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ome buildings hove s Histaries thar can

leave a place - the bare walls having witnessed too much

sacness and absorbed it all=in need of a kind of archiree
tural exorcism, a peaject of redemprion,  For almoest o century,
tronlled boys were brutally chastened and subdwed in the former
indusreial school ar Letrecfrack, Co Galway until, in the words of
the poet Richard Murphy:

Pclided i varnished peus, stunted in beds

Of cruciform iren, they briise with sad, hart shame:

Orphéms with feloms, bostands ot Toggerheads

With waifs, branded for life by a bad wamnee”

These days, the eagic armosphere that dogped the buildings of
St Joseph's reformatory for so many years is being gradually Jis-
pelled (Fig 1) The buildings belong to Connemara West, a com-
munityowned and managed  rural  development  company,
established in 1971, The complex is home to Letterfrack Furniture
College—a campus of the GalwayMayo Institoee of Technology—
providing facilities for furniture technology, conservation and
restoration, a5 well as o mnge of community services, including
Conmemara Community Radie, which broadeasts ren hours daily.

Lerrerfeack was a poor and neglected area until the Quakers,
Jamies and Mary Ellis, seteled there in 1849, They more or less
founded the town as a relief o the horrors visited on the local:
ity <huring the Famine, James Ellis had rerired from a successful
warsted manuficturing business in Bradford, northeen England,
at the age of 36, His concern for the distress cosed by the
famine in Ieeland=highlighted throvgh Quaker famine reports
from Connemara in 1847—led him o purchase the lease on an
catate of almost LSO acres, mostly bogs and mountains, in
Letterfrack. Much of chat land is now occupied by the
Connemara Marional Padk.

Thuere were few Quakers resident in Connaught ar the time and
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SHAME O'TOOLE finds that the tragic atmosphere that had dogged the buildings

of 5t Joseph's Reformatory has been exorcised.

the nearest Quiaker Meeting was in Moate, Co Westmeath, Ellis’

intention was to become a resident landlord, o provide employ.

ment andd o try e alleviate the appalling conditions. Employing
80 men, he drained the bog land, planted chousands of trees and
constructed walls, gardens and roads. The councry crossroads
with a few houses was soon o villae with a shop, 2 twostorey
school and meeting house, a doctor's house, a dispensary and 2
sovall remperance hotel, along with cottages built of stone and
slate roofs for his employees.

It i rempring 1w speculate on whar other remarkable things
might have happened had che Ellises remained in Leteerfrack for
longer than ¢ight years or if their work been continued by others
of their persuasion. But this was not to be. When James Ellis’
health fadled in 1837, he sold our to John Hall, o supporeer of the
proselytising [rish Church Mission Society, and moved back 0
Yorkshine with, as Mary Ellis wrote, a “fecling of the much we

have left undone, and the darkness which exists there, where

nature looks so firc'.

In 1882 the Archbishop of Tusm puschased Hall's estare and
requested the Christian Brothers to establish an induserial scheol
there. Purpose buile o accommodate more than one hundred
By Catholic boys, St Jeseph's epered in 1887, Forming three
sides of a square measuring 30 mecres each way, the building was
made up of three dormitories, a band room, five cdassrooms,
kitchen, refectory, washroom and laundry {Fig 8). The former
Ellis home became the Monastery, A row of cottages became the
workshaps. In later years a recreation hall was added. '

Orphang, begears, the homeless and truants were sent ro Sc

Jaseph's, as were children found guiley of minor criminal offences.
Few remained past cheir siseeenth birthday, Along wich noermal
school subjects, boys were given prounding in miloring, carpen-

try, sheemaking, knitting, poultry care and materess weaving.
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The reades of wheelwright and blacksmith were tashe. The bogs
worked the farm thar provided mostof the sehool's food aml fual,

Adter the reformatory closed in 1974, the mounain arcas of
Letrerfrack became part of Connemara Matenal Park, in the
Twelve Bens, and the community board bousht the imposing bur
dismal school buildings.

“There had been no intervention on the site for 100 vears,'

says Kieran O'Denohue, Director of Connemnara West, “We had
1o finel some way of owning it that would protect it for the future”.

They invited several architects o consider whar the complex
might hope o become, rather than whar it then was, before
appointing O'Donnell and Tuomey in 1994 because, sayps
Donchue, they were 'very goed ar ardeulating che histerical
sense of the sie's development and what should happen in cha
|:|:ndsc.1p|: hl“\-'l‘

Lev o recent essay, John Tuomey identified the creative value of
‘the careful gaze' in coming o prips with the interpretation of the

phenomena of place, “We begin by chinking like archaeologists

might do’, ke wrote, ‘memphorically prodding the ground,
searching for traces of whar made it the way it i and sifring o
unearth clues o inspire its further reansformation. Our ambition
is 1o build somerhi

i completely new that feels like it was already
there before we stacted, as if we had discovered the scheme rather
than desigred i

One of the options considered was two demeolish the Brothers'
Bleak building. However, ar 1 serics of public meectings the com.
ity decided that it should be kept [t was felt important 1o
rewain aspecrs of cach different lwer of the sine's history,
Nonetheless, the first move was to strip the school of some of its
torhidding formality. The ance cigidly straight pach leading from

5 Part elevation of
the green oek-
clad Sorary,

the village to the front door is gome, replaced now by a softer, more
circuitous approach. Later, the axdal entrance porch will be demol:

ished and the front door moved to one of the mblefrommed ends.

"W want te let some air through the building,” says Tuomey.
ehimmay Irom

below with
Diamard Hil

‘Memaries linger in staiseases and corridors. Se our plan is w0

take them all out, togerher with
the imernal partitions’ (Fig 9.
The old schaal will be

recduced to a stouctural shell and

opened up o i surroundings.
Window cills will be
lowered o ler people
leok out. The BTI £X0T
cise yard, cchoing with

neglecs, will become an aea
demic ganden, overlooked by
the library and cafererian (Fig 3.

This metamorphosis will be
central to the next phase of the
works at Connemnara West, due
2005.
BT, Student numbers will increase
from 100 te 240 aver the
period. The work of the past
fow years has been mostly new

for  completion  in

build. Bur alreacy the old school is not as dominant. Drawn inte
9 greater whole and having an altered relationship with the vil:
Iage, it is bepinning w acquire o kind of anomymity in the dra
watic landscape dominated by Diamond Hill, westernmost of che
Twelbve Bens.

Rature seems big in Leweerfrack, and s0 is the spirit behind
this complex. Smrming over. There are echoes of another West in
the timberframed, bogbrown sidings of the barns thar form the
new enceance courtyand. The American frontier towns of the pio
neers. High Moon, Mad Max meets che Missions. O'Donnell and
Tuomey's buildings always possess charaorer. Pulled forwand of
the schaal and bent over—like Connemara trecs—Tuomey says the
partconcreee, parcgimber workshaps, 'lean away from the wind
and rowands the comples, They lean north o let the light in”.

The workshops and the machine hall beyord them are amang
the most interesting sheds around, harking back to Germany in
the cady 19205, to Hugo Haring's Gur Gerkau faem busildings
near Litbeck and ro Erich Mendelsohin's Steinberg Herrmann hae
factory at Luckenwalde, That was a time of new building rypes,
before the clarification of modern mavermnent orthodoxy, a time

whiers the search for an identifiable mode of expression in modern

archirecrure was linked o a curious overlaying of symbolism. Rising
out of the Black Loy below amd resting on 2 ground beam against
the hard shoulder of betrer land, the gianr conerere piers of the

workshops atd machine hall appear as the willing haunches of

At Letterfrack, all superfluous detail has been stripped
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away by the leading

architects of their generation to produce an architecture more direct than

anything seen before in Ireland.

powerful beasts of burden (Fig ) Yot the he articulated

joints in the conerere legs lend a hand, mechanistic edpge to this
reading, The frecstanding, concrete chimney possesses a cold heare.

O Donnell and Tuomey have operated in this wrritory many
rimes Before, Tuomey calls it the emotional charming of space, the
question of character in anchitecmare™. It is cenrral o heir work.
Toen years apo, inoan incerview about cheir Irish Pavilion, originally
Buile for an exhibition in The Metherlands and subsequently re-
erected in the courtyard of the Royal Hespital, Kilmainham, o
ek the opening of IMMA, they deseribed serting oue to pro-
voke an emotienal response with their work: "W work wirh asso-
ciations, seeking something thar might be evocative, S0 you are in
a tereitory that i open o interpreation

Many conrections can be made between Letterfrack and the
Irigh pavilion, buile ro heighten the expericnce of viewing Brian
Maguire's prison paintings, That was an wneasy, disguicting, psy-
chological space, one with a troubling emational quality” Here,
the congrete, *charnel-house’ chimney rising out of the black bog
below may wer a3 2 ki of erational lighoning conductor (Fig 9).

The timber structuee, the cross-braced frame containing @ stairs,
the redoxide steel, the tin shed 0 the landscape, all these morifs
fiest emenged in che Trish pavilion (1990910, Gradually, this lan.
muape was developed and added o o Blackwood Golf Cenrre,
Clandeboye (1992-94), where, in addition, small metalclad boses
burst cut theoush the walls of the building, The big roofs, lenr as
if by Arlantie gales, are a faint echo of Tuomey's laboratory at
Abborstown (1981-85), From the unbuilt UCC saellite compus
(1995990, an che site of o Magdalen laundry, comes the courtyand
with its diagonal distuption and of course, the chimoey
s of the timber

workshops and machine hall, of James Srsling's pilocis legs for

There are echoes, poo, in the giant concrete pi

Queen's College, Oxford; o project quoted by Tuomey in his
deggeee thesis a quarter of a century ago,” before both he and
Sheila O'Donmell went to work for Big Jim. The bench-room roof
recalls Stirling and Gowan's Leicester Universicy enginecring
building, designed with Frank Newly, for whom Cheis
Southeare, Letrerfrack’s enpineer, once warked (Fip 2). According

to Tuomey, "All our lives we want ta build Leicester, every chance
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we get!” * But the square reom, with its northelights angled to the
meridian (Fig 7), is something we have seen from O'Donnell and
Tuomey before, in their 1977 entry for the [DA competition for
an advanee facrory in Roundsrone, also in Galway.™ Ir connects.

Mobedy in Irish architecture makes connections quite like
CF Donnell and Tuomey. Bur then they learned ar the feer of the
master, James Stirling, who, with his lecture e the 2nd Iran
Imternational Congress of Architecrare in Persepolis in 1974, se
apened such possibilities for architeceure. Their work as architecrs
s s much o do with process

and thinking, a5 it bas to do with
objects and building, About twenty years ago, ODonnedl and
Tuomey called their eomperitien encey for o suburban housing

I This extract from 'Leflerfrack Industrial Schoed', is
taken from Richasd Murphy, Ceidccted Poems B
(Gatery Boaks, Oklcastie, 20000, The pocs
criginaly puliished in his collection, The Prica of
Stane (15855,

2 dean Johnson, fames & Moy
and  Querkar Faarae Relielf o Lettedirack
(Historical Commitiee of the Relgous Society of
Erignds in lrelgnd, Dulding 20000, 7

3 Pitricss Hearuss, Kl Noe ard Dot Charlliza,
‘Letterirack and 51 Joseph's Indussnal Scheol, in
Hidden Connemara, ediled by Erin Gibbans
ACenrmmans West Pross, Ledlerlrack, 19910, &

4 Joha Tyamey, "Reading the 3ite: Thinking,
Teaching and Praclice About Flace’, Suiing
dateriad #4 Irchitect il Asscciation of Ineland,

n
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Dubding, Auturnn 20000,
Brizn Maguine,  Shail
5 Tugmey in - conversation wi
Works B The Irish Pawbon
OfRepan (Ganden Editian
 Backgropnd 6 Shane OTooly, "Roeview ol the Irich Podlion”, 544
Mo O Conbinuity, ediled by Rosamund Damond
and Witlred Wang (Camitidae Massachuse
See ODonnedl gnd  Tuomey;  Buithngs
Veyecls, JO981-1538 iGardon E i
IG3E) and Frofie § - O'Doanel and Tuomey 10 TRusrated in Figurative Architeciue: The Wark of
sake, 1997),

project in the (lat plains of Kildave, Urbs in Ruris. Recalling
Stirding's 1978 Roma Interrotta project, a revision e the Nolli
plan of Rome, deseribed in AT 23 *a trivmph of modernism and
self”,” perhaps what we are seeing here, is che beginning of o grad-
wal evolution or revision of Letterfrack itself. A kind of
Connemara Inrerrotta, where the cntire owevre of the leading
architeets of their generation, both butle and wobuyily, can inform
the reconfiguration of the town, Time will tell.

Tis dare ae Letrerfrack, all superflucus detail has been seripped
away to produce architecture more direct than anything seen
before in Ereland {Fig 2). Tiny slits of shiclded light arc admiteed
where the roefs change pitch, Faternal wall and ceiling lingngs are
sheers of orientared strand boand or birch-faced plywood, simply
butted together, Externally, there are no fuscas, soffits or cwen
putters except ot entrances, which are proteceed by short lengths
of large, dlip-on bes guctering, left open at one ensd o form a water
spout. Marerials have been chosen for cheie affiniey with the
harsh landscape {Fig 4). Stones from the neatby beach inspired
the unpainted, heather-pink lime render. Seeel is painted ruse
primer red. Wearhered green-cak

sidings are dun bog brovwn like the side of the meunsain,

Yer, for all irs expressive power, for all of the undoulwed char-
scter this place exudes in abundance, one feels n profound
absenee, particulacly in the empey libeary (Fig 3, s lid raised 1o
Took at the mountain—in the weight of che concrete trestles, in the
surreal way the timberlined walls and ceiling merge, in the Blood-
red sreel. Boys who died here were buried in the hill above, in
unmarked graves, |t seems right o pause 2 while in this place, o
remember and reflect, before moving on,

Ower the next five years, the magnificent sheds will be
extended, Tn an echo of the pioneering Ellises, the village will be
enlarged to provide new housing, And, in what Tuemey describes
as the ‘unspoken part of the brie, the lingering melancholy that
dogged the school will be cvorcised. "We don't want o leave
ehosts i the old building,' he sops. We have to ke the old bulbd:
ing with us @

Share OTeole i oompany archdect with Tegeal aad writes Ioe the Sunday Tirks,
He has Deen aearded e Grand Pric ab he 1989 Hakow Bannale; he
Archteclural Assoclation of dreland's Downes Medal 1996 and the Inbenalional
Linion al Architests” Sir Patrick Abercramitie Priae 2002,

Acknisedgenents: Phologiaphy: Dennis GilbeaWIEW
Biack & While phetograpiy: Ros Kavanagh

9 Leclere ot Hyoto Uneorsity of At and Design,

Japan, June 4, 2002, O'Connell arkd Tiomssy ep-
e O'Tecke, reseried freland in June &l lhe second editicn al
edded by John the EU-Japan joint project, 'Mew Trends of
Cubln, 19921 frchitecture i Burops ard Japan', oweted by
Toyo Ito, Alejandro Zaera-Polo and Bob Van
FReeth. The Lelterfrach project formed Lhe basis of
thiesr comteiby o the Toiepo exhibition and sym-
posiven, which will e b Satamanca, Belgisn
and Bordeati duning Ihe nest S5 manths,
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