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Investigation 2: Lewis Glucksman Gallery, Cark

‘While Limerick and Galway
have successfully adapted
spaces in existing buildings,
University College Dublin has
no art gallery. ‘Irinity College
Dublin, not one of the con-
stituent colleges of the
National University, commis-
sioned the Douglas Hyde
Gallery (within the Ahrends
Burton Koralek arts build-
ing), in 1979.

"ArtHouse (1996) Group 91 /
Shay Cleary Architects.
DesignYard (1996) Felim
Dunne & Associates /
Robinson Keefe Devane
Architecls,
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O'Donnell + Tuomey, Lewis
Glucksman Gallery, 2004, photo
Dennis Gilbert/VIEW

In Terms of Site

by Peter Murray

he Lewis Glucksman Gallery, within the grounds of University College Cork, is set

in a highly sensitive site. Until its construction (2003/04), the Lower Grounds of the

University, a linear park stretching alongside the River Lee, had never before been
built upon. Overlooking these Lower Grounds, the grey Neo-Gothic outlines of Sir Thomas
Deane’s 1849 quadrangle and Aula Maxima provide a romantic image of a university;
dreaming spires rising over a sylvan setting of fields, trees and a riverside walk. The notion
of placing a large new modernist building in this hallowed ground was strongly contested,
but under college President Gerard Wrixon the project has been carried through success-
fully, from fund-raising to completion. Cork is now the first of constituent colleges of the
National Universitics of Ireland to have its own purpose-built art gallery.'

Sheila O’Donnell and John Tuomey, the architects of the Glucksman Gallery, have already
designed a number of buildings in Ireland for art and cultural activities, Their first essay
was a red-painted structure, a temporary gallery made of galvanized iron and wood.
Resembling something between a barn and a medieval siege machine, it housed paintings
by Brian Maguire and greatly enlivened the courtyard of the Trish Museum of Modern Art
during its inauguration year in 1991, While other cultural buildings in Temple Bar, such as
the ArtHouse or the DesignYard?, have floundered, O'Donnell + Tuomey’s award-winning
Gallery of Photography (1996) continues to function well, as does their nearby Irish Film
Centre (1992). While this may be attributable to programming, the buildings are well-

designed and people clearly enjoy the experience of visiting them. Another project, the fur-
niture-making college at Letterfrack in Co. Galway (2001), shows their case with working
with wood in a modernist idiom. Although described as modernist, or rationalist, their
architecture has more complex roots, and thought goes into uncovering the history of
buildings that they adapt, or into exploring the history and environment of sites where they
are commissioned to build from seratch. The history of the Industrial School at Letterfrack,
and the bleak experiences of many of the young people confined in such institutions, have
invested the O’Donnell + Toumey building with a redemptive character, Its design express-
es a generally-held wish in Connemara and throughout Ireland to look forward to a better
future,

Unlike many of their architectural peers, who seek inspiration in Los Angeles or Milan,
O’'Donnell + Toumey have spent a great deal of time looking at the essential characteristics
of older types of lrish buildings, including farm buildings, handball alleys and old castles.
Their study of 16th century tower-houses has informed many of their late 20" century
Modernist designs, in particular the way in which narrow, almost cramped, staircases open
out suddenly into large spaces, passageways lead to garderobe-type rooms, and the sense of
being in the building is highly experiential, in terms of textures, spaces and viewpoints. At
the core of their design for the Glucksman Gallery is a simple, robust structure, a rectan-
gular core that can be ‘read’ as a late- Medieval tower-house. Inside this core are staircases,
a lift and other services. Made of reinforced concrete, with all forms and surfaces meeting
at right angles, the central tower is clad externally in Irish limestone and is seven storeys in
height. The narrow slabs of stone cladding are held in place using the Fisher system, hung
with 6mm gaps on hidden metal rails, While the horizontal gaps are in a straight line, the
vertical gaps are staggered, almost at random, evoking a form of musical notation. The
opacity of the limestone is offset by translucent glass windows on either side.

Wrapped around this Lower, about ten metres above the entrance level, is a steel and wood
cantilevered structure that also extends outwards over the forecourt and entrance arca for
ten metres. This massive structure is supported by seven cylindrical concrete columns, all
but one of which are contained within the plan of the smaller ground floor. The effect of
the overhang, or cantilever, is dramatic. It provides shade and shelter for a large area of
ground underneath. Its plain underside is enlivened through the addition of mica chips
into the concrete mix: they sparkle as they reflect light from inside the building. If the core
can be read as a tower-house, the cantilever, clad in unvarnished ship-lapped American oak
(called Angelina di Campigna), echoes the wooden houses attached to stone castles in
Medieval times. Contained within this structure arc the three main exhibition galleries.
Two are wrapped around the central core, while a third smaller gallery, at a mezzanine level,
is contained within the core. This is referred 1o as the ‘closed control’ gallery, and is
designed for exhibitions of particularly valuable or delicate artworks. A media room along-
side, serves the needs of video and computer-based art. A clever touch is a narrow vertical
slot high on the wall of the closed control gallery, through which videos and films can be
projected onto the white wall opposite.

The gallery looring is white oak, cut into narrow strips with a bandsaw, the strips then
glued together in a random pattern, with the sawn edges uppermost. Underncath this
wooden floor are concealed massive concrete beams supporting the cantilever. The double-
height gallery walls curve gently as they wrap around the rectangular central core, giving
the internal gallery spaces some interesting moments for those installing exhibitions. In
addition, large rectangular windows on both main gallery levels jut outwards at an angle
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O'Donnell + Tuomey, from tap:
floor plans for Lewis Glucksman
Gallery, ground, to second floor,
2004, courtesy the architects
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from the lines of the timber-clad walls, framing breath-taking views of the old Aula
Maxima, the steeples of William Burges St. Finbarr’s Cathedral, and the minaret-like St.
Anne’s Shandon. Above this are another two levels, the top-most being reserved for the
plant room that services the building.

The simplicity of the Glucksman Gallery design, which echoes in some ways the brutal
strength of the Whitney overhang, is tempered by the architects’ introduction of a Rubik
Cube concept to the building at several points. The elevation of the building as seen from
the south, where the main ramp leads to the entrance, suggests two interlocked elements,
while the plan of the upper main gallery with its two vista windows, reveals that it has been
turned anti-clockwise through 20 degrees in relation to the floor space below it, as if scck-
ing a better vantage point to view the su rrounding hills and steeples of Cork city.

The Gallery has been designed with a h igh degree of sensitivity to its surroundings. In addi-
tion to its primary role as an art gallery, it serves as fulcrum, viewing point, a crossroads, a
place for eating and meeting, Although a big building, it has been erected without disturb-
ing nearby trees, the branches of a mature evergreen oak brushing against the timber
cladding, twenty metres above ground level. Mooted by Wrixon as a building that would
blend discreetly into its surroundings, the Glucksman Gallery is in reality something of a
sleeping giant. The two gallery levels, nominally the second and third floors, are in fact at
levels four and five. The first floor, with its forecourt, is actually level three. It contains the
main entrance and a showcase area, where works of art are visible behind glass to passers-
by. Below this are two levels containing reslaurant, corporate dining area, kitchen, storage
and deliveries. The first impression on seeing the Gallery is one of its substantial physical
presence as a building. It is not discreet, but again echoing the stark simplicity of Medieval
architecture, it asserts its presence in the landscape without undue showiness or frivolity.
Much consideration has been given to allowing the building to settle into its surroundings,
with the landscaped green areas of the Lower Grounds becoming vistas to be viewed
through plate glass, and sites where open-air sculpture may be displayed. By way of com-
pensation, the Gallery will attract more use by students, staff and visitors of the Lower
Grounds and the riverside walk, Future plans aim to provide for a pedestrian footbridge
over the branch of the River Lee, allowing access to the Gallery, and thence the main col-
lege buildings, from the University’s swimming pool and running tracks at the Mardyke.
However, in the final analysis, it is how the exhibition spaces perform that will define the
success of this building, and while these may be literally eccentric, they do provide an excit-
ing and interesting context for many forms of art, both traditional and contemporary.

Architecturally, the Glucksman Gallery represents a break from the incipient and rather
dull tendency towards a Neo-Celtic Revival that has defined the main campus at UCC in
recent years. Clustered around the Honan Chapel is a variety of new buildings, generally
Modernist but clad in stone and sporting mock pinnacles and battlements. The success of
O'Donnell + Toumey’s design is that it avoids literal references to Medieval architecture,
while retaining the spirit of the Norman tower-house. The Gallery provides badly needed
high-quality exhibition space for Cork, complementing the city centre municipal art
gallery and providing a bridge between the orderliness of the university campus and the
disorderly (but interesting) city,
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Fiona Kearney: One of the challenges of creating this building was in m;]drcfmn}g1 thc.zm C
; iversi is a site with an impor-
tive and historic riverside site of the University’s lower grounds. It is a 51t.e wnt ar § tl{his
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i oC it is situated just behind UCC’s mai
tant geographic location because g Uk o ke
come detached from the rest of campus life.
wooded area had become somewhat Lfran e u i
the things that the Glucksman is going to achieve is a recuperation of that spac ‘bac "
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the main University arena. Your building is a very considered response to these issue

the natural setting of the lower grounds.

John Tuomey: There are two aspects here. One 1.5 1.he process ~bY,Wh,1ch ai?li:d:;:f :‘:J\:‘I:,;;
about, and the other is more internal to the discipline o.f archnectm? 1tsc. % e lé;:-, X
process, that site had been carmarked for cultural use within the Unwelrm]ty oy ;n |
previous masterplan indicated that the building should be l-:.xw 1e;e, l:o\nr“']j“J s
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is that you would be lefi with the issue of always looking down on a building from above,
The anly way to resolve that would be to bury the building in landscape and we felt that
symbolically that was the wrong way to represent the project. To fold it into the ground
would be a self-cancelling move. So we decided to do absolutely the opposite and build as
high as possible in order to minimize the footprint on the site and protect more trees. We

did this without an architectural design; it was simply an environmental idea that minimal
footprint means minimal damage: lets have it that the top of the tree is the absolute datum
and nothing will be higher than a tree,

On the other point about site: one of the things that is very important to us in our prac-
tice, in our sense of critical practice, is the relationship of architecture to site, This is to say
a landscape is not necessarily a site, but if the landscape is the site, somehow or other the
building should reveal the site rather than remove it. An example that really appeals to me
are the piers that arc all around Ireland from the 19th century — like the pier in
Roundstone, People walk on those piers without thinking that they are buildings, they walk
out, they go out on the water and come back, and there is no hierarchical difference
between the form of the pier and the form of the land. In my mind that is what architec-
ture should be like. 1t is not that architecture should vanish into nature, but architecture
should have that sense of belonging to place. When you walk onto the podium of the
Glucksman you are meant to feel that you are on ground; to feel that the ground is the
limestone escarpment that the whole University is based on, and that this ground will take
you down to the river as if there is no building. Then elevated above that ground is the
celestial world of the gallery, and carved out of that ground is the café below. So before you
start looking for the door or thinking about it as a building, it's mcant to register in your
inner mind as form which belongs to the place. You don’t think this is a lovely site, pity

there is a building in the middle of it; you walk on and you see the place with the building
as your [rame,

I'wonder if one of the ways the building is achieving this is through the very careful use of
materials. There is a sense in which the craft of every single person working on the building
was valued throughout, I think one of the great pleasures for me in being involved and on
site for Lhe last year has been 1o see the sense of pride that people have in their work, and
this has come from the way in which the use of materials and craft have heen valued .

First on the materials: the materials are fundamental to the building. I talk about it in terms
of form, because our primary task is the responsibility for form, but that is a kind of
abstract concept because nothing exists except in the physical world, and you have to use
material and use material with meaning. So in the building there is a linc above which there
is no stone and below which there is no timber, That is highly selective and goes right down
to the tiniest detail: the handrails change once you hit the gallery level and you are on the
timber floor, they change from metal to wood. But in the basement they are metal, and they
are the same handrails that are outdoors. Once you are indoors in the foyer or down on

your way to the café, conceptually you are still outdoors, You are still in the normal world

of campus life and you are in the actual stuff of the University itself, the limestone of the

University, the landscape of the University. What we are hoping is that the moment you
come to the top of this massive stone stair and there is just one stone threshold to deliver
you on to the wooden floor, that the acoustic changes, the light changes, the open space

goes away and enclosure comes in and you have ste}pped up into a cloud, into a different
i material is crucial to creating that. .
g:]\:: ltzsiduszr(t{}f the question: part of our traini.ng as architects, our .c.ollegel trau;:f,
and our professional training is to think of the building procefs asa cumrdlctu:; ‘pr:{) it. t;
and to think of it as a hierarchical contractual proc'ess. Arch1Fects are tralne(‘ e -
instilled in us not to talk to people on site. Every architect certainly r?f my gc:‘n;;dl.l]t:)n, "
given this attitude. And 1 completely reject that attitude. I rebel agamst lha!.k mda aent
talk to everyone on site, we compliment their work and we cofrect the.lr worl ?::I Tar g
to let them into the mystery and let them understandlhow their wuﬂt( is par.l n he dgt
picture, Our ambition, if it is possible, is to avoid all jargon and avoid -tlll (:S‘ldllcc ;nt w(;
talk the same language to everyone we meet. They trust_ the. trust I put in g'm,{ ?(;1 I i e
have to change something, they know we are not changing it to be .bl(?udy‘-mm: o .Mi N
up on building sites. My father was a site engineer for John PaL}l building mmplatln):hat Zan
that schooldays experience is the thing that gives me the feeling of community
exist on a building site.

Iwould like to come back to this idea of change and not changing things for the s;]l}ke.l(:{i. it
Over the last couple of months of the process, we have made doMme changes to the buil ﬂm%
and T think the changes that we have made have been about 11,'ymg Lo create the n':)st b::“
ible use of the space. One of the things that I admire a.\)uul O'Donnell + Tuomzy asher 3
the willingness to see change as an opportunity, to discuss why we might ;:ee tc;a ﬂoo}
space. 'm thinking for instance of the very simple change we nllade on the upplvz =
where a bench became a desk. That was an important ch’angc for me because it m
respecting the scholarly reflective aspect of being a University gallery.

The thing about simplicity is that the building has 1o rsad~ utterly simply so that peop‘le v:r;]_:
concentrate on the experience of the work, or even lhexr.own ser}se of a day }(:ut in ‘
gallery, this the kind of space that galleries should provide in the mind. And pe:i :{?s.ts::’z:;e
galleries don’t do that because they surround you with clutter. On lhe‘otherlhan Hif1 Tees
built simply as an empty white box, and if we lhc-n locked on thflt in our own mu'lli;;t
designers, that nothing touches the white box, then it would be a failure tfeCa;.lSE it \;'?me Y
be simple. It would be simple-minded. T think we worked hard, sgendmg ots © 11 4
make it look as if there is no effort in it at all. And the real cont.ent 1'5 how the comp ex:\le?
of new and rising requirements can be absorbed within the simplicity of a cloncespt. hm
that is a test. It is probably a test of maturity, a test of the form, 2 t‘est ofthe.: cles;gn; 0 W lt:;
you say to me I need to change this, I have two reactions. One is oh fuck it, I or; ;;v::h ’
change anything else ever again’ and the other is ‘o'h good, anothe:r shake up.a]:l(‘ ie i .hl
great feeling of what (and where) will this upset bring us. Usually if the atmosphere is right,
and if the cooperation is right, it brings you to a better place.

1 think the change T suggested, to get rid of a small office space to create 4 larger public area
for the shop, is a fairly good example of that.

Yes, it improves the building.

So as well as creating a better retail and social environment, the introduction of light into
that part of the building affects the experience of the space in a positive manner.

Also, from the podium there is only one pecled back bit of the timber that shows an?'thin.g
of t}':e interior and that would have only shown an office. Now, standing on the podium, if
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you see someonc in the shop, you can say ‘that could be me’ or ‘there T am’ You can actu-
ally move in before you go in: Or from the shop, you can look down to the podium and say
‘that is where I came from’ Now, unless you had intervened, that wouldr’t have happened.

People would never have had that look back, look out, T really enjoy that now. I also enjoy
the creative interaction between us,

Galleries are public spaces of social interaction and encounter, but also places of internal
personal experience, They are both communal and private. One of the reasons the white
cube has been so dominant is that it is seen to offer the perfect contempl
work of art. I think the hegemony of the white box in the 20th century has meant that
architects have been reluctant 1o challenge this space other than radically, for instance in
the brash statement of the Bilbao Guggenheim which only allows a particular kind of art
to speak. I'm going to suggest thal the Glucksman is proposing a very different kind of
architecture. There are two white cube type galleries, the closed contral areas at the heart
of the building, but it is the curve that defines the building. One of the most fascinating

things for me will be to see how people respond to those curves. It seems to me that these
long curved walls offer a new kind of v

ative arena for the

iewing, a viewing which is moving you rather than
stopping you, which is less confrontational and more a movement back and torth, more an
open conversation between the works, offering a greater number of viewing

points within
the space.

If the space is an arena for difference, that would be an achievement, There is definitely a
gentle rotation in the form of the building that is meant to encourage both movement and
pause, Both a sense of being located and being in a reserved contemplative space. I think
we are greatly helped by the site. I think a lot of galleries concentrate completely on removal
from place. And we took a step in this gallery, which you might remember was the subjec
ol huge debate all the way through, which is to keep contact with the outside world. We are
screened by the trees, we have views to the river, it is nol a very distracting outside world
but we were determined that the building would not close itself from the outside world. 1
suppose the building lets you know that its primary containment is internal, but it is as if
it just burst out a little bit of its boundaries to allow the outside world in. I think that is
really important to the character of it. I also think it is really important in galleries that you
are not locked in a capsule of abstraction. That white cube space which is meant to be the
most neutral, is actually intimidating. I think it is possible, and T hope it is going to be the
experience of the gallery, that you can have both contemplative space, and a sense of
contact. The emphasis is on the artwork but the real world is in the side of your eve. And
we have tried to treat the windows not as aligned vista points but as kind of leakages, You
know that the real world is there, it is not your primary attention, it is kind of placing you
as you move to the next part of the gallery. A lot of galleries have valves to release gallery
fatigue, so that you walk into a room that has a bay window. Or in Tate Modern, you walk,
for example, out of the gallery and into a glass capsule that overhangs the public space. We
wanted not to have that separation. We wanted the two worlds in one world. I hope that
succeeds. It means you can have daylight in the galleries, it means you can sec trees out the

window, see the world outside and still be in the reserved atmosphere of the gallery space.
That is the aspiration for it.

m i ry are : e Lunities
.;l'h re are a number of spaces beyond the dedicated gallery areas that offer upllmrl u
o : i e of the different ways in which artists
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How concerned were you to think of the whole building as a gallery?
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1t is not that this is a building, part of which is reserved for display. You :Jon t Lnle:_ .
g i y ign development of th
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display zone at a certain point. . ot e
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imagine installations at every point in I . e ot
i.nt]i showcase, hanging from the ceiling, halfway up the stairs. You don’l lld:: t? pf::ely ou
gallery-going hat on the moment you hit the wooden floor, you should be .L e oh ts::.lse
i s int, 1 ] asy to keep tha
i ime. From a technical point, it hasn’t been easy

are in the gallery all the time. ] bec ey A0 o
of openness. But it is crucial to the character of the project. It is the wm.Lptuai ciri:n T
{hat allows a vertical building to work, like a tree that you keep clambering up.
interesting to see how artists respond to that.
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ilegi you e natural site and the river that runs by
Tn privileging that concept of flow, you echo t?e ; g e
i -tual currency and free-flow of ide :
allery, but also the intellectua f : AU e
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that it generates a flow between art and other academic disciplines. It is <11111‘>ti‘\.~. n‘ o
h e {f= e University is
have set the ethos of the building in that open movement. All too often the Lll'll\ f}u
. [ the inte s of the
[ scholarly t, and one of the intentions
iv er, a closed haven of scholarly thought,
seen as an ivory tower, a ¢ ; G Ruagebnr =
Glucksman is to act as a portal between UCC and the wider community. So the gallery
ucksms act as s
to cater for a very diverse range of audiences. How do you envision that plurality of viewe

when you are working?

If the building doesn’t work in more than Zl:e \;fay. it ciuuln’: v:;:l:h::itz ::ed;if:;:::: \::1‘:/;
ilding and I think those kinds of complexilics a -
:)1.::: ;gi:ih:tb:z:ik. ?lhiﬂk they are the outcome of an exchange. ()r:e of the :lcl]vz; ::(E;;E
have is that T have a partner. Sheila and 1 ta.lk everything through. We are soulmates
being quite different. We think differently.
You were lalking about difference
between users so [ guess I'm thinking that
there is an advantage to difference at the
beginning too.
If now at the end of the process I close my
eyes and think: what do T want? I prob-
ably want this building to make pe(.Jplf:
feel optimistic. Maybe that is a ridicu-
lously ambitious thing to say, but we are
not lost in a gloom. The world is very
unattractive in the current preoccupation
with materialism and consumerism, and
architecture is not helping if all it is doing
is mirroring. So in my view, a garden still
restores the mind, a cloister still slows
down your heartbeat — and architecture
still has a human purpose.
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