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Introduction

My aim is to chart the course of architecture in Ulster over the course of two and a 

half decades from 1972 to 1997, by means of a survey of the most important award

winning buildings of that period.

It is my intention that in the vacuum created by the absence of a fully comprehensive 

record of the architecture of the period here or of any attempts to evaluate the 

building achievement of the time here in the form of thematic studies a useful 

approach to exploring such otherwise largely uncharted territory could be to follow 

the trail of the fifty-five buildings which have won awards from the Royal Institute 

of British Architects and the Civic Trust during the period under review.2

The two bodies which have been most to the fore in making architectural awards in 

Ulster over the past few decades have been the RIBA and the Civic Trust. A central 

theme of this survey will demonstrate that over the period under review the buildings 

selected by the judges have, almost without exception, been the finest in Ulster. 

Other bodies such as the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland have also made 

awards for some of these buildings. They are included here because such accolades, 

viewed from a different perspective, further enhance the reputation of architecture in 

Ulster during this period.

There are also a number of buildings, which for a variety of reasons have never 

received awards. Their exclusion from a historical profile of this period could render 

it not only incomplete but also unbalanced, and so some of them are discussed, in 

context, and their contribution is evaluated alongside that of the award winners.



In conjunction with the Royal Institute of British Architects and Civic Trust judges 

and based on my observations of the award winning buildings I have set out my own 

criteria for assessing architecture. As architecture is about ideas and about solutions 

which go beyond simply construction, I have centred my assessment around the 

notion of appropriateness.

For a building to have some architectural significance it must fulfil at least one of 

several different forms of appropriateness. It must have social appropriateness such 

as spaces that respect human scale or give meaning to peoples activities. It must 

have aesthetic appropriateness such as proportion of line and form, solid and void. It 

must have functional appropriateness such as flexibility of use or long life 

sustainable materials. It must have cultural appropriateness such as a respect for city 

or landscape context or a respect for the past. It must have environmental 

appropriateness such as minimum energy use or ecological impact. It must also have 

economic appropriateness such as value for money in a cost conscious society, not 

that award winning buildings fulfil all of these functions, but many do.

Appropriateness of course is a moveable feast e.g. buildings constructed in the 1990s 

require higher energy standards than those built in the 1970s.

All of the award winning buildings surveyed however, possess to a greater or lesser 

extent such appropriateness and my experience in assessing them was akin to 

differentiating between degrees of pleasure.
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In all cases I have attempted to describe buildings as found, and coming from an 

artistic rather than an architectural background I have therefore placed considerable 

emphasis on my understanding of a sense of place, in relation to the buildings’ mass, 

shape, context and style. While the bulk of the photographs are my own, and are 

mostly contextual, I have also used additional contemporary photographs, plans and 

details to help illuminate specific areas of text. This material was supplied either 

from architectural practices or from trade journals.

Included in the descriptions, where possible, and in an effort to provide both factual 

and professional analysis, are details taken from either the original awards citations 

or from contemporary accounts. In some instances I have concluded my individual 

descriptions with a brief comment which makes a critical comparison between and 

initial account and the reality observed today.

The scope of the dissertation is limited, of necessity, to an examination of award 

winning buildings over a twenty-five year period, and little attempt has been made to 

situate the architecture within the broader social, cultural and political context of 

Northern Ireland except in a few passing instances. The title of the thesis, 

‘Architecture in Ulster, 1972 - 1997’, refers exclusively to the province of Northern 

Ireland within a United Kingdom context, and does not refer to the historic province 

of Ulster which embraced the additional counties of Donegal, Cavan and Monaghan. 

Other lines of enquiry such as the marked difference between Ulster architecture and 

architecture in the Republic of Ireland,3 the gradual emergence of a conservationist 

movement, the regeneration of urban centres, the shift from social to commercial 

architecture, and the question of an emerging regional identity are unfortunately 

outside the scope of this thesis.
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The historical parameters of the survey, and its precise starting and ending dates 

within the Ulster context, are defined by two Belfast buildings of supreme cultural 

significance and architectural importance, erected in the last few decades of the 20th 

century. They are the Ulster Museum extension designed by Francis Pym which 

received an RIBA award in 1972, and the Waterfront Hall designed by Robinson & 

Me Ilwaine, which was an RIBA national winner in 1997. The Ulster Museum 

extension, which officially opened in July 1971, received a lot of media attention at 

the time as it was seen as an important milestone in the cultural life of the Province, 

and also drew high praise from the RIBA jury who remarked that “this building has 

the ring of first-rate architecture about it”. 4 A quarter of a century later, in January 

1997, the inaugural concert in the Waterfront Hall was held, and the first major 

Belfast civic building to be designed by local architects in the twentieth century was 

officially opened. This was an important moment for an Ulster architectural firm 

because it placed them on the international stage, and allowed their design to be 

critically evaluated against a global backdrop. As one of its architects, Victor 

Robinson, said, “the Waterfront was an immense task for us, but it was also a very 

rare opportunity.......”.5

All of the award winning buildings offer something of particular interest, and being 

‘of their time’, and some of it very recent, they are sometimes difficult to evaluate, 

but by placing them against the wider landscape of contemporary architecture in 

Britain and elsewhere, it is possible to arrive at a reasoned opinion on their value.
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Notes to Text

1 A record of sorts can be compiled from the buildings featured in publications such as Ulster Architect and 

Perspective, and occasionally in architectural journals elsewhere (whether in the Republic of Ireland or in Britain), 

but such inclusion in monthly trade or even professional journals is not necessarily a reliable guide to architectural 

quality. It may only reflect the personal choices of editors, or the enthusiasm or persistence of the architects 

involved in their pursuit of publicity.

2 The first few years of the period under review were covered by David Evans’ book an Introduction to Modern Ulster 

Architecture 1977, but the territory is uncharted thereafter.

3 The majority of Ulster architects are educated in Britain in, for example, Liverpool, Edinburgh and Glasgow

4 Quote from a report entitled ‘Regional Incentives’, The Architects Journal. S* July 1972, page 2.

5 Perspective - Special Edition January 1997, page 15.

5



Chapter One : Architectural Awards

Awards for meritorious design have been current in Ulster Architecture from 1930 

when the first RIBA ‘Ulster Architecture Medal' was awarded for the best building 

in Ulster selected during the previous three years. That award was repeated 

intermittently during the course of the following three decades before it fell into 

abeyance in the 1950’s. 1 Then, after a lapse of some years, began the sequence of 

awards from first the Civic Trust (during the 1960s) and then the RIBA (by 1972) 

which ultimately marks the trail followed by this survey, steadily gaining momentum 

until it reached the plethora of awards from a wide variety of bodies which is so 

evident in the 1990s.

The Royal Institute of British Architects is a venerable institution with an 

international reputation, whose members are the product of rigorous and lengthy 

apprenticeship in architecture. It is sensible therefore to conclude that when such a 

respected body awards design prizes to its members, an exhaustive examination of 

submitted entries has taken place. It can be fairly confidently expected then that the 

winning buildings represent the very best of contemporary architecture in the United 

Kingdom. The survey which follows explores this proposition.

The Civic Trust, on the other hand, is a campaigning body with a broad agenda, and 

concerns itself with more than just contemporary architectural design. For over forty 

years it has played an instrumental role in major environmental developments from 

the highlighting of Britain’s architectural heritage in the 1970s, to the proposing of 

town centre regeneration in the 1980s. In 1997 it launched a new programme of 

initiatives including a priority to promote better guidance on sustainable design and
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construction. The Trust admits that some of its award schemes have not stood the

test of time as well as might have been hoped, but many more have proved enduring 

landmarks of good design and eloquent expressions of the era in which they were 

built. 2 As far as Northern Ireland is concerned the survey will show that the Trust 

has made awards to buildings scattered throughout the province which unfailingly 

demonstrates its commitment to the built environment. The survey will also reveal 

that together, the RIBA and the Civic Trust awards represent the very best of 

architectural design in Ulster.

Throughout the three decades under survey the Royal Institute of Architects of 

Ireland has consistently recognised the excellence of architectural design in Ulster. 

Their triennial awards have acknowledged local buildings on six occasions out of a 

possible nine, and one of these buildings was a Gold Medal winner, namely Calvert 

House, Belfast, by Kennedy, Fitzgerald & Associates, 1983-85. Since the 

introduction of regional awards in 1990 eleven Northern Ireland buildings have been 

successful in that regard; nine of them were also RIBA winners and the remaining 

two were Civic Trust winners. When the awarding institutions, often with a variation 

in their criteria of excellence, select the same buildings it reinforces the collective 

judgements of the individual juries.

The RIBA Architectural Awards

Architects working in Northern Ireland are eligible to be considered for United 

Kingdom architectural awards. The most prestigious of these awards are presented 

by their own governing body, the Royal Institute of British Architects. This 

established London institution has regulated, controlled and promoted its members 

interests since the nineteenth century.
7



Entries are considered annually for awards by the Royal Institute of British 

Architects for outstanding examples of current architecture in any part of the United 

Kingdom, and since 1996, all entries for buildings in the European Union have also 

been considered.

The awards are made to buildings completed between six and two years before the 

year of completion. Juries are required to assess whether a building is excellent of its 

kind, regardless of size or type. In reaching their decision the juries are asked to 

judge the consistency of design, the appropriate use of materials, and whether a 

building is likely to remain a fine work of architecture throughout its life.

The competition is organised in the fourteen RIBA regions, comprised of eleven in 

England and one in each of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Regional juries 

consider entries at the first stage and, based on their shortlists, a second jury, whose 

decisions must be unanimous, makes recommendations for awards to the RIBA.

The RIBA Awards were instituted in 1966, replacing the Bronze Medal system. In 

1988, national and regional awards were introduced in place of the more general 

Awards and Commendations. The seven Category Awards are: Arts and Leisure, 

Civic and Community, Commercial (retail, industrial and agricultural), Conservation, 

Education, Health, and Houses and Housing. The awards consist of the RIBA 

Awards (regional), the Category Awards and the Stirling Prize. This latter prize, 

introduced in 1997 is awarded to the architect whose building has made the greatest 

contribution to British Architecture in the previous year.3
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Each of the regional juries consists of three persons - an architect appointed by the 

RIBA president, an architect nominated by the RIBA region being the Royal Society 

of Ulster Architects in the case of Northern Ireland, and a third party, while the jury 

for the category awards consists of the members of the RIBA Awards group and the 

chairperson of the regional juries. The regional jury reserves the right not to grant a 

category award if, in their opinion, no building of sufficient merit is submitted in a 

particular category. The number of entries received from Northern Ireland has been 

steadily increasing as can be seen from the numbers over the last four years of the 

period under consideration here, rising from 7 in 1994 to 9 in 1995, to 12 in 1996 and 

19 in 1997.

The RIBA’s own awards system typically selects only a small percentage of 

submissions as good enough to merit a regional award, and of the latter 

approximately only one in ten is deemed worthy of a national award.

(See Appendix 1)

The Civic Trust Architectural Awards

The Civic Trust is a national independent charity, which was founded in 1957. Its 

primary area of concern is the everyday environment especially the built 

environment with its rich heritage of historic buildings and places. Two years after 

its founding an Award scheme was instituted in 1959. These awards were and still 

are intended to focus not only on preservation but also on the creation o f a climate 

conducive to change, improvement and high standards.

The Civic Trust Awards are made every year for creative contributions to the quality

and appearance of townscape or landscape. A main purpose is to stimulate interest in
9



the appearance of cities, towns, villages and the countryside. They also seek to 

create a greater awareness of the importance of environmental design in all its 

aspects, including architecture, planning, civic and landscape design, and to draw 

attention to the best contributions being made in these fields. There is no 

categorisation of entries; any creative work, which enhances the quality and 

appearance of townscape or landscape, is eligible.

The awards take the form of certificates to the successful owners of clients, designers 

or contractors, any of whom may submit entries. Plaques are presented for suitable 

display on award-winning schemes.

Initial inspection and assessment is undertaken by a team of three in each area, 

headed by an architect approved by the President of the RIBA. Assessors make their 

recommendations to the Awards Panel, which is representative of the RIBA, the 

Royal Town Planning Institute and the Civic Trust at Presidential level.

In the past, awards have been given to a wide range of projects from housing, 

airports, canals, churches, factories and hospitals to derelict land reclamation and 

street lighting schemes. The awards alternate each year between the metropolitan 

and non-metropolitan areas of Britain. To be eligible, schemes must have been 

completed within the two years preceding entry. In 1986 for example, the 

competition invited entries from non-metropolitan Britain. This covered the shire 

counties in England and Wales, the regions and islands in Scotland, Northern Ireland, 

the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands. Over 1100 entries were received, of which 

30 were given awards and 126 were commended. In that year Northern Ireland 

projects received a creditable two awards and one commendation. “(See Appendix 2)
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RIAI Architectural Awards

Northern Ireland architects may also be considered for awards from professional 

bodies such as the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland. Though this Dublin 

based institute represents the interests of architects in the Republic of Ireland, it 

makes awards to buildings in the whole Island of Ireland, and since 1990 has 

introduced regional awards which specifically included Northern Ireland.

The Institute awards a supreme Gold Medal for the design of a building of 

exceptional merit completed in a three-year period. The purpose of the award is to 

encourage the development of architecture in Ireland and to give public recognition 

to architects of distinction. As only one building can win the Gold Medal other 

buildings receive 'highly commended’ and ‘commended’ awards. Silver Medal 

awards and commendations were also introduced for categories such as conservation 

and housing, 'and these are detailed in Appendix 5 & 6.

Other Awards

Since the late 1980’s various national institutions have become increasingly aware of 

the quality of new architecture in Ulster, and as a consequence, have made awards to 

buildings, which have applauded their particular excellence. This is an important 

development because the awards are further confirmation of the quality of design and 

workmanship here, viewed from a United Kingdom perspective. Such awards also 

endorse the judgement of the juries of the main awarding body, the Royal Institute of 

British Architects. Three such institutions are: the Royal Institution of Royal
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Chartered Surveyors (RICS), the Brick Development Association and the Concrete 

Society

Each year the Royal Institution of Royal Chartered Surveyors (RICS) offers two 

major awards for outstanding work in the conservation field. These awards, and the 

publicity which is given to the winning entries, are intended to offer encouragement 

to public authorities, commercial enterprises, private property owners, architects and 

others able to contribute to the conservation and improvement of the physical 

environment.

Awards are offered every year by the Brick Development Association to recognise 

excellence in the use of brickwork. Emphasis alternates annually between works of 

structural merit and works of architectural and aesthetic merit. The competition is 

intended to recognise projects completed in the United Kingdom in the previous 

three years that show skill and imagination in the use of brickwork.6

The Concrete Society sponsors a range of awards intended to develop and advance 

the use of concrete in a commendable way. Their main award is offered annually to 

recognise excellence in the use of concrete in building and in civil engineering 

structures. For the main award any construction in the United Kingdom which has 

reached substantial completion in the previous calendar year may be submitted. In 

considering structures the judges take particular note of functional suitability, 

appearance and harmony with the surroundings, design in relation to concrete’s 

properties and ease of construction, workmanship, integration of services and value 

for money.7
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Recently, the Royal Society of Ulster Architects (RSUA) has initiated a local awards 

scheme, which will enhance good design practice. In 1998 they presented local 

Design Awards in the following categories - Public Sector/ Non-Housing, Tourism 

and Recreation, Ecclesiastical / Education, Commercial, Retail and Industrial, Social 

Housing, Private Housing and Conservation. Their supreme award is ‘The Liam Me 

Cormick Prize for Architecture’, which was won in its inaugural year by the 

Waterfront Hall, designed by Robinson and Me Ilwaine. The RSUA president at the 

time, John Cole, in referring to the introduction of these awards, which were to be 

made every two years, said that they were intended to recognise “excellence in 

building design...”.8

Notes to Text

1 There appears to be no published list of such medal winners, but some of them are identified in Paul Lamour’s 

Belfast - An Illustrated Architectural Guide. Friars Bush Press, Belfast, 1987. - namely Strandtown P.E School in 

1930; Parliament Buildings, Stormont in 1933; St. Jude’s Parish Church Hall in 1938; and the Sir William Whitla 

Memorial Hall, Belfast in 1950.

2 As recounted in an address by Michael G William, director of the National Trust, entitled ‘forty and fighting fit’, 

published in Building magazine special supplement ‘Civic Trust Award Winners 1997’.

3 The inaugural winner of The Stirling Prize was the Music School, Urbanstrausse 25, Stuttgart, Germany, designed 

by Sir James Stirling and Michael Wilford and Partners.

4 In Northern Ireland the 1986 Civic Trust Awards went to Annalong Commill, Co. Down, designed by Jan Sheals, 

consultant engineer to Newry and Moume District Council, and to Calvert House, Belfast, designed by Kennedy 

Fitzgerald and Associates. The commendation was awarded to Church Hill / Shore Street Housing redevelopment, 

Killyleagh, Co. Down, designed by A. Crawley, Director of Technical Services, Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive.

5 The first RIAI Gold Medal was presented to Frederick G Hicks, who designed St. Thomas’ Church, Dublin, 1932 - 

34. Since then, every three years (except for two occasions in the 1930s and 1940s) a Gold Medal winner has been 

awarded.

6 ‘Brick Award for St. Brigid’s’, as outlined in Perspective, vol No. 4 1996. (The supreme award in the Brick 

Development Association, United Kingdom 1995 Brick Awards was won by St. Brigid’s Church, Belfast. This 

building was also successful in the Craftsmanship and Public Building categories and was described by the assessors 

as “an exemplary combination of outstanding brickwork design allied to excellent workmanship”.)

The Waterfront Hall, Belfast was the overall United Kingdom winner in the 1997 Excellence in Concrete Awards. 

(A spokesman for the Concrete Society was quoted in the Belfast Telegraph, 17th November 1997, as saying that 

“The Acoustic criteria necessary for a world - class auditorium in terms of external noise isolation and internal 

sound reflection were fully satisfied by the use of dense concrete and ‘hard’ surfaces”.)

8 Quoted in RSUA Yearbook and Directory 1997, pi 1.
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Chapter Two : The 1970s

During the 1970s eight awards and commendations were given by the RIBA to 

various buildings in Northern Ireland while, during this same period the Civic Trust 

made a total of three awards.

The sequence started with the RIBA award for the Ulster Museum extension in 

Belfast in 1972. It had been designed by Francis Pym in 1963 and had taken almost 

a decade to reach completion. It’s aesthetic is powerfully expressed in the blunt 

directness of its poured concrete form.

The Museum extension, situated in the leafy Botanic Gardens, was conceived as a 

prestigious cultural amenity, but by the time it had been completed it had become 

something of a sculptural icon of Modern design, and it’s concrete mass was both 

skilfully and expensively finished. Since the 1950s Brutalism as a style had proved 

controversial in Britain. To some it appeared to offer little in the way of visual 

amenity, but was hailed for its conceptual, even heroic stance. The style was in part 

inspired by the notion of industrial usage where materials like concrete were used in 

an exclusively functional manner. The museum was and still is a significant building 

in ideological terms, because it marked the arrival in Ulster of what has been termed 

'the new Brutalism.'

But Pym’s design [the result of a nation-wide competition in 1963 to design what 

was in effect a National Museum] was, in a sense, an attempt at the impossible. The 

original museum, of 1929 to which the extension was grafted, was designed by JC 

Wynnes, in a neo-classical style, with banded rustication and Edwardian Baroque 

detailing. Though it boasted a large central courtyard, only half of the original
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intention was completed.

Without compromising his Brutalist vision, and with considerable architectural 

deftness Pym managed to knit together two diametrically opposed styles. This was 

achieved at a time when the publicity surrounding the recently completed Hayward 

Gallery, designed by the London County Council Architect’s Department, 1967, 

continued to reverberate in both architectural and cultural circles. Some critics 

considered this Brutalist concrete bunker as bizarre and even threatening 

architecture, while others viewed it as a further development of modernism.

Returning to the Ulster Museum we can see that from the Botanic Gardens entrance 

the horizontally stacked massing of the extension is spliced into the Portland stone 

facade of the original museum. Fairfaced concrete on a large portion of this north 

facade links with the ashlar rustication of Wynnes facade. The sheer bulk of the 

cantilevered windowless drawers of the extension rather overpowers the Ionic 

colonades and Baroque period features of the original building. (See Fig 2.3)

Figure 2.1 Francis Pym, Ulster Museum extension, Belfast 1971
Section through main entrance
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Internally, the building’s functional integrity and resolution are more successful. The 

72,000 square feet extension consists essentially of a series of display spaces built as 

a spiral around a central exhibition hall. At the rear is an administrative block and a 

large storage area which slots into the building in such a way that the public going 

round the spiral pass under and then over it.

Or> mounting " room

Photographic I

Figure 2.2 Francis Pym, Ulster Museum extension, Belfast 1971
First-floor plan showing link bridge and terrace

Figure 2.3 Francis Pym, Ulster Museum extension, Belfast 1971
Its concrete massing seen from the Botanic Gardens (See also Fig 5.1)
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Functionally, the main interest of the building lies in the arrangement of its galleries. 

These display areas, air-conditioned and artificially lit, ascend in a helical 

arrangement, one half landing at a time, to produce a series of varied and dramatic 

interiors dovetailing neatly with the earlier section of the building. Wynne’s central 

courtyard has been preserved and continued. However, the Ministry of Finance 

architects [who replaced Pym in 1968 after he resigned from the project] had to 

cantilever a glazed link corridor out over the central courtyard, skirting round several 

galleries to solve the problem of sealing off areas when exhibitions had to be 

changed. Visitors can join the spiral arrangement of galleries at any level from the 

lifts and the staircase. The walls of the exhibition areas are designed as deep beams 

cantilevered from the walls beneath and carrying the floors above and below. This 

allows for maximum free exhibition area of open floor space. The new and old 

buildings could amalgamate in plan and section, but to succeed in elevation is a more 

complex visual proposition.

The extension, entirely of reinforced concrete, expressed as structure and finish, is an 

accomplished piece of architecture in itself. However, in my view, its marriage to 

the original museum presents an unresolved design compromise. The RIBA judges 

did acknowledge, nevertheless the grandeur of its brooding presence. 1 The building, 

now given the status of a National Museum, provided Northern Ireland with a 

foothold on the international architectural stage.

Today the stained concrete mass of the Ulster Museum is far from fashionable. The 

sealed and windowless deep-plan interior is at odds with the current agenda for 

museums and recreation centres which utilise to the full natural daylight.
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Two RIBA awards were presented in 1972, the second one being to Victoria College 

extension, which also received a Civic Trust award. Designed by Shanks and 

Leighton, Belfast, here again concrete was used as the defining building material, but 

in quite a different way.

This complex at Cranmore Gardens, occupies a steeply sloping site, close to a 

scattering of mature trees. Viewed from the steep incline of the main entrance, the 

massing of the buildings, on varying levels, presents a complex geometry of forms. 

The long horizontal bulk of the three-storey teaching block is relieved by a series of 

structural columns and spandrel units, behind which is recessed glazed walls, and, at 

the second floor level, a long concrete balcony. The top storey of this steel and pre

cast concrete structure has a front facade wall of exposed basalt aggregate finish, 

punctured with glazed units. Right of the stepped main entrance, the carved out, 

ribbed concrete block of the sixth form centre extends. It juts out, at right angles, 

from the base of the main block, with its incised sculpted end unexpectedly raised. 

Looking left, the irregular rising form of the assembly hall with semi-basement 

gymnasium below, protrudes out from the teaching block. Its chamfered comers, 

cantilevered walkway, dramatic roof scape [with clerestory lighting] all add to its 

brutalist vigour.

Teaching block 
Sixth form centre 
Assembly Hall 
Dining Area 
Drumglass House

Figure 2.4 Shanks and Leighton, Victoria College extension, Belfast, 1972
Ground floor plan
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Figure 2.5 Shanks and Leighton, Victoria College extension, Belfast, 1972
The irregular shaped assembly hall with teaching blocks behind

(See also Fig 5.9)

Here Shanks and Leighton, by allowing the plastic medium of concrete to display its 

own natural virtuosity, succeeded in designing a building of considerable style. But 

it is a building of contrasts, being both open and closed-parts of it are punched 

through, light filled volumes of concrete, while other parts are enclosed textured 

blocks suspended above ground level.

Figure 2.6 Shanks and Leighton, Victoria College extension, Belfast, 1972
Section A-A
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Since the 1960s, concrete, with its obvious directness and relative cost effectiveness,

had been used extensively in a rapidly expanding schools building programme. 

Here, at Victoria College, this most basic of building materials was handled with flair 

by skilled architects keen to exploit its potential. I would suggest that the design of 

Victoria College, unlike the more strident Ulster Museum, is a thoughtful and 

creative adaptation of an architectural trend, refined in response to a changing 

educational scene.

These two RIBA awards of 1972 are important in hindsight because they encouraged 

the continued use of concrete as a legitimate building material and highlighted the 

necessity to innovate, while at the same time maintaining high standards of 

workmanship. It would be some twelve years on, in May 1984, when Prince Charles 

would launch his attack on modem architecture, and the British architectural 

establishment, when he described ABK’s competition winning design for the 

National Gallery extension in Trafalger Square, London, as a ‘monstrous carbuncle 

on the face of a much-loved and elegant friend.’2 He was, in effect, reacting to the 

proliferation of third-rate commercial modernism where the standards set by 

architects like Shanks and Leighton were not achieved.

It was to be another three years before the RIBA judges again accorded a regional 

award to Northern Ireland. In 1975 they chose Beechill House in south Belfast, 

designed by architects Ferguson & Mcllveen, as the new headquarters of their 

practice. This purpose-built, flat rectangular structure is situated on a green-field site 

away from the bustle of the city. A series of free standing perimeter steel columns 

support an indented roof form, below which a continuous deep PVC ribbed facia 

board hangs. Recessed behind the columns are plain walls of heather brown facing
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bricks. At the top of the walls, and under the facia, runs a continuous strip of 

glazing. The main glazed entrance is unobtrusive, almost private, and the clean cut 

profile of the entire structure is now softened and screened by mature trees and low 

green landscaping. Inside there is an open-plan landscaped office space with 

uninterrupted vistas. Architects, planners, engineers, consultants and ancillary staff 

all work in the same continuous air-conditioned space. The office furniture and 

fittings were also designed by the architects to compliment the design of the 

building. The interior ceiling has a wave-like profile of acoustic tiling, which 

incorporates the ventilation, ducting and heating. The building’s classic clean-cut 

style [it received the Office of the Year (UK) Award in 1973] and domestic scale 

could easily become, it was thought at the time of the award, a future model for 

group-working teams or organisations. 3 In the interior environment, known as 

Burolandschaft planning, everyone occupies and shares the same space, unbroken by 

partitions. The communal working ethos refers back to examples such as Frank 

Lloyd Wright’s Larkin Building, 1902, in Buffalo, New York. Hugh Mcllveen, a 

partner in the firm of Ferguson & Mcllveen, claimed that it was a significant 

contribution to purpose built open plan design of the early seventies, unknown in 

Northern Ireland at that time.4

Figure 2.7 Ferguson & Mcllveen, Beechill House, Belfast, 1972
The interior working environment
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The RIBA panel however were impressed by this smart yet simple headquarters, and 

acknowledged the arrival in Belfast of Intemaltionalism in its mature form. This 

stand-alone structure, designed by architects for architects would hopefully act as a 

design catalyst and model for a variety of business and commercial practices. Other 

architects could see how an informed understanding of the handling of space and 

light could be successfully achieved. Today this secluded building with its 

unassuming presence possesses a conductive working environment.

Figure 2.8 Ferguson & Mcllveen, Beechill House, Belfast, 1972
A screened and secluded entrance

1975 saw the Civic Trust making its second award here in Northern Ireland. The 

commendation highlighted the restoration and modernisation of Lisburn Railway 

Station, by architects Ferguson & Mcllveen. This was an early example of a 

practical conservationist approach by government sponsored agencies to the 

emerging issue of architectural heritage. A functioning Victorian station was saved 

from neglect by a government-led interventionist approach, prompted by initiatives
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undertaken by concerned public bodies, such as the National Trust and the Ulster 

Architectural Heritage Society.

The station at Railway Street, Lisburn, was originally built in the 1880’s close to the 

town centre and is a fine provincial example of Victorian railway architecture. The 

entire block of this elongated hipped-roof station, with its glazed entrance canopy 

was cleaned, repaired and repainted. Built of straw coloured brick with decorative 

banding, arched windows and filigree ironwork, it was rescued just in time from 

neglect and vandalism. Also renovated were the platforms, with their distinctive 

glazed roof canopies and exposed structural ironwork. The original segregated 

waiting rooms were converted into a single circulation area, and a suspended timber 

ceiling added. The essential Victorian character of the station remains intact and 

though the steam trains have long gone, it is still a busy commuter rail-link. The 

restoration work was timely because it focused attention on the past built heritage 

and the necessity to safeguard it.
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In the following year, 1976, three years after it had honoured architects Shanks and 

Leighton for their creative handling of concrete in the building of Victoria College, 

the RIBA again recognised the contribution which the practice was making in 

Northern Ireland, by awarding them a regional commendation for the design of the 

New Model School, Enniskillen, Co Fermanagh.

Here the same design ethos was evident and the same enthusiasm for poured concrete 

as an elemental form continued to be explored. Its striking unorthodox appearance, 

with distinctive roof line and raw concrete finish is immediately evident when we 

look at it from the Dublin Road.

Assembly
Classroom
Store
Infants Classroom

Figure 2.10 Shanks, Leighton, Kennedy and Fitzgerald, New Model Primary
School, Enniskillen, 1970
Sectional perspective through assembly area

The primary school was built by the Western Education and Library Board, on a 

sloping site once occupied by the old school building. The architectural practice of 

Shanks and Leighton, had taken on additional partners, and were now known as 

Shanks, Leighton, Kennedy and Fitzgerald. From the playground, two-storey slabs 

of in-situ board marked concrete, with aluminum framed glazing, and sloping steel

framed roof are articulated. Differing planes of shuttered concrete intersect at 

various angles and heights along the whole perimeter of the structure. The two- 

storey wings, facing south-east and south-west occupy the lower ground, while the
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higher ground behind is occupied by single storey areas, including assembly hall. Its 

irregular split-level shape diagonally sited, produces a series of varied internal 

shapes, flooded with natural daylight from above. The bold use of reinforced 

concrete, cast against the rough boards of the timber shuttering and left exposed 

externally and internally, previously used by the same architects at Victoria College, 

is continued here.

The building’s architectural significance is matched by its educational importance. 

It’s hewn and punctuated shape encloses a light-filled interior with differing volumes 

and spaces. The concrete slabs of the building form themselves into a self-effacing 

child-centred structure which is educationally conductive rather than prescriptive. 

Here a new relationship between architecture and education was being formulated. 

The Education and Library Board who commissioned it were to be commended for 

their foresight in what was a deeply conservative environment. From the architects 

perspective these elementally hewn slabs, expressed as solid and void, are matched 

by their understanding of how children learn and play. Shanks, Leighton, Kennedy 

and Fitzgerald designed a modem landmark of considerable bravura, international in 

outlook, which extended their New Brutalist portfolio.

After more than thirty years the building’s sophisticated use of concrete, intricate 

geometry, and the organic roof form still exerts a considerable visual impact. Both 

the New Model and Victoria College extension have, over the years, enhanced their 

reputations as pioneers of contextual modernism, and offer a kind of poetic 

architecture where the classic balance of form and context is given a new emphasis 

by a preoccupation with place. As schools they both have a ‘built in’ sense of 

history. To build with that sense of history as a theme is far from easy, but their
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weathered concrete offers protection and shelter and has cultural appropriateness in

large measure.

Figure 2.11 Shanks, Leighton, Kennedy and Fitzgerald, New Model Primary 
School, Enniskillen, 1970
A structure in concrete

During the design and construction of the New Model School the practice was also 

working on a complex of inter-related buildings, the Portadown Technical College, at 

Craigavon, Co Armagh, from 1972 to its completion in 1976. This complex 

designed by new partner J.B. Kennedy was surely one of the most significant 

buildings of the decade never to receive an RIBA accolade, and may have fallen 

victim to the disputes associated with the creation of the new city of Craigavon. It is 

a Brutalist building of vigorous geometry where a proliferation of fairfaced concrete 

proclaims its Corbusian roots. Its sculptural invention, modelled forms and spaces 

are inspirational. This statement in concrete, which rises above the surrounding mid- 

Ulster fields is an impressive piece of architecture.4 David Evans writes of it.
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"Architecturally this is a study in concrete; columns, walls and beams bear the 

uniform stamp of the material, in a board-marked untreated finish, which gives a 

monolithic integrity to the design 5 It could be compared to the Pimlico School, 

Lupus Street, London, designed by the Greater London Council Architect’s 

Department, 1972, which also proclaimed its uncompromising Brutalist stance. The 

cavernous expanse of concrete of this large comprehensive complex is testimony to 

the ideological aspirations of its designers.

Figure 2.12 Shanks & Leighton, Portadown Technical College, 1972-76
General view of main block

Another important building, also designed by the same firm of architects, is absent 

from the list of RIBA awards during the 1970s. This is the Valley Leisure Centre, 

Newtownabbey, Co Antrim, 1973. Looking at it from a distance we see a giant low 

box-like shed, with exposed metal structures sitting in an open landscape, its hard 

edges softened by irregularly planted trees. The simple roof span of this early 

example of a space frame structure allows for an open and flexible interior. The 

visual impact of the centre’s external form is considerable, its design being open,
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mechanical and vigorous. This is surely a prime example of an industrial aesthetic 

being applied by architects responding with technical innovation to economic and

social change.

Figure 2.13 Shanks, Leighton, Kennedy & Fitzgerald, Valley Leisure Centre, 
Newtownabbey, 1973
A hard-edged industrial box

This change in Northern Ireland also included government led initiatives to promote 

industrial development. It is surprising therefore to discover that no RIBA awards 

acknowledged the emergence of a contemporary industrial aesthetic during this 

period. Yet many established practices like Shanks Leighton Kennedy and 

Fitzgerald, Ferguson and Mcllveen, Building Design Partnership, Robinson and 

Mcllwaine, were busily engaged in many such design projects.

One such project was the Government Training Centre, Dundonald, 1975, designed

by Ferguson & Mcllveen, themselves the recipient of an RIBA award for their own

offices at Beechill House. The Training Centre is a simple, almost square steel

framed structure with curtain walls of tinted glass, and it is an imaginatively

designed building full of lightness and industrial precision. Colour and form are
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used artistically to create a composition full of verve. For example, heavy and 

purposeful rough hewn concrete ramps and staircases are contrasted with the glazed 

and smooth sides of the building, which links it directly with the strongly modelled 

landscape of the nearby Hollywood hills. This is a distinguished example of 

industrial architecture, of the period.

>

Figure 2.14 Ferguson & Mcllveen, Government Training Centre, Dundonald,
1975
A corrugated industrial shed

My enthusiasm for these three 1970s buildings namely Portadown Technical 

College, The Valley Leisure Centre and the Government Training Centre, 

Dundonald, which ‘missed out’ on awards was initially triggered by the comments of 

David Evans 6. In the intervening years other architects and historians have made 

reference to these buildings e.g. architect Simon Walker refers to the significance of 

Portadown Technical College along side that of the Ulster Museum extension in 

‘Ireland 20th Century Architecture’ 7, and in the same publication historian Paul 

Lamour says of the college, “it is a highly complex but well controlled design that 

shows a mastery of sculptural form” 8.

In the next year, 1977, two RIBA awards came to Northern Ireland in the form of a
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regional award and a commendation. The RIBA regional award went to the 

Northern Bank Head Office, Donegall Square, Belfast, designed by architects 

Building Design Partnership.

The building stands on the south east comer of Donegall Square, Belfast, facing the 

ornate City Hall, designed by Alfred Brumwell Thomas. Building Design 

Partnership, designed a simple rectangular block. The plain, vertical emphasis of the 

design is in marked contrast to its flamboyant neighbour, the Scottish Provident 

building, completed in 1902.9

k

Figure 2.15 Building Design Partnership, Northern Bank Head Office,
Belfast 1976
The distinctive rectangular frontage

A series of thin vertical rectangular columns of Portland stone from ground level to 

roof line, forms the basic external profile of the building. Recessed between them at 

street level, are large glazed sections, which illuminate the banking hall within. 

Additional, thin glazed strips run almost to roof level. Between the glazing strips and
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the columns, parallel slabs of Portland stone clad the remainder of the concrete 

framed facade. The concrete framed building is faced in “Roach Bed" Portland 

Stone - a strata of open textured stone with a distinctive pattern. The vertical 

mullions in this building are in contrasting Smooth White Portland Stone. The 

refinement in mixing these stonework textures may be lost on the passer-by, but 

serves to articulate the fa9ade design. The bronze tinted glass, in bronze anodized 

aluminum window frames contrasts with the natural light colour of the Portland 

stone cladding. A mezzanine floor within the two-storey height banking hall is 

reached by a staircase. Above this are three additional floors, with open-plan, 

landscaped offices, all of which are air-conditioned. The staircase lift towers within 

the building help to reduce the number of columns within the open areas to the 

minimum. The structural honesty, formal scale and sculptural integrity of this 

building can be seen in the mathematical purity of its design. Here in the centre of 

Belfast, adjacent to the City Hall and its surrounding lawns and open vistas, was built 

the first elegant glass and stone facade of the 1970s. As befits any banking head

quarters in the centre of a city it projected a well-groomed sophisticated look which 

reflected the municipal ambitions of its strategic location. This then, was perhaps a 

moment to popularise modem contemporary architecture in a conservative 

environment [even though the city was to experience a protracted terrorist bombing 

blitz] and the Northern Bank became part of that acceptance process. The RIBA 

judges shrewdly recognised how symbolic this elegant and refined building was at 

this moment in time. They were also aware of the bold modernist statement which it 

made against the Victorian extravagance of the city centre. Over a quarter of a 

century later these banking offices have lost none of their modem elegance and 

refinement.
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Far away from the urban bustle of the capital, a little gem of a building in north-west 

Ulster gained an RIBA commendation. The appropriately named Riverside Theatre, 

designed by Peter Moro and Partners, is a simple elegant structure, sited on the 

sloping banks of the river Bann, on the edge of the University of Ulster campus near 

the town of Coleraine. Modest in size, and human in scale, its strikingly simple 

design facilitates the fundamental changes in contemporary drama. Its polygon 

shape constructed of load bearing brick, supports a flat roof of concrete slabs and 

steel trusses. By utilizing the natural steep contours of the site, the entrance to the 

theatre, at the highest point, is single storey. It consequently drops down to the 

double storey raked auditorium at the lowest point. The auditorium and stage form 

an almost rectangular cove, with ancillary spaces grouped around them.

On entering, the foyer flows round one side of the building to the glazed bar area at 

the rear, with its magnificent views of the river, and past a staircase leading down to
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the stalls. As the stage door is at the lowest level, with the seating rising as a single 

tier of regular steps, it becomes the reverse of the traditional theatre with its 

automatic demarcation boundary between the audience and the performers. Moro’s 

theatre design, simply and fundamentally fulfds the need to facilitate modem 

performances, in a building of obvious structural integrity . It possesses a quiet 

intimacy which is lacking in the sprawling bulk of the nearby university buildings, 

which dwarf it.

It seems clear that with Moro’s architectural pedigree [he had designed many 

theatres in Britain including the Nottingham Playhouse, 1963, RIBA Award 1964; 

Civic Trust Award 1965], the RIBA judges would closely scrutinise this new theatre. 

The juries are required to assess whether a building is excellent of its kind, regardless 

of size or type. In reaching their decision they are asked to judge the consistency of 

design, the appropriate use of materials and whether a building is likely to remain a
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fine work of architecture throughout its life. The Riverside Theatre, with its 

distinctive design, functional economy, structural honesty and inspirational siting 

fully deserved its commendation.

Now nearly thirty years on the theatre has stood the test of time. Though its brick 

face is reminiscent of 1970s domestic housing its jutting angular viewing booths are 

surprisingly futuristic. Simple materials, good design and a social ambience turns 

this building into a place of character and architectural meaning.

The RIBA made three awards in the final years of the decade, while the Civic Trust 

made one. I shall look first at the RIBA winners. In 1978 the judges commended 

Our Lady of Lourdes Church, Derry, designed by Liam McCormick and Partners. 

By now regarded as Ireland’s leading modem church architect, McCormick had won 

the Trennial Gold Medal of the RIAI in 1971 for designing the church of St Aengus, 

at Burt, Co Donegal [1964-5]. He had also designed another outstanding church at 

Creeslough, Co Donegal [1970-1] which displayed exceptional sensitivity to site and 

landscape.

Our Lady of Lourdes Church was built in an elevated site in the middle of the new 

housing area of Steelstown, north of Derry city. Surrounded by a nondescript estate 

of brick bungalows, the church resembled a large A-framed Tent,’ pitched in a 

landscaped garden, beside the usual ubiquitous car-park. At one end, a smaller 

projecting ‘tent’ serves as entrance and canopy. This simple structure on concrete 

foundations and bases, is stepped back in successive planes. The steeply pitched 

sides and back, are clad in grey asbestos slates, almost to ground level. A series of 

long narrow slit windows, glazed with corrugated plastic sheet, allows natural light
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into the interior of the church. A smaller steel structure at the front is also clad in 

slates, while the entire sheeted front selection is painted a terracotta colour. Inside 

finishes are rough sawn hemlock boarding and natural timber seating. McCormick 

also designed the altar, cross and font, while the nearby gateway and cross is 

fabricated from plain steel sections. The RIBA jury report states, “ This building 

immediately expresses the designer’s intention to produce a simple and dignified 

place of worship for a community. It is particularly commendable that the 

maintenance of these intentions was preserved within a clearly restricted budget.”10

S

Figure 2.18 Liam McCormick, Our Lady of Lourdes Church, Derry, 1977
The tented outline and main entrance

Lacking side walls the v-shaped roof is expressed as ‘church’ in a dramatic, yet 

simple fashion. Here, unlike Burt and Creeslough, landscape and siting hardly 

matters. Instead, this dynamic geometric form ignores context, for it is not about 

place. Instead, and significantly, McCormick designed a simple structure, using 

basic low cost materials, in a thoughtful contemporary manner. Its cool, abstract

form, dramatically understated, is a disciplined work of art. The career and
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achievements of Ireland’s outstanding church architect was duly recognised by the 

RIBA in this commendation. Now over a quarter of a century later Our Lady of 

Lourdes Church has taken on a heroic dimension. The heady days of post-Vatican II 

have long gone, being replaced by an uncertain even retrospective attitude to church 

architecture. Its elegant simplicity of form and plan were in a sense pared and honed 

by the severe financial constraints placed on it, for example, basic materials like 

corrugated plastic sheet were used for the windows. This is a timeless piece of 

architecture.

In 1979 the RIBA awarded two commendations.

Harkin House was designed by architects Robinson & Mcllwaine at Wellington 

Park, Belfast, as the headquarters of a trade union council. The original Victorian 

house, which has been severely bomb damaged, was demolished and replaced by a 

new detached block of offices. It is situated mid-way along a wide tree-lined avenue 

of comfortable suburban town houses, close to Queen’s University. The design of 

these 'turn of the century' houses, now mostly converted to offices and flats, reflects 

the surrounding street patterns of brick and stucco dwellings.

Figure 2.19 Robinson & Mcllwaine, Harkin House, Belfast, 1973
Elevation in context
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To the casual passer-by Harkin House might seem to be just another undistinguished 

slated red brick building, conforming to the height patterns of the neighbouring 

houses. But on close inspection we can see features which subtly proclaim its 

essential modernity such as the smooth brick walls with recessed joints and coloured 

mortar which feature narrow brick piers running up to the roof level. Between them, 

at ground level are a series of narrow glazing strips. These two features fragment the 

facade and yet maintain the overall vertical rhythm of the surrounding buildings. A 

distinctive feature is the way in which the roof slates are carried down over the 

facade as wall cladding, creating a lower eaves line and in effect, reducing the 

apparent bulk of the buildings. Pairs of boxed windows which project from the wall 

cladding even look like dormers. The building masks a series of offices on three
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levels, and yet takes on the grain and atmosphere of its surroundings by the 

thoughtful use of scale and materials, and its design becomes a modem translation of 

a traditional brick and slate house. The RIBA judges recognised in Harkin House a 

successful example of visual propriety and architectural heritage, as well as the 

abstract geometry of the building's modernist form. This form was also carried 

through in the interior, where the design, for example, of the reception area with its 

strident red colour scheme, snaking laminates and atmospheric lighting were see as 

ultra-modem examples of interior design of the period.

1975 was European Architectural Heritage Year, and article seven of the European 

Charter noted that integrated conservation does not rule out the introduction of 

modem architecture into areas containing old buildings, provided that the existing 

context, proportions, forms, sizes and scales are fully repeated and traditional 

materials used. The design of this office-block by Robinson & Mcllwaine was 

commended and subsequently illustrates the importance that was attached to this 

aspect of conservation in a changing suburban environment. The message from 

Britain and Europe that modem buildings, with their emphasis on formal and 

sculptural variety, must nevertheless take cognisance of traditional styles, was to be 

encouraged.
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Figure 2.21 Ferguson & Mcllveen, Lisburn Railway Station, 1974
A colourful modernist foyer

The last commendation in 1979 saw the RIBA turn its attention to public housing. 

They were not unaware of the concentrated efforts being made throughout the 

province to replace old housing stock with new dwellings, and often against a 

backdrop of financial constraint. By now there had evolved a standardised house- 

type which was instantly recognisable in council-house estates from Belfast to 

Enniskillen because of their orthodox appearance and utilitarian layout. The newly 

formed Northern Ireland Housing Executive regional authorities, under their 

Directors of Development, encouraged the planners and architects in their employ to 

design variations to the standard house-type, and in particular, to take account of

local building traditions. By the mid 1970s this more philosophical approach could
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be seen in new public housing development in, for example, County Antrim, at 

Bushmills, 1975, Springfarm, 1975, and Cargan, 1976.

The Housing Executive scheme at Dervock, also in County Antrim, won a 

commendation in 1979. It involved the building of twenty seven dwellings, on a 

green field site at the edge of Devock village, and was the first phase of a proposed 

larger development. Significantly, the Housing Executive employed local 

independent architects to give a degree of individuality to the house designs. The 

architects, in this case, Diamond Redfem Anderson, were however require to base 

their designs on standard executive prototypes.

The houses consist of informal clusters of two-storey dwellings and single-storey 

semi-detached bungalows, around focal points, like boulders and trees. The general 

landscaping followed the surrounding rural pattern, and consisted of the controlled 

informal planting of shrubs, natural vegetation and trees.

Figure 2.22 Diamond Redfern and Anderson, Dervock Housing Scheme, 
Dervock, 1978
Clusters of single storey dwellings
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Architects, Diamond Redfem and Anderson made a number of small but significant 

variations which infused the houses with some of the vigour of the local vernacular 

tradition. For example, the houses constructed of concrete blocks were finished in 

smooth white render, common to the area, while the pitched roofs were 35° instead 

of the standard 30° pitch, and the eaves kept flush. Projecting boxed windows of a 

type found locally were used throughout. The Housing Executive here were well 

aware of local authority developments in Britain, in particular the ‘free hand’ given 

to architects when designing dwellings in old rural villages in the shires. An 

exemplar in the United Kingdom, is the houses at Bledlow village, Lyde End, 

Aylesbury, Buckinghamshire, designed by Aldington, Craig & Collinge, 1977. This 

group of six dwellings fits comfortably into the old village setting. Though small in 

scale, the illusion of space is created by the use of two heights of non-pitched roofs, 

and the use of full height glazing for the living room walls. The houses obtained a 

Department of the Environment award 1978, a Civic Trust award 1978, and an RIBA 

commendation in 1978.

At the village of Purdysbum, near Belfast the Housing Executive carried out an 

ambitious scheme which doubled its size, and also earned it a Civic Trust 

commendation in 1978. Like Dervock, this scheme was part of a province wide 

development strategy and this particular one involved the rehabilitation of eighteen 

existing mid-nineteenth century cottages and the building of a further twenty new 

houses. The old cottages and new houses were blended in both scale and colour in 

an effort to create a coherent village identity.
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Figure 2.23 Architects Dept. NI Housing Executive, Purdysburn Village, 
Lisburn, 1977
A housing block in white render

The houses are loosely clustered, and face each other, in an irregular street pattern. 

Small front gardens, ample car parking spaces, and generous landscaping, gives them 

a picturesque hamlet setting. Two ‘standard-type’ houses were built, a single storey 

semi-detached, and a two-storey with an attached single storey dwelling on either 

side. All the houses are finished in smooth white render, and have pitched grey 

slated roofs, without chimneys. Some of the single storey bungalows have a 

projecting entrance porch, while the two-storey houses have dormer-type upstairs 

windows.

It is significant that this third and final Civic Trust accolade of the 1970s, the others 

being Victoria College extension in 1972, and the refurbishment of Lisburn railway 

station, in 1975, should encapsulate the very ideals on which the Trust was founded.
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Ulster architects who graduated from United Kingdom schools of architecture in the 

1960s and 70s were part of a particularly creative period in British architecture which 

saw the emergence of Alison and Peter Smithson, Denys Lasdun, James Stirling, 

Norman Foster and Richard Rogers as major influences. Their influential designs, I 

would suggest, impacted directly and indirectly on the subsequent evolution of 

architecture here. It is possible, therefore, to compare the twelve award-winning 

Ulster buildings [and a further three additions] to significant buildings elsewhere in 

Britain.

While the situation in Britain at this time was a pluralist one, certain pre-occupations 

were always in evidence. The architectural importance of technology in an 

industralised country is one example. Another is the compulsion to update the 

international modem movement by infusing it with national traditions.

A segment of this latter preoccupation manifested itself in a series of buildings which 

explored the dynamic of concrete, and the term ‘New Brutalism’ was applied loosely 

as a kind of stylistic label. The ‘style’ ranged from the building of the Hunstanton 

School, Norfolk, by Alison and Peter Smithson, in 1954, to the completion some 

twenty-five years later of the Barbican Theatre, City of London, by Chamberlin 

Powell and Bon in 1979.

From an Ulster perspective architects Shanks, Leighton, Kennedy and Fitzgerald 

championed the new Brutalist aesthetic, earning for the practice two RIBA accolades 

and a Civic Trust award, for their forthright and stylish use of concrete. Locally 

based architects were familiar with Brutalist buildings in Britain. Denys Lasdun's 

Student Housing of 1968 at the University of East Anglia, Norwich, and his National
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Theatre of 1976 in London are two striking examples. The concrete pyramids of the 

students' quarters and the mountainous board-marked theatre were widely influential.

It would be a mistake, however, to think that the new Brutalism concerned itself only 

with concrete. The term was first used by critic and author Reyner Banham in 

reference to structures which clearly expressed their structural and functional 

honesty. These materials included brick, steel or concrete, which were commonly 

associated with industrial buildings." We will see in a subsequent chapter how 

Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates would take a similar ideological stance when 

designing Glenveagh School, Belfast in 1993. At Hunstanton, the Smithsons 

proclaimed their ethical position - that the rough grain of modem urban life can best 

be reflected in a direct elemental approach. 12

Such an approach may well have influenced English architect Francis Pym in the 

design of the Ulster Museum extension. In hindsight, it would have proved difficult 

to 'reflect the grain of urban life’ in a prestigious cultural monument sited in the 

leafy suburbs of a provincial capital. Its concrete dynamic, however, cannot be 

dismissed, and Pym’s inspiration must have come from concrete monuments 

elsewhere. The judiciously curved concrete entrance canopy of the museum appears 

to owe something, I feel, to the magnificent sculptural facade of the Courts of 

Justice, 1956, Chandigarh, India, designed by Le Corbusier. This appreciation in 

Britain for new Brutalist style buildings was thus reflected in the work of a few 

inspirational architects working in Ulster.

Earlier I made reference to the architectural importance of technology to British 

industry. This fact could hardly be overstated, and its significance was reflected in
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the design of prestige industrial schemes in the 1970s. In addition, this period saw 

the emergence of several innovative English architects, such as James Stirling, 

Richard Rogers, and Norman Foster whose technologically based architecture forged 

a new industrial aesthetic.

Within this genre the social role of a building became an important element and a 

balance had to be found between architectural values and the working environment. 

Beechill House, Belfast, would be an early example here. Though domestic in scale 

it offered a radical alternative to the standardised curtain wall designs of late 60s 

British office-blocks. We will see in another chapter how architecture reinvented 

itself using glass in, for example, the Design Centre building, 1991 designed by 

Barrie Todd Architects, at Laganbank, Belfast.

By the late 60s and early 70s architects like Stirling, Foster and Rogers had designed 

seminal buildings. Good examples of their expanding industrial rhetoric are the 

Reliance Controls Factory, Swindon, Wiltshire, 1965, designed by Team 4 and the 

Dorman Long building, Middlesborough, 1965 designed by James Stirling. These 

were light-filled, cool, clean industrial sheds, and though Northern Ireland had a tiny 

industrial base compared to that of Britain, its architects quickly responded to the 

challenge of industrial design. The Valley Leisure Centre, Newtownabbey, 1973, 

and the Government Training Centre, Dundonald, 1975 are two examples. Late 70s 

buildings, such as the Willis Faber Dumas office block, 1975, at Ipswich, by Norman 

Foster, and his Sainsbury Centre for the Visual Arts, 1977, at the University of East 

Anglia, Norwich were hugely significant in the design of 1980s architecture here, 

and will be discussed in context in the next chapter.
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There are always of course examples, throughout the United Kingdom, of a 

modernist inheritance - buildings distilled to reinforce certain values within a 

particular culture. In Northern Ireland, three such exemplary examples are the 

Catholic church at Steelstown, Derry, the Riverside Theatre, Coleraine, and the 

Northern Bank head offices, Belfast. The distinguishing quality of all three buildings 

is their level of underlying order, coupled with an understanding of the principles 

behind earlier solutions. Each represents a personal interpretation of functionalist 

theory and a deep concern with architectural form. They are modernist statements, 

unique in time and place.

Finally, conservation and heritage issues have always been significant in Britain, and 

the reassertion of a sense of place was often a reaction to an undermining of local 

tradition. Harkin House, Belfast is a good, if domestic, example of the struggle to 

reconcile modernity and tradition. The public sector housing of the period is another 

example of how a balance can be achieved. Although traditional methods of 

construction were used, in Purdysbum village and at Dervock, Co Antrim, their 

simple shapes expressed a modem aesthetic. The white walls and pitched roofs 

reflected the vernacular buildings of Ulster, but the coherent and thoughtful grouping 

of spaces and functions is essentially modem.

46



Notes to Text

1 Quote from The Architects’ Journal. 9th February 1972. Extract from the RIBA jury's report: 'The building fulfils its 

purpose competently and on occasion brilliantly; this in itself is a notable achievement, since the problems posed at 

the design stage were clearly most demanding.'

2 The quote is taken from a speech made by Prince Charles on the occasion of the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary 

celebrations of the RIBA held in Hampton Court Palace, London, 1811' May, 1984.

3 Quote from An Introduction to Modem Ulster Architecture, Belfast, 1977,

p 7. author David Evans writes, 'Situated in a residential area of South Belfast, it is almost a manifesto of the future 

of architectural practices.’

4 Refer to booklet Perspectives of a Partnership. Hugh Me Ilveen, Belfast, Adleader Publications, 1997, p 30.

5 Quote from, An Introduction to Modem Ulster Architecture. Belfast, 1977, p 37. David Evans

6 Evans instantly identified their architectural significance and critically assesses the three buildings on pages 25, 26 

and 37.

7 In a chapter entitled ‘From Concrete to Contexturalism’, Walker notes their significance in an all Ireland context, on 

page 30.

8 Quoting from an illustrated description entitled ‘Techincal College’, on page 44, Lamour recognises the buildings 

unique aesthetic appeal.

9 The Architects' Journal. August 1977, p 348 makes reference to its overall

size, and writes, 'Planning constraints are placed on any development around Donegall Square in order to preserve 

the dominance of the City Hall.'

10 Quoting from Building Design. September 15, 1978, p 21, Maurice Cooper looks at the Church and reproduces an 

extract in the text from the RIBA jury report

11 Modem Architecture since 1900. Oxford Phaidon 3rd ed. p 530 author William Curtis makes reference to the fact
that in the Hunstanton School materials are left deliberately crude. He writes'.........the critic Rayner Banham
singled out 'the memorable quality of image' of Hunstanton, suggested that the building's materials were expressed 
'as found,' and implied that an ethical position [which he christened the 'New Brutalism'] was on the point of 
emerging.'

12 In Modem Architecture since 1900. Curtis, page 530, refers to sculptors like Eduardo Paolozzi whose work tried to 
convey the rough grain of modem urban life in a new art.
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Chapter Three : The 1980s

In the decade from 1980 to 1990 the RIBA made awards to fifteen buildings and 

complexes in Northern Ireland; several awards being made in some years, while in 

other years - as for example, in 1982 and 1985 - none were presented. In the same 

ten year period the Civic Trust made a total of thirteen awards. Again we will look 

at the buildings in chronological order [except where for clarity of argument, some 

groupings are necessary].

In the 1980s both the RIBA and the Civic Trust Awards overlapped, with both bodies 

recognising the architectural contribution of two very different buildings and 

developments. These were a housing scheme by the Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive at Glenarm, County Antrim, and Tollymore Teahouse, in the grounds of 

Tollymore Forest Park, Newcastle, County Down, by Ian Campbell and Partners.

The coastal town of Glenarm is the location for the design and layout of a cluster of 

Housing Executive houses at Mark Street. This is a small scheme which involved 

the building of six blocks of dwellings on a restricted site. The dwellings are closely 

grouped around an irregular paved court, facing each other. They are all huddled 

together, without front gardens, but with small landscaped areas of gravel and 

greenery, and share instead a streetscape where neighbour meets neighbour. This 

people-centred approach was recognised by both awarding bodies as a continuation 

of the then novel approach to community housing. This approach was but part of a 

fundamental re-evaluation going on in the wake of social problems encountered in 

many of the housing estates built in Britain in the 1950s and 60s. An exemplary 

example of a successful English scheme is public authority housing at Birchwood,
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Warrington, Lancashire, which was awarded the Department of the Environment 

‘Good Design’ in Housing Medal, 1980 [and a RIBA commendation in 1982], The 

houses known as Oakwood 52 Housing, at Curlew Grove, Blackcap Walk, Oakwood, 

are grouped along existing amenities, informal lanes and special pedestrian 

walkways. In this case, a neighbourhood friendly approach was adopted which 

looked afresh at site configuration, the provision of walkways and sensitivity to 

existing house patterns.

Figure 3.1 Architects Dept. NI Housing Executive, Glenarm Housing 
Scheme, Glenarm, 1979
A streetscape of dwellings

The Mark Street houses can be compared to the English model. The blocks of 

dwellings though based on the Housing Executive standard range, are designed 

individually and differently in both plan and elevation. The arrangement of 

windows, doors and colour schemes varies from house to house, and reflects the 

existing street patterns of painted stuccoed buildings and slated roofs of the nearby 

shops, dwellings and pubs. The house facades are painted in a variety of pastel
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colours - colours like sky blue, primrose yellow and apple green, which mirror the 

landscape of rural County Antrim. The raised and squared-off concrete window 

surrounds, often in contrasting shades, echo a local vernacular tradition of modest 

window sizes. In effect, this housing configuration takes full account of their coastal 

location, the social preferences of the inhabitants and of prevailing local traditions.

By recognising and valuing the ordinary quality of place, the architectural staff of the 

Northern Ireland Housing Executive [North-East region] have designed regional 

homes of real character. We shall see from later examples that this desire to 

establish a firm regionalist identity was set to continue during the decade.

The second occasion in that same year in which both bodies made simultaneous 

awards was to applaud the unique design contribution which Ian Campbell had made 

to the evolution of modem architecture in Ulster. Campbell was a functionalist 

architect well known for his crisp detailing, structural invention and use of natural 

materials, such as stone and timber. The teahouse, standing in a wide forest clearing, 

represented the sum of his experiences and ideals as a creative designer at that point 

in time. Squared ground floor walls of granite support a projecting timber-framed 

first floor structure, with an overhanging truncated pyramid of a roof. This roof is 

cut away at each comer, and at midway along each side. A timber bridge, with 

redwood decking, gives access to the first floor teahouse, from an elevated car-park. 

Stairs also ascend from the ground floor facilities. The whole structure, supported on 

round timber columns is bolted together and braced with straining wires. Stout 

round pine posts and triangulated pole-bracing, clamp the superstructure and roof 

trusses into the landscape. Inside the tea-room, exposed roof trusses, cross-bracing 

and timber sheeting are functionally expressed. From the large windows can be seen
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spectacular views of the nearby forest, mountains and sky. The complex geometrical 

form of this ‘tree house’ tea-room, with its 'terra-cotta coloured' timber, granite piers, 

and blue-grey roof tiles is visually arresting. Located in a remote and majestic forest 

park this elevated tea house is essentially and contextually of the forest, its structure 

shaped and formed from the surrounding woodland.

Figure 3.2 Ian Campbell & Partners, Tollymore Forest Park Teahouse, 
Newcastle, 1979
The tree-house in a forest clearing

Its design though ingenious is not unique to these islands. An earlier example of a 

contextual outpost, is the Ben Lawers Mountain Visitor Centre, Nr Killen, Perthshire, 

Scotland, 1973, designed by Moira & Moira Architects. Perched high up under Ben 

Lawers, this centre, with its distinctive timber superstructure and store base, is built 

to withstand the harsh Highland climate.
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Figure 3.3 Ian Campbell & Partners, Tollymore Forest Park Teahouse,
Newcastle, 1979
The roomy interior of the first-floor teahouse

Such straightforward buildings share a common agenda, and Campbell would not 

only have been aware of this and other outposts but would surely have drawn 

inspiration from great architects like Alvar Aalto. The Scandanavian architect 

indulged in a virtual forest mythology on the nature of structure and cladding, 

exploring different states of wood from rough branches to smooth planks. His Villa 

Mairea, Noormarku, Finland, 1938-41, is a classic example of what post-war British 

architects like Campbell could turn to in their quest for an authentic synthesis of the 

local and the international. The tea-house was set to become one of the enduring 

functionalist symbols of the 1980s in Northern Ireland, along with another building 

of 1980.

This other building was the Dungannon District Council’s headquarters designed by 

Shanks Leighton Kennedy and Fitzgerald which received the third RIBA Award of 

that year. The practice which had already obtained two REBA Awards and one Civic 

Trust Award in the 1970’s was to gain a further three RIBA awards and one Civic 

Trust award in this decade.
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section AA

Figure 3.4 Shanks Leighton Kennedy and Fitzgerald, Dungannon District
Council Offices, Dungannon, 1978
Section A-A

The building, a 1970s tour-de-force in brick, pays homage to the Modernist aesthetic 

of the International Style. From the steeply sloping main approach road manicured 

lawns sweep down and around its distinctive sculpted block. Asymmetrical red brick 

chunks of differing dimensions are pressed together, and wedged into the hillside. 

Seen from any direction its intersecting planes, punctuated with bands of solar 

glazing, are singularly distinctive, its geometry dictated by its siting. Essentially, the 

building looks like an immense block, lying diagonally across the hillside contours, 

from which pieces have been sliced, stepped, chamfered and even added to. This 

chiselled block, was constructed of reinforced steel and concrete, capped with flat 

concrete roofs, and clad in a smooth skin of terra-cotta brick. Close up, coloured 

mortar is cemented flush with the brickwork, where bands of perpendicular bricks 

interplay with horizontal courses. These patterns, skillfully treated, on the wall 

interface, form a subtle decoration. From the main entrance a large foyer area 

connects with all the different departments. Like the exterior, the interior is a 

continuum of inter-related volumes, levels and voids. The totality of the building is a 

subtle interplay of volume rather than mass. Symmetrically placed stairs are fixed 

points within the overlapping spaces. The building, in outline, descends in three 

stages, which diminish in height and width as its tapering lines slice obliquely across 

the contour. A scattering of mature trees softens its edges and defines its scale.
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Figure 3.5 Shanks Leighton Kennedy and Fitzgerald, Dungannon District 
Council Offices, Dungannon, 1978
A red sculpted block of offices (See also Fig 5.5)

This is a modern civic administrative building of balanced beauty. The architects’ 

exploration of Cubist theories involving planes lines and volumes has been translated 

into an elegant vocabulary of form. It is their assured handling of brick as mass and 

'solid and void' which is intriguing, and historically links it to an international 

agenda. Again, I would suggest that the work of the great Finnish architect Alvar 

Aalto may also have influenced the design of this building. For example, the 

Saynatsalo Town Hall, Finland, 1952 is a peerless complex of elegant brick buildings 

connected by stairs and surrounded by grass and meadow flowers. Its hand-crafted 

brick style was later copied in Britain in the 1970s as an antidote to the unpopularity 

of concrete, but at Dungannon, brick is again used imaginatively to produce a 

functionalist icon. David Evan writes, “in fact the sharp red brickwork detailing and 

machine aesthetic of this building suggest the early work of James Stirling”.1
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Over the passage of some twenty years Dungannon Council Offices has stood the test 

of time, its reputation enhanced by its scrupulous red brick exterior, manicured 

grounds and the absence of any tinkering with its distinctive entity. In the summer 

sunshine its solid massing is cut and sliced by light and shade making its aesthetic 

appeal almost transcendental.
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Figure 3.6 Shanks Leighton Kennedy and Fitzgerald, Dungannon District 
Council Offices, Dungannon, 1978
Ground floor plan

In 1981 only a single building received an RIBA commendation. This was 

Woodlands Presbyterian Church, Carrickfergus, designed by Ferguson & Mcllveen. 

Six years earlier the practice had earned a first RIBA Commendation for the design 

of their own headquarters at Beechill House, Belfast. In chapter 1, I referred to the 

significance of this design as a fully functioning post-Modemist structure. Here at 

Woodlands, Ferguson & Mcllween reaffirm this aesthetic in a building which is 

technically more complex but falls into the same stylistic genre.
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The church at Oakwood Road is on an enclosed site, and is approached through a 

walled, paved and planted garden. The building itself consists of a square steel 

frame with free standing perimeter columns, and a mono-pitched sanctuary tower. 

The walls are constructed of tan-coloured facing bricks, which support high level 

glazing. On the private courtyard side the windows taper down to ground level. The 

entire structure, and part of the tower is wrapped around with a deep facia of PVC 

coated ribbed aluminum reminiscent of Beechill House. The glazing recessed behind 

this heavy fascia acts as a filter between the world inside and the other world outside. 

Crucially both Beechill House and Woodlands Presbyterian Church are functional, 

private places with controlled interior environments.

Figure 3.7 Ferguson & Mcllween, Woodlands Presbyterian Church, 
Carrickfergus, 1978
The light filled interior
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Figure 3.8 Ferguson & Mcllween, Woodlands Presbyterian Church, 
Carrickfergus, 1978
A solid enclosed form

The RIBA recognised the significance of Feguson & Mcllveen’s functional and 

evolving design ethos because two years later they received the only regional awards 

[as opposed to a recommendation] for their ‘design excellence’ in the building of the 

Exhibition Gallery at Cultra. Cultra, near Belfast Lough is home to the Ulster Folk 

and Transport Museum.

The Gallery, sited within the extensive grounds of the Museum on an naturally

sloping and rocky terrain in a wooded area, houses agricultural artifacts of a bye-
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gone age. It’s steel frame is clad in green prefabricated steel panels, finished in 

maintenance free porcelain enamel. Under a high level, black pitched roof, four 

distinct areas [three exhibition spaces and one service / storage space] are defined by 

ramps and stairways, which allow movement through the visually inter-linked 

galleries. Using the slope of the site to advantage, a retaining wall runs right through 

the building and defines the high level galleries. Because of its green colour, the 

Exhibition ‘shed’ blends subtly into the natural landscape, in accordance with 

Ferguson & Mcllveen’s developing ethos of designing contemporary quiet structures 

with controlled interior environments. By contrast the Sainsbury Centre, designed by 

Foster Associates, 1977, the University of East Anglia, Norwich, Norfolk, is 

sheathed in glistering white steel panels. It is this enthusiasm for technological 

sophistication which links both structures, for example, the use of porcelain enamel 

panels, whatever the colour difference.

On entering the building a reception area with high level glazing, is enlivened with 

blue painted door furniture, stair rails and the underside of the corrugated, plastic 

coated steel roof. Ramps, designed as a distinctive feature, became the natural way 

to move through the building. The high level galleries are themselves windowless, 

which is necessary to provide an artificially controlled environment for the exhibits. 

The pitched, linked areas however, have glass walls. The square module of the 

exterior steel panels is picked up and repeated throughout the building e.g. simple 

concrete slabs on the ground floor level, and graphic display panels in the galleries. 

The gallery walls of basic insulated block are painted a neutral off-white. A green 

carpet covers the floor area, while overhead, the exposed steel roof beams are painted 

a bright blue. This emphasis on the interior environment, such as air conditioning, 

open plan, colour coding and controlled lighting, which became a hallmark of the
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practice, would play an ever increasing design role in other significant buildings of 

the decade - as we shall see in subsequent examples.

The maintenance-free porcelain enamel cladding of the Exhibition Gallery still looks 

fresh and modem after more than twenty years in existence. The building even has 

’state of the art’ uniqueness to it, and carved as it is out of the surrounding woodland 

its industrial aesthetic hardly looks out of place.

Figure 3.9 Ferguson & Mcllveen, Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, 
Cultra, 1980
The enamel steel-framed gallery among the trees

Sandwiched between the two RIBA awards to Ferguson & Mcllveen was the only 

Civic Trust commendation of 1982. This went to the restoration and renovation of 

the Allied Irish Bank headquarters in the city of Derry, by architects F.M. Corr & 

Associates.
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Since the 1970s the Civic Trust has spearheaded a drive to give more attention, and 

resources to conserving and enhancing Britain's heritage of fine buildings. This 

helped in raising public consciousness of the importance of conserving the built 

environment. In Northern Ireland two such examples [already discussed in chapter 

1] were the Railway Station at Lisburn, 1975, and Purdysbum village, 1978. Three 

further awards were made in the 1980s, highlighting a growing conservationist 

awareness in the province. The buildings were the headquarters of the Allied Irish 

Bank, Derry, 1982, the restoration to the Grand Opera House, Belfast, 1984 [also an 

RIBA commendation in the same year], and the Commill restoration at Annalong, 

County Down, 1986.

The Allied Irish Bank building, 1895, situated on a pivotal comer site, near the top of 

the steeply sloping Shipquay Street, was saved from demolition and restored. An 

adjoining Victorian building was also rescued and incorporated into the bank 

premises. The architects, F.M. Corr & Associates, with advice from the Department 

of the Environment Northern Ireland Historic Buildings branch, repaired and painted 

the period plaster-work of the facades and replaced all the existing windows, doors 

and frames. They also carried out extensive interior alternations at ground and 

basement levels. This imposing block, with its stepped street level balustrading, has 

a three storey elevation. Decorated groups of windows at each level, and painted 

plaster-work gives it an air of distinction. Its stuccoed and painted exterior makes a 

significant contribution to the richness and variety of the sloping street facade.
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Figure 3.10 F.M. Corr & Associates, The Allied Irish Banks Ltd, Derry, 1981
An imposing Victorian building

McKinstry and Brown’s restoration and refurbishment of the Grand Opera House, at 

Great Victoria Street, Belfast, faithfully retained and restored all the period features 

of this opulent oriental-style 'palace', of 1894. The architects also redesigned and 

restructured the interior, using steel and concrete, so that Frank Matcham’s original 

Victorian theatre could function again as a modem venue for mass entertainment. 

From 1976 to 1986 they carried out the work in three stages: roof, timber and 

external repairs; stabilization of the foundations; and restoration of the interior. The 

first phase involved re-slating the roof, cleaning and repainting the external brick
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work, restoring the ornamental cast stone and reinstating the windows. Also a new 

Victorian style crush bar was suspended at first floor level over the entrance 

pavement, as a canopy. This dome shaped, timber and glass bar is supported on 

cantilevered steel beams.

Figure 3.11 McKinstry and Brown, The Grand Opera House, Belfast, 1981
A flamboyant brick and stucco building (See also Fig 5.10)

The second phase involved recapping with concrete the timber pile foundations, and 

excavating under the raked stage to provide additional room for the orchestra. The 

third phase involved restoration and modernisation to the stage and dressing room 

areas, the auditorium, front of house foyers and services. The old stage roof and the
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upper part of the stage tower was demolished and rebuilt as a steel frame, slate-clad 

structure. The richly ornate auditorium with its balcony and dress circle, was 

painstakingly restored. Steel stanchions and beams were used to rebuild a new 

entrance foyer, and a new staircase, connecting all levels was constructed. The 

theatre can now seat eleven hundred persons. Its faithful and sensitive restoration 

was only made possible by the purchase of the building in 1976, by the Arts Council 

of Northern Ireland. Now with the repair of its ornate and extravagant brick and 

stucco detailing, it has become a well-loved architectural focal point in downtown 

Belfast.

Award winning buildings here have also received additional awards from other 

bodies, such as the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland [RIAI], the Royal 

Institute of Chartered Surveyors [RICS], the Brick Development Association and the 

Concrete Society.

The RIAI Triennial Medal Awards system have recognised several building designs 

of exceptional merit in various categories, in Northern Ireland. The Grand Opera 

House won the RIAI Silver Medal [Conservation Category] 1977-80. Since 1990, 

the RIAI have also introduced Regional Awards, on an annual basis, which gives 

immediate recognition to ‘good’ architecture. All RIAI awards affecting Northern 

Ireland are listed in appendix 5 and 6. Other awards, apart from those of the RIBA, 

Civic Trust, and RIAI are listed in appendix 7.
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The final building in this trio of Civic Trust Award winners is a small commill on the 

outskirts of the coastal village of Annalong. This plain 19th century stone mill was 

built on a rocky outcrop overlooking the harbour, where the river tumbles into the 

sea. It was rescued from dereliction and meticulously restored as a functioning, 

water-powered grain mill by Newry and Moume District Council. Its forthright 

structural honesty, functional integrity and rough natural location, makes it a fine 

example of a traditional vernacular building. A single storey, slate roofed bam sits 

adjacent to the main road. Adjoining it, at right angles, is the main two storey 

granary with its water wheel, and mill race. Its random rubble stone walls, small 

windows, pitched slate roofs and stone steps are all characteristic features of its type, 

once common throughout the small towns and villages of Ulster. Significantly, its 

restoration marked the intervention of public bodies, such as county councils, in the 

conservation of traditional vernacular buildings, in their own regional areas.
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I have already made reference in this chapter to the Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive's ideal of building distinctive regional homes of character when discussing 

a small housing development at Glenarm. A further two developments which also 

obtained Civic Trust commendations in the middle of the decade continued this 

design rationale. The developments were a housing scheme at Loughlea, Short 

Strand, Belfast, 1984, and a redevelopment scheme at Killyleagh, County Down, 

1986.

At the scheme in Short Strand, Belfast, the houses were built on an irregular 

triangular site, bounded on all sides by busy main roads, and replacing older housing 

stock. McAdam Design, architects for the scheme, designed two distinct walled 

enclosures, with an introspective layout, echoing elements of earlier street patterns of 

this community. This particular development was part of a larger urban planning 

strategy involving the regeneration of the city. Outer perimeter walls, on top of 

which are raised beds and landscaped trees, screen the houses from the noise and 

pollution on the roads. Brick paved areas behind these walls, and in front of the 

homes, become pedestrian walkways. Additional walkways run between clusters of 

houses into a large central area, used mainly for car parking and vehicular access. 

Access to the rear of the homes is through gates, set in distinctively curved high 

walls. These houses all of traditional red brick, are mostly two storey, with small 

front gardens, curved brick walls and pitched slated roofs. By using independent 

architects like McAdam Design, the Housing Executive ensured that a fresh design 

approach was maintained. The scheme also won for them the RIAI silver medal 

commendation [Housing Category] 1982-84.
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Figure 3.13 McAdam Design, Short Strand Housing Scheme,
Belfast, 1985
A group of brick two-storey houses

At the modest redevelopment scheme at Church Hill / Shore Street, in Killyleagh old 

dwellings on the site were demolished and new houses were given the same scale 

and character as the old, to blend in with the adjacent 19th century terraces. This 

group of houses with their stepped roof pattern, ornamented fibre-cement slating, 

boldly detailed chimneys, and local stone combined with fan-shaped wrought iron 

work, have all the appearance of traditional terraced houses of the previous century. 

Windows are narrower and longer than the standard housing executive ‘type’ and 

some chimneys have a serrated base, possibly reflecting the nearby castle. However, 

all the houses have ‘modem’ PVC windows, soffits and guttering, designed in a 

previous ‘period style.’ This deviation from the standard house-type towards the 

imitation of an earlier type raises the spectre of architectural pastiche.
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Figure 3.14 Architects Dept. NI Housing Executive, Churchill/Shore Street 
Housing Scheme, Killyleagh, 1985
A stepped terrace with the castle in the distance

Also in 1986, architects Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates obtained their second 

RIBA commendation for the design of the Fleming Fulton School extension, Belfast, 

and a Civic Trust award for the design of Calvert House, Belfast. Both buildings, 

though very different in function, enhance the firm’s High-Tech portfolio.

The extension to Fleming Fulton School, which also won an RIAI Gold Medal 

commendation in 1983-85, is a comprehensive school for children with disabilities. 

It was built at Upper Malone Road for the Belfast Education and Library Board. The 

distinctive chamfered classrooms were assembled like industrial units on top of a 

concrete and steel deck, which spanned out over a steeply sloping site. The deck was 

supported from below by retaining walls of in-situ concrete. This enclosed lower 

area was home to plant, services and swimming pool. The elevated terrace was steel 

framed in rectangular hollow box sections, and strengthened with tubular trusses and



trussed purlins. The outer weathering skin in insulated GRP panels was hung from 

the steel structures with bolted fixings. Insulated steel roof decking, with a ballasted 

PVC roofing system was added. A connecting complex of chamfered classrooms 

[clad in pale green panels] with perpendicular aluminum window frames in each 

comer, was added. These classrooms are grouped around a central, taller hall, with 

sloped windows which allow natural light into the interior. They open out on to the 

courtyards and terraces, and two lifts allow access to the lower level. Wheelchairs 

can reach all parts of the school as the complex unit is built on a level steel deck.

Figure 3.15 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Fleming Fulton School 
Belfast, 1983
Section

Figure 3.16 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Fleming Fulton School, 
Belfast, 1983
The distinctive chamfered classrooms
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Colour has been used throughout for visual relief, e.g. the exposed room trusses are 

brightly painted, or for directional purposes, e.g. door colours indicate different 

departments. Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates designed a High-Tech school 

complex which in style and appearance was radically different from the conventional 

school building. They in effect adopted an industrial appearance to serve the needs 

of a rapidly changing educational establishment and like Ferguson and McILveen’s 

Exhibition Centre at Cultra, they recognised the importance of interior design. 

Architect and author Noel Moffett lists the school among a group of fourteen United 

Kingdom buildings which are exemplary of a type which he refers to as “Modified 

Modern”.2

It was disappointing recently to see that an exterior shabbiness had enveloped the 

school due to the weathering process over the years. Many of the aluminium 

window frames, green wall panels and steel sections were stained and dull, casting a 

shadow over its functional appropriateness. Though built with the best materials 

available its industrial pedigree is all too evident, and tactical design decision

making affects the performance of a building, and does not appear to have stood the 

test of time.

Calvert House, at Castle Place, in the city centre, sandwiched between existing 

Victorian buildings, has a bronze tinted glass and steel facade rising through five 

storeys to a barrel vaulted roof top.

69



Figure 3.17 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Calvert House, Belfast, 1985
The glass and steel fa9ade rises through five storeys

The large glazed central bay has curved glass at either side, which links in with 

narrow recessed end bays, also glazed, and with entrance doors at street level. A 

curved metal safety rail at parapet level helps define the arched roof. To one side of 

the roof, a stepped box structure contains the motor room and the stairway. This in

fill building, designed by Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, is a brash, confident 

addition to a modem shopping precinct. The creative and simple handling of curves, 

the vertical proportion of the bronze framed glazing and its assured engineering 

sensibility makes it a contemporary building of some distinction. By making their
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award the Civic Trust signalled its approval of the building of refined but simple 

functional glass and steel structures. Such structures would act as catalysts in the 

rejuvenation of city centres throughout Britain, and being of their time, they largely 

ignored their contextual neighbours.

Only a single Regional Award was made by the RIBA in 1987, and this went to the 

new entrance complex at Belfast Zoological Gardens, designed by McAdam Design. 

The main buildings are fairly simple in form and construction, though the public 

circulation areas around them are rich in incident. For example, there are angular 

paths, varying stepped levels, and a timber pergola.

Figure 3.18 McAdam Design, Belfast Zoological Gardens, Belfast, 1983
Detail around main entrance

Built on a plateau, on the side of a sloping rocky site, the new entrance complex 

commands fine views of Belfast Lough and the city itself. The complex essentially 

consists of a series of three interrelated buildings, linked by timber features and 

paved areas. A series of four pay boxes under a broad canopy admits visitors. On
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one side, is the two-storey administrative building with its complex pitched roof 

configuration. On the other side is a stepped single storeyed flat roofed information 

centre, and nearby is the flat roofed toilet block. The complex is built of reinforced 

raft foundations, and the buildings are of conventional construction - load bearing 

cavity walls of heather coloured masonry block work. Red and brown stained timber 

sheeting is a major feature of the scheme, with deep fascias on each of the buildings. 

The shop front has an interesting zig-zag plan form, while the general circulation 

area has changes of level, a small pool, a central pergola, low walls with planted 

landscaping and a paved courtyard. The strongly geometric and lively linear features 

are distinctive, carefully considered and define the entrance.

Figure 3.19 McAdam Design, Belfast Zoological Gardens, Belfast, 1983
The entrance complex with planted landscaping

The entrance is evocative and imaginative, appropriately, as it is the gateway to a 

well-known zoo, and carved as it is into the wooden hillside above Belfast it is 

contextual. The entrance buildings are relatively simple in form and construction,

and almost domestic in scale, and the RIBA jurors were clearly impressed with the
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careful consideration given to the spaces between the buildings. 3 It is however, hard 

to agree with them that this complex advances the art and science of architecture and 

engineering to such a degree that it merits an award. We shall see in the next chapter 

that McAdam Design obtained a second RIBA award for the design of the Navan 

Centre, Armagh, 1994.

By contrast with the previous year, 1988 was a prestigious twelve months for 

Northern Ireland architecture. The RIBA announced two national awards and a 

regional award, while the Civic Trust made one regional award and three 

commendations. One of the buildings, the Ardhowen Theatre, received accolades 

from both bodies. It also received an RIAI Gold Medal commendation, 1986-88.

The Theatre occupies an idyllic setting near the shoreline of Lough Erne, on the 

outskirts of Enniskillen town. The building, designed by McCormick, Tracey and 

Mullarkey, was grafted on to the original Ardhowen house, a solid, if 

undistinguished Edwardian residence. Seen from the lakeside jetty, a double-decked 

conservatory glass wall reflects the water below and the sky above. Inside, a 

concrete and steel frame carries the walls and the sloping slate tiled roof. A 

continuous blue-green glazed wall also encases the main entrance and links up with 

the original house. Immediately inside, a spatial double-height foyer, with twin 

staircases and floors, floats clear of the glazing. Aside from the foyer, there are low 

ceilinged public areas where spectacular views of the lough can be enjoyed. In the 

three hundred seat raked auditorium, the perimeter isles run down to meet a huge 

stage, part of which can be removed to reveal an orchestra pit.
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Figure 3.20 McCormick, Tracey and Mullarkey, The Ardhowen Arts Centre, 
Enniskillen, 1986
The dazzling glass facade with jetty in foreground (See also Fig 5.14)

The judges could see that a steeply sloping site was taken full advantage of, that the 

enclosed theatre knitted in cleverly with the original house, and that landscaping with 

some themed sculpture was well handled. But it is its dazzling glass prow which 

virtually juts out into the water which is so beguiling. At night the lights from within 

shimmer on the surface of the lake like millions of fireflies. This ability to transcend 

itself is hugely important. Whatever the occasion, it is the formal power of glass 

architecture which is the real star not unlike the conceptual handling of glass in the 

Burrell Museum, Pollok Country Park, Glasgow, Barry Gasson with Brit Andersen, 

1971; 1978- 1983.4

Seen from the waters edge the theatre looks like a large glass-fronted aviary. The

simple expedient of allowing a double-height glass and aluminium-framed facade to

filter daylight into the interior and conversely illuminate the exterior surroundings by

night was ingenious. Its luminosity has become its defining quality. At the
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Ardhowen, environmental, social and functional appropriateness seem to happily co

exist.

Figure 3.21 McCormick, Tracey and Mullarkey, The Ardhowen Arts Centre, 
Enniskillen, 1986
Interior view along glazed concourse

The second RIBA national award in 1988 was awarded to the General Accident 

Insurance Company building, designed by Robinson & Mcllwaine, and located at 

Donegall Square South in the centre of Belfast.

Here the facade is contained within four aluminum cased structural columns, capped 

with three linking Portland stone periments. Between the columns, at street level, are 

two sets of post and lintel stone panels [with recessed glazing], and a single wider 

panel [which articulates the recessed entrance area]. In front of the entrance, is a free 

standing sculpted post and lintel stone block. Between the stone panels and the 

pediments are hung three similar blocks of stone panels, each punctuated with six 

rectangles. Recessed behind these openings are bronze tinted anodised strip
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windows. Shallow granite steps lead past the entrance, into the foyer, which is 

finished in granite, conglomerate marble and stainless steel. This quality of finish is 

used extensively throughout, and included the treble pitched dining room, below a 

folded ceiling. The building, constructed of steel and concrete, has piled 

foundations, with insitu and pre-cast floor units, and at the rear is a brick walled 

landscaped court with car-park.

Located only a short distance from the Northern Bank headquarters, of 1977, 

[discussed in chapter 1] the classical proportions, red columns and stone pediments 

of the General Accident building redefines in today’s terms the geometry of scale. It 

is modem and it is ancient, it is contemporary and it is timeless. Eleven years had 

passed before the General Accident building could join the Northern Bank 

headquarters in Donegall Square as an accomplished piece of architecture. The 

facade is an abstract geometrical composition in low relief, and the RIBA judges 

acknowledged its visual impact. Today this key modem building continues to look 

sophisticated and stylish, its quiet almost understated design making a confident 

architectural statement. This building is one of Belfast’s few successful Post-modem 

buildings.
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Figure 3.22 Robinson & Mcllwaine, The General Accident Building,
Belfast, 1987
Sculpted stone and red columns are visually arresting

(See also Fig 5.7)

Robinson & Mcllwaine were also in receipt of an RIBA regional award for their 

design of the Canyon European factory at Mallusk, near Belfast, and built for the 

Japanese Canyon Corporation. The building is strategically sited on a gentle rising 

site, in extensively landscaped acres of lawn, manicured gardens, paved pathways 

and peripheral woodland. At night, its illuminated outline is clearly silhouetted 

beside the nearby M2 motor-way.
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Two long, white symmetrical structures are linked at the middle by a glazed and 

recessed entrance, flanked by projecting curved walls. The entrance and foyer, is a 

simple ceremonial sloped atrium, with a gentle curved canopy. On either side, the 

shining steel panelling of the facade, is punctuated by broad horizontal bands of 

tinted glass, in aluminium frames. The steel frame of this industrial building has 

walls of block work, sheathed in vitreous enamel panels, with gables of inset steel 

panels, that are readily demountable. The steel roof decking is covered with felt, on 

cork insulation, with power floated concrete slabs comprising the factory floor. The 

horizontal composition of the factory is counterbalanced by three slender flag poles, 

which project from a centrally raised and curved area, opposite the entrance. This is 

an elegant and serene elongated High-tech shed, where image is everything and was 

the result of long collaboration between the parent company and the architectural 

team. Robinson & Mcllwaine, originally selected for their creative and artistic bias,

visited Japan and absorbed the Eastern architectural ethos. The serenity of the
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sculpted block of the Peace Pavilion, 1956, at Hiroshima, designed by Kenso Tange, 

may well have influenced the design, while Norman Foster’s sparkling Sainsbury’s 

Centre for the Visual Arts, 1977, Norwich, continued to impact on the British 

architectural scene. This glazed abstract box, with its understated Oriential restraint 

is an expression of sculpture as architecture, its international design aesthetic looking 

both East and West.5

Looking at it again it seems that the real emphasis on the Canyon building is on the 

cladding - the wrapping skin. Stylish, poised and sophisticated that value given to it
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shiny sheath helps explain the gulf in architecture between buildings such as this 

which are restricted to the most elementary volumes and others, like Dungannon 

Council Offices which look like the abstract pieces of a fragmented composition.

In the 1980s and 90s many interpretative centres were designed and built throughout 

the British Isles, as the search for some form of cultural identity was embarked upon. 

Here in Ulster, the Giant’s Causeway Visitor’s Centre was the first to be 

acknowledged by the Civic Trust with an award. It also won in 1988 the Royal 

Institute of Chartered Surveyor’s Third Prize [Educational Category], Over the years 

the Civic Trust had involved itself in a variety of projects and latterly had turned its 

attention to the impact which buildings, such as interpretative centres, could have on 

the natural environment.

A visit to the famous ‘Giants Causeway’ is always an enjoyable spectacle. 

Unfortunately, the centre itself was destroyed by fire in 1999, however, my 

observations were made prior to its destruction. The Visitor’s Centre comprises a 

cluster of long single storey gabled and slated buildings, which hug the exposed 

North Antrim cliff tops, close to the famous hexagonal basaltic stacks, known as 

"The Giant’s Causeway.’ Designed by Andris Berzins & Associates, it functions as a 

‘gateway’ to this unique geological site. From the main carpark the linear spread of 

this almost random collection of buildings, linked with various walls and arches is 

defined against the skyline, as is their differing roof lines and spliced angular 

additions. The random, yet functional configuration of pitched roofs and white 

external walls of rendered block work gives the complex the sense of a traditional 

farming settlement. The distinctive twin roof turrets of the main complex are rather 

enigmatic emblems. A hedged and walled courtyard within the cluster of buildings
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incorporates the remnants of old garden walls from previous dwellings, which once 

formed a sheltered enclosure, the actual site replacing earlier structures. A stone 

archway has been renovated and forms part of a covered walkway, while old field 

boundary walls mark out the wall lines of several of the buildings. The immediate 

environs and the courtyard area are landscaped with natural materials in the form of 

stone slabs, gravel, stepped brickwork, raised beds and some timbering.

Inside the main building a complex roof structure utilizes wrought timber trusses, 

while softwood sheathing dresses the underside of the rafters. The floor finish makes 

extensive use of concrete paving slabs with brick pavoir grids. Significantly, the 

centre adapts itself to the landscape - its low linear form dictated by an uncomprising 

site and the ravages of the climate. Wisely, Berzins resisted the temptation to 

replicate in any way the majestic shapes of the basalt formations, instead the centre 

concerned itself with shelter, comfort and information.

Figure 3.25 Andris Berzins & Associates, Giant’s Causeway Centre, 
Bushmills, 1986
A single storey complex with distinctive roof turrets
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In 1988 the Civic Trust made two final commendations; they were a housing 

development at Annsborough, County Down, and a holiday centre at Garrison, 

County Fermanagh. The development at Annsborough consists of seven houses built 

by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive on a sloping site, beside the local primary 

school. A single elongated and stepped terrace directly faced the majestic Moume 

mountains in the far distance. The central group of four two storey houses share a 

stepped roof, and each roof contains two sets of dormer windows. On the higher 

ground, two single storey houses adjoin the central group, while on the lower sloping 

side, one single storey house adjoins. All of the houses have roughcast white walls, 

slated pitched roofs, green window frames and distinctive arched door frames with 

porches. The design echoes the vernacular style of small cottages and houses dotted 

throughout the surrounding landscape and villages of this part of south-east Ulster.

Figure 3.26 Architects Dept. NI Housing Executive, Cudgel Row Housing 
Scheme, Annsborough, 1987
Stepped terrace houses
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The holiday centre at Garrison is a multi-purpose hostel built by Fermanagh District 

Council to cater for sporting enthusiasts and holiday makers, close to Lough Melvin. 

Designed by architect Richard Pierce, on the edge of Garrison, the hostel complex 

continues the streetscape of the village. It consists of a rectangular compound, 

enclosing a large courtyard at the rear. A large two storey building with bulky 

outside stair access dominates a comer site, which fronts along two roads running at 

right angles to one another. Adjoining single storey structures, with varying roof 

levels, stretch along either side of the main building. Pitched and slated roofs 

relieved by skylighting, roughcast cream-coloured walls, windows with projecting 

red painted surrounds, and curved walling and piers, gives the complex a forthright 

sturdy integrity. The unpretentious, solid form of the Lough Melvin Holiday Centre, 

makes it a functional and welcoming place. Its pitched roof lines reflect the profile 

of the nearby hills, and its roughcast walls echo the traditional stone farm buildings 

and fortified bawns of this part of County Fermanagh.

Figure 3.27 Richard Pierce, Lough Melvin Holiday Centre, Garrison, 1987
The holiday complex with Lough Melvin in the background
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Both examples have consciously exploited the local vernacular tradition. The 

Housing Executive, and local architects, like Richard Pierce have established a 

design rationale which is deeply rooted in a regional tradition..

The final year of the decade ended with five RIBA awards and one Civic Trust 

commendation being presented. This steady increase in awards surely reflects the 

rise in the quality as well as the quantity of design work being produced in the north 

of Ireland. During these years of increasing economic prosperity many practices 

expanded and developed from small groups of architects into larger teams which also 

contained engineers, surveyors and interior designers. Some practices became very 

image conscious and marketed themselves very positively from city-centre offices. 

One such example in Belfast is the Robinson Patterson Partnership, who in 1989, 

obtained an RIBA award for the design of their own headquarters at Linenhall Street, 

called the Clarence Gallery.

The narrow gable wall of a nineteenth century three-storey brick warehouse, facing 

on to Linenhall Street, was demolished, and replaced by a glass wall, that rises the 

whole height of the building to the pitched roof gable. This glazed wall is contained 

between two rusticated stone piers, capped with pediments and spheres. The gable 

end, with its see-through facade and glazed main entrance, offers glimpses of the 

working spaces within. From the street, can be seen the exposed steel floor beams, 

supporting cross bracing, and a curved staircase. The open-plan, atrium type foyer 

and front offices areas, at different levels are flooded with natural daylight and 

floodlit at night. The interior design is chic and minimalist, with white painted brick 

walls, shining floors of smooth Italian tiles, glass block walls and stylish functional 

furniture. The clients who visit the practice are left in no doubt of the complete in-
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house’ design package on offer. The architects not only exploited what they found in 

this old warehouse, but also championed the importance of space and light. Its glass 

wall facade and stone piers, betrays an agenda concerned with image making. This 

image of a dynamic and commercially oriented practice is reflected in the light-filled 

interior. Floodlit by night the Clarence Gallery is cool, sophisticated and a good 

example of a building with Post-modernist overtones.

A

Figure 3.28 Robinson Patterson Partnership, The Clarence Gallery,
Belfast, 1989
The Victorian brick warehouse with glazed end wall

(See also Fig 5.13)
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River House residential home, Newcastle, designed by architects Knox and 

Markwell, and the Medical Centre, at Bridge Street, Derry, designed by Parker and 

Scott, also obtained RIBA awards in 1989. Though very different in function and 

located at opposite ends of Northern Ireland they are good examples of modem 

buildings which have successfully overcome site restrictions to the extent that they 

are uniquely contextual.

River House is a purpose built residential home, funded by both the voluntary and 

statutory public health authorities, was built on the site of the original River House 

home at Central Promenade. The site was long and narrow and bounded on one side 

by the Glen river. Knox and Markwell succeeded in designing a long spined Z- 

shaped block with a complex pitched roof configuration of grey cement tiles. This 

sturdy two storey building in white render has several conically pitched turrets, 

window variations, and a rear courtyard reminiscent of a baronial residence. Mature 

trees border the property, and a timber foot bridge over the Glen river links it with an 

adjacent park. This sheltered home for the elderly is a secure private place. 

Panoramic views of the Moume mountains behind and of the Irish Sea in the front 

reflect the home’s idyllic setting. Looking at it again its rather convoluted spine, 

though sturdy has a somewhat fractured appearance. Its busy roof-line and linking 

accommodation blocks rather detract from its potential as a communal place.
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The Medical Centre, at Bridge Street in Londonderry, designed by Parker and Scott, 

was built on a derelict site, midway along the steeply sloping street. Its complex 

slated roof geometry holds the key to its functional integrity. Two deeply pitched 

roof forms are spliced along a diagonal central axis. One section, resembling a sliced 

pyramid, has a glazed apex and a series of skylights. The other, resembling a slated 

tent, holds the whole complex together. The roofs, which drop down to single storey 

height are supported on load bearing walls of red facing brick. Extensive glazing on 

the two adjoining front walls, provide panoramic views along the river Foyle. Roof 

space offices with gallery access overlook the reception area below, which is lit by 

light flooding in form the apex atrium. The Centre, surrounded by the pitched slate 

roofs and red brick-work of terraced streets, and by new shopping complexes also in 

red brick, is seen against a skyline of the stone spires and roof-lines of churches and 

halls. The roof configuration, sloping red brick walls, comer buttressing and crisp
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angular lines of this unusual structure reflects the buildings around it.

Historically the Centre was the end result of a collaboration between government, the 

client group of doctors and the architects, and was part of a fund-driven government 

initiative to improve the Health Service within the United Kingdom by providing 

centres close to large communities. An English example of this initiative was the 

Bethnal Green Health Centre, London, 1988 designed by Avanti Architects. Here 

the architects were faced with the task of creating a public building which had to 

make its presence felt, and yet which could be reassuring to people in need of help. 

This they did with clear planning articulation and, significantly a welcoming 

entrance hall. John Allen, the chief designer was inspired by the Finsbury Health 

Centre, London, designed by Berthold Lubetkin, fifty years before.

Figure 3.30 Parker and Scott, Bridge Street Medical Centre, Derry, 1989
Spires and steeples overlook the slated geometry of the centre

(See also Fig 5.11)
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An important consideration from the architect's point of view was to design buildings 

which were patient-friendly, but not patronisingly domestic. Parker and Scott 

responded well to this challenge by designing an open-plan foyer and circulation 

area, full of light and with fine views along the Foyle river. The RIBA judges 

welcomed and recognised this initiative.

The fifth and final RIBA award of 1989 went to architects Kennedy Fitzgerald and 

Associates for their design of Antrim Technology Park units at Muckamore, County 

Antrim. The same units also received the only Civic Trust commendation given that 

year to an Ulster practice. In fact this was the fifth individual award obtained by 

them in the 1980s.

A phased group of four industrial units was initially built for the Industrial 

Development Board. These units, destined for occupation by high technology 

businesses, were located on the edge of wooded areas, within a seventy four acre site. 

Long single storey units, constructed of structural steel frames, are faced externally 

with walls of white glazed ceramic blocks. White gable-roof barge-boards, white 

guttering, and green coated aluminum windows gives them a distinctive appearance. 

A shallow pitched roof of ribbed steel over-hangs the walls, while a miniature raised, 

pitched roof sits on the apex of each unit. These lantern-like frames house the heat 

pumps of the plant room, as the units are heated by electricity. A service core runs 

along the apex of each roof unit. Glazed areas which extend from roof to ground 

level, and which function as reception entrances, can be removed and extensions 

added, if required. The units were only finished to shell stage, though the internal 

walls were faced with heather coloured blocks. They were integrated, within an 

overall landscaping master-plan for the new Technology Park, complete with a road

89



network system, of lowered, single lane roads. Several artificial lakes were created 

to form attractive focal points in this parkscape.

The creation of this industrial park on a greenfield site was not unique, but was part 

of a government-led strategy in the United Kingdom at the time, to attract investors, 

industrialists and workers alike. At Antrim Technology Park, the units were 

integrated into a managed landscape setting. These smart, hard-edged flexible-use 

industrial sheds in attractive managed settings became key components in the 

emergence of a new and distinctive technological style of architecture. Looking 

again at these original four units, each of which was designed similarly, with their 

deep green roofs trimmed in white, their confident elegant detailing is striking. 

These ‘classical temples’ to industry, complete with post modem overtones place 

Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates at the forefront of architectural development 

throughout the 1980s.6

Figure 3.31 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Antrim Technology Park, 
Antrim, 1986
Industrial units nestle into a managed landscape setting

(See also Fig 5.8)
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The situation in Britain was an interesting one in the 1980s, with the flowering there 

of High-tech architecture. It could be regarded with some justification as a largely 

British phenomenon, as it carried on a tradition of adopting individual mass 

production to the needs of the construction industry. This tradition stretched all the 

way back to the great railway sheds and bridges designed by Isambard Kingdom 

Brunei and to the Crystal Palace of Joseph Paxton. As I have already mentioned 

Richard Rogers and Norman Foster, who essentially set out to express the technology 

of the times, were the most prominent proponents of High-tech architecture.

Other architectural influences were also absorbed. For example. Post-modernism, 

discussed at greater length elsewhere in the chapter, though American inspired, 

achieved considerable notoriety largely through its brash handling of Classicism. In 

fact, an innovative handling of the modem tradition was underway in British 

architecture. Principles behind earlier solutions were used dynamically in novel 

ways, as many of the architects involved were themselves part of the 'heroic' period 

of modem architecture.

Ulster’s architectural contribution may now be summarised in the light of the much 

larger British design programme during the 1980s. Kennedy Fitzgerald and 

Associates was perhaps the single most significant firm advocating High-tech 

architecture in Ulster - a decade earlier they had enlivened the landscape with their 

new Brutalist agenda. While none of their three award winning designs could ever 

be as spectacular or as sophisticated as the charismatic work of Rogers or Foster, 

they were nevertheless interesting regional examples of the genre. The completion 

of the spectacular Pompidou Centre, Paris, in 1977 by Rogers and Renzo Piano was 

seen in hindsight as a major turning point in the development of a High-tech
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sensibility in Britain and Ireland, being as it was a busy ‘machine’ on the outside 

[with lifts and escalators of glass tubes rising up the side of the building], and on the 

inside a vast colourful art centre with the maximum amount of uninterrupted floor 

area. It immediately challenged the idea of museums or cultural centres as quiet 

reflective places in which to contemplate the art and artefacts of previous cultures. 

In a sense the Ulster Museum extension of a few years earlier seemed staid and 

dated. Ever since, the Arts Council of Northern Ireland have struggled to find a new 

cultural centre for the visual arts in Belfast, which would function as a sort of 

cultural bazaar. In the context of our discussion regarding the work of Kennedy 

Fitzgerald and Associates, I would contend that the Pompidou Centre destroyed the 

notion of context in urban settings, something which in Northern Ireland had an 

added significance for a society weaned on understatement and reserve. Clearly it 

may have influenced the design of Calvert House, 1986, in the centre of Belfast 

which incidentally also won the RIAI Triennial Medal Award for the period 1983-85. 

Its shining glass and steel facade would have been seen then by some as daring and 

out of context with its more decoratively treated Victorian neighbours. In Britain, 

the Willis Faber Dumas building, 1975, by Norman Foster caused uproar when built 

in the historic medieval town of Ipswich, but its beautiful undulating glass surface 

virtually disappeared during the day, and instead, like Calvert House, reflected the 

images of the older buildings opposite it. The skilful use of the glass in itself is one 

of the hall marks of High-tech architecture, and we shall see in the next chapter how 

glass and technology was to play an increasingly important role in our architectural 

evolution, with structures like the Castlecourt Shopping Mall, Belfast, 1992, and the 

Waterfront Hall, Belfast, 1997. Both of their designs must surely have been 

influenced by the extraordinary Lloyds Building, London, designed by Rogers 

Partnership, and completed in 1986. Here his spectacular glass barrel vault is
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strongly reminiscent of the great glass nave of the Crystal Palace. All provincial 

architecture must have lived in the shadows of these great structures; the Pompidou 

Centre, the Willis Faber Dumas building and the Lloyds Building, during the 1980s. 

These icons, however, proved to be inspirational catalysts, and within a short period 

of time High-tech proto-type industrial architecture, like for example, Kennedy 

Fitzgerald and Associates’ Fleming Fulton School [1983] and the Antrim 

Technology units [1986], were built.

The only other established practice to embrace High-tech architecture in a systematic 

way was Robinson & Mcllwaine, whose Canyon European factory, 1988 was a good 

example of how eager architects here could produce technically sophisticated 

hanger-like sheds just like their English counterparts. Their innovative designs were 

to win them further RIBA awards in the 1990s. Such architects shared a 

commitment to the poetics of structure, transparency and technology. They did more 

than just illustrate the mechanics of engineering, as for example at Fleming Fulton 

school where the architects decorated the mechanically serviced complex with 

displays of coloured tubes, struts and panels; or at the Canyon European factory 

where the architects used spatial imagination to produce structural art, or at Antrim 

Technology Park where the units explore geometrical order. It was probably 

inevitable that attention would shift from function and structure towards external 

styling and associated imagery, and this shift in attention will be explored in the next 

chapter.

During the 1980s Northern Ireland produced a number of thoughtful contemporary 

works which had more to do with evolution and reassessment than with revolution 

and radicalism. Except for the High-tech buildings they do not fit into a stylistic
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category, but are individualistic and assertive. Two buildings, however, I would 

contend, fit into a style generally accepted as 'Post-Modern.' 7 The buildings are the 

Clarence Gallery [1986], and the General Accident Building [1988]. Post- 

Modernism was essentially an American inspired movement, but British architects 

such as Terry Farrell, and latterly James Stirling, introduced Post Modernism into the 

architectural vocabulary. It did offer a ‘style" or at least a system of signs [usually 

based on Classical architecture] that were easily read by the general public. The chic 

theatrical facade of the Clarence Gallery reminds me of James Stirling’s Clore 

Gallery extension to the Tate Gallery, London, 1985, not in appearance, but in its 

playful irreverent approach to the handling of classical idioms. The General 

Accident building is decked out in Classical red columns and stone pediments in an 

easily recognised historical garb, giving the facade a certain reverential status 

associated with Classical architecture. At General Accident, I suspect that classicism 

provided a recognisable building wrapper which could be exploited for the 

commercial advantage of the building’s occupiers. It is nevertheless a key post

modernist building, and looking at its fa9ade adjacent to the City Hall in Belfast, we 

can appreciate how well its designers have absorbed and adapted past architectural 

styles.

The remaining award winning buildings considered in this chapter [except for 

renovated structures and housing, which continue the quest to find an authentic 

regional expression] are all contemporary buildings of considerable individual 

presence. For example, Ian Campbell's 'timber and wire' teahouse [which he called 

his 'boy scout construction'] 8 establishes a reunion with nature in its fusion of 

architecture and forest. At Dungannon District headquarters, brick, which is an 

excellent material in sustainable terms, was used by Kennedy Fitzgerald and
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Associates, to project a traditionalist image, but in a most abstract way. In the glass 

fronted Ardhowen Theatre architects McCormick Tracey Mullarkey symbolically 

embrace the three dimensional excitement of its lake-shore location.9

In conclusion, architecture of the 1990s in Ulster has evolved in response to 

generally sensed problems to which more than one answer is possible, and it mirrors 

the evolutionary progress of architecture in Britain.

Notes to Text

1 Quote from The Architects' Journal. 22nd April 1981, written by David Evans in a booklet entitled, Building Study, 

Dungannon District Council Offices

2 In the book The Best of British Architecture. 1980 to 2000. pub. by E & FN Spon, London, 1993, chapter 1 p 5. 

Noel Moffett refers to Fleming Fulton School.

3 Quoting from Concrete Quarterly. Spring 1987, p 3, article entitled Zoo

Landscape, “.... the assessors commenting that the various new elements at the zoo had been brought together ‘to 

provide a protected intimate space, rich in incident and changes of level,’........”

4 The museum building which houses the Burrell Collection, Pollock Counrty Park, Glasgow, was initially designed 

by Barry Gasson with collaboration from Brit Andersen, 1971. Its construction only began in 1978 by Barry Gasson 

Architects and was completed and opened to the public in 1983. Six months before it opened Gasson received the 

Royal Scottish Academy Gold Medal for Architecture, for his design.

5 Architect Victor Robinson of Robinson & Mcllwaine travelled to Japan and consulted with President Tada of the 

Canyon Corporation in Toykio. He also visited the Canyon factory in Onoda. Quoting from the Ulster Architect, 

October 1987, “President Tada’s choice of site had much to do with the design concept of this spartan all-white 

‘inscrutable ‘ building.”

6 In many parts of the United Kingdom business parks of this kind were being built. In The Best of British 

Architecture. 1980 to 2000. chapter 1 p 22, Noel Moffett cites Apple Computer Building, Stockley Park, West 

London, designed by Troughton McAslan, 1989, as a good example of this type of development.

7 Quoting from 2011’ Century Architecture, pub. by Carlton Books Ltd, London,

1998, p 280, Jonathan Glancey says of ‘Post Modernism, “This stemmed from investigations into history and 

context by architects in various parts of the world who were struggling to reconcile history and local precedent with 

Modem designs.”

8 Quoting from The Architects’ Journal. July 1981, David Embling describes 

Tollymore Teahouse and mentions Ian Campbell’s comment.

9. The use of glass among the Utopian architects of Germany during the early years of the 20'11 century is discussed in.
The Shock of the New, pub. by Thames & Hudson, London, 1980 written by Robert Hughes, ch 4, entitled ‘Trouble 
in Utopia.’
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Chapter Four : The 1990s

In the seven year period from 1990 to 1997 eleven RIBA and thirteen Civic Trust 

awards went to a total of thirty-one buildings in Northern Ireland. Six of the RIBA 

awards were given to buildings in Belfast, including a prestigious national award to 

the Waterfront Hall in 1997. The bulk of the Civic Trust awards, however, because 

of its environmental manifesto, were geographically scattered around the province. 

As recounted in earlier chapters some buildings obtained awards from both bodies, 

and in the period under review here three buildings did so.
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In 1990 both the RIBA and the Civic Trust made awards for the ‘New Studios’ in

Hill Street, Belfast, designed by Barrie Todd Architects and built as their own 

offices. The same building also received an RIAI regional award the same year. An 

old nineteenth century jute warehouse at Hill Street was restored and converted to 

form a first floor studio office for their own practice. The original Victorian facade, 

facing the narrow cobbled street was demolished and replaced with a functional and 

practical, brick and glass frontage. The central, focal point of this ‘in-filT elevation 

is a plain Constructivist-like slab of brick walling, with a mono pitched roof line, 

punctuated with a single port-hole window. On either side of this slab are sloping 

wedges of glazed steel framing. The street level frontage is occupied with shuttered 

shop fronts, and the entrance to the architects’ offices above. Inside, a spiral 

staircase leads to offices on a mezzanine floor. The main studios above have double 

doors leading out on to a steel framed balcony, bolted to the wall. The steel beams 

supporting the floor levels and window frames are left exposed, and painted white. 

Because of the narrow streets, high level glazing makes maximum use of available 

natural light. This is a conversion, carried out with some verve and its vaguely 

nautical appearance is reminiscent of harbour dwellings in coastal towns. At the 

same time its skewed geometric facade exerts a kind of restless geometry.

This kind of architectural playfulness is based on a growing confidence in the 

handling of materials and spaces, solids and voids, and signals a new avant-garde 

approach to design. The RIBA shrewdly applauded this new dynamic, while the 

Civic Trust recognised the very real optimism that this type of skilful conversion 

would contribute to the mood of a city struggling with the process of regeneration. 

In hindsight, it also signalled an upbeat determination among the province’s 

architects to play a full part in the nationwide effort to update Britain’s cities with
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energetic and imaginative architecture - whether it be modest conversions like this, 

or the design of large prestige buildings. Belfast, at the beginning of the 90s would 

not be found lacking.

1990 was an important year in Northern Ireland for the Civic Trust. The cumulative 

effect of distributing four awards to buildings, centres and areas in places as far apart 

as Belfast, Derry and Ballymena was considerable. The awards went to the New 

Studios, Belfast [commendation], the Foyle Valley Railway Centre, Derry 

[commendation], the Craft Village, Derry [special mention] and Gracehill 

Conservation Area, Ballymena [commendation]. The awards highlighted the efforts 

which this charitable organisation had made since the late 1950s, particularly in the 

area of preservation and conservation. Formed against a background of post-war 

reconstruction and rapid change in Britain, the Civic Trust in the 1990s faced 

challenges of a different kind - among those challenges were the problems of urban 

decline and the need to encourage the production of quality contemporary buildings.

The Foyle Village Railway Centre was designed by Caroline Dickson for Derry City 

Council. The design of this long red brick shed, with its slated double roof, 

decorative roof capping and clock tower, echoes the numerous small Victorian 

stations dotted throughout the province of Ulster up until the 1960s. Located on the 

site of the former Great Northern Railway terminus at Foyle Street, on the bank of 

the River Foyle, the building sits astride double track lines, allowing old rolling stock 

into the interior through large double doors at either end. An outside steel spiral 

staircase leads into a mezzanine gallery and office. A concrete passenger platform 

was built on the river side of the museum, with a narrow gauge track running past it. 

An old diesel rail car takes visitors for short trips along the river bank, and the
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landscaped surroundings. The whole museum is decked out in the red and green 

livery of the Great Northern Line. It is a silent nostalgic place, the hustle and bustle 

associated with the railway stations and their steam trains having gone. This poses 

the question of replication as opposed to preservation. To what degree a new-build 

structure should imitate another period ‘style’ - in this case, the distinctive railway 

sheds of the steam era - is open to debate.

Figure 4.2 Caroline Dickson, Foyle Valley Railway Centre, Derry, 1989
The brick railway shed sits on the bank of the river Foyle

From the Foyle Valley museum it is only a few minutes walk, up Bridge Street past

the Medical Centre, of 1989 [described in chapter 2] and through the old walled gates

into the bustling city centre. A derelict central area behind the busy Shipquay Street

thoroughfare has been rebuilt as an enclosed piazza-style development for

workshops, retail units and residential accommodation. The first phase of this

‘village,’ designed by architects Hegarty Masterson Doherty, opened in 1989, where

18th -19th century style streets were created. Passing under an arched carriageway,

the visitor enters a paved courtyard with narrow streets meandering off in various
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directions. The extensive use of renovated red brick, coloured shop and door 

features, raised areas with stone steps and decorative wrought iron work, all add to 

its period character. Exterior balconies, with iron railings, at first floor level, are an 

interesting feature. Its quaint, almost self-conscious appearance does not mask the 

fact that vibrant and interesting spaces and levels have been created, and the use of 

salvaged building materials enhances its sturdy attractiveness.

The Craft Village, as it was known, was the brainchild of the Inner City Trust, who, 

having recreated a period-style village then leased the workshops, restaurants and 

buildings for commercial gain. Such developments were encouraged by various 

Government initiatives throughout urban Britain in the 1980s and 1990s, and usually 

with substantial financial assistance. Since the 1960s the Civic Trust had helped 

fund 'facelift’ initiatives which had transformed shabby run-down streets, and helped 

to directly improve the quality of life of the inhabitants. Some critics have however,

decried this type of regenerative initiative and labelled it as a form of architectural
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pastiche, perhaps because the buildings have lost their original function. The Civic 

Trust would counter this by pointing out that it is one of their aims to help adapt old 

and derelict buildings to a varied range of new uses.

The final Civic Trust award in this group of four went to Gracehill Conservation 

area, near Ballymena, Co Antrim. The Moravian settlement of Gracehill, founded in 

1759, is laid out on a simple grid-iron pattern around a central square, and has some 

twenty-two listed buildings. These consist of a variety of period houses, a 

community schoolhouse, a church hall and a street of quaint buildings. 

Environmental improvements to this eighteen century village were carried out under 

the direction of the Department of the Environment Roads Service, and with the 

active involvement of the Historic Monuments and Buildings Branch, the Town and 

Country Planning Service, and Ballymena Borough Council. As important as the 

buildings, is the variety of detail which helps to give the village its character, and it is 

the retention and restoration of these elements that is significant. Electricity and 

telephone cables have been put underground; street lighting has been brought into 

sympathetic scale; stone walls, pillars and railings have been restored; and the 

pavements have been re-laid with block and granite kerbs.
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Figure 4.4 Department of the Environment, Gracehill Conservation Area, 
Gracehill, 1989
Original houses in the quiet village

Though already designated a conservation area, it still required combined the efforts 

of a variety of public bodies to preserve its unique character, charm and functional 

integrity. The Civic Trust recognised its uniqueness as a living village, and 

applauded all those bodies who had helped to preserve its real identity. The Civic 

Trust Regeneration Unit, established in 1987, has carried out nearly 250 projects 

throughout the United Kingdom with pioneering programmes such as Centre vision, 

Winning Partnerships and Market Towns initiatives. Also in 1985 Environment 

Week was established by the Trust to encourage local environmental action by local 

people. Finally, interest in built heritage and measures for their protection has 

increased enormously. There are now over 9000 conservation areas and 450,000 

listed buildings in the United Kingdom.
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The RIBA made only a single award in 1991, which went to the Design Centre, 

Laganside, Belfast, designed by Barrie Todd Architects. They recognised that in this 

gleaming building something special had taken place. The same architects whom 

they had made an award to one year earlier, had carried out an imaginative, even 

daring design. Here they had succeeded in developing the spatial theories which 

they had used in their own premises at Hill Street, but on a grander and more 

ambitious scale.

A derelict three storey brick warehouse at Corporation Street was adapted into office 

accommodation for a group of design companies. Only the concrete encased steel 

columns, reinforced concrete floor, and roof plates of the structural frame were 

retained. The removal of the original wall relieved the superimposed frame loading, 

and allowed extra upper storeys to be added, in lightweight steel. Seen from the 

Laganside car-park, a projecting tall glass atrium, with ground floor foyer, stairs and 

elevator, is flanked by perpendicular tile-clad pillars. On either side, the rectangular
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steel and concrete shell of the original building is sheathed in a curtain-wall system 

of green-tinted glass panels, in white-framed aluminum sections. A set-back glazed 

upper storey, on the top floor, creates exterior amenity space. The ventilated atrium 

and extensive glazing allows natural light deep into the interior.

There is an heroic dimension to this glazed box. Climbing the stairs to the top decks, 

where a panoramic view of the city awaits, the visitor passes spacious circulation 

areas, and floors of transparent light-filled office spaces. The architects have created 

dynamic working areas, inside a controlled environment, by simple designing a 

central glazed atrium in the heart of the concrete and steel shell of the original 

Victorian warehouse. Crucially, Barrie Todd Architects were designing this 

structure at the same time as other avant-garde architects in London were building 

similar office type structures - and with equal vigour and imagination. The 

Imagination Building, London, 1990, designed by Ron Herron, is an example of a 

building which underwent a dramatic conversion at the same time as the Design 

Centre. A five-storey, red brick office block, was transformed by the addition of a 

spectacular atrium, with a criss-cross weave of high level perforated steel bridges. In 

the process, an informal atmosphere was created, where work was meant to be a 

pleasure, not a penance. Another office building, known locally as ‘The Ark’ at 

Hammersmith, London, 1991, was designed by Ralph Erskine. In it he created a well 

landscaped inward looking environment with office space overlooking a full-height 

atrium. These three buildings are airy, spacious, and pristine, and importantly, they 

also help to re-defme ideas about the office as workspace.

Significantly, contemporary architecture in Ulster means just that - there is now no 

longer a time lapse of several years before new theories and technologies reach these
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shores. It also meant that Belfast designers like Barrie Todd Architects were now 

part of the great British debate on High-tech architecture, as the rationale of the 

Design Centre evolved around the poetics of transparency and technology.

The debate was timely because the following year, 1992, saw the largest glass and 

steel structure to be built in Northern Ireland, the Castle Court shopping mall, 

Belfast, obtain a Civic Trust award. In fact urban renaissance throughout the United 

Kingdom is an integral part of the Civic Trust’s vision and this includes the 

promotion of new buildings which reflect well understood principles of ‘sustainable 

design’ and ‘urban design.’

Castle Court shopping complex which includes a multi-storey office and car park at 

the rear was designed by Building Design Partnership. The developers demolished 

several historic landmarks including the Belfast Head Post Office of 1886, and the 

Grand Central Hotel, before construction work could begin.
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Figure 4.7 Building Design Partnership, CastleCourt, Belfast, 1990
Interior features and glazed roof

The facade consists essentially of massive areas of curtain walling, with projecting 

sections, curved at either end and held in tension by stainless steel scaffolding 

junctions. From either side of the central main entrance, canopies of glass and 

tubular steel, at ground level, add to the buildings pristine, shining exterior. The 

horizontal emphasis of the facade is counter-balanced by turret-like white, curved 

towers which sub-divide the frontage, and connect, at rooftop level with taut steel 

threads. Inside the controlled environment of the shopping complex, there is a four 

storey atrium with galleries, elevators, stairways, circulation areas and linking foot 

bridges. The vast glazed atrium roof is supported, cathedral-like, by exposed
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glistening columns, and natural daylight from above, which illuminates the ground 

floor of the complex. Building Design Partnership’s contemporary design, which 

makes extensive use of glass and stainless steel, is an emphatic architectural 

statement.

This High-tech 'agora' is not only a celebration of the mechanics of engineering, but 

forges in the process its own dynamic design aesthetic. The glistening steel-work 

and planar glazing is handled in an almost picturesque way, becoming in a sense its 

own decoration.

Significantly, it also marked a departure from function and structure to external 

styling. It is reminiscent, in a techno-romantic way, of Richard Rogers' Lloyds 

Building, 1986, - a structure which exhibits levels of spatial imagination elevating it 

to a new form of structural art. This is not comparing like with like but suggesting 

that Castle Court possesses a fashionable technological quality based on a 

geometrical order, that can, arguably, can, arguably, be traced all the way back to 

Joseph Paxton’s Crystal Palace of 1851. The fact that Building Design Partnership 

did not receive an RIBA award for the design of Castle Court is surprising. It did 

however receive an RIAI regional award in 1991.

In business for over ten years now this busy shopping mall, built to high energy 

standards and with a commitment to social responsiveness, has focused on the new 

■green’ agenda. In a sense the designers anticipated the environmental revolution 

encapsulated in the European Community legislation of the 1990s. (In 1990 the 

European Commissions’ Green Paper on the Urban Environment and the 1992 

Maasterict Treaty focused among other things on sustainable architecture.)

107



Another building, the Advanced Software Centre, at Antrim Technology Park, also 

gained a Civic Trust commendation but not an RIBA award. At the Muckamore 

campus a second phase of industrial units was begun in the early 1990s. This time, 

individually styled units were built, and Kennedy Fitzgerald & Associates were 

responsible for the design of this first software centre, known as unit five. This 

finely detailed pavilion has a shallow pitched roof which overhangs the external 

walls and is supported by pairs of tubular steel columns. These allow the panels and 

glazing of the walls to be rearranged to adapt to changing requirements. The trellis 

projecting from the eaves is perhaps somewhat overstated but it is a confident, 

modem building that makes a positive contribution to the Technology Park.

Figure 4.8 Kennedy Fitzgerald & Associates, Advanced Software Centre, 
Antrim, 1991
The pavilion nestled in a campus setting

This centre, with its shallow roof and open airy construction carries forward, though

in a less convincing manner, the distinctive technological style of Kennedy 

Fitzgerald & Associates.
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In 1992 the RIBA jury made one regional award here - it went to architects Robinson 

& Mclwaine for their design of the Europa Bus Centre, at Glengall Street, Belfast. 

They also received an RIAI regional award in the same year. The Civic Trust, on the 

other hand, made a further two awards. These went to the Buttermarket Centre in 

Enniskillen, County Fermanagh, and Galgorm Courtyard, near Ballymena, county 

Antrim. Both of these awards were further proof of the determined efforts being 

made to save our built heritage from neglect and vandalism.

The old Buttermarket at Enniskillen was built in 1840 and consisted of a large 

rectangular walled courtyard with groups of grey limestone buildings erected along 

the inner faces of its perimeter walls. The buildings had a variety of uses, which 

included a forge, grain store, and offices. Temporary stalls would have been set up 

each week in the courtyard for the sale of agricultural produce. In the 1950s and 60s 

the by-now derelict courtyard was used as a cattle sales yard, demonstrating a change 

of function that was typical of its type in so many of the market towns of Ulster.

Figure 4.9 Richard Pierce, The Buttermarket Craft and Design Centre, 
Enniskillen, 1991
Restored two-storey stone buildings
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Local architect Richard Pierce was placed in charge of its restoration by the owners 

Fermanagh District Council, and a new Craft and Design Centre incorporating 

workshops, exhibition areas, restaurants, office accommodation and business units 

was designed. He also incorporated a single storey hipped roof structure in the 

centre of the yard which became a coffee and souvenir shop. The ironwork of this 

original open market building had been incorporated into the new structure, using 

traditional brick walling.

The centre has two adjacent stone entrances, complete with wrought iron archways 

and gates. At opposite ends of the yard, a group of two storey buildings with pitched 

slate roofs runs its full length. These restored units are built of rubble stone, with 

rambling brick trim. Directly opposite are two groups of single storey units, with 

recycled slate roofs and modem brick facades. The entire yard is surfaced with 

concrete paving blocks and contrasting granite sets, laid in a chequer-board pattern. 

Bright and varied door and window colours, plus hand-painted sign writing, enlivens 

the centre. Pierce had already received a Civic Tmst commendation four years 

earlier for his design of the Lough Melvin Holiday Centre at Garrison in the same 

county. Since then he had emerged as an architect with a deep respect for the 

environment.

Galgorm Courtyard is situated behind the impressive Galgorm Castle, on the 

outskirts of Ballymena. It faces out on to an extensive flat rectangular area, which 

accommodates a large number of buses and coaches, and is enclosed by red-brick 

walls and distinctive brick entrance piers and curving buttresses. It comprises a 

courtyard of formerly derelict farm buildings, originally built in the 1830s to the rear
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of the Castle which was renovated and converted to form offices and small scale

enterprises. Because of the poor structural condition of the buildings the project 

architects McCutcheon and Wilkinson had to demolish large areas and rebuild. 

Original features were used in the reconstruction, and new work stitched in 

sympathetically to the old. The walled courtyard consists of a rectangular block of 

buildings constructed with random courses of black basalt, and relieved by door and 

window surrounds of red brick. The main two-storey block, opposite the entrance 

gates, is surmounted by a stone tower and bell. The single-storey buildings which, 

stand at right angles to the main block, have retained their tall brick chimneys. 

Skylights on the pitched slated roofs allow additional natural light into the interiors.

Like the Buttermarket this scheme involved the restoration and modernisation of 

derelict buildings, and typifies what can and needs to be done in virtually every 

town both here and in Britain, provided that financial incentives become available. 

Over a period of time these buildings and others will form a recognisable historical 

narrative. The ability to give old buildings ‘meaning’ again allows conservation 

groups to find wide support for preserving them. At the same time there will always 

be a degree of scepticism when such modernisation results in a change of usage.
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Figure 4.10 McCutcheon and Wilkinson, The Courtyard, Galgorm Castle, 
Ballymena, 1991
Renovated courtyard buildings in black basalt

The Europa Bus Centre at Glengall Street in Belfast was designed by Robinson and 

Mcllwaine, a long established and successful practice who had already obtained 

three RIBA awards. These were Harkin House, 1979, the General Accident 

Building, 1988, and the Canyon European factory, also 1988.

The bus terminal occupies a long strip of ground floor area, some 90metres x 

15.5metres, wedged under a plain brick multi-storey car-park. Its glass and brick 

facade has a series of has open bays above which steel canopies project. It faces out 

on to an extensive flat rectangular area, which accommodates a large number of 

buses and coaches, and is enclosed by red-brick walls and distinctive brick entrance 

piers and curving buttresses.
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It is the long interior of the terminal, however, which is most significant, because 

Belfast needed a passenger facility which could provide the same type of amenities 

and comfort that one usually accorded to air travellers. It was after all the main pick

up point in Northern Ireland for land travellers, and as such its visual impact could 

hardly be overstated. A long covered ‘street’ of curved undulating lines, polished 

granite surfaces and stainless steel iron-mongery, stretches inwards from the Great 

Victoria Street entrance. A low ramp with ground-level lighting guides the traveller 

towards a bright ceramic sculpture, positioned at the widest part of the concourse. 

The interior of the terminus looks out to the bus stands and above it, an undulating 

ceiling enlivens the long view. A series of offices, shops and other facilities line the 

back and side walls, while a mezzanine floor provided additional rooms. The 

curving interior design provided a rhythmical sense of movement, and its visual 

concept is kept light and airy with the use of soft colours. A bright and lively transit 

area was created for passengers.
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Figure 4.12 Robinson and Mcllwaine, Europa Bus Centre, Belfast, 1991
The interior concourse

The terminus was part of an urban renewal programme and also marked an important 

stage in the development of the transport infrastructure of Belfast. Despite the fact 

that a lively interior environment had been created doubts remain that the terminus is 

regarded as an exceptional piece of architecture. The difficulty arises in giving it a 

significant presence wedged as it is under a multi-storey car park. 1

The original brief was to provide passengers with a new experience in bus travel in 

terms of design, amenities and finishes. Now a decade after its award this busy 

concourse has a distinct ordinariness about it. Polished stainless steel, ceramic floor 

tiles, mirror cladding, silk plants in aluminium containers and neon lighting are all 

fairly commonplace today. However, when this high budget terminus opened to the
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public in May 1991 it was decked out in quality materials which reflected an image 

conscious public authority. The attractiveness and style of the landmark building 

may have been influenced by the fact that the architects looked at contemporary 

examples elsewhere, such as the Stockholm coach terminal, Sweden, and Reading 

railway station, England.

In 1993 the RIBA made two regional awards. These went to the Rail Transport 

Gallery, at Cultra, designed by Ian Campbell and Partners, and Glenveagh School, 

Belfast, designed by Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates.

The Rail Transport Gallery, sits in the mature park land of the Ulster Folk and 

Transport Museum site. The simple and bold lines of this unashamedly industrial 

hanger-like building contrasts well with the landscape. 2 With its hanger-like space 

and aluminum roof, the Gallery has gained for architect Ian Campbell his second 

RIBA award; thirteen years before, his elegant timber and stone tea-house at 

Tollymore Forest Park won him his first accolade. This curved aluminum structure 

was erected on a sloping site, with a plant room cut into the slope below the gallery 

level. The gallery was built outside an existing rail line complete with turn-table, 

which sat at the end of a spur-line from the main Belfast to Bangor commuter line. 

This simple but novel concept meant that the old locomotives being housed in the 

gallery could actually be shunted in and positioned using the turn-table. The 

gallery’s roof is an enormous unbroken shining surface, sealed at both gable ends 

with semi-circular sheeting. This is punctured along its perimeter by triangular 

hoops of glazing, to allow daylight deep inside. Here curved tubular space frames 

support the barrel-vaulted roof. The trust from the steel frames is countered by 

concrete buttresses, cast in situ, cantilevered from the roof of the underground plant 

room on one side of the building.
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Figure 4.13 Ian Campbell & Partners, Rail Gallery, Cultra, 1993
The curved and glistening aluminium gallery

A reception building for visitors was built on higher ground, and linked to the gallery 

by a curved, glazed walkway. This building has an aluminium curved roof, porthole 

windows and conventional block walling. Its design, however, is rather fussy and 

lacks the simple elegance of the gallery itself. Conventional railway cuttings and 

embankments are featured in the surrounding landscape. From the walkway, visitors 

enter the gallery on to a concrete catwalk, which follows the circumference of the 

turn-table below. A ramp leads to the gallery floor and to the now resplendent 

locomotives and rolling stock of an earlier era. The interior of this engineered steel 

and aluminium building is illuminated by an array of lighting towers along the entire 

SOmetres by 30metres gallery floor. Its curved shell is reminiscent of the gigantic 

airship hangers at Orly, France, designed by Eugene Freyssinet in 1923, where 

parabolic, concrete arches soared 60 metres into the sky. Ian Campbell’s gallery 

combines precision engineering with a sense of spatial grandeur which is unique, and

was consciously influenced by the great Victorian railway stations.
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Every visit to the Rail Gallery reinforces my view that this is an elegant building 

where the use of structure and materials is a primary generator of form. Inside the 

gallery the immense volume of space relies on the catwalk and ramp to give it its 

human proportions. Here train spotters of every age become aware of the gallery’s 

simple underlying concept as they ‘view from the bridge’. Another building, the 

Road Transport Gallery also designed by Ian Campbell and Partners, was added to it 

in 1995, and can be entered immediately after leaving the rail gallery.
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Figure 4.15 Ian Campbell & Partners, Rail Gallery, Cultra, 1993
Elevated walkway and buttressed detailing

GAUERY

PLANTROOM

Figure 4.16 Ian Campbell & Partners, Rail Gallery, Cultra, 1993
Sectional perspective

Architects Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates continued to collect awards in the

1990s for their innovative work just as they had done in the previous decade. In the

final seven years of the period under review they received two RIBA awards for

Glenveagh School, 1993, and St Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast, 1996; four Civic

Trust awards for the Advanced Software Centre, Antrim Technology Park, 1992, the

Courtyard Arts Centre, Newtownabbey, 1995, the Central Fire Station, 1993 and St
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Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast, 1997; and also two R1AI awards for the Central Fire 

Station, 1993 and St Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast, 1996.

The first of these buildings, Glenveagh Primary School, at Harberton Park, was built 

on a campus adjacent to another school designed by the same firm, Fleming Fulton 

Comprehensive [RIBA commendation, 1986], Both schools cater for disabled 

children and were built for the Belfast Education and Library Board. From the 

approach road, a colourful complex of low industrial type units, with stepped ‘in and 

out’ block walls, steel bracing and an extensively glazed saw-toothed roof 

configuration is profiled against the skyline. The building, excavated into the site to 

achieve a single level, was constructed of a steel-work frame in a lightweight grid of 

trusses and purlins, supported on box-section stanchions, on concrete foundations. 

The superstructure in-fill consisted of masonry blockwork. The main roof structure, 

because of its deep plan form, was fabricated with steel framed hollow sections. 

Because the linear building effectively presents a series of high-tech gables to the 

road, each gable is set back a few metres from its neighbour. At Glenveagh, the 

open ‘spine’ of the building became the social concourse, surrounded by a series of 

linked teaching areas, with extensive roof-glazing above. Structural posts and trusses 

are left exposed internally, and vibrant colour schemes have been used everywhere.
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Figure 4.17 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Glenveagh School,
Belfast, 1993
A profile of steel scaffolding and glazed roof configurations

This complex is a vibrant, airy, colourful place. After all it is specifically designed 

for disabled children, many of whom are confined to wheelchairs. In this open-plan 

school, all areas are easily accessed, including the outside play areas, which merge 

with the soft landscaping. Significantly these meticulously crafted corridor-less 

units, full of light and colour are scaled down to meet a small child’s sense of scale. 

Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, using the latest technology, had designed an 

unique school which fully catered for the educational needs of these disabled 

children.3
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The Navan Centre, Armagh, designed by McAdam Design was the only RIBA award 

winner in 1994. [It also received an RIAI regional award in the same year]. Their 

design for the main entrance to Belfast Zoological Gardens had won them a similar 

award in 1987.

Navan interpretative centre, close to the remains of prehistoric earthworks at Navan, 

near Armagh city, was designed as an organic circular structure. The visitor 

approaches its partially submerged and glazed entrance via a curving stone path. 

Above it, a large grassy roof mound, complete with a projecting circular fanlight, is 

supported by curved and sloping stone buttresses. Structurally this is a rather unique 

place, perhaps because its visual impact is so minimal. Built into the hillside and 

partially submerged by it, it echoes the ancient Celtic mound of Ard Macha, a few 

hundred yards away. The visitor enters a circular foyer and utilities area, above 

which a wheel shaped glazed dome, supported by a round colonnade of twelve 

painted timber columns, allows daylight deep into the interior. In plan the building
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comprises two interlocking circles - the smaller one becomes the foyer, and the 

larger circle, extending into the hill becomes an interpretative theatre and auditorium. 

A structural steel frame on concentric stanchions and radial beams is supported by 

walls of reinforced concrete. The roof of grass and earth covers a membrane of 

rubber bitumen for water proofing.

Figure 4.19 McAdam Design, Navan Visitor Centre, Armagh, 1993
The submerged entrance and grassy roof of the centre

The Navan Centre represents a relatively new building type in Ireland and the United 

Kingdom - the interpretative centre, invented to serve the tourist industry. Here, a 

subterranean 'getting' has been built into the landscape in such a way as to suggest a 

kind of organic evolution of form. A good example of a similar type of building is 

the Ailwee Caves Visitor’s Centre, Burren, County Clare, designed by A & D 

Wjechert, 1977-79. This centre is a kind of curvilinear structure, clad in the same 

limestone as that of the hillside on which it rests. Since 2002 the Navan Centre has 

been closed because of small visitor numbers and increasing financial costs to the

owners, Armagh District Council.
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Two RIBA awards came to Northern Ireland in 1995: these were for the design of 

the City of Derry Airport terminal by WDR & TR Taggart, and the design of the 

Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn by architects Chaplin Hall Black Douglas. [They also 

received an RIAI regional award in 1995].

The airport terminal at Eglinton, seven miles from Derry City is essentially a long 

symmetrical box with panelled and glazed sections. A smaller two-storey block, 

above which thrusts a central tower, gives it a distinctive profile. This 2500 square 

metre building is a single ‘grand half constructed of easily de-mountable parts, 

which allows for future expansion. Its structural steel frame is sheathed in large 

white panels of heavy gauge vitreous enamel punctuated at various intervals with 

large panes of green-tinted glass. The octagonal air traffic central tower is separated 

from the main structure by a collar of glass blocks, through which runs the structural 

columns and a spiral staircase.

Inside the light filled box a series of exposed white triangular steel girders span the 

entire length of the roof and are supported by a grid of structural columns. The open 

ceiling area is also criss-crossed with an array of ventilation and energy ducting, and 

track lighting. As there are no internal structural walls, the different functional areas 

are defined by three-metre high removable partitions. Limited access to the first 

floor administrative area is made via two staircases. Interior design and decor is used 

primarily to define specific areas, and impose a straightforward circulation pattern.
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The City of Derry airport terminal, though small by United Kingdom standards has a 

transparent simplicity, and a fairly assured clean-cut geometry. On a recent visit the 

open colourful interior and busy ceiling ducting gives it a refreshing technological 

modernity. While designing with an extension in mind is to be commended, in 

practice, this proved unnecessary and can sometimes give an unfinished or temporary 

feel to a structure.4
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Figure 4.21 WDR & TR Taggart, City of Derry Airport, Eglinton, 1994
Part of the expansive interior

An hour’s drive will take us from the City of Derry airport to the new city of 

Lisburn, 5 where the Irish Linen Centre building is located. The centre, for the study 

of the linen industry is situated at the top end of the bustling Market Street. This 

modem building has been skilfully connected to the projecting end of a pair of 

distinguished adjoining buildings. These are a seventeenth century building, known 

as the Market House, and a Victorian building of 1888 [in a late Italianate style] 

complete with a domed clock tower, and known as the Linen Hall. The architects 

Chaplin Hall Black Douglas were faced with the problem of building a contemporary 

'extension’ which respected the proportions and the style of the existing structures 

but was not perceived as an 'extended’ portion. They did this essentially by linking a 

new two storey carved block in dressed sandstone, to the old Market House by means 

of a tall glazed atrium. The old and the new were thus separated visually, but 

connected structurally. Uninterrupted glass facades at either end of the building have 

heavy glass doors opposite each other, and a long connecting circulation area has an 

inner bridge at first floor level.
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Figure 4.22 Chaplin Hall Black Douglas, Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn, 1994
The imposing sandstone structure

Structurally the centre consists of a rectangular in-situ concrete and steel frame. 

Small steel-work sections at high level help support a roof structure of combined 

pitched and barrel profiles. To give the structure significance and help integrate it 

visually with the older structures the architects used dressed sandstone for the 

facades, and included motifs such as parapets, arches and recessed bays which echo 

the styles of the adjoining two buildings. Its scale, materials, and size are all 

compatible with the older buildings and it presents itself in a contemporary style 

which gives it a sense of place. This is a stylish and integrated structure which 

occupies a commanding location in the city centre and like the General Accident 

Building, Belfast, 1988, its classical undertones reveal a deep respect for, and an 

appreciation of, past styles.
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Figure 4.23 Chaplin Hall Black Douglas, Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn, 1994
A blend of old and new

In 1995 the Civic Trust made a total of four awards in Northern Ireland. The awards 

alternate annually between the metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas of Britain, 

and there are times when no awards are made, such as in 1993 and 1994.

The Trust awards went to the Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn, designed by Chaplin Hall 

Black Douglas; ‘An Creagan’ Visitor’s Centre, Omagh, designed by Richard Pierce; 

the Central Fire Station, Belfast, designed by Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates; 

and 'The Courtyard’ Arts Centre, Newtownabbey, also designed by Kennedy 

Fitzgerald and Associates.

'An Creagan’ Visitor’s Centre, at Creggan, a remote wetlands area midway between

the towns of Cookstown and Omagh in Co Tyrone, is sited within an abandoned

gravel quarry, surrounded by a rugged landscape of rocky outcrops, scattered forests,

lakes and hillocks. The complex, which is domestic in scale, forms a broken circle.
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Facing the approaching visitor is a mono-pitched roof semi-circular building, its high 

perimeter stone wall, encompassing a 180° arc, which slopes down to a single storey 

glazed facade. Behind this stone arc, a partial single storey section juts out, with a 

reverse mono-pitched roof. A large glazed area punctuates the solidity of the granite 

wall on its west side. Opposite the main complex is a smaller similar stone and 

slated semi-circular building. The opening space between the two buildings is filled 

with four large granite boulders, and the enclosed circular area is paved. This sweep 

of simple rugged stone buildings reflects to some extent the surrounding disjointed 

landscape of archaeological remains. Evidence of prehistoric habitation of the 

archaeological artifacts has been identified such as stone circles, tombs and a ring 

cairn, many of these monuments are well preserved and easily assessable. ‘An 

Creagan’ becomes a kind of abbreviated monument to the past - a cultural centre 

with its own narrative and interpretation. This is a rough, harsh place and architect 

Richard Pierce has captured in this granite structure a sense of its bleakness.

Figure 4.24 Richard Pierce, An Creagan Visitor Centre, Omagh, 1994
Rough granite and slate buildings sit on the quarry floor

(See also Fig 5.4)
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In the 1990s the firm of Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates added a further two 

Civic Trust laurels to its already impressive collection of architectural accolades. 

'The Courtyard’ Arts Centre at Ballyearl, Newtownabbey, which functions as a 

community arts centre, is built beside and behind a compact Georgian house of cut 

and dressed stone and decorative brickwork.

Figure 4.25 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, ‘The Courtyard’,
Ballyearl Art’s Centre, Newtownabbey, 1993
White massing and glazed screens in a difficult relationship with the 
Georgian house

The simple, white massing, of the Art’s Centre designed by Kennedy Fitzgerald and 

Associates, is bluntly direct and accommodating. The extension creates its own 

space and individuality and its Post-Modern design aesthetic makes its own theatrical 

gesture. From the car-park entrance a large double height glass facade is flanked by 

two large white walled blocks, surmounted by plain pediments. Above the ground 

floor foyer and circulation area of this glazed atrium are first floor balconies. These 

lead in to the theatre complex itself, which flanks the original dwelling. The white
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pedimented block of the theatre itself is relieved with a perpendicular strip glazing. 

The retention of mature trees around the complex softens its impact.

However, the problem of marrying two very dissimilar styles does not go away, and 

by wrapping a modem complex around a 'standard" Georgian stone house, however 

skilfully, is no alternative to a satisfactory solution. This apparent disregard for an 

earlier architectural style is disappointing, and casts a shadow over a practice which 

has dominated architecture in Ulster for several decades.

The Central Fire Station, at Bankmore Street consists of a group of two-storey 

buildings in a U-shaped formation, enclosing a central courtyard. The entire 

complex is constructed with a steel and reinforced concrete frame on concrete pad 

foundation. The main symmetrical Fire Station, is a long gleaming building, with 

polished aluminium clad cylinders at each end, which contain the firemen’s poles. 

The fire tenders are housed behind six red double-height doors, above which 

stretches the glazed steel rectangular box of fire-fighter’s dormitories. The ground 

floor is a large garage space, with maintenance bays. To the right of this building, 

and connected to it, is an adjacent red brick block, with some upper floor glazing, 

beside which is a central ninety-five foot high concrete training tower. Opposite is 

another long, two-storey administrative block, fronting the Ormeau Road. The main 

reception is accessed through a set of double-height doors skewed at 45° to the road. 

The internal arrangement and in particular, the external treatment of this block is 

unusual and stylish, and shows this firm at its creative best. Look at the confident 

visual statement made by the quirky geometry of its acute angled office balconies, 

the dark glazing, oriel windows, the decorative brick banding, and ‘nose-cone’ end 

comer.
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Figure 4.26 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Central Fire Station,
Belfast, 1993
The fire station presents its gleaming red and aluminium fa?ade

(See also Fig 5.6)

This modem fire-station with its gleaming red and aluminium livery, is a stylish and 

assured piece of civic architecture. It is also a functionally efficient complex 

designed by a long established team of architects whose design credo is rooted in the 

methodology of the working office, where visual difficulties and technical problems 

are aired and solved. The Civic Trust award recognised these qualities in the work of 

architects Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates.

1996 saw Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates obtain their seventh award from the 

RIBA in the 25 year period under review - for the design of St Brigid’s Parish 

Church, Belfast. The previous year, 1995, they gained the ‘Supreme Award’ from 

the Brick Development Association, and a regional award from the RIAL In the 

following year the firm also obtained a Civic Trust award, and their seventh overall 

for this church design.
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Figure 4.27 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, St Brigid’s Parish Church, 
Belfast, 1994
Conical turrets and elongated slate roof in a landscaped setting

(See also Fig 5.3 & 5.16)

St Brigid’s Parish Church occupies a prominent and extensive landscaped site at 

Derryvolgie, overlooking the Malone Road. The form of the building is roughly 

rectangular, with a number of shallow pitched conical turrets flanking the front 

entrance. This steel framed superstructure has a soaring pitched and slated roof, 

punctuated and defined with a horizontal strip of clerestory lighting. A tall, brick

faced, sculpted ‘spire,’ at the opposite end to the entrance, proclaims its ecclesiastical 

function. The entire structure has external walls of terra-cotta coloured brick, 

relieved with bands of reconstructed stone. The walls are punctuated at intervals 

with narrow recessed windows and with horizontal bands of glass blocks inserted 

just below roof level. The entire roof canopy is covered with natural Welsh slate.
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Figure 4.28 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, St Brigid’s Parish Church, 
Belfast, 1994
Interior detailing

Paved pathways from different directions converge under a brick and cedar loggia 

and direct you towards the main door of the church. Inside, a spacious double-height 

circulation area leads towards high solid ash double doors, flanked by glazed screens. 

Inside this church for eight hundred people, a central aisle slopes down towards the 

altar. The entire roof is decked in pitch pine strips, while the steel roof trusses and 

cross bracing are covered with ash strips. Elsewhere, stained glass windows, and 

extensive decorative wood and iron work paint a picture of a plush monument to a 

comfortable religious orthodoxy. St Brigid’s Church is a complex engineered 

structure of reinforced concrete and steel expensively decked out in such traditional 

building materials, as brick, slate, and timber. Its overall design and carefully crafted 

detailing makes St Brigid’s a sensitive addition to contemporary church architecture 

in Belfast.
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Figure 4.29 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, St Brigid’s Parish Church, 
Belfast, 1994
Ground floor plan

In 1997 the RIBA made two final awards from a total of thirty five spread over 

twenty five years. The Dublin architects O’Donnell and Tuomey won a regional 

award for their design of Blackwood Golf Centre, at Clandeboye, in Co Down while 

Robinson & Mcllwaine won a national award for their design of the Waterfront Hall, 

Belfast. Both buildings also won RIAI awards, Blackwood in 1995 and the 

Waterfront Hall in 1997.

The golf centre at Clandeboye, near Bangor, consists of a string of buildings, in 

varying colours and textures, surrounded by acres of greenery, meandering paths and 

mature woodlands. Seen from the terraced car-park the centre, designed by 

architects O’Donnell and Tuomey, with its painted and boarded structures, looks 

somewhat like a board-walk stage set in a Western movie.
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Figure 4.30 O’Donnell and Tuomey, Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor, 1994
South elevation

The central building is a red reception chamber, with punctured, glazed apertures. 

Further west, and at right angles to it, is a two-storey timbered pavilion, with a 

verandah. East of the reception hall is a red structure with a sloping wooden canopy. 

Then a long cedar-clad hall, with clerestory lighting, is followed by a free standing 

booth. From here, a sloping bridge takes the golfer to the first tee. Behind this 

grouping, is a long curved driving range with practice stalls, above which runs a 

promenade. All the masonary buildings are finished in a naturally pigmented red 

render, other buildings are sheeted in untreated cedar.

Figure 4.31 O’Donnell and Tuomey, Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor, 1994
A red timbered pavilion surrounded by woodlands

(See also Fig 5.15)
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Here golf is treated as a game and a business, far removed from the ethos of the 

traditional golf centre. Instead it is a carefully sited contextual place, full of colour, 

form, and vitality. This collage of functional structures interacts with the 

surrounding geography in an unexpected and challenging way. The centre exerts an 

energy which is quite unique, and is, I would contend, a pointer towards a new 

contextual form of architecture in Northern Ireland. 6 Other sports could emulate the 

Blackwood model. There seems no reason why, for example, rugby clubs could not 

adopt a less formal approach, and provide clusters of buildings of varying functions. 

A sort of pavilion village could be strung out along diagonal lines of a clubs' lands 

rather than a traditional club-house built on the perimeter.
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Figure 4.32 O’Donnell and Tuomey, Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor, 1994
Plan

On a return visit to Blackwood I could see that in a constructive sense, the built

outcome was unpredictable. It was always going to be good, and interesting, but its

positive unpredictability is heart thumping. This is a complex whose form and style,

and minimum energy use has important ecological significance.
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The other RIBA award in 1997 involved a very much larger and more complex 

structure and also a firm of architects whose efforts had already been widely 

acknowledged. The Waterfront Hall at Laganbank in Belfast was designed by 

Robinson & Mcllwaine. They had already won four RIBA awards including a 

prestigious national award in 1988 for the design of the General Accident Building in 

Belfast (see chapter 3).

The Waterfront Hall was built on a derelict site, close to the river Lagan. It is a 

massive drum shaped building which can accommodate some 2,250 people in the 

main hall. It is sheathed in Portland stone, brick and glass and covered with a copper 

dome.
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Figure 4.33 Robinson & Mcllwaine, The Waterfront Hall, Belfast, 1996
Section A-A

The hall is entered through a pair of immense copper faced doors, over which an 

eleven metre high glass canopy is supported by a V-shaped granite-clad porte- 

cochere. On the north side, a vast curving expanse of planar glass, steps out from the 

main drum enclosing the restaurant and bars. And on either side of the main 

entrance curtain-wall glazing encloses projecting concrete foyers on two floors,
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supported by columns. The top outside portion of the hall is clad in Portland stone 

panels, and below that, red brick in pre-cast panels is used for the entire exterior 

curve, punctuated with rows of domestic scale windows. At ground level, and 

around the entrance, polished granite was used on all skirtings. The shell of the hall 

was built on piled concrete foundations, and the walls were constructed of in-situ 

concrete and steel cantilevers.

Figure 4.34 Robinson & McIIwaine, The Waterfront Hall, Belfast, 1996
A curving drum of stone, brick and glass

(See also Fig 5.2 & 5.12)

Internally, a totally enclosed auditorium is ringed by glazed foyers and ancillary 

rooms. From the ground floor foyer a large semi-circular stair leads to levels above. 

The first floor level is supported from the concourse by means of concrete columns 

while the second floor is suspended from the high level concrete superstructures. 

Glazed steel bridges lead from these upper foyers into the main auditorium where a 

terraced seating arrangement at three levels falls steeply to the stage. Each tier of 

seating relies on the one below for support, using large step-profiled cantilevered

beams. A column free auditorium provides clear sight-lines and good acoustics. The
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domed roof consists of a cruciform structure, with intersecting steel lattice girders. 

Onto this structure an outer skin of in-situ concrete was positioned, before being 

sheeted in copper.

LEVEL 1

Figure 4.35 Robinson & Mcllwaine, The Waterfront Hall, Belfast, 1996
Plan level 1

The building of the Waterfront Hall was part of an ambitious urban renewal scheme 

along the Lagan river-bank, and as a civic building it has considerable symbolic 

significance. It sits close to the river, surrounded by a large pedestrianiszed plaza, 

and at night the reflection of its illuminated glass facade and neon halo shimmer in 

the waters of the Lagan.

Looking at the building its appearance is always striking, and yet as changeable as 

the sky above it. Heavy and substantial during the day it becomes dazzling and 

lightweight at night. It is proving to be a popular people-centred venue with its
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rather unique aesthetics of line and form. The flagship of a rejuvenated part of 

Belfast the Waterfront Hall has become a catalyst for surrounding development.

As the pace of change quickened, the number of new buildings being constructed in 

Northern Ireland accelerated, though the number of RIBA awards stayed fairly 

constant - averaging about 1.5 per year throughout the 1980s and 90s. The number 

of entries in all seven RIBA categories also continued to rise, though no awards were 

made in three of the categories - Conservation, Health, Houses and Housing. Only 

two of the eleven RIBA awards announced in this eight year period went to 

commercial enterprises, namely the New Studios designed by Barrie Todd Architects 

and Blackwood Golf Centre by O’Donnell & Tuomey. The remaining nine, in one 

way or another, were all financed by public money.

The RIBA awards could be considered significant in that they highlight not so much 

the diversity but the quality of buildings in the north of Ireland. As with Britain 

generally it would be difficult to delineate the various pluralities in contemporary 

architecture, and no label, ‘style’ or category can be used to describe them. 

Buildings such as the Railway Gallery or Glenveagh School might have been 

labelled High-tech if they had been designed in the 1980s. However, in the 1990s, 

High-tech is no longer innovative engineering but rather an orthodox solution to a 

particular design problem, and is not a style, but rather a way of designing and 

building. The work of Richard Rogers, Norman Foster and James Stirling has 

continued to dominate this period in Britain and further afield. Their design 

excellence, as seen in buildings like the new terminal at London’s Stansted Airport, 

1991, is impressive, but so too is the work of Barrie Todd Architects and Building 

Design Partnership in the north of Ireland. From an Ulster prospective it is worth
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noting that all of the building types - whether industrial, commercial or recreational - 

are now contemporary with similar building types in Britain.

The Civic Trust which celebrated its fortieth anniversary in 1997 continued to award 

projects and buildings which acknowledged a Tride of Place,’ and which used 

design as a fundamental basis for creative thinking and improvements to the built 

environment. This highlighting of the work of individual architects, like Richard 

Pierce, whose conservation stance was familiar to them since the 1980s. The Trust 

also publicised the good practice of established architects like Kennedy Fitzgerald 

and Associates, giving them four awards in the 1990s.

At the end of the 1990s architecture in Northern Ireland could be considered to be in 

a healthy and vigorous state.

Notes to Text

1 Quote from Perspective. Spring 1992, page 35. The RIBA jury described the Bus Centre as: “a model of what can 

be done to public spaces by a committed client and a talented designer. The Europa Bus Centre in Belfast is a credit 

to the vision of both the client and architect when faces with such an uncompromising site.”

2 Quote from the Architects’ Journal. 14 July 1993, page 41. Professor Tom

Woolley writes, “the decision to provide a metal shed which reflects some of the imagery of the railways was a 

correct one and has largely been pulled off by Campbell.”

3 Quote from the Architects’ Journal. 31 March 1993 page 53, Professor Tom

Woolley writes, “This is a strong piece of architecture..... A powerful modernist statement ”

4 Quote from Perspective, March / April, 1994, page 83, in an article entitled, City of Derry Airport, the reviewer 

comments on, ‘a fivefold increase in passenger traffic by the year 2000 - to a projected 211,000 passengers’. This 

increase never materialised.

5 The Borough of Lisburn was designated a city by Royal Charter in 2002.

6 Quoting from the Architectural Review. December 1995, page 77. Raymund Ryan writes, “There is a tension 

between the analytic integrity of the total - and its synthetic looseness, a distinctive touchy essence both in the 

planning and component details.”
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Chapter Five : An assessment of the period

Having looked at award winning architecture in Northern Ireland over a twenty-five 

year period, this chapter attempts an overall assessment of the period. This has been 

made under two headings, and the chapter is divided into two parts.

Categories of the awards

It will be useful to comment on the use-classes used by the main awards bodies, e.g.

Housing, Arts and Leisure, and to make an assessment as to the appropriateness of
it

this system - has promoted better architecture over the years, more public awareness
A

in the built environment, advanced the careers of new design talent? How have the 

award bodies like the RIBA and Civic Trust modified the format of their awards over 

the years? Have the architectural standards of the prize winning architecture stood 

the test of time? Are the main buildings awarded still regarded as excellent, if not the 

top examples of the architecture of their particular era? How does the architecture of 

the award winning buildings compare with that of the UK or other parts of Ireland?

Specific architectural themes emerging from the survey

As an architectural enthusiast and artist, two main architectural themes have emerged 

from my survey as being particularly notable trends of the period. The first of these 

is the increased use and virtuosity of glass technology in contemporary buildings. 

The second is the freer and striking use of colour in contemporary architecture. 

While other agendas have emerged during the twenty-five years surveyed, it is the 

use and possibilities that glass and colour present that has made the most impression. 

I am aware of the other developing agendas that have arisen over the period, and
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acknowledge that many of them have been important criteria and have been part of 

the dialogue on particular buildings that has been written about in this report. 

Included in the ‘other agendas’ are the increased importance of landscaping and 

setting, the development of regional expression, the design of low energy buildings, 

sustainability issues, and many approaches promoting urban re-generation. It has 

been possible to discuss some of these issues in connection with the buildings 

reviewed, but regrettably a beeper analysis within these areas has not been possible 

in this chapter. The increased importance of glass and use of colour in contemporary 

work are reviewed in Part Two of the chapter.

All of the thirty-five RIBA winners and the twenty-nine Civic Trust winners may be 

grouped into seven different award categories specified by the RIBA (see appendix 3 

and 4). The same procedure has been used in Appendix 7 to categorise the eleven 

RIAI Regional Award Winners and the six Triennial Medal Awards (as affecting 

Northern Ireland), and comments made at the end of Part 1.

Part One: Categories of the awards

The category of ‘Arts and Leisure’ was the largest RIBA group with eleven awards, 

representing one third of all the accolades. Two prominent public buildings, the 

Ulster Museum extension and the Waterfront Hall, separated by twenty-five years, 

dominate this category. The essential and obvious differences in the design of the 

two buildings, and the qualities that define them are to be found in their function. 

The Waterfront Hall was conceived as both an entertainment venue and a conference 

centre, and as a catalyst for the sustainable economic, environmental, cultural and 

social renaissance of the entire city of Belfast. The Ulster Museum on the other hand 

was conceived as a home for cultural and historical artefacts. Hence, the museum,
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built of in-situ concrete appears clean cut, formidable and humourless, while the 

Waterfront Hall, built of glass and brick appears open, energetic and assured. Both 

in their own ways are symbols of urbanity and civilised living, and as such demand 

the very best in architectural effort of the time. The measure of their success or 

otherwise might be said to reflect directly on the architectural profession as a whole.

Figure 5.1 Francis Pym, Ulster Museum extension, Belfast, 1971
The front fa9ade and entrance

Simon Walker in an essay entitled, ‘From Concrete to Contexturalism’ examines 

architecture in Ireland from 1970 to 1995, 1 and in it he refers to the significance of 

the Ulster Museum extension and Portadown Technical College in forging the 

Brutalist aesthetic in the 1970s. However no other buildings in Northern Ireland are 

mentioned in this historiographic review. Elsewhere, in the essay 2 he claims that the 

RIAI medal scheme gradually became less relevant to the direction of new Irish 

architecture as the agenda for change was now mostly set by the Architectural 

Association of Ireland, which sponsored a yearly awards scheme. This is in marked 

contrast to the situation in Northern Ireland where the status of the RIBA awards,
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linked as they are to the entire United Kingdom system, remains high. The recent 

advent of the RSUA awards may impact on that prestige in the future.

The Waterfront Hall is something of a ‘defining moment’ in this review. It is a new 

building and a distinct one, having renounced the ‘imperative of the right angle’. 

Buildings based on circular geometries are not new, nor is the deployment of a 

classical rotunda in the pursuit of civic grandeur; examples date back to the great 

domed rotunda of the Pantheon, in Rome, A.D. 120 - 124, but also modernist 

examples such as Erick Gunnar Asplunds, Stockholm Public Library, 1920-28. 

Buildings like the Waterfront Hall are an integral part of both the tradition of 

monumental public buildings and the populist view of todays places of culture and 

entertainment. They become focal points, symbolising the significance of 

entertainment in the cultural life of a city, and as such, must be highly visible and 

accessible places.
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There is then a persuasive argument for a direct collaboration between architecture 

and art. And I would suggest that the geometry of many public buildings demand 

some form of artistic intervention 3.

A building in which architecture and art does form an integral element of the overall 

composition is St. Brigid’s Parish Church. Here however the ecclesiastical works are 

all internal, and form part of an established tradition in Irish church architecture 

where works of art are commissioned in collaboration between artist and architect. 

Examples of artwork in St. Brigid’s are a baptismal font sculpted in French 

limestone, slate Stations of the Cross, and stained glass windows designed by 

Donegal artist Lua Breen. These works of the highest quality subtly integrate into 

the interior space of the church. The Civic Trust award jury, 1997, commenting on

this integration wrote, “.....to become one of those rare pieces of art and architecture

where the whole is greater than the sum of its parts.” 5

Figure 5,3 Kennedy Fitzgerald & Associates, St. Brigid’s Church, 
Belfast, 1996
Stained glass design by Lua Breen
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All of the remaining buildings in this category seem to have been designed from first 

principles, such is the robust handling of spaces, forms and materials by architects 

like Ian Campbell. Architectural precedent rarely gets in the way of their very 

specific solutions, except perhaps, in the case of the Irish Linen Centre, which for 

obvious reasons needed a considered historical perspective. All of the buildings deal 

in very different ways with particular values; for example, the natural context is 

exploited at both the Riverside Theatre and the Blackwood Golf Centre.

The ‘Arts and Leisure’ category was the second largest Civic Trust group, with eight 

awards, constituting nearly one third of the total. The Trust has concentrated its 

attention outside Belfast and made awards for innovative buildings, which are 

uniquely contextual as well as being environmentally sensitive - buildings such as 

the Giant’s Causeway Visitors’ Centre or Tollymore Teahouse. It is significant that 

all of these buildings, many of them sited in remarkable locations in the landscape, 

like 'An Creagan’ centre, have responded to the opportunity offered. Architects like 

Richard Pierce are sensitive to the importance of the relationship between 

architecture and landscape.
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Both the RIBA and Civic Trust jurys have applauded the unique architectural 

significance of two of the buildings, Ian Campbell's Tollymore Teahouse and the 

Ardhowen Theatre by Me Cormick Tracey Mullarkey. They have also, over the 

three decades of the survey, acknowledged the design excellence of some 

outstanding structures here, with some from the Arts and Leisure category being 

prominent among them.

In the ‘Civic and Community’ category the RIBA made seven awards of which three 

went to churches, one in each decade. Liam Me Cormick’s church of Our Lady of 

Lourdes is economically constructed, its rawness, being characteristic of the 1970s. 

This is in marked contrast to the comfortable orthodoxy of the 1990s, as seen in the 

parish church of St. Brigid. Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates’ elegantly handled 

interior, skilful construction, and complex though conventional design is expressive 

of a modem spiritual place. Woodlands Presbyterian church is a fine example of a 

modem 1980s building which is functionally economical, aesthetically simple and 

intentionally private.

Part of the success of any building is how it relates to other buildings around it, and 

how it manages the new spaces created by its presence. The remaining four 

buildings in this category are good examples of that success. Harkin House, 

originally a suburban family residence was rebuilt (after bring destroyed in a bomb 

blast) to merge seamlessly with its Victorian neighbours; while Dungannon District 

Council Offices, seen from a distance, emphatically announces its presence as a 

compact and prismatic study in brick, effectively set against a sloping hillside.
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Figure 5.5 Kennedy Fitzgerald & Associates, Dungannon District Council 
Offices, Dungannon, 1978
Red brick configuration

The Civic Trust made just two awards in the Civic and Community category - the 

Central Fire Station and St. Brigid’s Parish Church which were both designed by 

Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates in the 1990s and are both located in Belfast. 

These brick buildings, functional and robust, are but two in a long line of innovative 

designs stretching over three decades by this practice.
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Figure 5.6 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Central Fire Station,
Belfast, 1993
A re - interpretation of the ‘Belfast comer’ at the triangular junction 
of streets

This gives these buildings a certain spatial integrity: Beechill House is a self 

contained slab of space, the Northern bank has formal clarity, while the General 

Accident building abounds with images of order. The Canyon European factory is 

graceful and serene, the Clarence Gallery is ingeniously chic, and the Antrim 

Technology units blend into the landscape. The ‘New Studios’ architects’ office at 

Hill Street has a stylish humour, while the Design Centre is transparent and airy, and 

the City of Derry airport terminal is both ordered and inventive.
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Figure 5.7 Robinson & Me Ilwaine, The General Accident Building, 
Belfast, 1987
A view of the facade

The Civic Trust made four awards in the Commercial category, two of which - the 

Antrim Technology units and the architects’ offices at Hill Street - were also RIBA 

winners. Of the remaining two buildings the Civic Trust applauded the clean-cut, 

bronzed facade of Calvert House, and acknowledged the impact which Castle Court 

shopping mall made as a brash and airy piece of engineering in the centre of Belfast.

Figure 5.8 Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, Antrim Technology Units, 
Antrim, 1986
Distinctive industrial units with post - modem classical overtones
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In the ‘Education’ category the RIBA made four awards spanning all three decades 

surveyed here, and it is no surprise, given the consistently high standards set by the 

firm, that they all went to one practice, that of Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates. 

Of the one hundred and fifty-five RSUA registered practices in Northern Ireland in 

1997, just sixteen were listed as award winners in all the categories. One of this 

small select group, Kennedy Fitzgerald and Associates, has amassed seven RIBA 

awards and seven Civic Trust awards. Though they do not specialise in school 

buildings, as such, the firm has consistently exploited the education sector as an 

appropriate vehicle to explore their own architectural agenda. After all, the founder 

of the firm, Donald Shanks, had himself been a schools architect for Belfast 

Education committee, and had thus established the firm as one with special expertise 

in school design. Beyond that specialist ability, we can also see the New Model 

school and Victoria College extension as two examples in the 1970s of the firm’s 

interest in forging a New Brutalist aesthetic in Ulster. J.B Kennedy’s Portadown 

Technical College and Glenveagh School are the remaining examples of their 

evolving high-tech aesthetic in the 1980s. This practice demonstrated a constant 

leaning towards innovation in relationship to changing technologies and values. The 

Civic Trust made only one award in the Education category which went to Victoria 

College extension in 1972.
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The RIBA made two awards in the ‘Houses and Housing’ category, both of them 

twenty years ago. The awards went to Dervock and Glenarm, two small housing 

schemes in rural north Antrim carried out by the Northern Ireland Housing 

Executive. The judges recognised the novel attempts being made by the Executive to 

infuse their standard house-type dwellings with something of the vigour of the 

traditional vernacular styles of the area. Meanwhile the Civic Trust made four 

awards in this category, all in the 1980s, one of which, the Glenarm scheme, was also 

an RIBA winner. They consistently promoted the regeneration of urban and rural 

communities, and encouraged architects and planners to design homes only after 

consultation with the local communities. As a result of this process, the Northern 

Ireland Housing Executive schemes at Short Strand, Belfast, at Killyleagh village, 

and at Cudgel Row, Annsborough were all developments stamped with their own 

individual character. This notion or desire for a sense of place is too often 

understated or even disregarded, and the Civic Trust deserves credit for encouraging

153



the sensitive intervention of bodies like the Northern Ireland Housing Executive into 

community schemes.

In May, 1994 an important exhibition of the work of Italian architect Giancarlo de 

Carlo (RIBA Gold Medal winner 1993) was seen in Belfast. De Carlo advocated 

taking architecture to the people, and letting communities participate in the decision 

making process 6. The impact of such a democratic approach was not lost on 

Housing bodies. Though no awards have been made by either RIBA or the Civic 

Trust consultations with planners, architects, public bodies and citizens does take 

place.

In the ‘Conservation’ category the RIBA made only one award, and that went to the 

confident restoration of the Grand Opera House, Belfast, 1984, by McKinstry and 

Brown.
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By contrast, the ‘Conservation’ category was the largest Civic Trust category with a 

total of nine buildings or complexes, the awards being spread over all three decades, 

under review. Throughout the 1970s the Trust had spearheaded a drive to give more 

attention and resources to conserving and enhancing Britain’s rich heritage of fine 

buildings. In 1975, European Architectural Heritage year, the British government 

asked the Civic Trust to set up and administer a nation-wide heritage fund. As a 

result, various financial packages became widely available to help local areas, 

councils, and individuals to restore and preserve the built environment. In the 1970s 

Lisburn railway station was sympathetically restored, and Purdysbum village 

reinvigorated. The 1980s saw the Allied Irish Bank in Derry saved from demolition, 

the Grand Opera House in Belfast painstakingly restored, and Annalong com mill 

preserved. In the 1990s a Craft Village was created in the centre of Derry City, a 

conservation area at Gracehill was enhanced, buildings at the Enniskillen 

buttermarket were saved from decay and neglect, and Galgorm Courtyard was 

transformed into an enterprise centre. The Trust applauded and recognised these 

nine initiatives, while at the same time being mindful that society can move beyond 

the nostalgia of the wooden shop front and the cast-iron lamp standard. Despite 

many good buildings lost through neglect or wilful destruction Northern Ireland has 

witnessed some good practise in the area of conservation.

Finally in the ‘Health’ category, the RIBA made just one award, which went to the 

innovative Bridge Street Medical Centre, Derry, 1989. The Civic Trust made no 

awards. The lack of success in this field might suggest that the buildings of the 

National Health have been immunised against creative architecture. It is surprising
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that hospital s like Altnagelvin in Derry or Dundonald in Belfast were never award

winners.

The grouping of all sixteen RIAI Awards (Appendix 7) is fairly predictable, for 

example, almost three-quarters of the awards are in Belfast, including all three award 

winning buildings in the ‘Civic and Community" category. The largest two groups 

with five awards each are ‘Arts and Leisure" and ‘Commercial’, which replicates the 

RIBA’s own buildings. The RIAI have in effect endorsed all of the buildings given 

awards by the RIBA and Civic Trust bodies, and they made no further awards to 

buildings her in Northern Ireland during the period under review.

Part Two: Chosen themes in the architecture

Two themes, glass and colour focus on specific characteristics of various buildings, 

demonstrating how technical innovation and an increasingly sophisticated visual 

aesthetic can be utilized to stamp a piece of architecture with its own unique 

thumbprint.
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The first theme, that of glass, is briefly discussed in some buildings where its 

innovative use is significant. Examples include the Waterfront Hall, Calvert House, 

the Clarence Gallery, the Ardhowen Theatre, the Design Centre, Castlecourt and the 

City of Derry Airport. Glass is a substance with huge symbolic significance in the 

history of modem architecture, and advances in the manufacture and treatment of 

glass, and the introduction of materials like aluminium framing to hold the material, 

and planar framed glazing, played an important part in architectural evolution in the 

past twenty-five years.

The fan shaped planar glazed walls of the Waterfront Hall is an important feature in 

the overall design concept. This squared off membrane extends out from the main 

drum of the building in a splayed planar arc. Floating at a six-degree angle off the 

vertical, it imposes quite a dynamic presence. Inside the glass envelope, ten columns 

support the semi-circular concrete floors, to which a span of steel stmts forms a top 

canopy. From this canopy is suspended the glass curtain of glazed units. By using 

cast metal ’spider’ connections and silicon jointing at the junction of the panes a 

curved glass skin is achieved, as is the use of unframed comers. Some twenty years 

after Foster Associates, Willis Faber Dumas’s headquarters at Ipswich, 1975, the 

Waterfront Hall produced the first successful version of a continuous and 

uninterrupted sweeping glass wall in Northern Ireland. New structural glazing 

systems make it possible to achieve vast uninterrupted areas of glass.
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Figure 5.12 Robinson & Me Ilwaine, The Waterfront Hall, Belfast, 1996
Fan shaped planar glazing

Since the 1980s various buildings in Northern lerland which incorporated innovative 

glass technology into their designs were attracting the attention of RIBA and Civic 

Trust juries alike. Calvert House (Fig 3.17), in Castle Place, Belfast, 1986 is one 

such example. The entire central bay of the street fa9ade of this 5-storey ‘in-fill’ 

office block is essentially a bronze-tinted glass wall, surmounted by a similarly 

glazed barrell vaulted fa9ade. The glazing is contained within a framework of 

bronze-coated steel which is secured to recessed end-bays. This central steel grid has 

a classically simple pattern, composed of 3 rows of 10 elongated vertical bars. At 

either end the frames curve back into the recesses, as does the glass. This innovative 

design approach gives a simple elegance to the building which it might otherwise 

lack.
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Figure 5.13 Robinson Patterson Partnership, The Clarence Gallery, 
Belfast, 1989
The airy interior of the gallery

Another Belfast building, formerly known as the Clarence Gallery, built in 1989, 

which is now the offices of the owners, Robinson Patterson Partnership, at Linenhall 

Street, has a glass end wall that rises the whole height of a former warehouse. The 

non-tinted double glazing encourages the passer-by to observe the workings of the 

office suites within. The transparent effect of this glass wall, both by day and by 

night, is tastefully sophisticated and urbane.

The Ardhowen Theatre is another building with an all glass frontage. No attempt is 

made to create a sheer glass facade; instead, the angular aluminium frame is 

deliberately fashioned to look like an expanded conservatory. The ‘green house’ 

frame, with its tall thin green-tinted panes is bolted on to a steel structure.
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Figure 5.14 Me Cormick Tracey Mullarkey, The Ardhowen Theatre, 
Enniskillen, 1986
Green-tinted glazing

The 1990s commercial building now known as Norbrook Technology, at 39 

Corporation Street, Belfast, (formerly the Design Centre, Laganside, 1991) makes 

use of extensive glazing to distinguish it - after all, its original function as a design 

centre meant that as much natural light as possible was deemed a prerequisite. Both 

inside and out, this building, with its myriad network of lightweight glazing struts, 

has an airiness, a Tightness of touch' which is refreshing.

The nearby Castlecourt shopping complex, 1992, also champions glass technology, 

but in a more flamboyant and glitzy manner. Its massive street fa9ade is constructed 

largely of stainless steel and toughened glass, and at ground level, a glass and tubular 

steel canopy envelopes the shoppers. The reflective quality of some 8000 square 

metres of glass walling gives this retail mall a sparkling and dramatic presence in 

Royal Avenue.
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The City of Derry airport terminal, 1995, has two interesting glass features, one of 

which demonstrates the continuing utilisation of modem glass technology, while the 

other shows how a ‘traditional’ glazing feature can be creatively used. The exterior 

of this 2,500 square metre symmetrical building is essentially composed of metal 

panels finished in white vitreous enamel. The panel comprises a sandwich of 

enamelled metal with insulation backed onto an inner metal lining to a thickness of 

80mm. They are complemented at strategic points by large panes of green-tinted 

glass, which allows the public clear lines of vision to the mnway apron. In addition a 

collar of glass blocks supports the air traffic control room and allows the control 

tower to ‘float’ above the terminal. These translucent glass blocks have been 

traditionally used in buildings in a functional way, but more recently in an aesthetic 

way.

The second architectural theme emerging from the study - that of ‘colour’ - briefly 

highlights a few buildings where a keen understanding of its importance has been 

appreciated by the awarding juries. The RIBA and Civic Trust judging panels have 

consistently commented favourably on the judicious handling of colour as an integral 

design component, and examples of buildings which possess this quality are 

Blackwood Golf Centre, Glenveagh School, Our Lady of Lourdes Church and St. 

Brigid’s Parish Church.
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Figure 5.15 O’ Donnell and Tuomey, Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor, 1994
Bleached cedar cabins

Red and ochre is everywhere in evidence at Blackwood Golf Centre. A terra-cotta 

coloured wash is brushed over all the masonry and the red cedar sheeting is protected 

with varnish. Already these paint finishes are weathering and bleaching, with the 

result that the complex seems to dissolve back into the natural landscape. The blue 

of the sky and the green of the pastoral surroundings frame in a painterly way this 

dreamlike construction.

Glenveagh Special School on the other hand makes extensive use of colour as an 

expressive and functional tool. Bright colours are everywhere - red hand rails, 

yellow glazed doors, jade steel decking, blue flooring, and green wall panels. The 

school is a three-dimensional celebration of colour, whose usage seems almost 

impulsive and spontaneous, like a child’s painting. The colours are offset by the 

neutral buff block walls of the classrooms and circulation areas. On a fine day the 

rooms are full of sunlight and reflected colour.
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The triangular geometry of Our Lady of Lourdes Church is strikingly highlighted by 

the red sweep of its end walls. The vibrancy of the colour accentuates the rawness of 

this splendid building. Another church which utilises colour but in a more subtle 

way is St. Brigid’s Parish Church. Here the building materials visually complement 

and enhance each other: rugged sand-coloured bricks, creamy reconstituted stone, 

light reflecting blocks of glass, peachy ash timbers and glass windows with multi

colours all blend harmoniously.8

As architecture is a form of culture the significance of these buildings could hardly 

be overstated. The importance of ideas, the significance of design and the quality of 

work of our best architects have been recognised and applauded in the RIBA and 

Civic Trust awards.

Other themes can be identified which trace the emergence of cultural, social, 

environmental and political issues. A good example of an environmental issue is 

sustainable architecture. Architects are increasingly constrained by new legislation 

aimed at protecting the environment. The broadening of environmental controls 

means that questions of environmental assessment, energy use, and safety 

requirements have become part of the daily life of architecture. Government 

legislation is creating a new architectural order where low ecological impact and 

minimum energy use impact on the form and style of buildings. Since the late 1980s 

all of the award winning buildings have had to take on board sustainable issues in 

one form or another. At the Waterfront Hall for example the main auditorium air- 

conditioning system uses the principal of displacement ventilation whereby air is 

introduced at low level at slightly below room temperature rather than a conventional 

system. Elaborate safety precautions were demanded, and as part of the fire and
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security system a smoke control system was installed in the main auditorium. This 

system creates a barrier to smoke from a fire on stage and consists of a series of 

curtains at high level, which can automatically drop to form a six metre deep barrier. 

There are in addition pressurised escape staircases and disable evacuation lifts. Such 

a system is energy efficient in that incoming air has only to be cooled to 18 degrees 

centigrade rather than 13 degrees centigrade, which would be normal in the 

conventional system. Contrast this with the situation some twenty five years earlier 

when the Ulster Museum opened its doors to the general public. The RIBA judges 

then referred to ‘certain shortcomings’which were overlooked for example, the 

deplorable failure to provide wheelchair ramps and the unaccountable lack of any 

storage space for cleaning equipment which had to content with 72,000 sq. ft. of 

floor space.

As stated at the beginning of the chapter there are other equally valid themes that 

could have been discussed, for instance, the Trishness’ of architecture in Northern 

Ireland. Alternatively the relationship between architecture and landscape, or the 

embryonic emergence of a recognisable regional identity are two further examples. 

The scope and focus of the thesis however was to evaluate the built achievement of 

the time by using the RIBA and Civic Trust Awards systems as a gauge of 

excellence. This trail of meritorious buildings formed itself into a fairly cohesive 

methodological framework, and to explore alternative themes might have deflected 

from the main thrust of the thesis.
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Figure 5.16 Kennedy Fitzgerald & Associates, St. Brigid’s Parish Church, 
Belfast, 1994
A blend of textures and colours

Notes to Text

1 First published on the occasion of the exhibition ‘2011' Century Architecture, Ireland’, Deutsches Architecktur - 

Museum, Frankfurt an Main, 1997.

2 Becker Anette, Olley John, Wang Wilffied, (ed.), ‘2011’ - Century Architecture, Ireland’ Munich. Prestel,_l 997, pp 32 

-33.

3 Quoting from ‘Art in Architecture’. 1968, page 22, Louis G Redstone argues that “Architecture consists of an 

organised relationship between interiors and exterior spaces, conditioned by a definite function.”

4 Quoting from Building. (Civic Trust Awards), ‘St. Brigid’s Church’, 1997, p 43

5 Quoting from Perspective, vol 2 no. 4, 1994. Professor Tom Woolley who interviewed Giancarlo de Carlo, writes, 

“Participation is not a solution, but a necessity’, he told me. You still have to add the designer’s skill, imagination 

and judgement.”

6 Quoting from ‘Modem House’. 1995, page 13, author John Welsh says (in reference to Britain), “ There are few

houses of worth in this country. Those that do exist are built largely by and for architects”.

Quoting from ‘Civic Trust Awards 1997’. page 43, the judges comment on, “ the use of a limited palatte of simple 
materials....”, and again, “ This building is beautifully detailed to draw the most from simple, natural materials.”
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Conclusion

A history of architecture in Ulster over a twenty-five year period has been charted 

using the RIBA and Civic Trust awards system as a yardstick of ‘excellence’. Fifty- 

five award winning buildings and complexes illustrate something of the 

individualistic character of the province’s architecture, and at the same time help to 

identify some of the concerns and ideals of modem architecture in general. Of the 

one hundred and fifty-five architectural practices in Northern Ireland, a total of 

twenty-three have gained awards. This small number, however, has produced a body 

of innovative work, which forms part of a larger orbit of compelling and imaginative 

design work produced by leading British architects. In Ulster, the distinguishing 

quality of this corpus of work lies in its specific underlying order and the driving 

force of its ideas.

In Britain in the 1960s, building in concrete held the key to architectural progress. In 

the Ulster of the 1970s some of the finest and last examples of that genre were seen. 

The concrete forms used to explore the New Brutalist aesthetic flowed briefly before 

being discredited. The late 1970s and 80s witnessed a new softer approach to 

architecture, which expressed itself in the strong modelling of forms as an expression 

of structure. In addition, the harnessing of modem technology as a means of 

expression saw a new high-tech architectural movement develop in Britain. In 

Ulster, with its small industrial base and relatively tiny population of 1.65 million, 

the industrial aesthetic, which flourished elsewhere in the United Kingdom, was 

fairly insignificant. However, within the confines of this survey eight buildings 

could be classified as high-tech, all of them buildings of considerable bravura and 

beauty.
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During the 1990s architectural production in Ireland and the United Kingdom 

witnessed the recurring struggle to reconcile modernity with tradition, and terms 

such as ‘vernacular modem’, ‘modified modem’, ‘contextual’ and even ‘classical 

revival’ have all been used to describe varied groupings of buildings of similar 

styles. Architecture in Ulster, because of its size, witnessed little of this struggle, but 

it did concern itself with reassessment and context. In fact, improved economic 

conditions generated some experimentation and invention from confident architects 

who have made considerable contributions to the advancement of the architectural 

dialogue. The inheritance of modernism has been well distilled in Northern Ireland. 

The pioneering work of McCormick, Kennedy and Campbell while provincial is 

certainly not parochial, and is much appreciated by their peers in much the same way 

as their English counterparts are appreciated in Britain.

The RIBA and Civic Trust system (and the awarding bodies) have not only shown 

good judgement over the years but have also helped further the cause of architecture 

in Ulster by rewarding architects for their endeavours and drawing attention to their 

achievements.

On its own an architectural prize is just that - a single award for a single building, 

though in a sense the giving of a prize can occasionally act as a marker of the time as 

in the case of the Exhibition Gallery at the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, 

Cultra, which signalled the arrival of an industrial aesthetic into mainstream Ulster 

architecture. Additionally, the prizes sometimes become a manifesto as in the case 

of Dungannon Council Offices whose abstracted composition demonstrated that 

modem art and architecture can be indivisible. But a panoramic view of prize
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winning buildings over a period of years sets in train the notion that the awards 

systems are in themselves an authentic cultural expression of their time.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

Royal Institute of British Architects 
Northern Ireland Awards 1972 - 97

Year Building Architect Award
1972 Ulster Museum extension, Belfast Francis Pym Award
1972 Victoria College extension,

Belfast
Shanks Leighton 
Kennedy Fitzgerald

Commendation

1975 Beechill House, Belfast Ferguson & Mcllveen Commendation

1976 New Model School, Enniskillen Shanks Leighton 
Kennedy Fitzgerald

Commendation

1977 Riverside Theatre, Coleraine Peter Moro & Partners Commendation

1977 Head Office, Northern Bank Ltd 
Belfast

Building Design 
Partnership

Award

1978 Church of our Lady of Lourdes, 
Derry

L McCormick & 
Partners

Commendation

1979 Harkin House, Belfast Robinson &
Mcllwaine

Commendation

1979 Housing Scheme, Dervock, Co 
Antrim

Diamond Redfum 
Anderson

Commendation

1980 Teahouse, Tollymore Forest Park, 
Newcastle

Ian Campbell &
Partners

Award

1980 Housing Scheme, Glenarm, Co 
Antrim

N.Ireland. Housing 
Executive

Commendation

1980 Dungannon District Council
Office, Dungannon

Shanks Leighton 
Kennedy Fitzgerald

Commendation

1981 Woodlands Presbyterian Church, 
Carrickfergus

Ferguson & Mcllveen Commendation

1983 Exhibition Gallery, Ulster Folk & 
Transport, Museum, Cultra

Ferguson & Mcllveen Award

1984 Grand Opera House restoration, 
Belfast

McKinstry & Brown Commendation

1886 Fleming Fulton School, Belfast Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Commendation
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Year Building Architect Award
1987 Zoological Gardens, entrance, 

Belfast
McAdam Design Award

1988 General Accident Building,
Belfast

Robinson &
Mcllwaine

National
Award

1988 Ardhowen Theatre, Enniskillen McCormack Tracey 
Mullarkey

National
Award

1988 Cayon European Ltd, Mallusk Robinson &
Mcllwaine

Regional
Award

1989 Clarence Gallery, Belfast Robinson Patterson 
Partnership

Regional
Award

1989 River House, Newcastle Knox & Markwell Regional
Award

1989 Bridge Street Medical Centre,
Derry

Scott MacLynn Regional
Award

1989 Antrim Technology Park, Antrim Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Regional
Award

1990 Architect’s Office, Hill Street, 
Belfast

Barrie Todd
Architects

Regional
Award

1991 Design Centre, Belfast Barrie Todd
Architects

Regional
Award

1992 Europa Bus Centre, Belfast Robinson &
Mcllwaine

Regional
Award

1993 Ulster Rail, Gallery,

Ulster Folk & Transport Museum, 
Cultra

Ian Campbell &
Partners

Regional
Award

1993 Glenveagh School, Belfast Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Regional
Award

1994 Navan Centre, Armagh McAdam Design Regional
Award

1995 Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn Chaplin Hall Black 
Douglas

Regional
Award

1995 City of Derry Airport, Eglinton WDR & RT Taggart Regional
Award

1996 St Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Regional
Award

1997 Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor O’Donnell & Tuomey Regional
Award

1997 Waterfront Hall, Belfast Robinson &
Mcllwaine

National
Award
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Appendix 2

Civic Trust
Northern Ireland Awards 1972 - 97

Year Building Architect Award
1972 Victoria College extension,

Belfast
Shanks Leighton 
Kennedy Fitzgerald

Award

1975 Railway Station, Lisburn Ferguson & Mcllveen Award

1978 Purdysbum Village, Lisburn N.Ireland Housing 
Executive

Commendation

1980 Housing Scheme, Glenarm, Co 
Antrim

N.Ireland Housing 
Executive

Commendation

1980 Teahouse, Tollymore Forest
Park, Newcastle

Ian Campbell & 
Partners

Award

1982 Headquarters, AIB Bank, Derry F.M. Corr &
Associates

Commendation

1984 Housing Scheme, Short Strand, 
Belfast

McAdam Design Commendation

1984 Grand Opera House restoration, 
Belfast

McKinstry & Brown Award

1986 Commill restoration, Annalong Newry District
Council

Award

1986 Housing Development, Killyleagh N.Ireland Housing 
Executive

Commendation

1986 Calvert House, Belfast Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Award

1988 Giant’s Causeway Centre, 
Bushmills

A Berzins &
Associates

Award

1988 Ardhowen Theatre, Eniskillen McCormack Tracey 
Mullarkey

Commendation

1988 Housing at Cudgel Row, 
Annsborough

N.Ireland Housing 
Executive

Commendation

1988 Lough Melvin Holiday Centre, 
Garrison

Richard Pierce Commendation

1989 Antrim Technology Park, Antrim Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Commendation
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Year Building Architect Award
1990 Craft Village, Derry Hegarty Masterson 

Doherty
Special
Mention

1990 Foyle Valley Railway Museum, 
Derry

Caroline Dickson Commendation

1990 Architect’s Office, Hill Street, 
Belfast

Barrie Todd
Architects

Commendation

1990 Gracehill Conservation Area, 
Ballymena

Department of 
Environment

Commendation

1992 The Courtyard, Galgorm Castle, 
Ballymena

McCutcheon & 
Wilkinson

Commendation

1992 Buttermarket, Enniskillen Richard Pierce Commendation

1992 Castlecourt Shopping Mall,
Belfast

Building Design 
Partnership

Award

1992 Advanced Software Centre,
Antrim Technology Park, Antrim

Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Commendation

1995 An Creagan Centre, Omagh Richard Pierce Commendation

1995 ‘The Courtyard’ Arts & Leisure 
Centre Newtownabbey

Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Commendation

1995 Central Fire Station, Belfast Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Commendation

1995 Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn Chaplin Hall Black 
Douglas

Award

1997 St Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates

Award
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Appendix 5

RIAI Triennial Medal Awards
[as affecting Northern Ireland]

1977-80 Grand Opera House renovation, Belfast by McKinstry & Brown 
RIAI Silver Medal winner [Conservation Category]

1982- 84 Short Strand Housing Scheme, by McAdam Design
RIAI Silver Medal commendation [Housing Category]

1983- 85 Calvert House, Belfast, by Kennedy Fitzgerald & Associates
RIAI Gold Medal winner

1983-85 Fleming Fulton School extension, by Kennedy Fitzgerald & 
Associates
RIAI Gold Medal commendation

1986-88 Ardhowen Theatre, Enniskillen, by McCormack Tracey Mullarkey 
RIAI Gold Medal commendation

1992-94 Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor, by O’Donnell & Tuomey 
RIAI Gold Medal commendation
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1990

1990

1991

1992

1992

1993

1994

1995

1995

1996

1997

RIAI Regional Award Winners

[as affecting Northern Ireland]

Clarence Gallery, Belfast 

Architect’s Office, Belfast 

Castlecourt Mall, Belfast 

Antrim Technology Units, Antrim

Europa Bus Centre, Belfast 

Central Fire Station, Belfast 

Associates

Navan Centre, Armagh 

Irish Linen Centre, Lisburn 

Blackwood Golf Centre, Bangor 

St Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast

Waterfront Hall, Belfast

Robinson Patterson Partnership 

Barrie Todd Architects 

Building Design Partnership 

Kennedy Fitzgerald & 

Associates

Robinson & Mcllwaine 

Kennedy Fitzgerald &

Me Adam Design 

Chapllin Hall Black Douglas 

O’Donnell & Tuomey 

Kennedy Fitzgerald & 

Associates
Robinson & Mcllwaine
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Appendix 8

1988

1995

1997

Other Awards Of Particular Significance
[apart from those of the RIBA, Civic Trust and RIAL]

Royal Institute of Charter Surveyors Third Prize [Educational 
Category]

Giant’s Causeway Centre, Bushmills, Andris Berzins & Associates

Brick Development Association Supreme Award
St Brigid’s Parish Church, Belfast, by Kennedy Fitzgerald & 

Associates

Concrete Society national winner [Building Category]
Waterfront Hall, Belfast, architects Robinson & Mcllwaine
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