
Scot and's new timber 
architectu re 

Is there a new , increased
 

interest towards timber
 

in Scotland, home to the
 

highest woodland cover
 

in Britain? Over the next
 

three issues of BFF, Oliver
 

Low enste in w i ll be looking
 

b eyo nd headl ine Scottish
 

arch it ect u ral projects, to
 

uncover the main playe rs
 

in the new Highland
 

architecture ...
 

T
urn your head 360 deg rees from 

any part of Edinburgh's Pr incess 

St reet grand parade, and one 

t hing's f or sure. The skyline you'll see 

is one of a stone cit y. This is th e same, 

wherever you head in the imm ediate 

vicinity of th e city. An innocent visitor 

might imagine t hat Edinburgh, t he 

capit al city of a count ry wit h easily 

the larg est forest cover of Br itain, 

woul d have some thi ng of a vernac ular 

t imber bu ild tradit ion! But as any 

Scottish architectur al fan will te ll 

you , unli ke neighbour ing Nor way. out 

across t he other side of t he Nor t h Sea, 

t here is no indigenous t imber building 

t rad it ion to spea k of. 

With a for est cover of at least 17% 

(t he highest f or at least 100 years). 

Scotland's pr ime tim ber resource, 

Sitka spruce and Scots p ine are the 

two mainstay ti mbers. Regardless of 

this, about four fi fths of timber used in 

co nstruc t ion is sti ll imported. However, 

significan t changes do seem to be 

afoot. chiming with the aftermath of 

the de-evolved Scottish government: 

a num ber of pol icy directives ­

principally 'Planning 72. Growing and 
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Improved Dissemination of Technical 

Knowledge and Information': th e 

opening in 2003 of t he UK's fi rst 

t imber engineering depar tm ent at 

John Napie r Universit y 's Cent re for 

Timber Engineering (CTEl : increased 

investment by maj or indust ry players 

in R&D ; plus a big push by t he 

Scot t ish Forestry Commiss ion (SFC) 

to put it s woods back on t he map. 

All leadi ng , hopef ully t o softening a 

historic and deep seate d avers ion to 

wood in Scotland, which t he absence 

of it, as a materi al in bot h vern acula r 

and mainstream build ings, has had. 

Whilst this could be interpreted 

as the beginnings of a gr oundswell 

in change towards using t imber in 

construction, caution may sti ll need 

to be exercised. Var ious pr of essional 

par t ies con tinu e to display a reluctance 

towards the mat er ial, part icular ly 

planning departments and insurers, 

even if t hese reservations do appear 

t o be beginning to shift . Accor ding 

to Neil Sutherland, a t imberbuild 

proponent, he believes t hat t races of a 

minor revolution are detectable in such 

'naturally' conservative gove rn ment 

agencies as th e SFC and Scottish 

National Her itage (SNH) who also 

have a new building (see page 22 fo r 

sto ry) . Yet , the perennial problem of 

reliability of bot h sourcing and qualit y, 

plus the all powerf ul cos t and supply 

chain factor (more later) cont inue 

to plague home grown t imber, which 

means that Baltic and other imported 

woods remain t he first option. One 

way round this would be t he upping of 

the know ledge and skills base, hence 

the launch of t he CTE so t hat smarter 

detailing and design can be achieved. 

Furthermore, new and exciting 

possibilities are being developed 

with t he emergence of sustai nable 

engineered timber in var ious forms, 

building on earl y successes such as, 

I-joist beams and glu lam, which br ing 

opportunities for bet t er use of home­

grown wood. 

Thisand previous page: 
the Scottish parliament 
building designed by 
RMJ M. Photosby Keith 
Hunter 

For each sceptic I talked wit h, 

t here did seem to be anot her who 

balanced it and was confident that 

th ing s were beginning to roll and 

more and more act ual buildings are 

appearing . Pet er Wilson, architect ural 

wr iter and PR man at CTE, is in th e 

process of pr epar ing a non- t echnical, 

visua l record ent it led 'New Timber 

Ar chitect ure in Scot land', f eat uri ng at 

least 100 recent timberbuild pr oje cts. 

Al l thi s reinforces the impression 

th at a new timberbuild culture is 

developing mo mentum, even if 

esse ntially it is sti ll happening at t he 

margins. Pr imari ly a rural ph enomenon 

in a count ry which remains largely 

rural. examples of it can be f ound 

acro ss domest ic, comm erc ial and 

publ ic bu ilding t yp es, and f rom 

dazzling showcases t hrough to 

housing esta tes in ci t ies, providing a 

kind of evidence of a gradual shift in 

architectural flavour. Not all is strict ly 

sus tainable, bu t much of it is being 

dri ven by ecol ogical co nsiderat ion. The 

endg ame to thi s path of t hinking is t he 

vision of a f utu re-f orested Scot land 

t hat pr ovides an abundan t amount 

of renewable buildi ng resource and 

mat er ials, as well as a level of biomass 

meet ing t he country 's energ y needs, 

making it self-sufficient in both of 

t hese. Ridiculously utopian? Of course, 

and t herefo re com pletely unrealistic 

and impossib le? Well maybe. But as 

a sixtie s slogan had it , 'believe in the 

impossible.' And also mayb e, in a t ime 

of Stern warn ings and the current 

'green moment' , as mediated t hrough 

mainstream media, such an approac h 

may yet be seen to have a kind of long 

term prag matis m, t hat bot h public and 

prof essionals are beginning to realise 

is needed. 

Wood is certainly at the symbolic 

heart of t he New Scot land, in the form 

of the devolved assembly parli ament 

bu ilding, by the late Spanis h architect 

Ernesto Morales, In th is co ntroversial 
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and high profile recent architect ural 

excursion in Scotland, t imber has been 

used exte nsiv ely, th ough pr imarily for 

cladd ing and both internal and extern al 

ornament . The bu ild ing has been 

vigorously promot ed as a sustainable 

building , alt hough it s cost s spiralled 

out of co ntrol , and trapped many 

involved professionally in court cases, 

no t least t he Edin burgh arc hite ct s 

RMJM, of whom more later. 

Beside th e Par liament building , 

the last fe w years have brought a run 

of new catchy. sizeable and public­

oriented new structures to prick 

the taste buds of t he architect urally 

incline d; built from timber and 

pus hing one eng ineer ing bo undary 

or another. The Maggies Cent res did 

it first, with Frank Gehrys' admit tedly 

completely non -eco Dundee bu ilding 

op ened towards t he clos e of 2003 

and hig hlighting cra ft. computers 

and complexit y. Then aga in, eightee n 

months later, in mid-2005, wit h t he 

Invern ess Maggies Cent re completed 

by Glasgow practice, Page and Pa rk'. 

Th is expanded t he voc abulary of 

ballo on f rame into somet hing visually 

sexy and previously unt hought of. As 

Sebastion Tombs, Chief Execut ive of 

the recently f ormed Archit ect ure and 

Design Scotland (ADS) says, the effect 

of t hese iconic ti mbe r build ings, 'ha ve 

opened up the po ssibilit ies f ur the 

architectural community as much as 

they have enabled cl ients to see what 

is possible, not just in t erm s of design 

but in materia ls: " 

After the Parliament 
bui lding: ECOSpace 
The arc hitects bought in to create the 

Lauder College's new ECOspac e (see 

photos right and above rig ht). were the 

Scot t ish. Intern at ional pract ice RMJM, 

referred to, in t he cit y, as 'Rumjum's'. 

RMJM are the architects who have 

t he unfor t unat e posit ion of being th e 

pract ice who got into such a mess wit h 

t he Edinburgh parliament. The tremors 
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of t hat scandal continue t o echo, bot h 

polit ically and wit hin the archi te ct ure 

scene. The building t hough, th e 

creati on of the Spanish architect , the 

late Morales, looks fantast ic, and 

much wood is used f or dramatic effe ct . 

It is claimed t he Parliament bui lding 

was a sust ainable pr oject. as RMJM 

has in-house expert ise in sust ainabl e 

architect ure. 

ECOSpace has be en RMJM 's next 

t imberbuild, but to say it is different 

is a dramat ic understatement. Go 

t o t he oth er end of the spectrum, to 

fu nct ionalit y, and simplicit y of des ign, 

and you 'll get the picture. The re is 

lit t le connect ion beyond chro nology, 

and th e office point s to a previous 

t imb erf rame t hey worked on for t he 

Scot t ish Pensions Associat ion in 

Galashiels, about t hree years ago, as 

informing t his new design. Where 

Galashiels was given a BREEAM Very 

Good mark of qualit y, the aim is f or 

excellent wit h ECOSpace. 

Part extension, part discreet and 

separate bu ildi ng, it wraps around 

th e sout h of t he college, in effect an 

ext ended L. At a cost of £2.4 million 

it isn 't a cheap invest ment. and one 

quickly realises t ha t pretty much 

all t he eca t ickboxes have all been 

assiduously fi lled . Sit t ing some f our 

to fi ve met res below t he adjacent 

playing fie ld and car park , while level 

wit h th e olde r bui ld ing, required 

extensive excavat ion. The vert ica l axis 

co nsists of six new workshops, while 

th e hor izontal line co mpr ises the 

ASPIRE cent re. o rig inally the focus 

of the proj ect ; a dedicated learn ing 

space for working with adu lts with 

learn ing disabili t ies and also those 

with physical disabilit ies. The unit aims 

t o help nurture self sufficienc y, so one 

room imitates a real bedroom so as 

to develop relevant home living skills. 

At t he front of this section an organic 

cafe is p lanned. 

The work shop spaces , are intended 

as a showcase for what the college 

do es,highlight ing sust ainability.Lauder 

is one of f our sites across Fife, with a 

follow t hro ugh sustainable agenda as 

a stated strategic aim, Experience of 

t he spaces is also intended as learning 

and teachi ng tools, providi ng clear 

and simple examples of carpentry 

and buildin g processes, r ight there 

in and around th e workshops. The 

workshops t hemselves consist of 

t wo joinery rooms (145m2) ; one wood 

work ing machine room (130m2) ; one 

painti ng and decorat ing room (l 25m2) ; 

a furniture wor kshop (60 m2) ; and a 

fu rn iture cabinet room (l 30m2) . There 

is also a f urn it ure restoration room. 

Each of t hese is accessed by the 

main corrido r, run ning the length of 

the build ing and dividing the newbuild 

from the immediate older sections 

of the college, also in the process 

of being revamped. The corridor, 

or iginally p lanned to reach out at the 

entrance. is t he visual cent repiece of 

ECOSpace's ti mberbuild ambitions, 

twenty f ive post columns and beams 

st retching t he sixty metres of the 

building. 

Originally designed as a two storey, 

t he ASPIRE section requirement for 

f ull access meant a re-scaling to single 

Left and above: the new 
ECOSpace build ing at 
Louder College. Photos 
courtesy of RMJM architects 
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sto rey, lowering t he energy needs. 

While t he brief out lined using as much 

locally sourced t imber as possible, 

the result has shown th e limit s of 

availability of larger oak ti mbers in 

Scotland. Alt hough Dou glas was used 

for the columns, g lularn makes up 

the beams, all exposed in each of the 

workshops. Also lef t part ially exposed 

are the dust-sucking ducts, which 

clear th e air of each of the workshop s 

of sawdust and ot her woodw ast e. 

External ly, green oak cladd ing 

is var ied between vert ical in the 

cent re. and horizon tal to the side of 

the buil d. The oak had t o be sourc ed 

from England, and even France, after 

the sho rt f all of Scottish green oak 

was realised. The cladding will remain 

uncoated apart from a non -toxic 

f ire ret ardent co at . Insid e OSS j oins 

the walls t o t he co lum ns. The RMJM 

architect s descr ibe th e detailing as 

sim ple and honest, expressing t he 

building at every t urn. Cert ainly t he 

beams and oolumns are olearly v isible. 

as are the walls. so t hat th e det ailing 

is accessible to anyone visit ing. and 

more immediat ely relevant to t hose 

working in th e workshops. 

Completed by t he Scottish arm 

of Carpenter Oak and Woodland, the 

specia list bespoke carpenters. for 

whom acc ordi ng t o COW's, Scott 

Foth eringham, this was the mo st 

ambit ious t imber-engineer ing oont ract 

since Page & Par k's Inverness Maggies 

bu ild . Given that all t he t imber work is 

v isib le there was little or no room for 

error, with bot h t imber and carpent ry 

need ing t o be completely accur ate. 

When the trusses were crane-lowered 

in, each beam slid in, inch for inch . 

Form in t his inst ance quite defin it ely 

follows func t ion. 

Scotland's new timber architecture 

Ot her part s of t he sustainable br ief 

include goo d nat ural light, pouring 

into each of the workshops t hrough 

t he north face of two of the t hree saw 

toot h roof s. The fi rst of these. at t he 

sout h f ac ing f ront end . is ramped up 

with nine See Can solar panel s, Th e 

main windows are Velux. while for 

t he larger vert ica l windo ws. NorDan 

was sp ecifi ed . These are all linked t o 

a bui ldi ng maintenance system . while 

heat ing is also automat ically cont ro lled. 

Parts of th e roof are to be' bedded 

wit h sedum gras s, and rainwater run ­

off is har ves ted. Floor ing is pr imar ily 

Iinoliu rn, organic paint s have been 

used intern ally, as has nat ural woo l 

insulation. 

If the inability to procure nat ive oak 

IS inst ruct ive. ECOSpace st ill provides 

an int eresting mainst ream inst ance of 

how t imber and susta inab le agenda 

are fusing . Their pow ers of per suasion 

are helping to convey aspect s of t he 

message to the very peop le who 

have mu ch to benefi t f rom it : fu tu re 

carpenters. joiners and othe rs who will 

make up the next generat ions of those 

working wit h wood . ~ 

Oliver Lowenstein isa freelance journalist 

Oliver will co ntinue his observations 
on the future of timb er architec ture In 
Scotland In forthcoming issuesof BFF. 

Refs 
1, For an m-deptn look at these two 
MaggiesCentresbuildings, and the role 
timber playsasa material see Fourth 
Door Review 7: 
www.fourthdoor.co.uk 

RMJM Architec ts 
www.rmjm.com 

Corpenter Oak and Woodland 
www.cowco.blz 

Louder Colle ge 
www.lauder.ac.uk/ecospace 

Arts And Design Scotland 
www.ads.org.uk 
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