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The Prince of Wales's aversion to 'modern architecture' is well known. But what can we do instead? In Poundbury the Prince has taken the chance to indulge his personal tastes and wave the flag of sustainability. It is an area of about 400 acres on the edge of Dorchester owned by the Duchy of Cornwall, of which he is, well, Duke.  The idea is that instead of urban sprawl and endless suburbanisation, high-density settlements can be created in the manner of traditional villages or small towns. Furthermore the boring uniformity of modern housing estates and their unimaginative layouts can be replaced by distinctive traditional styles for each house, together with irregular layouts of the kind found in the picturesque villages we like to visit while on holiday.  We do not usually seek out suburbia or modern housing estates to enjoy their ambience, do we? So why do we live in them? If we like picturesque so much, why don't we make an effort to create it and live in it? I have always thought this a fair question.

So I applaud this experiment, which is one that has to be done somewhere. And there are plenty of good ideas. It is denser. Many of the houses are clustered round a functional courtyard that acts like a 19th century mews. Cars are parked here or can get into the adjacent garages, so they don't clutter up the streets. Many of the garages are detached buildings with a studio loft above, reminiscent of the 17th-century granary-over-cart-shed pattern. Handy for guests, or a bolt-hole, even a studio. There are trompe-l'oeil windows. Gargoyles are used to disguise heating vents. A tiny colonnaded folly with seats turns out to be an electricity sub-station. And so on. Charming, often witty. 

But spending a couple of hours there is a bizarre experience. It is remorselessly clean and neat. There are no children. The basic construction of the buildings makes no concession to ecological techniques. It's concrete blocks, steel joists, pre-stressed concrete lintels and concrete floors, with the stylistic cladding added later. Gravelled streets make biking impossible. Nobody is sitting or playing in the village square. There is one general store, and all other shops sell tourist and luxury goods.  It feels like a stage-set, and entirely antiseptic. After an hour or so, sated with shameless pastiche, I found myself longing for a bit of real modern architecture or a genuine scruffy cottage. The only facts I could find about the kind of occupancy were that about 20% is social housing. The rest appears to be commuters, second-home owners and retirees. It is not, so far, a genuine community.

Still, we have to acknowledge this is going to be a useful experiment, precisely because it attempts to embrace just a few very specific elements of the sustainability programme, the effects of which we can cleanly observe. Essentially Poundbury addresses layout and density. The rest is conventional. As time goes on we should be able to get some crisp statistics for environmental indicators such as energy consumption, vehicle use, waste output and so on, to see how the chosen elements of sustainability have operated. "Quality of life" is a separate matter, but we should also be able to say some useful things about that too, in 20-30 years' time.

My sister, who accompanied me, was charmed at first. We were beguiled by scones and cream and the perfectly-maintained public plantings. We enjoyed the unpredictability of the layout, the juxtaposition of styles, and the little vistas glimpsed through arches and alleyways. She is not known for trenchant opinions, but eventually, in front of a reproduction classical fountain dribbling tweely, she delivered her verdict. "It's kritsch".
"What?" I asked.
"Kitsch for the rich".



Pat Borer replies:
Peter,
Thanks - I entirely agree. There is a whole movement (Architecure in Arcadia conference 1992) with people like Leon Krier and Demetri Porphyrios) that ignores what the Modern Movement brought us - light and democracy. But as you say, we all love the medieval towns of the Marches and of Brittany, Tuscany etc etc. - and a quarter of a million tourists to Portmeirion can't be wrong! In my own attempts at eco-housing (Six Bells Court at Bishops Castle) I achieved an uneasy mix between the picturesque and the modern (post and beam houses with steep roofs, lime, oak etc with huge glazed sunspaces). It was struggle, fighting off the developer's desire to split up the lovely double height sunspaces into more bedrooms, and add layers of coachlamp tweeness. In the end, the developer moved into one of the houses and admitted he loved the sunpace!
I would love to have this explored in the Whole House Book re-write...are you the person to do it? With Patrick Hannay, David Lea, me?
Pat
