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Bristol gallery room to breatfje. By Jan-€arlos Kucharek. Photegraphs: Dennis Gilbert/view
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Client Arnolfini Gallery
Architect Snell Associates
Structural engineer Arup

Qs Gardiner & Theobald

67




b

Information & Tickets

by

w Wik

The back-lit fibre-glass reception desk uses a cheap, utilitarian material to great effect.
68



o
=
o
=
®
>
=
@
=
o
=
=
o
=
w
@
=]

New single- and double-height spaces allow the gallery greater curatorial freedom and the capacity for large-scale exhibits.

A ramp along the bar resolves a change in level and gives easy access. Windows and direct sunlight are a luxury most galleries can’t afford.
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aul Klee’s 1920 painting Angelus Novus is

the inspiration behind the inaugural exhi-

bition at Snell Associates’ redesigned
Arnolfini gallery in Bristol. Its title, “This storm
is what we call progress’, is a quote from Walter
Benjamin’s description of Klee's ‘Angel of His-
tory’, apparently eyeing the past fearfully in the
wind tunnel of the future, which threatens to
blow its loosely delineated geometries into a
new, as yet uncertain form.

London practice Snell Associates has been
busy redelineating the geometries of the old
gallery to bring it into the 21st century. Arnol-
fini, set up in 1961, moved into the 19th century
former tea warchouse in 1975 when the rest of
the building was redeveloped as offices by a
local construction firm. Single-handedly, the
gallery and performance space acted as catalyst
for the regeneration of Bristol's whole water-
front - a model since emulated in cities across
the country: In the late 80s David Chipperfield
reorganised the galleries and artist Bruce
McLean created the ground-floor cafe/bar.

But over the years the lack of space and
funding took their toll on the Arnolfini; its
accessibility and educational facilities were
inadequate and it was overlooked by major
shows. Rescue came in the form of an Arts
Council grant for more than £75M of the
£12.5M it needed to buy the freehold of the
grade II (starred) listed warehouse. This cash
injection meant the gallery could expand up to

Section through main
staircase shows the
potential for future
expansion to the mansard
level and for its possible
conversion to a restaurant,

the second floor and down into the basement,
with a budget of £4.5M for completely recon-
figuring and upgrading the resulting internal
spaces. More than 100 architectural practices
were interviewed for the commission, and
Snell Associates was appointed.

Visitors to the old gallery may recall Chipper-
field'siconic red staircase or the popular bar, but
they would have had little cause to remember
much else. Once beyond the foyer with its book-
shop and cafe, the ground- and first-floor gal-
leries were constrained by the 3m high coffered
floorslabs (a sign of the speculative nature of the
70s development) and the cinema/auditorium
was tucked away at the end of a long corridor.

Snell Associates’ key move was to break out
the slab at the centre of the floor plate and
insert a staircase from ground to second floor,
supporting the third floor with a single circular
column. Shifted 90° from its predecessor’s posi-
tion, the orientation of the staircase has a fun-
damental impact on the space, drawing the for-
merly peripheral ground-floor foyer deep into
the building and funnelling it up through its
section. Now, no matter where you are in the
circulation zone, your never lose sight of the
bustle of the foyer below. And there’s a lot of
bustle, because the architect took an ‘if it ain't
broke don’t fix it' approach to the entrance area.

The popular bar, bookshop area and lower
gallery are kept in their original positions to
maintain a sense of continuity with the old

complete with rooflight.
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Perspective section
1 Plant
2 Public facilities
3 Main circulation
| 4 Project space
5 Auditorium
6 General office
7 Lettable offices

space, though all have been upgraded. A gener-
ous ‘T’ of circulation has been created at
ground level, a clear zone for orientation and
assembly: To the left of the entrance a huge
sliding painted steel door opens the bookshop
and gallery out fully to the foyer, maximising
retail and display opportunity, while to the
right Bruce McLean's new bar, complete with
glass artwork, is a riot of colour amid the white
neutrality. Its zaniness is increased by the
incorporation of a ramp running along the bar
to deal with the drop in level from the foyer.
The main circulation element, the lift and
staircase, is a powerful insertion into the long
leg of the “T". Mirroring the industrial aesthetic
of the original warehouse, its white steel struc-
ture cuts strong diagonals up through what
Robin Snell terms the ‘internal courtyard’ of
this mock Venetian palazzo. Its poured con-
crete plank stairs and bridges wrap around the
brushed steel casing of the access lift, defined
by a white-painted pressed steel balustrade.
Simply distinguished from the upright by dis-
creet spacers and a shadow gap, the beauty of
the balustrade belies the material's nature.
When you grab it, it’s a pleasant surprise.
However the real spatial and structural gym-
nastics are on the first and second floors, where
the architect punched through the slab to
create a double-height space. Large transfer p
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Costs

Total costs  £4,400,000
Area 3250m*
Costs/m? £1345
Breakdown
Preliminaries  £490,000
Demolition/temporary
works £409,000
Substructure  £34,000
Superstructure £187,000
Steelwork £175,000
M&E £1,730,000
Int finishes £504,000
Glazing £81,000
Fitout £577,000
Ext works £16,000
Contingency ~ £164,000

P beams are required to support the load of the
third-floor slab, the result of removing two
central columns. Their severed heads still hang
within the beams themselves, sacrificed to cre-
ate a gallery generous enough to contain the
largest paintings and installations. Either side
of this, the former education spaces were
cleared away to allow for two smaller galleries
off this main one. What these lack in height,
they gain in light, their east and western
aspects illuminating different qualities in the
works throughout the day.

On the second floor, above the unmodified
auditorium at ground, a new black-painted
‘dark studio’ allows for multimedia installa-
tions and projections. At the other end of the
lobby a small white-painted room constitutes
the ‘one picture gallery’, for contemplation of
an individual work. Next to that is the archive
and research room, its large picture window
overlooking the canal across the canopy of the
trees in front. Administrative offices and edu-
cation rooms of whitewashed brickwork run
along the eastern and southern edges of the
third-floor extension, with staff facilities and
green room to the south.

Staircase detail

1 Brushed stainless steel
handrail welded
connection to baluster

2 600mm CHS column
supporting floors above

3 Steel tray bolted to
structure with insitu
screed fill

4 Midpoint structural
support

5 Steel balustrade tray
panel bolted
to structure 3

6 300 x 90mm PFC

7 Steel angle upstand to
gap between bridge
and gallery wall

8 Hinged panels to allow
for outsize art deliveries

9 Slab edge PFC
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Efforts were made to retain a sense of the
original building, notably with the floor slabs.
As a conversion carried out on a strict budget
by a contractor, there was very little structural
redundancy. Not wanting to make any major
changes to the slabs, the architect investigated
more cosmetic means of strengthening them to
deal with the additional loads. This was accom-
plished by means of carbon fibre strips epoxy-
bonded to the soffit of the coffered slab to give
it additional strength in tension.

The coffers were maintained in their origi-
nal state. Instead of a suspended ceiling there
are two thick service walls either side of the
main gallery that run up from basement level

10 15mm clear
toughened glass
balustrade panel

11 Brushed stainless
steel handrails
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to condition the whole space. Only lighting,
smoke detectors and power points sit centrally
within the coffers. On occasion, especially at
second-floor level where wires are exposed,
these can be a little distracting and messy, but
there is an overriding honesty to this approach
that mitigates the effect.

Subtle concealed lighting of the staircase
itself, with the shift to structural glazed
balustrades at floor level, allows natural light
from the windows to suffuse into this internal
arca, suggesting a direct source of sunlight
where none exists. Gallery director Caroline
Collier says there is a moment in the day when
light diffracting through the prismatic
balustrades directs rainbows against the white
walls of this vertical foyer - an incidental effect
but one that lends poetry to the prosaic func-
tion of circulation. There may be reservations
over the fact that the staircase turns its back on
the visitor at ground level, but the idea of its
expansion up to roof level to some future
restaurant, without compromising the lettable
space between that partially funds the gallery,
is an exciting one.

The opening exhibition’s catalogue rein-
forces this sense of future potential, interspers-
ing images of the Arnolfini under reconstruc-
tion and completed with the exhibits them-
selves, compounding the notion of the reflex-
ivity of this with the past and present. It is with-
in this context that Collier and the architect
would like the prime exhibit, the Arnolfini
itself, to be read. |

Specifications Acoustic ceiling tiles by Rockfon (Reader enquiry no 650), acoustic floating floor by CDM-
UK (651), automatic glass sliding doors by Dorma (652). iranmongery by Allgood (853), light fittings by

DAL (654), Erco (655), Philip Payne (656) and Zumtobe! (657), rubber flooring by Freudenberg Building
Systems (658), steel doors by Clark Door (659). steel framed glazing by Schuca (670), timber doors by
Hazlin of Ludlow (671) For more information on these products, visit www.riba-journal.co.uk/enquiries



