 A critical essay about a piece of Welsh Contemporary Architecture
How were the visitor centres at Raglan and Caerphilly castle designed to be contemporary buildings on historic sites?
By looking at the visitor centres at Raglan and Caerphilly Castle this essay will explore how contemporary architecture can be incorporated onto historical sites. The historic importance of both sites to the Welsh landscape meant that one architect working on both projects could consistently work with CADW in such areas as design compatibility, use of appropriate materials to give structural integrity and aesthetics for the sites. Both contemporary centres had to blend with the Castles. The purpose of the buildings as visitor centres meant consideration for accessibility and services for the visitors to the site needed careful consideration. The architect adopted materials and features that meant the structures, while contemporary, do not look out of place on the site. The features such as electrical work and plumbing are hidden to minimalize the visual impact of these in the centres.
Maintaining the historical identity of both sites was vital so the contemporary addition    designed by Davis Sutton Architects were not designed like some Welsh contemporary architecture to stand out in its surroundings. The innovative designs used the cultural context of the site to create a forward-looking structure. Both centres show how contemporary buildings can be added to historical sites without the site losing its identity.   
There were a number of considerations for the architect. Raglan Castle and Caerphilly Castle visitor centres were built, as an addition on the site of Raglan Castle in 2008 and as part of a £10 million regeneration project for Caerphilly Castle with a full completion date of 2026. They are examples of how a contemporary building can be incorporated onto a historical site. The architects, Davies Sutton, did this by carefully considering the historical building already on the site. Although contemporary the structure fits with its surroundings. It addressed the need for a new construction to consider the historical context of where it was going to be placed without compromising on the contemporary design. 
The location and context of both sites had to be carefully considered. Caerphilly Castle is located in the centre of Caerphilly, South Wales. It is the largest medieval concentric castle in Wales and covers a 30 acre site. A £10 million regeneration project is being completed to include a new visitor centre, education facilities, digital exhibits, improved access and the refurbishment of the Great Hall and inner ward. The visitor centre is situated in the Outer Ward, and is not visible from the road so does not impact on the view of the castle. The grounds are grassland, two moats and a large lake. Raglan Castle is on the outskirts of the village of Raglan in Monmouthshire, South Wales. The site sits on a ridge surrounded by countryside. The Medieval Castle that the visitor centre was built for is considered one of the best late medieval buildings in the United Kingdom. The visitor centre is within the ruin of the gatehouse of the castle which is at the entrance to the site. The location means that although it does conceal part of the castle it doesn’t look out of place at it follows the lines of where the castle wall would have been. It’s placed so that the best view of the castle isn’t obscured. Although it is not ideal to place an addition next to the main façade of the castle the function of the centre limited where it could be placed. 
Davies Sutton Architects were commissioned to build the visitor centres as their philosophy was in tune with the vision Cadw had.  The practice “advocates a philosophy that all new buildings and alterations to existing buildings should clearly be of their time - an approach that often involves finding new expressions for traditional forms that are relevant to 21st century building” (dsawebsite, 2017). Architect, Mike Davies, of Davies Sutton Architects in Cardiff, whose firm was commissioned by CADW to design the centres, said each project was challenging but innovative. The design of the visitor centre needed to be inspired by the castle’s history and significance. The view of the castle from the centre encourages visitors to step outside onto the site. Where possible incorporating a connection between the centre and the historic site will mean visitors will engage in learning about the site. The centres are single storey structures. Raglan has a skyline below the ruin and is built at the same height as the gatehouse ruin and below the level of the castle. Caerphilly has been positioned so as not to be visible from the road so as not to interfere with the skyline of the castle.
Both buildings were commissioned by Cadw who maintain the site. Cadw’s aim was to conserve the unique historic places while transforming the experience for the visitors who enjoy the attraction, so the purpose of the building had to be clear. Raglan and Caerphilly Castle are open for most days of the year to visitors and Cadw wanted a building that visitors could use but that would not impact on the visual site of the Castle on arrival. It had to be practical to house facilities for visitors to the site but also not detract from the historical nature of the site. There was a need for a new space to greet the visitor and maintain the site as a popular place to visit. The visitor centre is a functional space that adds value to the visitor experience. As the first point of contact for the visitor to the site it is a functional space to greet visitors. Raglan has is a small custodians office. In both visitor centres the location of the reception desk and office allow for the monitoring of the site entrance. From within the shop there is an uninterrupted view of the castle. There is accessible wheelchair access and toilets. This is an important incorporation to meet the needs of the visitors. The path leading from the Visitor Centre means the centre has access to a path that takes the visitor directly to the castle. The view of the castle from the Centre instantly connects the visitor to the site. The view of the site from the centre has been considered and the window inside frames a view of the site. Visitors are directed towards the view of the site. The large glass in the design frames the castle behind so allow the visitor to appreciate the site from the centre where information surrounds them about the site. Both sites have dedicated accessible parking.
Davies Sutton Architects had designs that would maintain the identity of the sites. Raglan visitor centre is an example of contextual architecture as it has been built to respect the medieval building already there. It does this in several ways. The building construction does not do physical damage to the site. The architect Mark Davies identified the challenge was to build a modern building in a historic setting. Also, that the design had to grow out of the gatehouse which has protected status. The building is distinguishable between the old and new, the timber cladding and glazing providing a contrast to the existing stonework. Sheltered within the ruins of the castle gate sits the completed building. Archaeology below the site influenced the architects to design the visitors centre similar to a pavilion resting lightly on the underlying ground and “floating within the ruined elements of the White Castle” (dsawebsite, 2017). This approach allows to the building to be sympathetic to its historic and natural surroundings. 
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Caerphilly Visitor Centre is located within the outer ward of the medieval castle and has been designed to be contemporary. The design of the oak frame was to visually appear to be attacking the older gatehouse.  
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The visitor centres have been designed to be reversable. Having the centre be easily reversable means the historical site is not permanently damaged. If the building had to be removed in the future it could be done without damage to the historic White Gate at Raglan where it has been designed as a pavilion resting lightly on the ground. Architect Mike Davies said of the design that if they wanted to remove it, it is totally reversible. It could be disassembled, and the site restored to its original state. If both centres had to be removed in the future it can be done without causing any damage to the historic site. 

Whilst sitting comfortably within its context, the new visitor centres have also been designed to be sustainable. At Raglan the nature of all the materials used, the high level of insulation incorporated, and heating being provided via a ground source heat pump provides a building with a very low carbon footprint. This is a sustainable heating system. There is effective insulation as well, so the buildings energy usage is designed to be low. The design therefore minimises its ecological footprint. Caerphilly uses an air source heat pump for a low carbon heating and cooling system.

The Architect wanted to design a building that used sustainable materials. Raglan is constructed of timber cladding and glazing and a light steel frame. Where the visitor centre was built was dictated by the usage of the centre so may not have been the best place if the architect wanted to optimise natural sunlight. The materials used blend in with the castle stone. It was not designed to be a contrast to the castle but to complement it due to the centre being built as an extension of the gatehouse ruin. The timber blends the visitor centre in with the pale and red sandstone. The visitor centre was built not to sit apart from the site but to blend with it. The light colour of the timber and small scale of the building means it fits as a continuous flow from the gatehouse ruin. The timber has been chosen so that it does not stand out from the material of the gatehouse ruin it is attached to. As the centre had to be positioned on the outskirt of the historic site and therefore impacts the exterior of the site it was important to make sure the material and colour chosen is in harmony with the rest of the site. From a side view from outside the castle it appears to look like a flow of the castle walls and therefore part of the structural original layout of the site. 

For Caerphilly the primary construction material for the frame is oak which is a sustainable material. The glass front allows natural light and stands in contrast to the stone castle and has a south facing aspect. A green roof has been incorporated to add to the sustainability of the design and considers the biodiversity needs of the site.  The large mass of water in the moat helps to reduce the energy consumption by absorbing heat during the warmer periods and releasing it during the cooler periods naturally.

The interaction of the visitor centres with the landscape so they did not change the historical landscape was an important consideration.
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(Davies Sutton Architects, 2008)
The incorporation of the Raglan building into the ruin of the Gatehouse means the building does not impose much on the historical and natural environments. Although it is a contemporary building it has been built to sit on the land so has not impacted with construction work and foundations to the historic site. The centre is clearly distinguishable from the castle. Due to it incorporating part of the ruined gate house and being at the same eight level it does not detract from the historic site. By attaching it to the remains of the Gate House it has been incorporated into the existing landscape. It stands out distinctively against the backdrop of the Castle. It is clearly visible against the Castle sandstone walls. The land shape was not altered to build the Centre. It followed the slope that was already there, so the design was adapted to the land shape.
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(Davies Sutton Architects, 2025)
Caerphilly was designed to stand out and appear to be attacking the older gatehouse. This fits in with the other large structures in the castle grounds such as the siege machine. However, the height means it is below the castle walls from the street so that the dramatic concentric walls of the castles are not interrupted. An ecological appraisal of the site showed that while the footprint of the centre did not damage species there would be opportunities for biodiversity gain due to the large grounds and ecological enhancements could be incorporated into the new buildings such as the included green roof.   

Both centres function as a place where visitors can begin their interaction with the castles and external space through their combination of contemporary design that creates a visual relationship between the centres and the sites. The architect succeeded in creating two visitor centres that meet the brief of not disrupting the view of the castle its built next to in different ways. Raglan by incorporating the design as part of the original Gatehouse wall so that it blends with its surroundings and Caerphilly by taking inspiration from the original function of the castle so although the design stands out it is physically below the height of the historic concentric walls. 
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