
www.countrylife.co.uk112 Country Life, September 5, 2018

‘process that passes for “architec-
ture” today’ really ‘psychotic’? 

In 1979, a diplomat noted that 
Britain’s decline was obvious in 
the seedy appearance of its towns, 
airports and hospitals. ‘Unfortun- 
ately,’ glosses Prof Curl, ‘things 
have not improved since then.’ 
I can’t agree. Visit St Pancras sta- 
tion, the redevelopment of King’s 
Cross, Tate Modern, the Olympic 
Park, Bristol Harbourside, Liver- 
pool docks—all better than 1979. 

Today, people like cities. They 
didn’t when they were smog-
bound, disease-ridden and falling 
down, hence the popularity of 
low-density suburbs, which don’t 
conform to the planning priorities 
of the 21st century—or to Prof 
Curl’s idea of good architecture.  

Although Prof Curl is right to 
mourn the ashlar-fronted streets 
he saw in Glasgow before they 
were wickedly demolished, it’s 
not true to say that the thousands 
of houses swept away in the 1960s 
were ‘perfectly sound’. Many were 
rotten, due to the rundown con-
dition of Britain’s housing stock. 
This would have been a better 
book if he had tried harder to 
understand his opponents.

IwOrry about the author of 
Making Dystopia—he seems 
about to explode. His rage 

against the orthodoxies of mod-
ern architecture, which has done 
such a disservice to British cities, 
is constantly at boiling point. 

By the end, he is actually dead, 
or shown as such in the last plate 
(right)—an allegorical drawing 
showing the author, ‘exhausted 
by his efforts to alert humanity 
against architectural barbarism 
leading to Dystopia’, having 
expired in his chair, as a cowled 
figure of Death tolls the warning 
bell; outside, examples of the 
International Style and Decon-
structivism, against which he has 
fulminated, are shown in flames.

Don’t expect impartiality, 
therefore, from this analysis of 
what he calls the ‘Catastrophe’ 
wrought by Modernism. It’s a rant. 
yet Prof Curl also wrote the res- 
pected Oxford Dictionary of 
Architecture. whatever you may 
think of its argument, this book’s 
scholarship is precise. Prepare 
to be shocked. Not all the gods 
of Modernism were very nice.

walter Gropius had anti-Semitic 
tendencies (besides, he couldn’t 
draw for toffee); Mies van der rohe, 
director of the Bauhaus until 
1933, concluded his resignation 
letter with ‘Heil Hitler!’; Le Corb- 
usier emerges as a richard wagner 
of architecture—admirers who 
see him as a genius of form must 
close their eyes to considerable 

unpleasantness. And what a hypo- 
crite the great advocate of the 
house as a ‘machine for living’ 
proves to be, when (as Prof Curl 
has) you examine the plumbing 
of the Frenchman’s Villa Savoye: 
it belongs to the age of Titanic. 

More Modernists were Com-
munist than Fascist, but all were 
authoritarian. Dissent was not 
tolerated. Experimental ideas 
became mainstream. The British 
establishment embraced this 
Continental trend with a convert’s 
zeal. German cities such as Nur-
emberg were restored for their 
cultural importance; many here, 
as Coventry was, were flattened.

My question, of this largely 
historical, rather muddled book, 
is why now? Figures such as Sir 
Nikolaus Pevsner, against whom 
Prof Curl has a particular animus, 
have already been dethroned. 
Doctrinaire Modernism died with 
Postmodernism in the 1980s. 
Admittedly, most architectural 
schools are anti-Classical—bar 
the new School of Architecture 
at the University of Buckingham 
(Athena, August 8)—and ugly 
high-rise buildings still abuse the 
skylines of our cities, but is the 
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Modernism’s feet of clay
Clive Aslet cheers on a spirited, scholarly assault on the  

tin gods of Modernism, but questions its timing
Architecture
Making Dystopia
James Stevens Curl
(Oxford University Press, £45)

Fiction
All Among the Barley
Melissa Harrison
(Bloomsbury Circus, £16.99)

EDIE MATHEr is, by her own 
admission, an odd child who 
doesn’t fit in with her peer 
group. She mostly talks to her-
self or to her pet landrail (corn- 
crake), Edmund; she fearfully 
suspects she possesses special 
powers and she loves deeply her 
ramshackle family farm—‘every 
inch of it’—despite its priv-
ations, which include the deploy- 
ment of Keating’s Powder to keep 
flies at bay in the privy. 

In the hot, restless summer  
of 1933, when Edie is 14 and has 
left school, a visitor bicycles 
into the sheltered farming com-
munity in Suffolk, where the 
barley is king, and proceeds to 
disrupt the quiet rhythms of an 
area that has closed in on itself 
since the First world war and 
which still bears the marks  
of neglect from that time. 

Constance FitzAllen declares 
that she has come to record local 
traditions before they are lost; 
she wants to know about songs, 
recipes and harvesting customs 
and enthusiastically pitches into 
village life. Edie is, by turns, 
troubled, gratified and inspired 
by Connie’s attention; surpris-
ingly, her drunken, abusive father 
embraces the visitor as well.

Others, such as Edie’s stoical 
mother and John, the loyal farm-
worker, are more circumspect 
about Connie’s take on the 
countryside—correctly, as it 
turns out, for, amid the sweet-
smelling hay, the poppies, larks 
and ripening corn, nasty whiffs 
of anti-Semitism, misplaced nos- 
talgia, Fascism and prejudice 
surface and the bucolic atmos-
phere sours as the story reaches 
its dramatic climax.

Melissa Harrison is a respected, 
lyrical Nature writer who wears 
her knowledge lightly and resists 
the pretentious descriptions that 
can stifle the pastoral-style novel. 
The result is a deceptively com-
pulsive tale with an ending that 
some may find unsatisfactory, yet 
which is undeniably haunting.
Kate Green  
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Books        
Philosophy/history
Red Thread 
Charlotte Higgins 
(Jonathan Cape, £25)

Energy/lifestyle
ZEDlife
Bill Dunster
(RIBA Publishing, £30)

IN A SENSE, this autobiographi-
cal meditation on the meanings 
of labyrinths is disarmingly 
straightforward. It functions on 
one level as a kind of anthology 
or commonplace book of observ-
ations about the depiction and 
description of labyrinths in 
Classical myth, renaissance 
art, medieval architecture and 
modern literature and art. 

Not only labyrinths, either, 
but the myriad personalities 
associated with them: Theseus, 
Ariadne, the Minotaur and, away 
from mythology, the archaeo-
logist Arthur Evans (who ‘dis- 
covered’ Knossos), Michelangelo, 
Picasso and George Eliot (via 
Middlemarch). 

However, there is another 
level at which the book operates. 
These shortish entries develop 
into a meditation on the means 
by which we must navigate our 
lives and how we negotiate the 
places and people within them. 
The method is accretive, as the 
author more or less slyly builds 
up our knowledge and appreci-
ation of the intricacies of the 
labyrinth in our culture until, 
finally, almost devastatingly,  
we are left to confront reality 
just as Ariadne, abandoned on 
Naxos, was forced to.

It’s an enjoyable journey for 
the most part. The opening 
beguiles with its description  

of a childhood visit to Crete and  
a touching encounter with  
a museum guide, whom, years 
later, the author comes to know, 
if only via email, as Mrs Gram-
matiki. The name sounds made 
up yet, in this context, it doesn’t 
really matter if it is. 

Mrs Grammatiki acts as a kind 
of Greek chorus to the main 
action of the book. At one point, 
she reminds the author that, in 

order to find the centre of a maze, 
one must early on take a deliberate 
turn in the opposite direction.

And so we join Charlotte 
Higgins on a meandering and—
yes—at times labyrinthine dis- 
course that takes in the predict-
able places, such as Chartres 
Cathedral and its labyrinth—
‘The whole building seemed to 
tremble with meaning’—as well 
as more surprising byways, 

The book is 
accretive, as the 

author slyly 
builds up our 
knowledge  

A place to think: the labyrinth of Chartres Cathedral in France

ZED STANDS FOr Zero (fossil) 
Energy Development and we 
need to know about it. The  
summer of 2018 has been 
flagged as the one that con-
vinced even the Daily Mail that 
climate change might be real, 
but better late than never. Bill 
Dunster is an architect who 
decided, in the 1990s, that he 
should no longer design only 
buildings, but lifestyles, too. 

including a long meditation on 
the Classical sculpture Laocoön.

Not every reader will quite be 
able to keep up with the author’s 
enthusiasm for extended glosses 
of Classical texts, but ultimately, 
these take on a function akin to 
that of the passages about whaling 
in Moby Dick: arduous, but essen-
tial to the whole. There is a pleas- 
ing variety of tone and style; some 
sections, such as a narrative list-
ing of Picasso’s Minotaur draw- 
ings, resemble prose poems.

A key passage entitled Time’s 
Labyrinth looks at Sigmund 
Freud’s habit of describing his 
psychological method by means 
of archaeological terminology 
—‘clearing away the pathogenic 
psychical material layer by layer’; 
the human brain as ‘a buried city’. 
The architectural metaphor stands, 
but what of more mutable stuff? 
Garden lovers will be disappointed 
the author doesn’t think of the 
labyrinthine qualities of Bomarzo, 
Versailles or Little Sparta.

Red Thread is a book of rich 
conception, one to which I know 
I will return safe in the knowledge 
that I will never find its centre.
Tim Richardson

Meanwhile, relatively simple 
and affordable technology for 
solar generation, rainwater 
management, transport, indoor 
temperature control, local food 
production, carbon-free energy 
from waste and adaptation  
of existing buildings has deve-
loped massively.

Mr Dunster’s new book is 
aimed at persuading the public, 
as well as professionals, that, 
although they can’t rely on govern-
ments to provide resources or 
advice, opportunities to save 
money—as well as the planet—
are there for the taking. 

Eight such ‘ZEDtools’ are  
laid out in sequence, stimulat-
ing curiosity that is satisfied in 
the final set of case studies. 
Here, they’re applied to real-life 
situations, ranging from intern-
ally displaced people in Somalia 
to solar-charged, easy-to-carry 
battery packs capable of power-
ing transport and the home, and 
decentralising electric supply  
in the process.

There are ideas for reclaiming 
an old cement works as an earth-
sheltered holiday park, easing 
the housing shortage by building 
‘ZEDpod’ starter homes over 

car parks and providing desk 
space and refreshment as you 
charge your electric car at ‘the 
filling station of the future’.

Many people are vaguely aware 
both of the urgent need to amend 
our lifestyles and of the flood  
of contradictory information on 
how best to do so. why isn’t there 
a network of advice centres 
across the country to fill the gap 
and why does no national museum 
make this subject its responsi-
bility? In the meantime, this book 
challenges us to catch up, take 
action and spread the word.
Alan Powers
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