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Sean ('Casey Community Centre
building in Dublin iz both simple

and elusive, divect and subtle. Its
unexpected tower gits up above the
little coloured houses of the old
docking community of East Wall wich
amimal alertnes

a gapher, perhaps,
with its cwn holes to vanish down.
Those consummate ‘Irish rationalists®
at O'Dannell + Tuomey often produce
buildings with a powerful, elusive
character of their own, but this one
seems unusually cheeky, You might
think thiz building is about self-
expression. But in many ways,

it's entirely the opposite,

East Wall is three-guarters cut off
by railway lines, with one big church
and a schoal, Now, of course, it’s
neighhour is the business distr

of the Docklands Development
Authority, which has funded the
replacement for the school which
once occupied the site, As numbers
of children dwindled, the previous
building was gradually converted to
community use, and regularly stozed
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performances of the tragic-comic
plavs of Sean O'Casey, East Wall's
mast famous son. The residents
wamted a very high building,
explaing John Tuomey. ‘They said:
“Everyone elze hos got one,™

That was, mavbe, the first

of the paradoves which make this

consummate building what ivis. The
residents wanted thar tower (how
right they were), but all the vses called
for a ground flaor; eréche, day care,
sports and theatre. o the architects
made the building a single-storey
square, butwith its fourth edge
flipped up to make the tower, The bits
that are usually the dullest - offices,
IMECTNE FOMMS = Fel 1o g0 in it

But there's a more fundamental
paradex, The brief had the ingredients
of a wanderful. open, social
community building: a mix of uses;

old people and yvoung, day and night,
Buein the reigning sensibilicy, those
uses have to remain strictly separate,

Old prople are not, in the present
culture, allowed to mix with pre-
school children, or even warch them

being cared for. People going to the
theatre and people playing sports are
theught ol as different. The whole
substance of 0'Domnell + Tuomey's
building, while admitting those
constraints as a working necessity,
utterly overturns them both in how
the building feels now, and in how
it might come to work in the futre,
So while obeving all the current
rules, the building promotes, and in
some visual wavs works, as though it
was already in a more cooperative, less
paranoid warld, ‘Tt's all about plan,
savs Tuomey: It is further designed
so that with the shightest of changes
— the odd wall to come down o be
zed - that ideal might come fully
into being, perhaps even by accident,

1t's a brilliant, disingennous
architectural idealism, whose
guerrilla tactics can only really be
spotted in thar beautiful plan. Itis
square, but only if you include the
pavement as part of the building, Itis
divided into four, but those divisions
= transparent, casual and arhitrary
- are far less important then the
geometry that hooks them together,
apening spaces across them.The
square shapes are dented, slanted and
cut by desire lines, gardens, openings,
views - the things vou actaally look
for - making visual and spatial
groupings berween vges supposed o
be segregated, Meanwhile the building

clements that express divisions or

strveture (the places architecture
expects to be most polemical) do
all they can to utterly disappear.

Bt as someone using it, the
building is just dead simple. The ald
pecple happen to be sitting by the
entrance, rather than tucked away
out of sight, Altheugh the building
is very deep, vou are always looking
through gardens and out the other
side. You might be old (and so banned
from getting near voung children),
but you can still see kids playing
in their garden, or coming in and
ot Or youngsters come to play
five-a-side football. Or people
rehearsing a play. There's no problem
with this; it's cle:

simple, very
humian = and Calmost) all in the —
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THE BUILDING PROMOTES, AND
IN SOME VISUAL WAYS WORKS,
AS THOUGH IT WAS ALREADY
IN A MORE COOPERATIVE,

LESS PARANOID WORLD
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The new building's
randomly perforated
tower pops up above
the roofteps like an
architecteral gopher
Below_Modal
showing eourtyard
arrangement

plan. A very good place to foment
a little invisible social revolution.

The tower (which formally opens
the front up like a drawbridge) is in
some ways distinet from the rest of
the building: a plan cul-de-sac lifted
into conversation with the wider
city, It acts as a kind of ambiguous
billboard or monument: a strange
new friend for its terraced
neighbours; a sign for the eity beyond
the tracks. In one light, it's poctic and
partly sad, an echo of the concrete
silos in the dock where many of the
people who live here used towork.
In another, it's as pert as a five-year-
old street kid, It's made of beautiful,
corrugate-shuttered concrete,
the provisional language of the
community building made permanent
with (enormous) care. And it's
punched with holes, which Tuomey
refuges to call windows (Tt a tower
without windows,' he insisrs).

It looks ineredibly simple, but its
really hard to do. The holes come in
300mm (head-sized), 600mm and
LE00 mm (person-sized) modules.,

1t's surprisingly hard, says Tuomey,
to stap them forming lines: that
bubble freedom is carefully achieved.
That's combined with corrugated
shuttering, giving a strong sense
of sadness (like the work of Turner
Prize-winning sculptor Rachel
Whiteread) and that wonderful,
frilly window edge, The contractor,
naturally, wanted to vse moulds, but
the architects refused - they wanted
formwork lapping. Real corrugated
shuttering (daywork joints at
corrugated sheee-lengths) it was,
Some of the holes were harder
than others: threading the concrete
vibrator through the reinforcement
in areas near an edge was a nightmare,
and an attempt to get round the
problem via hole relocation disrupted
the casual pattern and had w be
taken down and re-done. Then, the
pressure-washer used to achicve a
velvery finish on the conerete would
have ruined the corvugated profile, so
the contractor obligingly hand-sanded
it, Elsewhere in the building, there's
a pizeon loft, whose requirement for

non-tank water caused almost

as many problems. This is clearly
awonderful building for obsessive
habhbies: pigeons or concrete.

There's a lot mare architectural
pigeon far
manages to feel so casual. You use
that dented entranee like it's 2 door
standing ajav, without thinking about
the geametry. You wouldn't know the
garden you're crossing belongs to
the theatre, but presumably, drinks
an summer evenings will be
technieally off-street. The old people
across the garden can see what's
happening in the street, And the gate
sereening the perimeter can open
it all to the pavement. This last isn't
happening vet, but the bailding,
generous now, is alse lying in wait
for a more open-minded future.

The security desk, as vou come in,
is just not on axis of the four squares.
Your view has already slipped beyond
it, off-grid (there is no grid) through
the children’s garden and out the
other side. The security boundaries
are there, but you're looking straight
through them, wening casually past;
instead noticing things belonging
to better cultures, That central axis
is glass joining glass, the most
evaporated of all architectural
divisions, And there's a café waiting
casually, at the side of the fover
between the ald and young, for those
paranoid boundaries to come down,

Yet cach quadrant has its own
character. The volumes, geometry,
materials, orientation, aspect,
prospect, are all varied. The theatre,
lined in pliwood, opens out towards
the foyer, with a deep wall housing
technical and usher amenities, and
big south-east windows. The sports
hall, lined in Aakeboard, runs across
the building, with a eler
(windows to north-east, vents to
south-west). The day care is grouped
in squares varving from the secret
{bathroom, hairdressing) to the
outward-locking (day room), The
eréche, hidden behind ir, isa
miniature school corridor; neatly
ordered, playful rooms with low-level
windows from which kids can —

ving in how the building
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peek out, but adults seareely see in,
The gardens, over-planted to suggest
fragments of native forest, are
different too, The Lids one wrinkles
up to form a play hill. Theatregoers
look through the sports garden to art
o the (spors) wall bevond - another
bit of covert cross-programming.
Though the tower is essentially a
stack of rooms, it ton loosens up and
eludes vou, Facing the street (and the
city). the south-west wall is concrete
and punctured, So is the south-east
wall, the ane notionally lifting off
so painted a pale
blue tejoin its next-door-neighbours,
The north-west is blank, but for
fire-escape staivs which act as a huge
stack of balconies (smoking labby,
perhaps?). The north-east is
completely blank, and the top room
- designated for the committee -
will now he used for things like voga:
a little crumbling of separatism,

plan. But thisis

maybe. Perhaps it's just fluke that
that single room, in the grey-flopred
tower, has the vellow sports floor.

And where did the structare go?

There are heavy, exquisite concrete
ceilings: there's a tower above you
somewhere, but only a couple of
columns, Much work has gone into
ereating this structure-free fecling,
but so underplayed is it that the
architeets insisted (pooer structural
engincer!) on putting lighting colunms
beside the two elegant columns,
Soit's not just that there's scarcely
any structure - any chanee to shout
‘Look, ne hands!' is firmly quashed.
Lightweight trusses appear when
needed; second ary :itrur.'tm'ﬂ,"'j{h’ls-s
slips down the sides of the courtvards
like waterfalls. Those glazed corners
just disappear, Rainwager pours

into the courtyards on drainage

ays

chains, It's particularly nice,
Tuomey, when it's raining; a good
thing in Dublin.

Thaose circles, too, do samething
far from obvious, We're all
programmed to see things through
squane frames. From this building,
circles everywhere, The
planters on that pavement out front,
like planometric stappers for the

¥Ou S

The tower"

character changes
on the north-west
zide with stacks of

fire scapa balcenies
Gpposite; 10
Gardens are
aver-plantedto

creata the illusion of

afragment of forest

Bold geamatiy and
zuhtle colour enliven
an ordinary strest

windows, are of course deliberate.
But the five-a-side football picch (the
Best in the city) also looks fabulouws.
Best of all is the view from the top,
across to the deck and the big silo.

[f this building is saying
anything, it's that architecture
is not the main event, [t's
pronauneing it, paradoxically,
in the most architecturally refined,
sophisticated, witty way, one that
will keep architeerural pigeon-
fanciers absolutely enthralled.
It uses extraordinary skills to setup
possibilities, in a elampdown culture,
for activities and interaction — and
then it steps out of the way to let
those activities happen. It'sa
fantastic place from swhich w see
the world. To look at the city; get
vour bearings: remember, To obsess
vver concrere, birds or Sean ('Cases
plaws, To play chase, or five-a-side,
to have a bath, a cup of tea, get vour
hair done. To go to when you don't
know what else to do. Tuomey says
it's simple; “There is such a thing
as place” This must be i okl

vy
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ALTHOUGH THE BUILDING IS
VERY DEEP, YOU ARE ALWAYS
LOOKING THROUGH GARDENS
AND OUT THE OTHER SIDE
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