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Why the lottery gambles
with good design

 The tin can homes of
the American West

 Revealed: the secrets
iﬁ Moseow’s Art Nouveau
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Setin the rolling
hills of West Sussex,

EST DEAN, A
large flint-faced

West Dean, above, country  house
with its new Visitor near Chichester,
Centre on the

in Sussex, is a well known college
of arts, Unusually for an instiry-
tion in a former country house,
both house and garden are kept
up to an Edwardian level of trim,
thanks to the endowment given
by Edward James, the lace eccen-
tric poet and patron of the Syr-
realists. So popular is the garden
that a separate entrance and vis;-
tor centre has just been builr a
short distance from the house,
So far so normal, but the tradi-
tion of doing things in unusual
ways, begun by James, has been
continued by the trustees of West
Dean who commissioned the buil-
ding. It is the first work in Brirain
by the influential architect and
theorist Christopher Alexander,
and it embodies some of the ideas
with which he has been challen-
ging the orthodoxies of architec-
tural production over the past
35 years.

The West Dean Visitor Centre
looks like a nicely built verna-
cular building. It has a big,
hipped tiled roof, a low entrance
for selling tickets and a larger
restaurant reached through arches.
But it is not neo-vernacular in
the manner that we have come to
expect for supermarkets and ser-
vice stations all over England —
brick walls and tile roofs on a

right. Built from
local materials,
opposite page, the
building develops a
completely new
approach to design
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Unlike the procedure for most
projects, the details of the Visitor
Centre were “designed” first and
the totality gradually assembled
from these. Design is hardly the
word, though, because the design-
ing was the same as the making,
Alexander made test panels of her-
ringbone brick, full-size windows
and sections of the plaster ceiling,
From these beginnings came the

design that was submitred for
planning permission. But essen-
tial to the transformation that Alex-
ander wishes to make in archi-
tecture is the possibilj ty of change
and evolution in the building as
it progresses. The professional buil-
ers on the site were given free-
om to introdyce variations, par-
ticularly in the way that the flints
were laid in the wals, They were
supervised by Johp Hewirt, the
project Manager, who found the
process a rewarding challenge.

The aim of 4] this unconven-
tional behavioy s to make build-
ings that live, such as the vernac-
ular buildings nearby at the Weald
and Downland Open Air Mu-
seum or millions of others all over
the world thae have an air of sim-
ply being right that is universally
recognised but seemingly impos-
sible to reproduce. This is the same
issue that Alexander has tackled

since he felt angry disillusion over
the architectural methods he was
taught at Cambridge in the‘l 950s.
He approached the issue first »»

steel frame, quickly buile and
internally the same as any other
modern building. Neither is it
just a superior and more careful
version of the same thing. Nor s
it the result of absorption in the
spirit of Sir Edwin Lutyens, al-
though he too worked on the
West Dean estate and built the
charming small house at Monk-
ton that James later made the
centre of his Surrealist fantasies,

Alexander certainly chose to
build in flint and brick because
these are the local materials, but
sensitivity to place began earlier
in the process of design, with an
experimental pegging out of the
site before a single line was drawn
on paper. The Visitor Centre runs d
askew to the lines of the surroun-
ding garden walls by, completes
its corner in a satisfactory and
inevitable looking way,

Alexander has always been 5
teacher as well as an architect, and
the earliest stages of the design,
in the spring of 1994, were work-
ed out with graduate students
from the Prince of Wales’s Insti-
tute of Architecture, He s also
a registered building contracror
in America, and a vita] aspect of
his alternative method i to con-
trol the building conract which,
under more normal conditions,
would become a barrjer between
architect and client, 1o be varied
only ar the risk of overspend or
possible litigation.
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