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Beijing’s Olympic Stadium – the product of a collaboration between its architects and the artist Ai Weiwei – was conceived by the Chinese government as a national landmark, but who knows what its future symbolism will be? To design a building is to make a self-conscious prediction about the future while simultaneously, and often unknowingly, helping to define the past. Predictions about how buildings will be used, and what they will mean, made by those who commission them, as well as by those who go on to design them, are fascinating, revealing and almost always wrong. A forensic look at the indelible traces of history that a building contains within it, despite itself and despite its creators, is more telling. Architects always struggle to shape buildings that reflect their dreams and ambitions, and sometimes those of their clients and patrons, too. Winston Churchill’s version of this process was that we shape our buildings, and then they shape us. More often, it is events that intervene. Monuments built to celebrate national identity are co-opted and recycled by other nations – in the way that the parliament building in Dhaka built by Louis Kahn went from being a sign of West Pakistan’s dominance in what was once East Pakistan, to become the national symbol of a newly independent Bangladesh. The often intricate stories of how buildings come about, how they are built, adapted and transformed, give us an insight like no other into the shaping of our times. Taken together, they provide not just an account of the individual histories of a sequence of remarkable buildings, but an alternative history of the present. FIFTY MODERN BUILDINGS
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It took just nine months from Joseph Paxton’s first sketch to complete the Crystal Palace. In total, it attracted more than six million visitors, and even managed to make a profit. Henry Cole, a civil servant with a passion for design, convinced Queen Victoria’s consort, Prince Albert, to support the Great Exhibition. The exhibition itself was an astonishing assertion of Britain’s industrial creativity at the height of its empire, but it was the building in which the exhibition was housed, rather than its contents, that was truly remarkable. Initially viewed with suspicion, both event and building – sited in London’s Hyde Park – turned out to be a hugely popular success, despite the disapproval of the Arts & Crafts designer William Morris, who refused to set foot inside. Designed by Joseph Paxton (1803–65) after an architectural competition failed to elicit anything that matched the ambition of the project, the Crystal Palace was a marvel of prefabrication. Paxton drew on his previous experience building greenhouses for the Duke of Devonshire at Chatsworth to design a structure almost 600 metres (2,000 ft) long and covering some 92,000 square metres (990,000 sq. ft). Paxton devised an ingenious cast-iron, timber and glass structure that had no architectural precedents. A specially designed trolley was used to speed up the installation of the glazing, and the palace took just eight months to build. When the exhibition ended, the Crystal Palace was dismantled and moved across London to be re-erected in the south London suburb of Sydenham. Even though the palace itself was destroyed by fire in 1936, it is a project that has haunted the imagination of architects ever since. It inspired a not very faithful reconstruction in Texas and was a model for the mall at the World Financial Center in Manhattan. An example of organized and industrialized architecture, the Crystal Palace has been claimed by the high-tech architects of the 1980s, especially Norman Foster and Richard Rogers, as providing a precedent for their work. 1851 Joseph Paxton THE CRYSTAL PALACE London
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