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Introduction
There are countless architectural projects being undertaken in Wales, many of which deserve more recognition than they get. The ones that do get recognition, are seen as grand and contemporary, which is in contrast to the general perception of Wales (with it being small and historical). In this essay, I will explore one of these contemporary-styled buildings and evaluate whether the attention these buildings get is justified, or is just aesthetically pleasing.

Context and the Great Hall
The buildings I have chosen are part of the Aberystwyth Arts Centre, the first which was designed by Dale Owen (Percy Thomas Partnership) in 1970, and then extended with a dome-like structure by Peter Roberts (Robert Smith Associates) for Aberystwyth University. The extension took a total of six years to plan, design and build, with it being open to the public in April 2000, both shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2 respectively (Aberystwyth Arts Centre, n.d.a).
[image: ][image: ]Figure 2: The Round Studio by Peter Roberts for Aberystwyth Arts Centre (Capper, 2015)

Figure 1: The Great Hall building by Dale Owens for Aberystwyth University (Edwards, 2017)

Owens worked with the Bauhaus school founder Walter Gropius, whose idea of modernist architecture was that a structure should have no emotion or sentimental value to it  (History, 2017; Mark, 2014). It is clear that Owens took inspiration from Gropius’ ideas with it being portrayed through this lifeless building. The overall site at the university seems to be in the style of modernism and perhaps a hint of brutalism, which is in contrast to the green fields and blue seas that Wales is known for. The use of grey granite aggregate creates a dull, almost Soviet feeling to what should be a bright landscape (Powel, 2020). The original building went on to be awarded the RIBA Gold Medal for Architecture in Wales in 1971 (Aberystwyth Arts Centre, n.d.b). Considering it is a world-renowned arts centre, it is monotonous to look at and very underwhelming.


The Round Studio
The circular dome designed by Roberts is meant to mimic a shell (due to the site’s proximity to the sea) rising from the ground (Lloyd et al, 2006). Included below in Figure 3 is the sketch I did of the plan view of the studio, compared to a seashell in Figure 4. If the building was on its own, then its design theory would convey through the physical structure. However, due to the large, grey building attached to it, it seems more like an urban coffee shop or a dystopian spacecraft, rather than an architectural award-winning studio. Apart from the location of the site, it is not justifiable to say it is Welsh architecture, as I have found no evidence of any Welsh materials or heritage being used to design and inspire it.

Figure 4: an image of a fractal shell (Babcock, 2020)
Figure 3: sketch by author showing the plan view of the Round Studio (not to scale)












Going into Robert’s building, the entrance to the studio as shown in Figure 5 is an orange metal door that lies on the inside curve of the round studio (Aberystwyth Arts Centre, n.d.c). From the outside, the building is monotone and greyscale, the same being said for the inside. Having brightly coloured doors may seem like a good idea to direct the public through the building, but in case of a fire, people may not be able to see the doors to escape, with the doors being the same colour as the fire. It is unknown whether the architect or the university has implemented fire escape ideas such as glow-in-the-dark arrows, but could be added as part of the next renovation phase.





[image: ]Figure 5: the entrance to the round studio on the ground floor (Aberystwyth Arts Centre, n.d.c)



[image: ][image: ]The ground floor plan of the studio as shown in Figure 6 is circular in shape which coincides with the external shape. It is not proven that he took inspiration from this, but Robert’s round studio ground floor plan resembles the shape of the spiral of Archimedes (Figure 7) represented in the book about organic forms by Thompson and Bonner (1961). However, it is proven by Rudolph’s (2019) article and many others that circular rooms should be avoided for acoustic reasons, such as a louder than average audio sound or frequencies becoming less focused (Gin, 2019). If Roberts wanted to keep the external body dome-shaped but have better acoustics properties internally, he could have incorporated a rectangular-shaped studio within the building. The straight-lined walls within could then correlate to the rectilinear architecture of Owen’s design. Figure 7: the spiral of Archimedes (Thompson and Bonner, 1961)

Figure 6: the ground plan of the Round Studio (Aberystwyth Arts Centre, n.d.c)


[image: ]The windows of Roberts’ round studio, illuminated in Figure 8, are shaded by the enveloping trees to the East in the early mornings of both Winter and Summer, but during the latter season, the overhang of the upper and lower windows shade the inside from direct overhead sunlight (Aberystwyth Arts Centre, 2016). During Winter with the sun path being lower, it creates a bright atmosphere for the garden in front of the studio. But it then, due to the surrounding forestry, gets minimal sunlight which may require the building services to use more fuel for heating, therefore reducing its sustainability value further.Figure 8: the Aberystwyth Arts Centre shown at night with illuminated windows (Film Hub Wales, n.d.)



The external leaf of the roofing on both the round studio and the updated Student Union centre (Figure 9) is primarily zinc. Zinc is known for its longevity and corrosion resistance (Foster, 2020). But being open to the elements in an exposed area such as the location of the round studio does come with its challenges. Foster (2020) explains that buildings with a zinc roof that are in close proximity to the sea are at risk of staining or corrosion from the sea air containing salt. Nevertheless, with the curvature of the roof along with the rainwater hitting the roof, this should be washed off and leave no permanent marks. The standing seam roof shown in Figure 10 also correlates to the linear patterns of the exterior walls of the Great Hall (Figure 11), which could be one of many reasons Roberts chose zinc as the roofing material.
[image: ]Figure 9: the new Students’ Union building on the Penglais campus (AccessAble, n.d.)

[image: ][image: ]Figure 11: linear pattern on the façade of the Great Hall building (Edwards, 2017)
Figure 10: standing seam zinc roof on the Round Studio (Edwards, 2017)

Related Surrounding Architecture
Roberts also included another extension to the South of Owen’s original building as mentioned above and shown in Figure 9, which is being used as the university’s Penglais Campus Student Union. The curvature of the roof is another nod to the sea which resembles the breaking of waves (Lloyd, et al. 2006). Even though Aberystwyth is known as a seaside town, the majority of the buildings on the Penglais campus cannot see the sea (unless at a height), so one can ask whether it is justifiable to create ocean-inspired buildings that are not in the observable vicinity of what inspired them. I do appreciate, however, that because most of the campus can not look out onto the sea due to the natural landscape and other buildings blocking the view, Roberts tried to bring the sea to the university (Lloyd, et al. 2006). But again, this building does not look like what it should, as in a university building, but more of a leisure centre.
Considering that the building was designed for university use, Owens may have created a master plan as he has clearly left enough space for additional developments such as for the designs of Roberts, but also for Thomas Heatherwick. Heatherwick designed nine individual units (eighteen individual creative studios shown on the plan in Figure 12 and eye level in Figure 13) that are located to the East of the buildings mentioned previously (Heatherwick, n.d.). On the same Heatherwick (n.d.) webpage, it states that the idea behind these pods is that they are supposed to be sustainable and sit within the landscape. The mirrored effect as shown in Figure 4 is meant to reflect the trees and sky as if the buildings are not there. The contrast between the two development design philosophies is substantial. The 2009 development promotes sustainability and being one with nature, and the 1970 and 2000 developments follow the principle that form should follow function (Lloyd, et al., 2006). But as with every town and urban landscape, surrounding architecture is going to be different to the original buildings due to a change in trends as well as architectural styles.



[image: ][image: ]Figure 12: plan view of Heatherwick’s nine studios (Google, 2022)
Figure 13: close up of one of the creative studios (Heatherwick, n.d.)





Conclusion
With the information I gathered, I could not find any indication that both the Great Hall or the Round Studio had any inspiration from Welsh heritage or the historical importance of Aberystwyth University. This would be expected with Owens’ working relationship with the Bauhaus School founder, with no decoration or sentimental value attached to the design, only that its form should result from its function (History, 2017). 
In conclusion, each development of Aberystwyth Arts Centre is designed to represent the current styles and trends of their time, rather than the cultural and historical importance of being a Welsh seaside town. The appearance of Roberts studio is pleasing to look at due to its curvature and organic resemblance, but can only be referred to as Welsh contemporary architecture due to the fact that it is in Wales. 
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Fig. 72, The spiral of Archimedes.
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