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Conservation of Modern Buildings in England

The Modern Movement in architecture arrived in England
later than in most European countries. VWhereas 1930 is
often cited as the moment when the movement in Europe
had completed and codified its prolific first phase, nothing
but a couple of experimental houses had been built in Eng:
land by this time. Our Modern Movement was largely
imported from the Confinent either through published
imoges and examples, or through the immigration o
influential foreign practitioners — Mendelsohn, Lubetkin,
Goldfinger, Breuer, Moholy-Nagy, and of course Gropius
- who produced groundbreaking new buildings thot
became exemplars for the oncoming generation of native
British architects. Some of these mojor figures stayed,
some passed through. But their cumulative impact was
enormous, and should always remind us that the Modern
Movement was a universal tradition and its achievements
are a shared inheritance.

Unlike Europe, where the new architecture was widely
adopted by corporate and municipal institutions, modern-
ism in England was largely o product of private patron-
age, much of it in the form of single houses built in the face
of considerable local resistance. Not until offer the war
was modern architecture universally adopted as the only
viable solution to the vast problems of national reconstuc:
fion. Although modemn architecture has alwoys been a
subject of controversy in Britain, most recently as a result
of our future king's public outbursts, many of the best pic-
neer buildings and indeed an increasing number of more
recent works are now protected by statutory listing.

However, the experimental nature of the early works and
the uneven original quality and subsequent mainfenance
of much postwar construction pose considerable chal
lenges for modern conservationists. It is some of these corr
servation projects in which | and my practice Avanti
Architects have been involved that | should like to present
o you now,

I will not give detailed narrative accounts of these as indi-
vidual jobs, although I will say more about Finsbury Health
Centre than the others as it involves a wider range of tech-
nical aspects. | intend rather to select features from each
of them to illustrate certain themes which seem fo
me fo have wider implications for the subject of this con-
ference.

The main issue | want to highlight is that of design interven-
fion in conservation work. This is often approached only
from the conservationist's viewpoint or as if it was simply
a theoretical problem, but | have to say that as a practis
ing architect it is generally from the starfing poin! of our
client’s brief that we approach the conservation issue. And

in my experience it is very rare indeed that conservation
as such is the only = or even the main — objective for the
client. Motives may be biased towards social, economic
or cultural faclors or any combination of the three. In
extreme cases a project may only result from stotutory
enforcement. Out of 77 of Avanti Architects’ "conserva-
tion" projects fo date — including many involving listed
buildings — | have checked that there is not a single one
which has not required some sort of “intervention” in the
fabric, even if there were one or two that have not
required listed building consent.

Dealing with such inferventions is always more difficult
than "pure archoeological repair” if indeed there is such o

thing — but is correspondingly more interesting because it
calls for architectural judgement. In other words conserva-
tion is ultimately about priorities. And fhis is why, when
confronted by the quest for universal principles of conser
vation, | have found the only answer that is always correct:
“It depends”

This brings me to my fitst project — the Penguin Pool

designed by Lubetkin & Tecton in 1934, restored 1987
by Avanti Architects in collaboration with Lubetkin. | only
want o consider two aspects of this job which still seem
relevant 1o our discussion (though it is nearly ten years now

since we did this)

The first concerns this problem of design intervention. An

important aim of the rehabilitation pro

statement of the deep diving tank ot the top of the south
ramp which had fallen into disuse. We were told by

Zoo that if this facilify wos to be of any use for the animals

the
it must be made larger

So, having recalled Lubetkin's criginal infentions 50 years
previously — the idea of an elipse cut on the diagonal -

Q5

W1
The White
Haouse [denail on
the left), Surrey
1932 by Amyos

Connell. N

maodernist house
just builr, but o
60vear old

g Just
repai .:., in 199]
by Avanti Archi

fects

O



lubetkin and | set about exploring the possible ways the
eﬂlorownnnr might be achieved. The illustration shows a
few of the options we considered. Obviously the alferation
would require Listed Building Consent [the pool is Grade
I) as there wos clearly no way of enlarging the fank within

the existing envelope
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unfoshionable precept that man dominates nature, and
reason dominates man. In other words there are circum-
slances in modern conservation where the iraditional
creed moy not help us. Having said which, | repeat my
opening caveat, it all depends. And fo demonstrate this |
turn to my second case study.

The White House, designed by Amyas Connell in 1932
ond restored by Avanti Architects in 1991 this problem
of authenticity in modern surfaces reappeared at the
White House, or New Form, by the architect Amyas
Connell where we undertook a similar rescue operation.
The process involved the typical procedures of tradifional
concrete repair. like the Penguin Pool this still involved
removal of defective subsequent coafings, which in this
instance were also confributing fo the fabric decay by
refaining interstitial moisture within the structure.

But here the original finish was much more primitive than
the Penguin Pool, so apart from using a brush opplied
1 mm faifing morfar coat fo close blow holes in the con-
crete we decided ogainst including levelling renders
between the repoired substrate ond the protective coat-
ings. This had the effect of leaving a more clearly discern-
able record of the iregular character of the eriginal build:
ing. The appearance we sought was not that of a modern-
ist house that had just been buill, but that of a 60 year old
building that had just been repaired.

The other main item of work involved replacement of the
staircase window. This raises the issue of improving per
formance in conservaton work. The original window was
literally on its last legs and neither | nor Crittalls ~ the
installers — who | asked to report on the feasibility of
repair — considered there was any economical prospect
of saving the original screen (which was ungalvanised
painted mild steel). Moreover the owner was anxious
lo address the considerable problems of heat loss and
solar gain.

The replacement in galvanised powder cooted W20 sec-
tion maintained all the fenetration details and almost all the
profile characteristics of the original while incorporating
14 mm double glozed low emissivity units, reducing the U
value from 5.4 1o 2.6, | know this departs from the origi-
nal but is it ethically reprehensible? | would still contend
that it was a discreet and therefore legitimate reconcilic
tion of the client's desire for improved performance and the
conservation requirement for @ sympathetic response.

Finsbury Health Centre was designed by lubetkin &
Tecton in 1935-38 and restored by Avanti Architects in
1994; the issue of “legitimite infervention” - or seeking to
reconcile conservation criteria with the desire for improved
performance — runs all through my next case study, the first
phase of the refurbishment of Finsbury Health Centre. It
was designed by Berthold Lubetkin and Tecton and
opened in 1938. Since then it has continuously provided
primary health care facilities for the local community. It is
internationally recognised as a pioneering example of
social architecture and a masterpiece of 20th century
modern design.

In 1988 Avanti Architects prepared a report on the scope
of works required for the restoration of the outside of the
building. Funds were allocated by the Camden & Islington
NHS Trust and Family Health Service Authority in the
autumn of 1993 for the first phase of the exterior restora-
fion, which comprised a wide range of works — the princi
pal elements being as follows:

Re-Roofing Works
The original roof finish was rock asphalt — a naturally
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occurring material no longer commercially available. This
was generally loid over screed on 25 mm cork slab
insulation. On the curved barrel roof the buildup was
25 mm rock asphalt on e.m.l. on a further layer of 25 mm
rock asphalt on 25 mm cork slab on concrete. In the cen-
tral area of the building the rock asphalt, was also dressed
over verges and projecting copes and was therefore an
infegral feature of the building’s appearance. The original
membranes had possed their viable service life.

Research into alternative roofing systems, particularly so-
called high performance single ply membranes, found no

o7

Il 3

The Penguin
Pool, London:
Altemative
options consid-
ered for odoplo-
tion of the diving
tank: original
design, fop;
chasen solution,
option



ration of origi

nal colours

ould ochi
original asphalt.
polymer modified asphalt, which unlike the conventional
product maintains its performance when subject 1o natu-

rally occurri ing tem with 50 or

ial that ¢ eve the jointless manolithic quality

It was theretore decided fo use a

iperature exiremes, logether

70 mm cork slab insulation in a warm

This approach had the advantage of giving an improved
: :

pertormance but u

ond maintain-

;,r*[_‘; 1|'»;' ":J'l"f' nhic a

n, as well as

n'pl caling an © ement of the sp

= dmj HCFCHree renewable resource

reguce suriace femperat

and

e asphalt on the inclined surface

were
?L_;r H".;;slr

ecenlly aeve isation. Flot tanl
ol saling solutic to the concrete st r"1 > ang
an cirical ct stablished between the Telrﬂﬁfr'-"

ment and the Ola\f . This induces alkalinity into the

17
£
M
o
7

quieter process caused less dis
ruption fo burir_‘i!r]g users (who remained on site rhrougl-r
out the pre-quantifiable process the

confracl]; as a
: :
to offer a fixed price qu

station, and

thus avoid of traditional

ended” repairs.

cosl uncertainty "Opeﬂ-

One other point to nofe concerns the ro-asrc:bilshmem of
1ar

the original colour scheme. All render and concrete sur

foces obove basement level had beer D\-‘f.?r;_“aill-"lTr-:-C! while
during subsequent maintenance. By studying contempor
rary black and white photographs and removing later

applications of paint and render it was possible fo refrieve

a picture of the original surface tones and colours. An
authentic Tecton palette of colours was discovered: intense
red-brown applied to selected surfaces on the terace

I
including the elliptical vent ducts;

pale blue to the reveals

[
of the glcss block entrance screen, terrace canopy soffit
and lecture theatre block, a dark “French navy-grey” 1o
1 a ho

basement and undercroft ney colour

areqs, anc

ndows and C

foce

assembly needs lo be rebuilt to

ts 5»[,.”“3| .-JH‘-:\(}H:I'.{'E

though Phase 1 funds only allowed the south-east facing

e wing fo be fac)

Perhops ironically, perhaps not, the most traditional com-
ponent of the curtain wall — the teak frame — was the bes!
preserved of all, and only required cleaning and some

minor local repair. However, its mild steel fixings to-the



concrefe structure had largely corroded, and were all
replaced in stainless steel,

The replication of the original window details was gov-
erned by the range of W20 steel sections currently avail
able and the decision to infraduce double glazing. Paint
scrapes revealed that the windows were originally
painted in an olive grey colour. New steelwork is galve-
nized and polyester powder coated. The original silver
bronze lever handles and distinciive friction pivot levers
have been solvaged and re-used on the replacement
windwos.

One of the biggest challenges of the whole resforation
project has been the treatment of the spandrel panels.
These were access panels for the external service ducts
running along the face of the building — and originally
comprised Thermolux — two sheets of clear glass with @
coloured spun glass silk interlayer. Although we discov-
ered that “Thermolux” was slill made in Germany, it is now
only available in white.

None of the original panels survived to give an indication
of colour, Miraculously, a few time fragments of the origi-
nal panels were discovered at the base of the ducts. These
were sent fo o materials laboratory for forensic analysis
and colour matching. The eventual solution for the replace-
ment replicates the original coloration of the curtain wall
ing with a lominated glass panel, comprising tinted glass
and a clear interlayer, and refrieves the original textured
reflective character by placing plain white Thermolux
behind it. This solution has the additional benefits of pro-
tecting the Thermolux, improving insulation values and pro-

viding a more durable outer skin by virtue of the BS 6206
class A lamination standard.

Ceramic Tiles and Faience Copings

The main fagade areas of the original building were fin-
ished with cream coloured ceramic tiles manufactured
using o dustpressed (as opposed fo exfruded| process.
This allowed greater dimensional accuracy and resulted in
the narrow joints (0-2 mm| characteristic of the building.
Unfortunately, the original tiles were not fully vitrified and
therefore not reliably frostresistant. In addition there was
no effective provision of movement joints. No British man-
ufacturer was prepared to produce the close gloze match
and range of specials required in a vilrified dustpressed
file. So the raw file base waos procured from various
sources and glazed in a foctory in Northern France.

A number of technical issues sfill had to be resolved: the
original tile, not being vitrified, absorbed more of the
gloze, giving an appearance of greater depth and frans-
lucence than modern tiles which have a more refined
body. Also, current glazes tend fo be more uniform than
the original — with the otffendant risk that the final effect
would lose the pleasing original variegation and look too
mechanical, Thus the biscuit, which was brown, had to be
coated ‘with white slip or engebe prior to glazing to
achieve the correct colour and surface quality.

The tiles were bonded fo a new unreinforced polymer
modified render coat with a 3-6 mm thin/thick bed adhe:
sive, Mavement joints were infroduced in accordance
with current standards and fall info several categories:
wider joints ot inconspicuous locations such as changes of
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profile or at the abutments of the filed surface with steel
floshing strips, etc; and narrow joints of critical visual
points on the fagade, achieved by means of a bridging
detail with a narrow tile joint over a wider render joint.

Prospects for Completion of the Exterior Restoration
These works were completed in eary 1995, but the
greater part of this key building of English Modernism
remains fo be rescued. The building owners are seeking
further funding for the completion of the exterior restoration
and upgrading of the interior.

Finsbury's problem is the fact that as a working unit in the
public sector capital estate it has endured over half a cen-
tury of inadequate maintenance. This again underlines the
way in which the type of client is bound 1o influence one’s
approach to conservation. In Finsbury's case, the owners
are primarily concerned to provide healthcare services,
not fo protect architectural masterpieces. So one seeks to
spend the scarce capital funding in ways that will save or
avoid future maintenance and therefore minimise depen-
dence on insufficient resources. But | say again - it all
depends. So by way of contrast | turn to my lost cose

study.

2 Willow Road, Hampstead, designed by Ermo Goldfin-
ger in 1936-38 and restored by Avanti Architects in
1995. Unlike Finsbury, at Willow Road, where we have
recently completed a contract for the National Trust, we
have a conservation client with a whole philosophy and
tradition of expertise in the repair, restoration, preserva-
ion, management and maintenance of architecturally or
historically significant buildings and their contents. Willow
Road has been acquired by the Trust to be exhibited for its
own architectural ond historic interest to paying visitors,
and the Trust’s remit fo maintain the house and provide
public access to it for ever.

This alters the whole basis for conservation. Secure in the
knowledge that any future problems will be tackled con
scientiously when they arise we can do the minimum nec-
essary lo secure the fabric against progressive defects.

A badly corroded window frame, for example, which
might otherwise have been o case for replacement has
been repaired as well as reasonably possible in situ to
avoid the risk of domaging the glass during removal. This
means it may have fo be repaired again, but this is built
info the whole philosophy of the Trusts quinquennial
review procedures and endowment schemes.

Some disploced areas of parapet wall, which in other cir-
cumstances and for another client might certainly have
had to be rebuilt, have been secured by resin injection
lechniques. This will leave a visible defect on the facade,
but arguably avoids introducing an even more visible rem-
edy, i.e. by risking o palch of rebuilt brickwork where
[because the original mortar was so strong) it seemed
unlikely we would be able to salvage unbroken bricks for
re-use in @ maiching repair.

Where we have intervened is in acting to arrest and cor-
rect the couses of the original fault - that is the defective
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inner leof of the parapet and the cavily (or rather lack of
same] between it and the outer skin. This inner leaf of poor
quality brick which was saturated and had actually per-
ished through frost action had transmitted movement pres-
sures to the focade. We have therefore rebuilt it entirely in
engineering brick, creating the necesssary cavity and
clearing weepholes, removing, cleaning and replacing
the coping stones in the process.

| emphasise the significance of working for @ “conserva-
tion client” because it enables a more moderate approach
1o be taken in dealing with various problems. Because the
National Trust has @ wellestablished regime of quinquen-
nial reviews it is possible o leave some things that do not
need urgent attention in the knowledge that they can be
considered and reappraised next time round. It demon-
strates again how effective conservation relies not only on
appropriate repair techniques but on the whole manage-
ment culture in which they occur.

But there is a small paradox even in the exemplary activ-
ity of the National Trust. The very act of isolating, conserv-
ing and than presenting a building as o fragment of archi-
tectural and social culture imposes the need for cerfain
inferventions which would not otherwise apply.

Saving Willow Road for the nation has involved a use re-
classification from private residence to public museum.
This certainly ovoids some of the pressure for improved
performance that occurs in a building in occupation =
increased insulation for example like the White House we
looked at earlier. But the very fact that the house is not in
occupation has entailed the infroduction of various instal
lations to satisfy the need for security, health and scfety
and fire precoutions.

Obviously one tries to do this as discreetly as possible but
there are performance related requirements in the size,
visibility and location of such things as passive infraed
scanners, alarm sounders, smoke deteciors and break
glass points that make them virtually impossible fo camou
flage — especially as @ modermn interior has none of the
ornamental defails of o traditional one to hide things in.
The lesson of these last two projects is, | think, that the
opporunities for moderate conservation are vastly in-
creased if it fakes place within @ culture of responsible
maintenance.

Conclusions

| began by suggesting that conservation was ultimately
about defining priorities, and that this inevitably calls for
architectural judgment. | also menfioned my misgivings
about the usefulness of universal principles, and that the
only consistent precept was “It all depends”. However, |
would not like this to be interpreted as implying that there
are no guidelines worth following at all. Total expediency
would be just os absurd as dogmatic adherence fo @
cotechism of rules regardless of circumstances. In the light
of my own experience, as briefly illustrated above, |
therefore offer the following conclusions, which | stress are
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