
 

“The best way to make real architecture is by letting a building evolve out of the culture and place”1 
 

 

 

 

Figure 1 & 2: aerial photos of the Scottish Parliament building2 

 

 

Comment on the relationship between the above quote and the building depicted on this page.  
Frame your response within the context of Critical Regionalism in architecture. 

 

 

                                                           
1 Andrea Oppenheimer Dean, Rural Studio: Samuel Mockbee and an Architecture of Decency (New York: Priceton Architectural Press, 2002): 2 
2 Edinburgh Architecture, “Scottish Parliament Images”, edinburgharchitecture, accessed October 22, 2009, 
http://www.edinburgharchitecture.co.uk/scottish-parliament-photos 
 



 
 

For almost 300 years Scotland’s parliament stood without a building of its own, until 2004 when a purpose-built 
building was opened in the capital Edinburgh. The Scottish Parliament building was designed and built during a period 
of time when architects were again prioritising the local and individual over international and universal. Critical 
Regionalism was first spoken of in works such as "Intentions in Architecture" (Christian Norberg-Schulz, 1963), "Genius 
Loci - Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture" (Norberg-Schulz,1980) and "Towards a critical-regional" (Kenneth 
Frampton, 1983). Critical Regionalism lands just in between national and international, and the paradox as Paul 
Ricoeur states in his essay “Universal Civilization and National Cultures” is: 

 “On the one hand, it (the nation) has to root itself in the soil of the past, forge a national spirit, and unfurl this 
spiritual and cultural revindication before the colonialist’s personality. But in order to take part in modern civilization it 
is necessary at the same time to take part in the scientific, technical, and political rationality, sometimes which very 
often requires the pure and simple abandon of a whole cultural past”3 

 The architect of the new parliament building, Enric Miralles, tried hard in the spirit of Critical Regionalism to 
unite the “schizophrenic character” of the site4 where landscape and townscape meet (figure 3)5. As well as create 
something unique and representative of Scotland as a nation - a link between the land, democracy, and anti-
monumental design:6 

“His [Miralles’] key idea was that the Scottish Parliament 
meditated between town and land, and he sought to avoid it 
translating into a fortress of power. This openness derived not 
simply from the lines of the site itself, but from the 
ambivalence with which Scotland as a whole viewed the 
Edinburgh Parliament”7 

In his attempts to build a site specific, original building 
symbolising Scotland, one could argue the architect is taking 
the ideal of Critical Regionalism too far. Only from its 
appearance it is easy to see Miralles’ attempts to create an 
one-off building, which Alan Balfour points out several times 
in his book “Creating a Scottish Parliament”: 

 
“Miralles consciously wanted the Parliament to be ahistorical, not simply in that it would make no reference to 
past or present styles of architecture, but in its desire to be wholly original”8 

Is it then as Miles Glendinning states in “the Architecture of a Scottish Government”, that in its individuality 
the building disconnects from the site and culture, which it was striving towards all along? Could it be “any more 
critically detached from global capitalism than a national pavilion in a world’s fair or even an office complex in Hong 
Kong? Might the individualism of a ‘signature-architect’ not merely amount to just another type of ‘branding’, which 
could actually help reinforce capitalist globalisation?”9 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 Paul Ricoeur, Universal Civilization and National Cultures part of History and Truth (1965) 
4 Miles Glendinning, The Architecture of Scottish Government (Dundee, Dundee University Press, 2004): 336 
5 DesignFife, “Arthurs Seat”, pixabay, accessed Septemebr 29, 2015, https://pixabay.com/sv/arthurs-seat-edinburgh-holyrood-961115/ 
6 Miles Glendinning, The Architecture of Scottish Government (Dundee, Dundee University Press, 2004): 349 
7 Alan Balfour, Creating a Scottish Parliament (Edinburgh, Finlay Brown, 2005):26 
8 Alan Balfour, Creating a Scottish Parliament (Edinburgh, Finlay Brown, 2005): 100 
9 Miles Glendinning, The Architecture of Scottish Government (Dundee, Dundee University Press, 2004): 347-9 

Figure 3: the Scottish Parliament building in context 



 

The intentions certainly were there, in the presentations, in his sketchbook (figure 4)10 and in architectural 
intellectual reviews. But some of those ideas were lost in the process of construction and some too complex to be 
obvious or understandable to most people. Authors Miles Glendinning and Aonghus MacKechnie comment:  

“It was unclear whether his own design was any less rhetorical and image-driven than traditional classicism or 
Modernism – especially as, after his death, [Miralles died 2000 before the building was finished] the design as 
executed by RMJM proved more dense and, in a word, monumental” 11 

and Alan Balfour points out: 

 “The architecture of this Parliament is brilliant and strong but not immediately appealing or desirous.”12 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Sketch by the architect Enric Miralles  

“The aim of these pages…to remember to find the common characteristics of the site and the land and form these 
develop an iconography of the building on the parliament”13 – Miralles own comments on his sketch book. 
 

A lot of the quoted material in this essay was published within a year or two after the Scottish Parliament opened 
their doors, and time still had a lot to tell about the building. As Balfour says in 2005: “This is, as it must be, an object 
for future time, to be as firm and as essential a presence as the High Street itself”14. But a decade later it still splits 
opinions: 

“Paradoxically, the building was lauded a triumph by the critics, although panned by a majority of the public. 
/…/ Ultimately, while it may be an academic success, something seems amiss when it comes to the adoration of the 
public. The building, in its pioneering design, has lost something in translation between the architect and the user.”15 

                                                           
10 Alan Balfour, Creating a Scottish Parliament (Edinburgh, Finlay Brown, 2005): Illustration 10  
11 Miles Glendinning and Aonghus MacKechnie, Scottish Architecture (London, Thames & Hudson, 2004): 214 
12 Alan Balfour, Creating a Scottish Parliament (Edinburgh, Finlay Brown, 2005): 105 
13 Alan Balfour, Creating a Scottish Parliament (Edinburgh, Finlay Brown, 2005): 43 
14 Alan Balfour, Creating a Scottish Parliament (Edinburgh, Finlay Brown, 2005): 97 
15 Eleanor Marshall, “The controversies of the Scottish Parliament 10 years on”, The Student Newspaper, accessed October 7, 2014, 
http://www.studentnewspaper.org/the-controversies-of-the-scottish-parliament-10-years-on/ 
 

http://www.studentnewspaper.org/the-controversies-of-the-scottish-parliament-10-years-on/


 
 

While this is a bold statement, the building did sit well with a lot of experts, because of its well thought out (yet not 
always clear) connections to the site, the program and symbolism of Scotland. However, the building was not 
completely rejected by the public, it seems more like they could not make up their mind whether they appreciated the 
organic shaped parliament building or not. Coincidentally, the building placed eight both in a poll about the most 
popular (over 2,000 votes) and the least popular (over 10,000 votes)16 buildings in UK. Worth mentioning is that the 
building was three years delayed and over ten times more expensive than the original budget, which naturally would 
not please most people (note: said polls were published shortly after the building was finished). In conclusion, ideas 
and aims speak to Critical Regionalism but the result lacks a lot of it, or in other words: 
 

“In many ways, the building is a functional success hidden beneath a collage of ideas.”17 

 

                                                           
16 Matt Weaver, “Scottish parliament splits public opinion”, The Guardian, accessed December 13, 2005, 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2005/dec/13/communities.scottishparliament 
17 Eleanor Marshall, “The controversies of the Scottish Parliament 10 years on”, The Student Newspaper, accessed October 7, 2014, 
http://www.studentnewspaper.org/the-controversies-of-the-scottish-parliament-10-years-on/ 
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