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Introduction:
In his book, John B. Hilling (2018, pp.1-2) outlines how architecture is deeply influenced by a countries “religious, political, economic, and social” environment, which in turn shapes its ever-evolving character. In Wales, this dynamic has allowed contemporary architecture to remain subjective and adaptive over time. In the 20th century, Welsh architecture was heavily shaped by the industrial heritage of the nation, with a strong focus on functional design that supported its industrial economy. However, in the 21st century, there has been a noticeable shift, with architects embracing global trends such as modernism, and placing greater emphasis on sustainable, environmentally conscious design.
This essay will examine the role of national identity in shaping contemporary Welsh architecture, using the Swansea Civic Centre and the proposed ‘Storfa’ development which will replace it, as key examples. These projects highlight Wales' transition from a rich historical heritage, steeped in communal values to the loss of regional identity through embracing global modernism.
Built between 1979 and 1984 by architect J. Webb (The Twentieth Century Society, 2023), the Swansea Civic Centre stands as a striking example of Brutalist architecture. The building features bold concrete and flint aggregate panels, complemented by horizontal bands of glass that stretch across 23 acres of landscaped grounds, with separate arms that envelope visitors as they approach. When completed, the Civic Centre was hailed as a pioneering example of contemporary Welsh architecture, and it continues to retain that status today.
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                    ………    Figure 1: The Swansea Civic Centre (Personal collection, 2024)
Following the devastation of the Second World War, Swansea City Council sought to make a powerful statement of resilience and unity, demonstrating that the city had survived the Blitz. Drawing inspiration from the international style that was sweeping across Europe, which had yet to appear in Swansea, they embraced raw materials such as concrete to project an image of honesty and transparency—materials that, like the council itself, had “nothing to hide.”
The Civic Centre is admired for several reasons, such as its bold international modernist style, which arrived at a time when such change was both necessary and welcomed. Its design became a symbol of permanence, deeply rooted in the local community’s sense of identity. Even today, it is viewed with a sense of nostalgia, reflecting its significance in the lives of Swansea’s residents.
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          Figure 2: Drawing of Swansea Civic Centre (Personal collection, 2024)

It stands as a powerful embodiment of contemporary Welsh architecture because its significance reaches far beyond the architecture alone. The Civic Centre represented something deeper, resonating with the Welsh people on a more communal level. 
Vyas, S’ (2016) article draws attention to Swansea’s £1 billion regeneration project, and how the Civic Centre has been marked for redevelopment, with the city’s library set to move to a new location in the city centre. This offers the Council an opportunity to create a modern, innovative building that continues the legacy of the Civic Centre’s architectural ambition. The new library, ‘Y Storfa’, will be located in central Swansea, designed to foster community cohesion, support self-development, promote digital inclusion, and much more. With a focus on communal values, the library will house key services such as the main library, archives, customer service centre, benefits office, and Careers Wales, serving as an essential public hub. Its central location, with easy access to bus stops, car parks, and cycle routes, ensures [image: Oxford Street Community Hub, Swansea Council - Coreus Group]it will be highly accessible to the community (Swansea Council, 2024).
                                         Figure 3: Y Storfa (Coreus, 2024)

The project, designed by (GWPA, 2023) architects and constructed by Kier, emphasizes a welcoming ethos, evident in the large, glazed windows and expansive openings. This design is a subtle nod to the Civic Centre’s ideals of honesty and transparency, providing an open, inviting space. The building’s exterior will be clad in white panels, and exposed concrete, with sections of translucent cladding that will be backlit to create a glowing beacon effect, drawing visitors to the site and reinforcing the library’s position as a key civic landmark.
This design is a textbook example of contemporary architecture in Wales. It embraces the modernist movement, with its simple, rectangular forms, minimalist approach, and lack of ornamentation. The aim is to make the building stand out in Swansea’s city centre, offering a bold and innovative contrast to its surroundings. Inside, a grand central staircase will serve as the focal point of the design, complemented by sleek materials such as steel, glass, and exposed structural elements, all contributing to a sense of lightness and airiness throughout the space. On one hand, the building’s emphasis on simplicity and efficiency signals a new direction in Swansea’s urban regeneration, moving away from the heaviness of its brutalist past to a more open, accessible, and functional future.
On the other hand, a closer examination of the Storfa scheme reveals a strong shift towards neutrality and universality in Welsh architecture, at the expense of distinctive, place-specific characteristics. While the building is hailed as a modern architectural marvel, it lacks the character and soul that many people expect from a civic landmark. It presents itself more as a generic, contemporary structure than a building with a unique identity.
One key issue is that the design does not fit into the surrounding context. The material palette of the area is predominantly brick and pebble dash, with a warm beige tone, while the Storfa stands out with stark contrast, making it visually disconnected from the existing streetscape. The building’s modernist form clashes with the historical and more traditional architecture nearby, creating an uncomfortable juxtaposition rather than a harmonious integration with its environment. [image: A drawing of a building
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                   Figure 4: Drawing of Y Storfa (Personal collection, 2024)
Moreover, the Swansea Civic Centre, built as part of the post-war civic projects, played an important role in instilling a sense of place and belonging among the residents of Swansea. Its Brutalist design, while polarizing, carried a deeper meaning and purpose. The building was not only a civic space but a symbol of resilience, unity, and permanence, and it connected the community to the city's history through its architectural identity. The new proposal, by contrast, seems to lack a strong connection to Swansea’s rich history and cultural heritage. This is especially critical for a primary civic building, housing essential services and archives. Such an important civic project could have been an opportunity to reflect Welsh heritage, perhaps incorporating local materials like slate, or evoking the city’s historical values in its design.
There is also the issue of sustainability. While the Civic Centre, primarily constructed in concrete, is often criticized for its environmental footprint, it was built to last. The durability of its materials gave it a sense of permanence that has endured over time, providing both practical and symbolic longevity for the community. In comparison, Y Storfa incorporates eco-friendly features like green walls and sustainable materials, but these modern innovations do not justify the demolition of a landmark.
Furthermore, the relocation of services such as the library from the Civic Centre to the new building appears to be driven more by a desire to create a "modern" Swansea than by any functional necessity. The library and other services were well-established in the Civic Centre, a building already steeped in local memory and Welsh significance. Rather than demolishing the building and uprooting these services, the council could have chosen to renovate the Civic Centre, making it more sustainable through green technologies such as solar panels, for example. This approach would have preserved the building’s historical and cultural value while reducing the environmental impact of new construction. Instead, the decision to proceed with the Storfa project risks wasting resources, contributing to CO2 emissions through construction, and erasing a piece of Swansea's contemporary architectural history in the process.
The loss of national identity in contemporary Welsh architecture is having a profound and negative impact. The Storfa development serves as a clear example of how designing architecture according to global trends like modernism can result in buildings that are disconnected from local identity and context. This shift towards universality leads to structures that lack character and fail to reflect the unique qualities of their surroundings. In the 21st century, Wales struggles to establish a distinctive architectural style, leaving cities like Swansea, Cardiff, and Wrexham increasingly indistinguishable from one another. As iconic buildings like the Civic Centre become detached from their historical and geographical roots, Swansea risks losing its architectural identity, leaving behind structures that no longer resonate with the local community or evoke a sense of place.

To conclude, Y Storfa represents a step forward for Swansea, much like the Civic Centre did in the 1980s, introducing modern architectural features into a city that had previously been relatively muted in terms of design. While it brings fresh energy to the city centre, it also highlights a growing disconnect between contemporary Welsh architecture and the local heritage that makes buildings meaningful and loved. The absence of traditional Welsh architectural elements, such as local materials, construction methods, and cultural concepts risks creating structures that feel impersonal and detached from the community they are meant to serve.
Ultimately, a balance must be struck between modern architecture and Welsh identity. By integrating contemporary construction techniques with locally sourced materials or design concepts, we can create buildings that both honour the cultural significance of Wales and support our future architectural ambitions. This approach ensures that new projects reflect a progressive, forward-thinking vision without losing the essence of what makes Wales unique. In doing so, we can avoid being seen as outdated or disconnected while maintaining a rich, place-specific identity for generations to come.
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