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Foreword
by Peter Smithson

Seen in retrospect the intention of the first
period of our work —the Team X period,
from the Doorn Manifesto in 1953 to the

last meeting at George Candilis’ house

near Bonnieux in 1977— is captured in the
aphorism that the building’s first duty is to
the fabric of which it forms part. Our intention
was to shift architecture towards particularity;
its forms to arise from attention to persons
and place. The second period —the ILAUD
period, from 1978 to this day— is that of

the emergence of Conglomerate Ordering.

In this period has grown the understanding
that the building’s action on the shaping of
the territory and the spatial shaping of the
territory itself should be at the centre of

our work.

Hopefully what is shown here in Marco
Vidotto’s book will support this interpretation
and follow the natural flow from one period
to another.
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Introduction

“When we draw a tree it is a tree that is
there... otherwise it is the tree we would
plant”. PS. 28th July 1990.

An architectural project is the result of a
complex process of elaboration, mental,
empirical and evocative, and is developed
through the process of researching an orig-
inal synthesis that is the integration of forms,
motivations and needs. The interest and the
topicality of the projects and the thinking of
Alison and Peter Smithson are to be found
in the intelligence and the anti-rhetorical
charm of this research.

The originality of their “parallel exploration”
effectively maintains the same level of
tension on each occasion —great or small—
of reflection on architecture, whether it be
construction, design, drawing or written text.
It is not the size that matters, but the quality
of the research and the coherence of the
reflection, accompanied by an unpredictable
and never gratuitous poetic freedom of
thought that, in the apparent eccentricity of
its interpretation of historical, physical and
social reality, becomes a creative elaboration
and thus an invention and a proposal of the
project that is frequently surprising...

HOUSI STREET
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Grille presented by A+PS at CIAM IX in 1953

The extraordinary drive of the project design
and the theory of the 50s and 60s and the
no less intensive teaching and project work
of the following decades serve to highlight
the professional ethic that has allowed the
Smithsons to direct both their practical
activity and their thinking as the freest of
intellectuals —lucid but not extravagant
nonconformists— of the architecture of

the last fifty years.

In 1945, newly returned from his period of
military service with the Queen Victoria’s
Own Madras Sappers and Miners in India
and Burma, Peter Denham Smithson
resumed his interrupted studies at the
Faculty of Architecture in Durham, where
Alison Margaret Gill was also studying.

“We both came from street-built towns.
Industrial towns. There was no modern
architecture around...”.'

Having moved to London, the couple were
married in August 1949, and started work
with the Schools Division of Greater London
Council, at the invitation of its then director,
Leslie Martin. That same year they bought,
for the sum of £4 sterling, Philip Johnson’s
book on Mies van der Rohe, published in
the United States in 1947. “Those ITT work-
shops really were world-shaking. But what
we wanted to find out was how to use Mies’
method without mannerism”.? This was the
beginning of the Smithson’s reflection on
Mies van der Rohe’s language and the
search for an architecture capable of
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responding to the demands of technological
modernity, prefabrication, detail and con-
struction efficiency. In their first major pro-
ject, the competition for the school in Hun-
stanton —designed at home outside office
hours— there thus took shape an attitude of
rejection of the “mystified” language of post-
war British public architecture, influenced by
Scandinavian architectural empiricism. In
1950, their prestigious success in winning
the competition and with it the commission
to build the school enabled the young Alison
—only 21 years old— and Peter —then 26—
to resign from the GLC and set up as archi-
tects in their own right.

The Smithsons were profoundly aware of
the need to take up positions. Their critical
attitude led them to take an active part in
the construction of a new architectural and
urban culture. By means of projects, articles
and lectures, as leading exponents of a
design thinking that developed along muiti-
ple lines of research, committed to experi-
mentation and theoretical innovation, they
were active on all the fronts of the applica-
tion of project design, as their involvement
with the engineering firm of Ove Arup, and
in particular with Ronald Jenkins, further
demonstrates.

The moral imperative was that of having to
work in unison with the new post-war cultural
scenarios. It was necessary to “be contem-
porary” in architectonic language, in tech-
nologies and in the interpretation of the
current state of social transformations and
needs.

“It is necessary to create an architecture

of reality.

“An architecture which takes as its starting
point the period of 1910 —of de Stijl, Dada
and Cubism— and which ignores the waste
land of the four functions. An art concerned
with the natural order, the poetic relationship
bewteen fiving things and environment. We
wish to see towns and buildings which do
not make us feel ashamed, ashamed that we
cannot realise the potential of the twentieth
century, ashamed that philosophers and
physicists must think us fools, and painters
think us irrelevant. We live in moron-made
cities. Our generation must try and produce
evidence that men are at work”.

This statement, published in the Architectural
Review in April 1954, serves to clarify the
Smithsons’ intentions as architects and their
combative and militant participation in
groups devoted to project research and
polemical engagement. At the Institute of
Contemporary Art they were involved in set-
ting up the Independent Group, committed
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to a critical exploration of the “aesthetic of
plenty”;® as members of MARS —the British
section of the CIAM— they played a signifi-
cant role as co-founders and active partici-
pants in Team X, the group whose prepara-
tion of the X Congres Internationaux
d’Architecture Moderne in Dubrovnik, held in
August 1956, effectively dissolved that insti-
tutional organization of the architects histori-
cally associated with the Modern Movement.
At the same time, however, with the con-
struction of the Hunstanton school, and
above all with the project for their own
house in Soho (never built), the Smithsons
defined their conceptual position with regard
to architectural language; in other words, the
way that architecture should express itself.*
In fact, in a far more profound and complex
fashion the critique of the popular simplifica-
tion of architecture that embodied social
reform in Britain was not directed only
against the academicist rigidity in which the
International Style was being codified, but
also against the prevailing schematic
approach to the interpretation of social
needs.

The Smithsons proposed, in contrast, new
objectives and models for the organization of
the urban fabric with projects free of linguis-
tic preconditions. The language was formed
out of the various requirements of the brief,
and developed coherently in its detailing.

If it is true that the term “New Brutalism”,
coined in a quite different geographical con-
text and used for the first time by the Smith-

A
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From the catalogue for the exhibition This is Tomorrow
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sons in 1953 to describe the Soho project
("), was subsequently adopted interna-
tionally; it is certainly reductive to evaluate
the importance of their contribution in terms
of the critical fortunes and the consequent
ambiguity of the label “New Brutalism”.

For the Smithsons, “New Brutalism" was
not a language of specifically recognizable
forms, but a way of situating oneself and

of operating in relation to the themes and
materials of the project. It was an attitude
with which to sound out the possibilities

of architecture as an instrument of a more
cultured relationship —because it possessed
greater clarity and quality— between people
and their needs for association, between
nature and construction. It was an aesthetic
to be rediscovered each time anew, without
prejudices, and in that sense “Pop” and
experimental. And the experimentation was
both conceptual and empirical, so that the
form is no more than an aid, a script, devoid
of any autonomous preconceived logic. It is
this great freedom and assurance that gives
rise to the consequent lack of formal homo-
geneity in the projects and an apparent
disregard for “beauty”.

“Brutalism to us meant ‘direct’: to others

it came to be a synonym for rough, crude,
oversized, and using beams three times
thicker than necessary. Brutalism was oppo-
site, necessary to suit the new situation, like
Kahn’s work at Yale. That wasn’t rough or
crude or oversized”.*

Called on as “prophets” of “New Brutalism”
to provide some definition of the phenom-
enon, the Smithsons made the following
declaration in AD in January 1955: “Our belief
that the New Brutalism is the only possible
development for this moment for the Modern
Movement stems not only from the knowl-
edge that Le Corbusier is one of its practi-
tioners (starting with the ‘béton brut’ of the
Unité), but because fundamentally both
movements have used as their yardstick
Japanese Architecture —its underlying idea,

B &K R

The Japanese wave
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principles and spirit. Japanese Architecture
seduced the generation spanning 1900, pro-
ducing, in Frank Lloyd Wright, the open plan
and an odd sort of constructed decoration;
in Le Corbusier, the purist aesthetic— the
sliding screen, continuous space, the power
of white and earth colours; in Mies, the
structure and the screen as absolutes.
Through Japanese Architecture, the longing
of the generation of Garnier and Behrens
found FORM. But for the Japanese their
FORM was only a part of their conception of
life, a sort of reverence for the natural world
and, from that, for the materials of the built
world. It is this reverence for materials —a
realization of the affinity which can be estab-
lished between building and man— which is
at the root of the so-called New Brutalism.

It has been mooted that the Hunstanton
School, which probably owes as much to
the existence of Japanese Architecture as

to Mies, is the first realization of the New
Brutalism in England. This particular han-
dling of materials, not in the craft sense of
Frank Lloyd Wright but in intellectual
appraisal, has been ever present in the
Modern Movement (...). What is new about
the New Brutalism among Movements is that
it finds its closest affinities, not in a past
architectural style, but in peasant dwelling
forms. It has nothing to do with craft. We
see architecture as the direct result of a way
of life”. It is a “poetics without rhetoric”.
Reyner Banham said in 1961 that the
Smithsons “do not offer a style but a series
of moral responsibilities”;® as for the rest,
both Reyner Banham himself in the Architec-
tural Review and Theo Crosby and Monica
Pidgeon in Architectural Design from 1953
through to the 80s regularly gave space to
the Smithsons’ contributions to the theoreti-
cal debate and to their proposals for the
formulation of an original architectonic
panorama.

On being invited to outline their own particu-
lar aspirations, they wrote again in Architec-
tural Design, in June 1955: “Each generation
feels a new dissatisfaction, and conceives of
a new idea of order. This is architecture.
Young architects today feel a monumental
dissatisfaction with the buildings they see
going up around them.

“For them, the housing estates, the social
centres and the blocks of flats are meaning-
less and irrelevant. They feel that the majo-
rity have lost contact with reality and are
building yesterday's dreams when the rest of
us have woken up to today. They are dissat-
isfied with the ideas these buildings repre-
sent, the ideas of the Garden City Movement



