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A critical essay about a piece of Welsh contemporary architecture.  

Introduction
Caerphilly Castle Visitor Centre is a modern building that is situated in a site of great historic interest, a concept that often causes challenges and controversy. Inserting new fabric into historic structures leads to debates concerning preservation philosophy, contextual design, and material relevancy. This essay will consider the pertinence of design choices within the Visitor Centre and point out challenges faced by historic preservation organisations such as CADW, the owner of this site, when trying to create new architecture within an ancient context. These challenges are common worldwide and highlight the many differing opinions on what constitutes sensitive adaptation and integration. Most importantly, it will consider a new building that has been inserted into a monument of deep historical significance within the Welsh nation.

Site Context
Caerphilly is a Welsh town situated 11 miles north of Cardiff. The town is known for its rich history, having had Roman fortifications since 75AD (CADW, 2016, p. 5) during their conquest of Britian. The visitor centre serves, and is situated within the confines of, Caerphilly Castle, the most dominant structure in the town and its main attraction. As part of the Norman conquest of Britian, castles began to be constructed from the late 11th century in Wales, with powerful families given the role of subjugating certain areas (Rees, 1937, p. 9). In 1217 the Gilbert family were tasked with the control of Glamorgan, eventually gaining enough strength to begin the construction of a castle to cement their authority (CADW, 1989, p. 8). 
Caerphilly Castle is a predominantly 13th century design, begun in 1268 with most of the present set of defences finished in 1290, the structure appears largely intact (Rees, 1937, pp. 14,17). This however is not the case as much of the building was restored under the ownership of the Marquesses of Bute in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (CADW, 1989, p. 17). This provides a backdrop for questioning the authenticity of historicism within the Visitor Centre, and whether the building reflects its time or is a covert insertion designed to mimic past structures. 
The architecture of the surrounding castle presents a challenge when trying to integrate a modern building into the structure as fortifications are by their nature idiosyncratic to their purpose. The castle is constructed, in the most part, from pennant sandstone with the whole structure built upon a gravel bank. The overall form of the castle is a concentric set of outer and inner walls, one of, if not, the first examples of its type in Britain and a defining example of castle built under the reign of Edward I (Prizeman, et al., 2017, p. 1).
In 1950, the castle was given to the state and is presently operated by CADW, the dominant preservation organisation within Wales. The castle attracts nearly 100,000 (Hill, 2003) people every year, making it one of Wales’ most visited heritage attractions.

Architects
Davies Sutton Architects was formed in 1993 by Michael Davies and Kevin Sutton and is an award-winning architectural practice that has developed a renown for their work in the field of conservation, as well as their work on more modern projects. Davies Sutton is based in Cardiff and state they are “passionate about our heritage and the quality of good design” (Davies Sutton Architects, 2023). Their enthusiasm for historic projects and the sensitivity that is evident is many of their designs has earned them a number of commissions from CADW, including the visitor centre for Raglan Castle. In this project, the architects chose to make a more obvious statement that the building is contrasting with the historic castle, “floating within the ruined elements” (Davies Sutton Architects, 2023). Comparing this to Caerphilly, it demonstrates an entirely different aesthetic within a similar material language, creating a much more impactful addition to the landscape, highlighting the differing opinions on what constitutes sensitivity.

Form
When entering the castle through the main gate, the visitant is immediately presented with the visitor centre (Fig.1). The visibility and positioning of the building undoubtedly had a dominant effect on the design, the shape of the building creating an arc in plan that points to the castle. Reputedly designed in the form of an arrow-head. Davies Sutton Architects describe this structure as “attacking” (Davies Sutton Architects, 2023) the historic castle (Fig.4), harking back to the castles rich legacy of defending against sieges. 
The overall look of the building could be said to have a deeply historic styling (Fig.3), reminiscent of the traditional lean-tos that swamped the interiors of ancient castles, used for stabling, workshops for ironworkers and carpenters, and billets for guards. 

Construction and Materials
It is immediately clear when viewing the visitor centre that it is crafted to fully demonstrate its medieval credentials, most dominantly in the form of its near entirely exposed timber construction. The joints are created using tenons and dowels (Fig.3), a traditional way to form timber work within castles of the period. This method of construction was also used to create scaffolding during the erection of the stone walls of mediaeval castles (Secrets of the Castle ep.4, 2018), evidence of which can be seen in the numerous putlogs within the original fabric of the castle. These putlogs are of a similar gauge to the timber used in the visitor centre, suggesting that the timbers are of an appropriate scale to any historic lean-tos that would have been present. 
The timber frame is reputedly French oak, known for its consistency and longevity. When building within a Welsh castle of such cultural significance, it would have seemed appropriate to try and use materials that are of the location, such as Sessile Oak, a variety of oak that is native to Wales and is often considered an emblem of the nation. Oak such as this is deemed however to be of extremely high quality, thus sourcing within the confines of the budget may have ruled it out. The oak used does outwardly respects the context and, when paired with the stainless-steel pedestals that the supports sit on, provides an acceptable level of contemporary design that does not appear anachronistic. These pedestals are a practical necessity, preventing the oak from absorbing moisture from the ground, which leads to rot. 
The exterior is dominated by two materials, timber and glass (Fig.10). This juxtaposition, while relatively common, underpins the view that the building is a compromise between contemporary and historic design. The exterior timber has silvered in the time since construction (Fig.9), creating a finish that resembles the surrounding masonry. The glass engenders the feeling that the design is attempting to prove it is not a pastiche by elegantly inserting large panes running to the full height, held in place with highly visible and meticulously finished stainless steel plates and brackets. From this, the Centre successfully makes its intention obvious, that it harmonizes but does not conceal the fact it has its own presence, alien to the castle. 
Roofing is done with a mixture of steel and lead, again balancing new and old while portraying the impression of a crisis of identity. Lead is a typical material for historic roofing (Geoffrey C. Allen, 2003) and allows for a flat roof, although the material choice has little impact on the aesthetic quality of the building, where perhaps the malleable qualities of lead could have been exploited to give more visual appeal. The steel trim around the edge of the roof (Fig.6) helps create a piercing point that the architects alluded to with their view that the visitor centre is besieging the castle.


Function
On enquiry with staff at Caerphilly Castle, the visitor centre appeared to be a building that was generally not considered, it merely exists to serve its purpose. From experience, it appears to serve the general function of providing a secure yet welcoming entrance to the castle. Upon entering, the system for purchasing a ticket and subsequently passing into the castle is apparent without being austere, which can often be a surprisingly difficult task to achieve without creating an atmosphere that is too formal. 
The centre also houses a gift shop, but the internal space does appear somewhat small. Confirmation of this observation is given by the announcement to build a separate visitor centre within the castle grounds, that will house a “welcome centre” (Dalling, 2023). The design of the present structure would be nearly impossible to adapt to accommodate such an addition, which potentially implies a short sightedness in the design process. 


Environmental Aspects
Davies Sutton state that a key aspect of their general design process is how their work “impacts upon our environment” (Davies Sutton Architects, 2023). This is a relevant to the CADW request that the building be designed to “maximise any energy saving opportunities.” (Davies Sutton Architects, 2023) Hence the decision to have the design face south, allowing as much solar gain through heat and light a possible within the confines of a heavily obstructed site. This could be contested as an attempt to overstate the importance of this design choice however, as when inspected, the building still requires artificial lighting during the day and it is difficult to see where else the structure could have faced. 

Conclusion
It could be argued that the intention behind so many of the contrasting choices of materials is to prevent offence, creating what could be seen as a banal space. This opinion is strengthened by the inability of staff, who use the building daily, to summarise any opinions on it when first questioned. However, when asked to consider the structure, most people interviewed gave favourable opinions stating the “quality” and “historic” approach that is evident throughout. Overall, the building achieves what the architects set out to do and remains a subtle addition to the overall aesthetic of Caerphilly Castle. It is entirely a building of context, leaving little impression of its own. 
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