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THIS BOOK RECORDSTHE SIGNIFICANT BUILDINGS
AND PROJECTS OF BLIGH VOLLER NIELD. IT IS
APPROPRIATE THAT THE PROJECTS ARE ORDERED
AND LOCATED BY LATITUDE AND LONGITUDE -

BY THEIR PLACE IN THE WORLD. FOR OUR
ARCHITECTURE REGIONAL DIFFERENCES

'REMAIN SIGNIFICANT. EQUALLY SIGNIFICANT

ISTHE NARRATIVE OF LIFE AND LIVES IN OUR
ARCHITECTURAL FRAMES -THE PEOPLE OF OUR
PROJECTS.THE PRACTICE’S WORK IS ABOUT
PROVIDING A VANTAGE POINT, AHOME OR A

WORK SPACE, THAT IS EITHER A CELEBRATION

OF AN EVENT OR AN ACTIVITY. THE BUILDINGS
AND PROJECTS ARE ARCHITECTURAL NARRATIVES
ABOUT PEOPLE.THEY ARE ABOUT PROVIDING
SUPPORT AND BACKGROUND FOR HUMAN
ACTIVITY NOT AN ALL CONQUERING FOREGROUND.
THE WORKS AND PROJECTS SEEKTO ACCOMMODATE
RATHER THANTO IMPRESS. THEY SEEKTO INVOKE
RECOGNITION BY SENSATION.THE ARCHITECTURE
OF SENSATION IS ABOUT THE SENSE OF TOUCH,
RATHER THAN THE ‘ASTONISHMENT OF THE EYE’),
ABOUT LANGUAGES DEVELOPED FROM MATERIALS
AND SURFACES. BLIGH VOLLER NIELD ESCHEWS

A HOUSE STYLE; ITS BUILDINGS ARE INFORMED

BY AN ALTERNATIVE TRADITION OF READINGS

OF ARCHITECTURAL HISTORY IN SYMPATHY

WITH HUMANITARIAN, CULTURAL AND, IN THE
MOST SERIOUS WAY, SUSTAINABLE VALUES.

EACH BUILDING AND PROJECT IS A DIFFERENT
ESSAY ON THESE THEMES.

LAWRENCE NIELD

PALASMAA J DISCOURSE

R e Bl & 3 ey ol b B C ORI —y - > BN~ s e



il . T— - - kil T et ¢ e T - A S

FEUEURTERFER R HTESZHA(BLIGH VOLLER NIELD)
MEBETERWMEMNRIHER, ERRIED RNEEREIE
DMEBEERSHHEENGE —HBBAEH#HITHS, BAX
EELEREESMEAEAFTRANRANE, BRI, BHF
FEUNERAEFTERNEMMER PO AN —0NMEFTHE
SHEZ, BMvER, RAABRESREMNEEZEFIIE
B, BAAXRBARSRERUVUARTES. BRSEFREXT AR
MEBHNE, ENAANRGHRUTFSHNETSR, MAELECSHE
BELINRFEE. IETENFRNDEENIKMIFERT FIL,
MBSEE. ENAEEIMNAEFLROMAMAZEHAMHARER
B RRBAR. EHAMBRNERENHNXLBPRIAFE, HFfE
ANESHLEETHARERE. BRFBRNBERENOERHD
BHEX, HERPESNFEEGERRETHREREHERRER
RNEHER, IEANY, SENEFBELLRH#, 5OHE
ARMEAHNEIEZ—BHN, BITEHRUFTREBARTEILEE
M THARZR.

ST - B/RE (LAWRENCE NIELD)

1.70J - PA$IHF D, RIBA Discourse Lecture, 19995



LI
INDEX

PAGE 006
JOSEPH RYKWERT:
FELICITY OF TREATMENT

PAGE 014
XING RUAN:
FLOWER ARCHITECTURE

PAGE 022
BUILDINGS AND PROJECTS
INDEX AND LOCATION

PAGE 026
BUILDINGS AND PROJECTS

PAGE 238
BUILDINGS AND PROJECTS
INFORMATION AND CREDITS

PAGE 252
SELECTED BUILDINGS
AND PROJECTS

PAGE 256
BLIGH VOLLER NIELD PEOPLE

PAGE 260
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



PAGE 010
5= WEX - BEREE
BiEs

PAGE 018

SE.: KR

EHITE

PAGE 023

Ti2me

%5 S

PAGE 026
T#EmA

PAGE 246
T#=HE
ERS5ITEHR
PAGE 252
TiEmHE fAik

PAGE 257
B FERFARITESZSAA

PAGE 261
54




PAGE 006

Felicity of Treatment
Introduction by Joseph Rykwert

Every building has to be an isolated object
- that much is self-evident. It is equally
evident that every building must have a
context, but the relation of the object to its
context is not self-evident at all: it may fit
smoothly into it, or dominate by position or
just sheer size. It may even configure itself
into a comment on - or a criticism of - its
surroundings. The buildings in this book,
the work of one collective office, provide
examples of all these relations. Even a
cursory examination will show that the
process of designing that determined them
had to involve considerations of position
and context as well as of the detailed form.
By deliberate choice these architects work
through a dialectic between the design of
the building as an object and the placing
of it in its context as a dynamic factor.

In this they differ from a number - perhaps
the majority - of successful contemporary
practices, who so concentrate on the
object-building that all questions of
context become secondary, even trivial.
Perhaps that is why the problem of style,
refreshingly absent in this group of
buildings, has been dragged, the reddest
of herrings, through current architectural
discussion. Neo-modern, postmodern,
post-postmodern, high-tech and blob
(less colloquially, virtual tectonics) are

all stylistic labels indicating the way the
building has been made to look. These
terms tell you nothing about the way it
was planned or built - never mind about
its relation to its surroundings.

Which does not mean that preoccupations
with form or connotation have not shaped
the buildings published here, or that they
might be called ‘functional’ - in the old
sense that their visible shapes are merely
the automatic product of satisfying the
requirements of the programme and finding
the cheapest and quickest way of building
a shelter for them. On the contrary, these
buildings show their designers’
commitment to formal problems -

how the plan is projected into structure,
how the appropriate materials are chosen,
how the interior may shape the exterior -
as well as to questions of proportion and
modelling. None of these are ever left to
chance. The materials may often be
workmanlike - exposed galvanized steel,

timber or metal slats, raw aluminium -
but that very simplicity often contrasts
with the felicity of the treatment.

Perhaps the most important distinction

of many of these projects is that they

are as much ‘urbanistic’ or town-planning
(English is not good at describing the
urban) schemes as architectural ones.

The two that show this most evidently

are the Sydney International Tennis Centre
in the Olympic grounds and the Cook and
Phillip Park Aquatic and Fitness Centre.
The Olympic ‘settlement’ was placed on
almost virgin territory, with the tennis arena
acting as a very muted climax - a sort of
inverted dome visible along the whole of its
main avenue. 1The pools in Sydney occupy
the space of the old (and small) Cook

and Phillip Park, which stretched between
the learnedly Gothic St Mary’s Cathedral
and the more commonplacely ‘classical’
Australian Museum. 2 Its position gives

the centre a crucial role in the city plan.
Although barely projecting above ground
level, it makes an impact on the whole
fabric of this part of Sydney by inserting a
paved civic and public area on the site of a
diagonally crossed and underused green -
which, in any case, is a part of the large
wedge that opens the city from
Woolloomooloo Bay.

That square - or perhaps more accurately
the piazza - is, in fact, the roof of the
Aquatic Centre, surveyed from high stone
plinths by the bronze figures of the first
two Australian cardinals in their full
canonicals, so that the paved space
directly in front of the cathedral also
becomes its parvis. So much relatively
smooth stone surface makes it a skate-
boarders’ paradise of course, but it is

also sheltered enough to become an urban
promenade, shaded on one side by a row
of giant fig trees that survive from the old
park. Some further green space and a
sweeping, curved path through it lock

the rectilineal alignment of the Aquatic
Centre into the surrounding street pattern.
As a truly public space it can be mustered
for ceremonial occasions - meetings,
processions, state funerals - and it makes
an interesting contrast with St Patrick’s
and St John the Divine, the two cathedrals
of New York, both of which are much
bigger than St Mary’s, even though neither
of them can command a comparable
intermediate public space between

the interior and the busy street.




The pavement of the parvis rests on a
row of complex concrete portal frames
braced by hinged struts - and here |
might be allowed a formal, almost a
stylistic consideration. 3 Hinged frames,
much favoured in high-tech buildings,
often have their obtrusive hinges and
other such structural elements at

ground level to dwarf the passer-by into
insignificance by their scale and power.

In the buildings of Bligh Voller Nield this
(to my mind, unfortunate) device is never
resorted to. These are buildings that mean
to put their users at their ease as buildings
almost always should.

The grouping of the Aquatic Centre pools
at an angle takes up the slightly divergent
lines of the external street grid. The internal
volume is also articulated to allow the
passer-by a view of the pools through
dormer windows, which project above the
paving; at night, the same dormer windows
become a soft, low-level illumination of the
parvis. Although it is underground, the
Aquatic Centre is not buried out of sight,
but remains a constant, if discreet and
unobtrusive, presence in the civic realm.

An analogously ‘civic’ problem faced the
practice when it designed the library at
the University of the Sunshine Coast in
Queensland. 4 It was to be built within the
campus plan that Aldo Giurgola based on
Thomas Jefferson’s University of Virginia
buildings at Charlottesville. Jefferson had
two ranges of porticoed teaching and
professorial houses facing onto a green,
dominated at one end by a Pantheon-like
library. Our time is impatient of Pantheon
look-alikes and axial climaxes. Without
resorting to such a device, the library had
nevertheless to provide the campus with
its focus. Although it does not dominate
by its position, the library’s huge open
porch is nevertheless a significant element
on the campus, and its axis becomes the
centre line of the porch. It can therefore
be ‘read’ as the portico of the whole
university. Descending gently from the
porch, the saw-tooth roof section gives
even light to the reading rooms and the
open stacks. Its open side is sheltered

by a series of slatted screens carried by
a slender metal structure, that discreetly
but very decidedly monumentalises

the time-honoured Australian domestic
tradition of the ‘Queenslander’ - the slatted
house on stilts.

A sharply contrasting university building

is the office and classroom block for the
University of New South Wales on Anzac
Parade in Sydney, which faces onto a
rather haphazardly occupied busy,
suburban roadway. 5 Since the building
serves many new arrivals into the student
body, it is something of a gateway for
them and has therefore been designed to
introduce a note of civility into the
commercial street. That is done by making
it much more tightly and even obtrusively
organised than many other buildings on the
campus. An in-situ concrete frame gives it
an insistent rhythm, broken into staccato
overlays at crucial points. One corner is
‘broken’ where the columns rise through
two stories to make for a monumental
stairway up to a high-level courtyard.

This might be considered the gate proper,
with a café that is entered from that
courtyard but is open to the double-height
porch. The east and west surface of the
building is ventilated, with inclined double-
glazed outer windows and a single inner
blind. The space between the window

and the blind is mechanically ventilated,
so reducing the need for air-conditioning.

The simplest of Bligh Voller Nield’s
university buildings is the relatively small
studio for the School of Architecture at
the University of Newcastle. 6 It is a near-
square - four to five on plan. A light metal
construction is painted red lead, while the
outer skin is of aluminium-faced sandwich
panels, broken for louvered windows at
each corner; additional light is provided

by two skylights and slits in the outer skin.
The concrete foundations make a columnar
porch where the ground slopes to provide
a social space at the lowest level, but the
roof rises enough to allow for a gallery at
the higher one, so that the simple shed
works as a three-level building.

The very earliest of the projects shown in
this book is the Mt Druitt Hospital. 7 It was
designed to provide much-needed hospital
services to an expanding area of Sydney.
The primary formal problem was posed by
the need to avoid an ‘institutional’, corridor-
dominated layout - hence the swell of three
bays and wards opening off a ‘spine’ of
consultation suites and operating theatres
that look over open landscape. The use of
metal cladding for the exterior suggested
the use of the porthole as a formal device.
The sweep of the louvres along the three
bays, contrasting with the portholed ‘sp -
ine’, achieves a memorable, if very



straightforward statement, which can
serve as a model for the way a hospital
should be designed in the future.

Hospitals have become something of

a specialised area in the Bligh Voller Nield
repertoire, although | am quite sure that
the practice is right in insisting that its
contribution to hospital design does not
consist of sharpening specialised hospital
skills, but is very much concentrated

in design ones, and on the humanising

of the institutional environment. In fact,

the specialised knowledge required for
hospital design - the servicing, the layout
of surgical suites, the accommodation

for diagnostic and therapeutic equipment -
is easily tapped and, in any case, changes
constantly with the development of new
forms of therapy and operative techniques,
while the formal qualities of such designing
do not depend on these variants, but shape
the lives of both staff and patients
independently of any technical-medical
consideration.

Bligh Voller Nield has developed its
approach while working on different
types of buildings, and it considers its
contribution equally valid for hospital
design as it is for office and airport
projects. As in offices, so in hospitals,
greater attention is given to patient/user
requirements. The exploitation of new
communication technology has led both
designers and technicians to insist on a
greater refinement of the ‘hard’ carapace
and to an increasing reliance on ‘event-
oriented’ internal structures that need to
be more flexible than they have been up
to now, so that any new developments
can be accommodated without disturbing
the stable part of the building. The very
straightforward structure of Terminal 2
at Sydney Airport shows an example of
the practice’s approach to working with
canopies and screens to create mobile
sub-spaces in the main hall. 8

A somewhat different specialist area to
which - unexpectedly - Bligh Voller Nield
has made an original contribution is
military construction. Located in the
tropical but arid north, the Lavarack
Barracks depart radically from any
preconception of what barracks should
be like if they conformed to precedent. 9
They are articulated into three precincts
of semi-independent units, each one
centred on a single-story ‘commons’ or
mess hall, while the differences in layout

are due to the adaptation of each unit to
its topography. This apparently scattered -
but, in fact, very deliberate - organisation
ensures that natural ventilation
(particularly cross-ventilation) by

the east winds is fully explored.

As for the rather prominent, exposed
structure, there is also something
gracefully haphazard about that framing.
The open stairways and the long metal
struts carrying the roof overhangs
emphasise the airiness of the building.

The apartments are of three different

types and are enclosed in prefabricated
steel and concrete elements, ‘clipped in’

to the framework. They are also designed
to exploit the natural ventilation of the
slatted and sometimes barely inclined steel
wall elements. This is a building for a new
professional, but also very much a ‘civic’
army, and the organisation of each precinct
is intended to emphasise this character.

The National@Docklands overlooks Victoria
Harbour in Melbourne and is one of the last
completed groups of buildings illustrated
here. 10 It indicates another direction
resolutely taken by the Bligh Voller Nield
office: instead of providing its client with
the usual prestige high-rise office block,

it has chosen to lay the ‘skyscraper’ on

its side, as it were, and has articulated

the accommodation in two interconnected
‘U’-shaped blocks, which allows it to use

a good deal of the space in the lower
stories for parking, and to open semi-
public atria, criss-crossed by walkways

in the inner space of each ‘U’.The main
meeting rooms are appropriately housed

in connecting bridges or overlooking

the harbour, while the freely disposed
workstation spaces open out into the atria,
as well as to the street, so that natural light
predominates in spite of the relatively low
height of nine stories. 11 A penthouse
deck houses the ventilation and elevator
mechanicals. At ground level the
trapezoidal perimeter takes up the angle
of the harbour as well as of the street

grid, and is deliberately permeable, with
stanchions forming an open colonnade.

A high canopy projects over the harbour
side walk. At the corners it forms a deep
porch to accommodate cafés and shops,
while the faces of the building to the street
and the harbour make sharp, brightly
coloured staccato patterns, which are
essential to assert the building’s presence
against the somewhat disordered,
commercial surroundings.




The Sydney International Tennis Centre

for the Sydney Olympic Games has three
stadia: the largest by far is the circular
Centre Court, which is flanked by a lower
players’ building, to which it is connected
by a tunnel. 12 This passage allows star
players to enter the stadium unmolested by
fans, but also permits earth-and-shadow
cooled air to ventilate the auditorium.
Although it provides a climax to the site
layout of Olympic Park, sited, as it is, at the
end of the ‘spinal’ avenue, it has no
monumental entry, and is separated from
the avenue and the other buildings by the
winding Boundary (both in name and
function) Creek. Direct access is pedestrian,
over three footbridges. Car access is
indirect and parking is withdrawn to the
rear of the site. The big stadium, although
seating 10,000, seems relatively modest

in size because half the spectator
accommodation is below grade - the

bowl is excavated down to the stony
underlay. 13 Radiating galvanised steel

ribs and masts hold the stepped concrete
seating project up into a wide - but low -
inverted cone; this also suspends the
sheltering roof to protect spectators from
both rain and sun. A structural rim - a ring
beam - provides the stability that usually
depends on columns at the outer edge.
The two smaller stadia are rectangular;
one of them adjoins the players’ pavilion
and matches there can be watched from its
terrace as in an ancient ‘royal’ tennis court.

The friendly almost domestic scale of

the players’ building belies the scale of
the project, comparable to any of the
world-scale tennis stadia. Perhaps mindful
of Auden’s distich that “Private faces in
public places are wiser and nicer than
public faces in private places”. Bligh Voller
Nield has never attempted to inflate the
scale of its buildings, not even its most
monumental ones. That is also why its
houses are so good, whether the updated
and reformed ‘Queenslander’ (for one of
the partners, Chris Clarke), in which the
ingenious section has carefully tailored
limited accommodation to the living
requirements, 14 or the somewhat earlier
‘steel house’ in Northern New South
Wales, with its rectilineal frame left in

its rough, galvanized state, 15 while the
accommodation is configured to make
the best use of the orientation. It might
be contrasted with Mies van der Rohe’s
Farnsworth house, where the exposed
steel structure was expensively

sandblasted and the welded joints filed to
invisibility before it could be painted, while
the accommodation was not articulated -
either with regard to use or to orientation.

But then Australian architects seem

to have a double advantage over their
contemporaries: they can work in the wide
open spaces that are available to many
Americans, but they can also rely on a
relatively healthy urban fabric. What is
more - and in this perhaps Bligh Voller
Nield stands out from its contemporaries -
they have no discomfort about their
cultural baggage: neither about immediate
Australian precedents, nor about the more
remote old world inheritance on which they
draw freely. It is the radical and principled
approach of Bligh Voller Nield to its work in
the public and urban sphere, that has made
it one of the most remarkable offices
working anywhere nowadays.

Joseph Rykwert is a significant contemporary architectural
thinker and historian. He is currently the Paul Philippe Crete
Professor of Architecture at the University of Pennsylvania.
Rykwert taught at the Royal College of Art before becoming
Chairman and Professor of Art at the University of Essex in
1967. In 1979 he was appointed Slade Professor of Fine Arts

at Cambridge University, where he was a Reader in Architecture
until 1987. He has held visiting professorships and fellowships
at numerous European and American universities. Professor
Rykwert has written extensively and published many books

on architecture including The Idea of a Town (1963),

On Adam’s House in Paradise (1972), The First Moderns (1980),
The Necessity of Artifice (1982), The Dancing Column,

On Order in Architecture (1996) and The Seduction of Place
(2003), all of which have been published in several languages.
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