION 

Our work explores tradition, memory and identity in architecture and their contribution to our nation’s cultural landscape and heritage.

Memory is a tapestry of past experiences, and in the case of architecture, of places visited, buildings known, surfaces brushed up against, images on a screen, paragraphs in a book, an object played with, a wall touched, a room slept in. All these things are woven together by our subconscious in a collage of texture and form.

We make buildings that attempt to nurture individual and collective memory, believing that memory is an important weapon in resisting the increasing fragmentation and commercialisation of space. We are weavers of the past into our work but in a purposefully distorted way. We do not do this by a pastiche of tradition, but by creatively juxtaposing contrasting images from variegated sources, to produce - ‘an exquisite corpse’ if you will, or – a richly textured and dynamic architectural tapestry of traditional and contemporary forms and materials.

We do this both because we hope that our various communities will respond with a renewed love for the power of architecture to contain their needs as well as excite their passions and because they will see that buildings can be infused with the spirit that makes the evolutionary cultural fabric of our society timeless and yet still so necessary.

(5 mins)

BACKGROUND

What about Stedman Blower? Where does it come from and why should it matter?

Since its foundation in Farnham by Arthur Stedman in 1895, Stedman Blower has navigated the social and cultural shifts of the modern era, making architecture that has served mainly a local context in the counties of Hampshire, Sussex & Surrey. 

We are showing you slides of images that typify a culture of building in rural, suburban and market-town environments. The architecture from this period in our work is characterised by the use of a pallet of materials, techniques and styles that can broadly be characterised as parochial, vernacular, traditional and craft-based. 

Alongside this work has also been the Conservation of our cultural heritage and the alteration or extension of buildings by significant British Architects, such as – Sir Joseph Paxton, Sir Edwin Lutyens, CFA Voysey, JR Bryden, Thackeray Turner, Harold Falkner, Detmar Blow – some of the luminaries of the Victorian and Arts & Crafts movements in architecture. This corner of England abounds with a world-class collection of Victorian and Arts & Crafts houses for the emerging middle-class commuter to London in the 19th C –  for example Philip Webb, Norman Shaw & Gilbert Scott. Not least as I am sure you know, just 5 miles from where we sit, is where Edwin Lutyens himself grew up and where he built some of his greatest houses.

I look back with nostalgia, like many do, to a period where architecture was more certain in its role in society. The certainties that these previous generations worked within are no longer quite so apparent to us now. We live in a transitional period, where each of us must find a place to work, on the shifting sand dunes of contemporary culture. While many choose to ignore the context of traditional culture, seeing something reactionary and retrogressive, we like to see something ageless and enriching in the buildings and crafts of our forebears.

Let me make an analogy in this respect. The words a modern writer might use are still substantially the same now as in Shakespeare’s day. They might be conjugated differently and may even mean different things to us today, but the words still matter to us – this is why Shakespeare and vernacular language still matter. They still resonate today, whether in a Baz Luhrmann movie or a school play. In the same way, a brick or tile today is still the same brick as in Lutyens or Wren’s day. We still seek out old buildings that provide comfort and cultural continuity – the old village pub, the market square. 

To understand these vernacular materials and traditions, their cultural lineage, their properties and their meanings matters to us. 

They matter to me.

(8 mins)

DAMIEN BLOWER

My own personal journey to cultural connection traverses slightly wider cultural contexts than the Surrey & Hampshire borders, where I was born and grew up. My first building when I was 21, a barn self-built in-between studying at University College London in 1990, started my quest for an architecture that responded to the cultural heritage of the place I grew up in.

In 1992 I moved to New York & then Los Angeles for 4 years in the early 90’s. I did my post-graduate Masters in LA, studying under influential architects and thinkers. To round off my Stateside exerience, I spent the last 6 months after getting my Masters degree working for Frank Gehry, he of the celebrated Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, before taking over Stedman Blower with my brother Robert in 1996. 

Despite the enriching academic environment around me, what I remember most and gained the most value from more than anything else, is the enormous and varied tradition of domestic buildings in Southern California, perhaps richer than anywhere else in the world - LA is to the 20th C house, what Surrey had been to the 19th C house – a place of revolutionary change in the design and cultural meaning of the home. 

Early on, armed with David Gephard’s guidebook on the architecture of LA, I decided to dedicate any spare weekend criss-crossing both California and other western and mid-Western States in my battered Honda photographing these buildings, acollection now numbering many hundreds of slides. These buildings are my special memory, just as the English vernacular is a memory we all share.

It is the dual context of both my own experiences in America and here as well as the 110 years of cultural heritage at Stedman Blower, which nurtured this passion we have for a traditional and contemporary architecture and that feeds our philosophy of Cultural Connection.

WORK

We are now going to show you 8 mostly residential projects, which have either been recently completed or are still in design stages. They are all in Surrey or Hampshire.

The first three are all works to Listed Buildings, the first and last of which are barn conversions.
(10 mins)

Barn Storm (at The Threshing Barn)

You may have a bit of deja-vu here, as this building was screened on Channel 4’s ‘Grand Designs’ in March last year.

The brief for this project was defined as much by the constraints on the site as the wishes of the Client. It is a sensitive village site, in Surrey’s rolling hills. The house next door, and to which this building once formed the farmyard, was the place where Sir Edwin Lutyens grew up as a young boy. The barn is Grade 2 listed, formerly a 19th C threshing barn, but long since out of use for agriculture.

The main feature of the barn is its size and height. The 400sqm home fits easily inside it. The structure is a single span 5 bay barn, part oak and part s/w timber, framed off a brick plinth with a brick gable to the Lane. There are facing single cart bay entrances at the centre, with full-height doors. The roof is tiled with a half-hip. Off the main structure, are a collection of other farm buildings, one of which, linked by a glass roof, became incorporated as the kitchen.

The brief was to provide a 4-bedroom family home, with a high specification interior finish and sustainable environmental design. The Master Bedroom suite occupies one end at the highest level, while at the other are stacked the children’s and guest bedrooms and the utility and plant rooms.

At the centre is an open volume right up to the ridge beam and an almost entirely open-plan ground floor, interrupted only by the bridge and spiral stair.

Cultural connection is achieved in this project in two ways. 

Firstly the windows are rather random against the structure of the barn, against the convention for the more domestic treatment of most barn conversions you have probably seen around. It is not unusual in vernacular barn tradition to see apertures, windows and vents in seeming randomness on the façade – it might be an airvent, a hatch for hay, a stable door even – this barn has almost certainly been through generations of alteration and change. 

We have designed all the windows to relate to a specific need for light, air or a view and have not been dictated to by the existing structure – this gives the elevations a playful quality that respects the barn’s integrity while providing light and views. 

Secondly, we generally subscribe to the SPAB  - that is William Morris’s Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings. That is that any intervention into a Listed structure should be obviously new and different. This is so that at any time, the intervention can be removed, while leaving the original building intact as far as possible. 

This has led us to ensure that the internal interventions have an entirely different structural and design logic to the existing timber-frame. We were also inspired to think of the space as a positive object to be reduced than a negative space to be added. I liken this to the opposite approaches of a clay versus a stone sculptor. A Clay figurine is made by an additive process. The figure in a stone sculpture is carved out of a solid block. This is analagous to our approach. 

The existing barn is an additive process, all columns and beams, mortices and tenons. The new ‘pods’ suspended inside are achieved by the opposite process -  a reductive one – the space in the barn is like a large slab of white marble carved away to reveal the void at the centre. The bridge and stair are like the peelings from this carving.

The smooth white surfaces face each other across the void, wrapping through and over the timber structure. This dialogue between old and the new, the additive and the reductive, the rough and the smooth and the curvy and the sticky is what resonates so strongly in this project.

The next project we are going to show you is the only project that is not a residential project.

The Wall (at Sutton Place)
Evenso, Sutton Place was and still is in use as a house, albeit a rather impressive and unwealdy one. 

Sutton Place was built in the 16th C, by a courtier of Henry Vlll and is now Grade 1 Listed for 2 reasons. Firstly it is one of the first grand houses, built in the Renaissance manner, without any fortifications, natural or otherwise. And while this is not exceptional for the period, it is the first known building using terracotta, an Italian building material, in England. The house is brick and terracotta, departing from most noble houses of the period which would generally have used stone. 

The house sits in an estate of 200 acres or so, surrounded by a Capability Brown-style 18th C landscape with modifications by Gertrude Jekyll in the Late 19th C. The second reason the house is Grade 1 Listed, is when it was under the ownership of John Paul Getty, the American oil billionaire. He commissioned Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe, the most important British garden designer of the 20th C to build what is now considered, the greatest and most complete 20th C British garden. These two critical aspects of the house are inextricable - the brick and terracotta architecture defines Jellicoe’s gardens in a landscape of garden walls and courtyards.

Our brief was to build a new spa resort come hotel come private club. Apart from a few minor interventions in some of the less historically important buildings on the site and some minor works within Sutton Place itself, the major building was to be the main sports and spa complex in a new building.

This new building needed to be designed within the significant constraints of the site, Sutton Place and the gardens. The approach we adopted was to build a partly buried building along the Northern boundary of the original Tudor walled garden, but well screened at the servant’s end of the house, by trees, shrubs and coppices.

We have thought that the defining architectural characteristic of Sutton Place, is the brick wall. The wall here becomes at some points the building, at others a chimney, then it becomes a garden wall, a courtyard, then another building again. The terracotta, where used on Sutton Place, articulates the openings in an otherwise ordinary brick box. We think this is as much a key aspect of the vernacular house as the vernacular city, village or town. Think of the town wall of a city, built for purely defensive purposes – the wall becomes inhabited and appropriated over time for various rituals and functions. The wall might become the wall of a house, a prison, a shop; perhaps a roof leans against it; maybe a window or new door appears to puncture it. We feel this is a very strong theme and one we would like to explore in other projects.

In our scheme, we have seen the wall as shadowing and peeling off the existing brick wall. Our new wall is to be in brick, but allowed to grow over with plants and ivy. The space between the two walls becomes the building, which is glazed to the existing garden wall, to create a linear garden or exercise area – the palaestra of a Roman Bath building. This wall is to be punctuated by terracotta lined apertures, just as Sutton Place, but with an entirely asymmetric and eccentric pattern – almost like Le Corbusier’s Ronchamps. The building is to be flat-roofed with grass, interspersed by a dancing pattern of conical rooflights capturing the sunlight at different times of day – these cones like architectural shrubs in the landscape.

In summary, we have explored cultural connection by using the materials and themes that the original builders and designers used at Sutton Place and gardens, interweaving a new fabric of ideas and spaces, for new rituals to be enacted. Rituals enacted alongside the rituals that have taken place here for 500 years, creating a continuity of sensation, experience and comfort.

This project is currently on-hold, awaiting funding by the client’s investors. 

The next two projects are somewhat smaller in scale. 

Each is an extension to a lovely country house. Each that had outgrown its usefulness and requiring updating to fit the needs of 21stC life. 

South Hay House 

This house is outside Binsted in Hampshire, formerly the home of the travel writer HB Morton. Built as a modest farmhouse in the 17thC and terraced into the steeply sloping hill, the house had gone through several generations of aggrandisement, but without any clear guiding spirit to contain the whole.

The result was that the house has quite a presence on the hill, particularly as some charming oak-framed buildings have been built on a rather heavy and substantial farm buildings built out of locally quarried chalk stone – familiarly known as clunch. The overall composition makes the house seem quite grand, where actually, it has a sequence of rather poor internal rooms, very poor circulation, confusing access and was far too dark and dingy. In addition the only decent grand room in the house, Morton’s writing room, a 1930’s vaulted ‘baronial’ hall, was separated from the bulk of the main house down a long dark corridor.

The solution we came up with was to build a new two-storey extension into the gap between the two buildings. This extension houses a new double-height entrance hall, with a stone rising up from the basement into a vaulted oak cruck-framed barn-style building that is now the heart of the house – a new kitchen breakfast room. These new spaces now link the two halves of the house and the tow levels, without hardly any dark and dingy corridors around to upset the wow-factor. Every house deserves a bit of wow, particularly a house like this, that was shouting for it.

Sarum House
This house, outside Newbury, was designed as a pair of workers cottages by Sir Edwin Lutyens in the late 1800’s as part of a large landed estate that was never completed. It would seem that they were altered again by Lutyens’s office in the 1930’s,  when they were knocked into a single small country house.

From the outside, it appears to be quite grand, with some trademark Lutyens’ styling, although internally, it is really a bit of a mess. In particular, the house has little relationship with the gardens, has poor circulation inside and lacks a decent eating and cooking area.

We have certainly found that more and more people’s wish-lists are centred around four key desires; people want a large family-friendly kitchen and dining area, decent utility and storage spaces, a comfortable but generous family room and decent bedroom and bathroom facilities. This then is pretty much the brief for the extensions we were asked to do to this house.

They are coloured her for clarity, so that you can see clearly the Stedman Blower additions and the Lutyens building beneath it. The various wings are the Family Room, a new kitchen and a new entrance with utility spaces.

The Wedge (at South Parsonage Barn)
The last of the Listed projects is also a barn conversion, though in a more rural setting on the edge of a compact farmstead in Hampshire’s rolling farmland.

The barn in this instance is aisled and is far older, perhaps 17th C and with an oak frame. It has a corrugated iron roof; probably replacing a thatched roof, built off an entirely brick frame. Being aisled, it has much lower eaves lines and is quite a bit smaller than the previous barn. These constraints and the lack of any other structures meant that the brief had to be contained inside the main barn space. This is always difficult, as there is a fundamental conflict between the needs of the people living in a barn for enclosure, quiet, privacy and amenity and the needs expressed by the Council’s Listed Buildings Officers for as uncluttered as space as possible. 

Fortunately, the barn possessed a Planning approval from the 1970’s and renewed since, but for a very insensitive conversion. In fact, it was downright offensive to the memory of the listed structures, approved at a time when people were more cavalier with our cultural heritage.

There is also a planning assumption against any extensions when converting Listed barns, unless absolutely necessary. In this case it was not necessary, as we could have fitted all the accommodation into the barn. However, I feel it is always unsatisfactory to enter into a barn directly, without some form of vestibule. This is for practical and aesthetic reasons. For us, the narrative of entering a house for the first time is one of the great architectural moments, squandered at peril. We like to make an entrance, figuratively, as it allows the entry in the barn to unfold and be appreciated, just like passing into the church from a portico – the sense of passing through a dark enclosed space dramatises the final entrance into the main nave. 

Fortunately, we were able to argue that such a strategy as this is particularly desirable for a barn, being so similar in grandeur as a church. Indeed they were so relieved that the outstanding approval wasn’t being built, that we were able to get away with more that we might ordinarily get away with. That and they liked the design.

In this case, we were able to build a new glazed vestibule with a coat and bin store, allowing some narrative to the entry and keeping some of the clutter out of the barn. And they also let us do a double garage to keep clutter out of the garden.

The ordering principle in this scheme is what we call the wedge. This comes out from the field patterns that are visible in the landscape still. In olden times, prior to enclosure, fields were cultivated in strips. Each villager had a narrow strip running up and over the shifting and undulating terrain – this allowed him to plough his field efficiently, as it involved less turns. The landscape this produced would have appeared, for want of a better analogy, like a Paul Smith fabric, coloured and textured stripes of whatever crop each villager wanted to grow.

We saw the barn, in that sense as a field, where the 5 strips, which we call wedges, contain specific functions. For example the 2 main wedges crashing laterally through the barn contain the bathrooms, stair and utility spaces. What remains contains the living and bedroom spaces. These wedges will be detailed and finished in such a way as to appear as if they relate only sparely to the existing building. They also crash through the building,as the new vestibule and garage both follow the geometry set by these shapes. 

And for completion, the wedges also become the garden, stratifying its use into hard, soft, domestic and rural planting. It is an ordering principal, which is quite robust and allows the existing building to be left reasonably unaltered. For example, apart from the removal of a corner, which is collapsing in any case, there are few new openings or alterations to the brick walls and timber frame.

This project is currently under construction and due for completion in 2005.

The last three projects we are going to show you are new one-off homes in rural locations two in the well-forested Surrey countryside and one, the first, in Northern California.

Wingspread 1 (at Peteluma)
While in California, I was fortunate enough, with so little experience at the time, to be asked to design a house on a beautiful site of 25 acres in the hills above Peteluma in Sonoma County. The house is a Greenfield site, and the brief was for a generous 2-bedroom ‘bungalow’.

Still green with enthusiasm for the pioneering spirit of the modern architecture of the Pacific Coast, I was still drawn to the local vernacular architecture of Northern California. I imagine you would assume, wrongly, that there is no vernacular in California, that the young State (still only 150 years or so old) lacks a consistent cultural environment to have been able to produce a dominant architectural tradition. That is only partly the truth, as perhaps California has many equally robust cultures, vying for dominance. One of these is the Prairie school, part arts & crafts, part Frank Lloyd-Wright, part New England, but broadly harking back to the Central and Eastern US tradition of timber construction – which adapted particularly well to earthquake zones. In Northern California, this is the dominant tradition. In Southern California, much hotter, the hacienda reigns.

In old Sonoma county, heavily forested once by giant fir, redwood sequoia and cedar groves, timber had a venerable tradition for both the native as well as the settler populations and the landscape is littered with barns that would not look out of place in Old Europe. 

The most common type is pretty much what this barn looks like. There is a large single-span or aisled roof structure with a central raised clerestory to meet the specific climatic conditions of hot dry summers. The spans are normally larger and therefore the buildings tend to be squarer and the roofs at lower pitches, than in the UK, possible where native softwoods grow much larger and more plentifully and where shingles are weathertight down to 22º, as opposed to 35º for tiles and even more for thatch. All Lutyens’ roofs are at 52.5º, a characteristic of the Surrey vernacular, but entirely unnecessary in Caliornia.

Designing with traditional architecture, you quickly become aware of the roof as a very significant design constraint - a pitched roof has 3-dimensional mathematical properties that need to be followed if roofs are to meet walls and visa-versa– fairly basic stuff and intuitive in all vernacular building cultures. 

The roof therefore determines the space beneath and rather than a constraint can be the essential beauty of traditional building. This is a theme we would like explore more, and is something we have started to enquire at, in the final project we will be showing you shortly.

In this scheme, the roof defines the space, providing both shelter outside as well as in. The plan is fairly simple with 2 bedrooms at one end and the open-plan living area at the other. This end has a large fireplace and corner verandah to enjoy the views. The walls are framed out in large sheets of timber and glass between the trussed timber frame and set back along the eaves to provide a car port on the North and verandahs to the South.

The project remains still unbuilt to this day, though I would gladly resurrect it on another site somewhere and some day. Who knows?

Wingspread 2 (at Mallards)
The next project explores the same pristine and unblemished site context as the previous one, albeit on a grander scale and in the English countryside. The site is also very beautiful, 3 acres of hillside looking out over 20 miles or more of the heavily forested Surrey Hills. To enable both this and the final building we shall be showing, we have done a bit of bungalow-gobbling. This is a handy way to get contemporary architecture built and I recommend it; given that there is often no groundswell to try and retain the existing building and that the site contexts are often quite unexceptional.

This house, designed last year as a family home of about 500sqm, explores further the theme of Cultural Connection that we have already set out. The brief called for a 5-bedroom house with the sort of quality of accommodation that you would expect in a home costing a £1m or so to build. 

In this project we were interested in exploring the rituals we follow when in the home. We take the view that rituals in both private and public space engender a sense of ownership and this sensation builds cohesion in societal and familial groups. Ritual is rewarded by a sense of belonging. We set out to look at narratives and rituals that could be encouraged by the design; such as a favourite place to read a book; have a cup of coffee, talk, eat play or work. 

In a house of this size, it can be quite easy to fragment connections between the different parts of the house; corridors can become too long, rooms can become too isolated. The same pre-occupations could equally apply to the design of large buildings and even whole towns. 

The house itself is divided into 2 wings; one houses the formal parts of the house and the other the informal parts. Formal is the Master and guest bedrooms, the Living Room and the Study. Informal is the children’s bedrooms, the kitchen, utility and the sun and sitting room. At the heart is the Dining Hall and the entrance vestibule, a device you will see in the next project also. 

This arrangement is actually quite traditional in the English Country House – the grand hallway with rooms on either side in a pair of matching wings. We like this because we want the house to be understood when you walk in. Coming through the front door in a slight circuit crossing over a water threshold, does feel quite mysterious, but as soon as you walk into the Dining Hall, the house opens right up in all 3 directions; 1 axis out to the view, 1 up through the skylight and 1 laterally across both wings. 

The wings are arranged to be compact so that little room is wasted on dark corridors; you will see that there are nearly none and all the rooms have views. This is actually quite hard to achieve, without making the house very long and linear. The shape of the house embraces a sheltered terrace to the South and the various bay windows, ingles and blinds create small spaces where new rituals can take place and where particular views are framed. The upper walkway suspended in the hallway between the wings opens out as a library for reading and quiet time. 

We wanted to achieve a house that was really two houses arranged around an analagous ‘public space’ – the dramatic hallway that is. Each is like a barn and resonates with qualities that are both contemporary and traditional.  The central hall allows for grand occasions to take place, but at the same time can be a place of calm contemplation. The formal wing can be just that, but with a big fireplace and the study, which is raised up at a higher level and overlooks the Living Room and also the view, the room could also be quite peaceful and cosy, a shelter away from the noise of growing children. To be successful, he home must offer choice for both communal and individual ritual without an overbearing hierarchy of spaces. Here there are just 2 and within each, the spaces are designed to be fluid and open-plan, adjusting with sliding screens to meet the changing needs of the family and its members.

There is a large ingle fireplace and chimney, deep overhanging eaves and gables. The house is finished in a rough Cotswold-like rubble walling with render and Douglas Fir panels and finished internally with oak joinery, slate and plaster. We can think of no better material than timber, particularly oak, for encouraging feelings of warmth and comfort in a house – somehow it works and speaks to us through collective and individual memory.

You may have spotted that the last two buildings shown remain unbuilt. We have though, managed to build and complete a quite extraordinary bespoke contemporary house from scratch, something we are very proud of – and this is the house I am going to show you last. 

The Bra (at Chartwood House)
The last project has been a project that I first started when I was 30 and has involved nearly 5 years of design development and change. So although it is the last we are showing to you, it predates all but one of the above projects as a design. In that sense it traverses and includes many different ideas, memories and experiences and almost all of the time I have been running Stedman Blower. 

The Client who commissioned me, came with a fairly specific brief in some ways, but open in others. They wanted a house of about 700sqm, for they and their 3 children; 6 bedrooms all en-suite, a games room, air-conditioned gym and indoor swimming pool, double garage – detached but linked - a double reception room, kitchen, sitting room, family room, 2 studies and separate utility and laundry rooms. Then they wanted all rooms to have a balcony and view, no corridors, a modern design, and if you have ever had a private client, you’ll have heard this one– lots of light and space, with an airy homely feel. Why not after all, it is a desire we all share.

The site is quite spectacular. It occupies a 10-acre site at the top of a hill with views in almost all directions. The main aspect is South out over the South Downs and Sussex, so the house is perfectly placed to enjoy the best of the sun, but sheltered slightly by the lea of the hill and the large fir trees dotting the site from Northern and Easterly winds. There are no houses that can be seen or overlook the site, even though the house is only a mile or so outside of the pretty Surrey market town of Dorking. As part of the work a new driveway was built, at 200m or so long, which winds up from below and around the site for the house. Early on, this became a crucial factor in the concept design for the house.

The concept design took an early break from any orthogonal structure, as the site location and the drive up to the house demanded something with a more organic quality. We settled quite quickly on the oval form for a number of reasons, some m ore prosaic, some quite ingenious. On the one hand we were drawn to the primitive hut – the mystical round house of pre-Roman architecture in Britain. On the other hand, the brief demanded that all rooms had views, but without long corridors. With an orthogonal linear house, you would tend to string all the rooms in a long line along the ridge or hill for the view, but then you get a long corridor at the back. The ovals set inwards to each other on a butterfly plan allow all the principal rooms to have views, but still contained in a quite compact and cosy plan. The knuckle of the ovals is then formed into a grand open-plan hallway at the heart of the house. This means that there are really very few dead spaces in the floor plan.

The plan, as you can see on the screen, is arranged as a pair of mirrored ovals rotated around a central hall. In this respect, it is not unlike the project we have just shown you. The West Wing contains the formal lounge, studies and Master and Guest Bedrooms. The East Wing houses the Children’s Bedrooms, the Kitchen, Utility, Sitting, Family and Lanudry Room. Under the West Wing is a Lower Ground Floor opening out onto the lower lawn, which has a foot-shaped pool, a spa, changing rooms, oval gym and plant room. To the North side is a double garage terraced into the hill, with a Games Room opening onto an upper lawn, above a concrete-framed and rubble-wall clad double garage. This is linked with a glass loggia to the main house.

From nearly all parts of the house, there are views out in several directions. This ensures that the landscape, which is characterised by stunning long-distance background views framed by some very large fir and oak trees in the foreground, can begin to filter through the house. In due course, planting will grow up right around the house and over the many stone retaining walls, to dissolve the boundary between house and garden. 

The materials of the house are all natural local materials; a sandstone rubble walling from a quarry nearby and a brick from another part of Surrey. These roughly textured organic walls form terraces into the hill and also the walls of the basement and ground floor, built over a concrete frame. They are thought of as being part of the earth and will age and patina to become part of the land. The upper floor of the house, meanwhile, is all timber framed with a soft creamy render, which will stay always bright and new; almost as if the house has been built ontop of a pre-existing archaeology of building on the site – a memory of something there before – in fact some of the garden walls have been retained from the former house on the site – a continuity with the past.


The internal space has some quite beautiful spaces. The curved walls are quite stunning, particularly where they meet the roof panels. The roof is a stressed plywood skin structure. The panels forming the roof are folded and fanned out from a centre point of the oval. The ceilings inside the rooms follow these panels, so that each ceiling has a unique vaulted structure. As you look up, you can follow the facets of each panel. This was a very difficult engineering problem, made moreso, by the fact that all the eaves lines and overhangs are unique and that the roof panels also cantilever to hold up a plywood cone suspended over the central hall and main stair. In the end, all the roof panels were pre-manufactured on-site and then raised up by a crane in 2 days, and set into position like an umbrella. Finally all the perimeter walls were brought up to meet them. The 3d geometry of these panels were very complex.

This complexity is just suggested at by the final interior spaces. At the heart of the house is a dramatic triple-height Dining Hall, with the cone suspended above it. Through this cone is a bridge linking the two oval wings. This bridge also kicks off in another direction to form a reading room, framed by a rust-red zinc bay window, jutting out on the South elevation of the house. The walls around this space are folded away from each other, so that, as you first enter the house, the view is really quite dramatic; the curved stair peeling away to form a wall between the Dining area and the entrance, partly obscuring the view, but revealing it also in increments, as you circumnavigate the hallway. The cone glows from the skylight, both at night and even the greyest day and seems to be part of a grand sculpture that has been peeled back to reveal the house and the main view and axis through the double-height oak-framed window, faming the view as you first enter the house. 

Certainly it is the most complex and beautiful space we have ever created.

Looking back over this project, I think it is common that with youthful enthusiasm, comes an over-eagerness to hothouse too many design ideas. Chartwood House feels that way now, perhaps it is slightly overwrought.

Nonetheless, it illustrates themes that are common in our work, and that will no doubt undergo progressive refinement over the next stage in our evolution to achieve Cultural Connection.

CONCLUSION

To conclude;

We connect people to culture. In every space we create, we aim to infuse it with cultural identity. This has been our guiding philosophy since 1895.

We do this because we believe that culture is the glue that binds us individually and collectively to each other. Culture builds a cohesive society. Our nation’s culture is rich with shared histories and traditions, at the same time cosmopolitan and vibrant with new ideas and directions.

It is through cultural values and the rules and rituals of everyday life that we establish our personal and collective identity. We believe that architecture, to be lasting, should offer a profound connection to that culture to sustain, comfort and inspire us at all times and in all areas of life.

Our work taps into these many identities and values by using the traditions and rituals that we use everyday as we live and move around the built environment. This philosophy offers both the individual and the group the places and spaces to be supported and stimulated.

Culture is a necessarily evolutionary process, as new traditions and rites are constantly evolving. In using these traditions and rituals, we update them to be relevant to the ways we live today. People can then lead the fullest possible lives.
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