
Commission’s judgements is reached by a combina-
tion of experienced designers and informed laymen
who have first-hand information on each case.
Therefore the consensus, even if flawed from time
to time, has a degree of authority.

In its assessment of a scheme the Royal Fine Art
Commission looks for quality and not for a particu-
lar style, which is a matter of taste. It is possible to
be objective about quality; taste, on the other hand,
remains largely subjective – a matter of personal
feelings or opinions. Quality is also enduring, while
taste and fashion change. Though undefinable,
quality is immediately recognisable.

Wholesale demolition and comprehensive redevel-
opment was a fashion of the ‘sixties and’ seventies
just as contextualism and façadism are fashionable
today. The practice of façadism has developed under
commercial pressure from developers who want to
build as much floor space as possible behind the
façades of listed buildings. Unless there are overrid-
ing reasons for retaining the external fabric, it may
be preferable to replace the listed building by a first-
rate piece of new architecture. But the argument that
a good design for a new building helps to justify the
demolition of the existing building on the site requires
making a judgement about the quality of a new
design. It is an argument which is not admitted in
official circles, yet making judgements about existing
buildings which are going to be listed is accepted
practice.

What makes a good building is, quite simply, a
good brief, a good client and a good architect – in
other words, enlightened architectural patronage.
The public – the man in the street – sometimes frus-
trates enlightened patronage by denying approval
and putting pressure on the local authority to refuse
planning permission. The public awakening which
has taken place over the last twenty-five years, and
the public participation which has followed, demand
a sense of responsibility which cannot be acquired
without an adequate education in visual and envi-
ronmental matters. While patronage will always
remain the privilege of the few, it can no longer
operate without support from the man in the street.
A better educated public, therefore, becomes a pre-
requisite of enlightened patronage.

To achieve a good building by means of a good
brief, a good client and a good architect is not a

simple matter, and requires great effort and passion-
ate commitment. The answer, in the end, must be in
the quality of the architecture and in the patron who
is prepared to search for quality and take risks.
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