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‘THIS IS A BEAUTIFUL,
INNOVATIVE AND FUNCTIONAL
BUILDING, IT ALLOWS
CONVERSATIONS TO
HAPPEN THAT WOULDN’T
OTHERWISE TAKE PLACE
IN A THOUSAND YEARS.’
—
PROFESSOR KIM NASMYTH
HEAD OF BIOCHEMISTRY
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Foreword
Mike Wigg

Since the leadership of the Estates Directorate at the University of Oxford
changed in late 2003, there has been a keen desire to improve the support
given and services provided to the University’s world-class academic
departments, particularly in the delivery of major building projects. This we
believe depends on the quality of teams employed as well as comprehensive
and rigorous project processes. It also requires the integration of the main
and key sub-contractors into the project team at a much earlier stage than
in a more traditional procurement.
New Biochemistry is the ﬁrst signiﬁcant development to be delivered from
inception to completion under this philosophy, and it is a great example of
what we want to achieve at Oxford. Not only does it provide state-of-the-art
research facilities, but it also collects together a disparate Department, enabling
them to work in a more eﬀective and collaborative way. The image of the
building is striking and entirely appropriate to the world-class status that the
University enjoys.
New Biochemistry is also one of the ﬁrst steps in the longer-term plan to
reshape the University’s Science Area, with the aim of providing up-to-date
research and teaching facilities together with the highest quality general
working environment for our staﬀ and students.
This book casts light on the process of consultation, design development and
construction that created the building, and the intense discussions between
scientists, architect and artists that helped form the unique interior spaces.
The success of the building is measured in the signiﬁcant increase in the number
of applications to join the Biochemistry Department at Oxford and the attraction
of the very highest quality researchers from around the world to work in this
new ‘interdisciplinary’ space.
All those involved with the project should be proud of what has been achieved.
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Working within the Historic
Context of Oxford
Russell Brown

A Little History
The ﬂood of tourists who, every summer, take the train an hour west of London
to Oxford, are never disappointed. Historic buildings and the visible institutions
of Oxford University dominate the city centre. Oxford received its Charter from
King Henry II in 1191 which allowed its citizens to enjoy the same privileges as
Londoners. Parliament was held there in the thirteenth century and, during the
English Civil War, Oxford was the headquarters of the Royalists. The University
of Oxford is ﬁrst mentioned in thirteenth-century records, when the earliest
colleges were founded: University College in 1249; Balliol College in 1263; and
Merton College in 1264. These new institutions were established at a time when
the writings of Greek philosophers were ﬁrst being translated into English and
Latin, starting a tradition for scientiﬁc research at Oxford.
In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the city grew as an industrial centre,
and in the 1840s the Great Western Railway and the London and North Western
Railway linked Oxford to London. Until the early twentieth century, which saw
rapid population growth and the establishment of the William Morris Motor
Company at Cowley, the University dominated the political and economic life
of the city. By the early 1970s, however, over twenty thousand people were
working at the car factories and steel pressing plants in Cowley. Oxford had
split into two halves: the historic university city to the west of Magdalen Bridge
and the ‘car town’ to the east. At the time, it was said that the car workers
earned more than the Oxford dons. The decline of British Leyland in 1980s and
1990s caused massive job losses. The recent halt in production of the new Mini
for BMW has wiped away the vast industrial complexes from the east side of
Oxford, refocusing the local economy on the University and tourism.
The local politics and planning policy of Oxford are strongly inﬂuenced by the
middle-class attitudes of the students, staﬀ and administrators of the University.
As a result the City Council has the largest number of councillors from the Green
Party in the UK and has highly developed policies of sustainability. These policies
include limiting the number of cars allowed into the city centre and restricting car
parking. They also insist on sustainable forms of development, promoting energyeﬃcient buildings.
Magdalen College,
Oxford.
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The University and the City Council responded to the pressure for the expansion
and continuous upgrading of the University facilities by agreeing that any new
development should take place within walking distance of the transport links
rather than outside the ring road, as has happened in Cambridge. This puts
huge pressure on the small amount of land available for redevelopment and
makes it necessary to assess the value of every existing building. The University
and the City Council have worked closely together on this long-term process,
giving priority to the University development on sites that are adjacent to existing
University ‘clusters’.
Where is the Science Area?
The Science Area forms the eastern edge of the city centre, ﬁxed and restricted
by the University Parks. Beyond these busy public parks is the River Cherwell
and then open farmland in the Green Belt. The Science Area is a closely packed
group of buildings bounded by South Parks Road to the north and Parks Road
to the west. It has developed in an ad hoc manner behind the University
Museum. At one time the buildings were designed as garden pavilions facing
out into the Parks, but now they are a poor collection of fairly functional buildings
unrelated to each other or to their place in Oxford.

Aerial view of
the Science Park.

The Science Area has a distinct character of its own: it is more crowded and
landlocked than the major ceremonial buildings of the University such as the
Bodleian Library and the Radcliﬀe Camera, and the buildings lack the formal
typology of the classic college quadrangles of Christ Church facing St Aldate’s,
or Balliol, Trinity and St John’s Colleges facing St Giles. The Science Area is
perceived as a remote part of the University campus, pushed up against the
ﬁxed edge of the parks.
The ‘front door’ to the Science Area is the University Museum. It is the
largest building in terms of its height and length of facade. It is set back from
Parks Road across a lawn so that it addresses the street in a way that is quite
diﬀerent from the high-walled cloisters of the Colleges or the new buildings that
are built hard up to a street edge. The University Museum is the ﬁrst building
you see when walking from the city centre to the Science Area. Even the new
research buildings along South Parks Road defer to the University Museum.
This is entirely appropriate in terms of townscape and planning policy, but is
also an important symbolic clue as to the historical development of science
at Oxford University.
Until the mid nineteenth century the University School of Natural Science’s
teaching facilities were spread around Oxford, along with the diﬀerent collections
of anatomical and natural history specimens. Between 1855 and 1860 Sir Henry
Acland, Regius Professor of Medicine, campaigned for the building of a museum.
In 1858 he gave a lecture setting out a theoretical position for the building and
its collection. His view was that the University research activities were too
focused on the study of theology, philosophy, the classics and history, reﬂecting
the Church of England’s strong inﬂuence on the institution. He wanted the
University to oﬀer opportunities to study the natural world in order to obtain
‘knowledge of the great material design for which the Supreme Master Worker
has made us a constituent part’. It is interesting that he saw this as happening
in an open public museum rather than a closed, laboratory environment.
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A number of departments were collected together in the museum building:
Astronomy, Geometry, Experimental Physics, Mineralogy, Chemistry, Geology,
Zoology, Anatomy, Physiology, and Medicine. As the departments grew in size
and needed more specialist facilities, they moved to buildings along South Parks
Road and established the Science Area. Today these same departments occupy
the Science Area and maintain their close operational and cultural ties.
In a recent article in Architecture and Design, Howard Watson made the
connection between the public visibility of science and the categorisation of
material by type that was the basis of the original collection in the University
Museum. And now this same process underlies the design of the new
Biochemistry Building. In many ways, the re-emergence of the Science Area
and its re-development over the next twenty years will re-establish some of
the symbolic links and visual hierarchy of the ﬁrst purpose-built science building
in Oxford.
The Oxford University Museum of Natural History
The University Museum was designed by Irish architects, Deane and Woodward,
in 1860. It enclosed a large glazed court with a complex glazed roof supported by
a cast-iron structure. A particular feature of the building was the stone columns that
support the ‘cloisters’ running around the central court. Each column is made from
a diﬀerent British stone, selected by geologist John Phillips, who became the ﬁrst
keeper of the Museum. The present building is Grade I Listed and is the focus of a
Conservation Area that includes Keble College Chapel, the Radcliﬀe Science Library
and the Pitt Rivers Museum.
The most famous event in the Museum’s history was the debate of Darwin’s
theories of evolutionary biology at a meeting of the British Association, held in
the Museum soon after its completion. Representatives of the Church, (Samuel
Wilberforce, Bishop of Oxford) and of Science (Thomas Huxley) debated
Darwin’s new theories of evolution. The event is often characterised as a victory
for the Darwinists and a major turning point in human philosophy. In this way the
University Museum represents both the starting point and a continuing tradition
of internationally signiﬁcant scientiﬁc research in the Science Area. The recent
exhibitions and television programmes on Darwin and his book The Origin of
Species have attracted thousands of new visitors to the Museum.
The Oxford
Museum of Natural
History, seen from
Parks Road.

OXB_Final_AW_Final.indd Sec2:12

18.03.10 11:16

Above
Model of New
Biochemistry,
Phase 1.

OXB_Final_AW_Final.indd Sec2:13

Below
Close-up of model
of New Biochemistry,
both Phases.

18.03.10 11:16

14/15

Working within the Historic
Context of Oxford
Russell Brown

Clutter in the
streets surrounding
the new building.

Historic Growth of the Science Area
The buildings behind the University Museum initially developed as a ‘garden
front’ which faced north and east towards the Parks. The most signiﬁcant
additional building in the Museum complex is the Pitt Rivers Museum which
is only accessible by the public through the University Museum itself. The
Pitt Rivers contains some of the most outstanding archaeological and
anthropological collections in the world. Ethnic artefacts are stacked in dusty
display cases in a way that adds to the collection’s sense of mystery, distance
and strangeness. The museum and its public spaces have recently been redeveloped without providing a new public access. It retains a signiﬁcant ‘back
door’ facing onto the site for the Biochemistry development. This doorway
is only used for deliveries but may yet oﬀer an independent public entrance
to the Pitt Rivers Museum.
The historical development of the Science Area has been constrained and
concentrated by the boundary with the Parks. This restriction was brieﬂy lifted
in 1956 to allow the construction of the Clarendon Laboratories (Physics) and
Sherrington Building (Physiology) as part of a 1950s’ master plan. Since that
time the boundary around the Science Area has become more tightly drawn.
The parks are now part of the Green Belt and are themselves listed.
What Did the Science Area Feel Like?
The appearance of the Science Area in 2005 very much reﬂected the way
in which the buildings had grown, funded by individual donations to diﬀerent
scientiﬁc departments, which themselves are divided between diﬀerent divisions
in the University. The pattern of development since the late 1950s continued to
turn its back on the Parks and face inwards onto mediocre service yards and car
parks. Even the single park gate, hidden under the Gene Function Building, was
usually blocked by delivery vans. The spaces between buildings were random
expanses of tarmac left over after building projects, ﬁlled with cars and cut
through by aggressive delivery trucks. The overall impression was of clutter
and ‘make do and mend’, as the existing buildings were adapted to deal with
new research equipment: air-conditioning units were bolted to facades, windows
blocked out, service pipes and cabling swung across from building to building
with cars and bikes parked everywhere.
None of the buildings in the centre of the Science Area is distinguished in any
way. What sets the character of the area are abandoned bits of equipment,
storage cages for gas cylinders, dripping air-conditioning units and signs giving
frightening safety warnings. Although this was untidy, it did give something of a
clue as to the use of the buildings behind the blank facades, and helped establish
a ‘spirit of the place’. None of the buildings oﬀered views into rooms ﬁlled with
exciting scientiﬁc equipment. Windows were barred or blacked out and sills were
well above head height. This not only made the pedestrian realm depressing, but
it also made it feel dangerous. There was no street lighting or light coming out
of buildings to convey a sense of human surveillance. On a winter afternoon the
dark alleyways around the Science Area quickly emptied out and were perceived
as unsafe. This only increased the pressure on parking and the desire to park as
close the buildings as possible.
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Lack of Contact with the Parks
Everyone in the Science Area was aware that the open, green space of the
Parks was just a block away, but there was almost no visual relationship
between the spaces inside the Science Area and the Parks themselves. This
was exacerbated by the concerns of the University to control access into the
Science Area during the recent period of protests aimed at the University Life
Sciences building. The Parks themselves are secured and the number of gates
is limited to control out-of-hours access.
As architects, always looking from above, our design was continually inﬂuenced
by the potential to link the miserable, overshadowed spaces in the Science
Area to this open green ‘lung’. At one stage the carpet at the base of the
Biochemistry Building’s atrium was going to be printed with a photograph of
the grass in the Parks, to provide occupants with at least a reminder of the
natural world while they were working long days in the laboratories. In the end
the carpet design changed, but a sample was printed oﬀ and was used in the
reception at Hawkins\Brown’s oﬃces in London.

Site plan of the
Science Area.
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Deﬁning the Site
The Biochemistry Department was spread over seven buildings and the majority
of the facilities were outmoded and inconvenient in a way that could not attract
the best researchers from around the world. The diﬀerent research groups were
separated in a warren of gothic spaces so that any interaction or comparing of
notes was almost impossible. The major issue for the Department was to create
a new centre for research that would attract the very best scientists in the world
and help them to interact in a way that could generate real breakthroughs in
scientiﬁc thought.
A New Heart for the Science Area
The new Biochemistry Building is not visible from the public routes that surround
the Science Area or from the Parks. This gave Hawkins\Brown the opportunity
to develop a more avant-garde and original design that helped establish a new
identity for the Biochemistry Department. At the same time it maximised the
impact of the building in the narrow streets of the Science Area so that all
four elevations can inﬂuence the public realm. The new Biochemistry Building
was also to be the ﬁrst sign of real change, and it set a precedent in how to
transform the run-down and out-dated environment of the Science Area.
How was the Site Deﬁned?
A series of feasibility studies investigated the options for refurbishing and
extending diﬀerent buildings used by Biochemistry, including a scheme to
re-clad the Hans Kreb Tower and link it with a futuristic atrium building.
All of the various options were discounted in favour of clearing the site of
the Hans Kreb Tower, the Donald Woods, Rudolph Peters and Walter Bodmer
Buildings. Alongside the removal of various car parks this cleared a large
rectilinear site that gave the University the opportunity to create a worldclass new building, that could compete with the latest facilities in the US and
Europe. A new regime in the Estates Department wanted to establish a policy
of developing eﬃcient, comprehensive schemes that intensiﬁed the use of
the available land and were designed on rational, commercial principles.
This was a very diﬀerent approach from the preceding years of confused,
organic extensions to research buildings, which responded to the uncoordinated
needs of individual users. The site was limited to the buildings controlled by
the Biochemistry Department and the opportunities for decanting during
the building process in order to maintain the research programmes and their
resulting incomes.
To the north the Department of Physiology (Sherrington Building) pushes the
boundary of the site away from the Parks. This has been included in more recent
re-development studies, but for the present establishes a northern boundary
and a popular ‘front door’ facing the new building. To the west and south the
rear of the University Museum and the Pitt Rivers Museum form a sensitive
boundary. Any re-development would have to be within the ‘curtilage of a listed
building’, and the visual impact of the volume of the new building on the Grade I
Listed Museum was an important factor in the creation of a new open space in
this part of the site.
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Left/Below
Keble College: the
colours of the brickwork
inﬂuenced the colours
of New Biochemistry’s
ﬁns.

Within this site the buildings were of poor quality. The Rudolph Peters Building
and Walter Bodmer Building were of limited historic interest and had some
interesting building features, but they were completely unsuited to the physical
needs of the researchers and could not be usefully converted or extended.
The Donald Woods and Hans Kreb had little design merit but their use could
be extended to cover the construction period.
Decanting/Phasing
The project managers, PDCM Limited, worked closely with the department
administrator, Denis O’Driscoll and the project board, to establish a robust
decant strategy. The scientists from other departments using Rudolph Peters
and Walter Bodmer were relocated within their core departments and all the
biochemists were concentrated in a refurbished Hans Kreb Tower. Rudolph
Peters and Walter Bodmer were then demolished to create the site for Phase
One. When the new building was complete the research groups in Donald
Woods and Hans Kreb were recanted into the new building. Once funding
for Phase Two (New Physiology) is available, these existing buildings will be
demolished and the second half of the structure completed to create a single
uniﬁed research complex.
Site Analysis
As architects it is diﬃcult to identify what comprises the ‘context’ for a design.
Is it the materials, forms or scale of the adjoining buildings; or a broader respect
for the general architectural style across a neighbourhood or an entire city?
Is there a cultural context dictated by a building’s function; or is it a technical
context that comes from a particular process or function?
The method of this analysis in some sense prescribes its own conclusion,
so that the information collected is often selective, self-fulﬁlling or simply
reinforces the designer’s prejudices. For Hawkins\Brown this analysis is revisited
and reconsidered and is rarely the single source for a design. It is important for
Hawkins\Brown to try to listen to the users and observe how people occupy
the places around a site and the spaces in their existing buildings. This
process of research, discussion, learning and testing continues to develop our
understanding of the context because it is only when fairly detailed proposals
emerge that we know what we are looking for from the context. Even at a very
detailed stage of the design, the site can yield up inspiration and the dialogue
between old and new can be resolved.
At Biochemistry we did not look at the colour of the surrounding buildings as an
inﬂuence until we were reﬁning the elevational treatment. Only when we were
looking for a starting point for the colours of the glass ﬁns did we return to the
contextual analysis. As we began to think about how the glass would reﬂect and
transform the views of the surrounding buildings and be perceived in diﬀerent
lighting conditions, we went back to the site again and again to test the coloured
glass samples, analysing the colours of materials around the site and how they
would be reﬂected and transformed through the layers of glass.
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Site with existing
buildings.

Site with Phase One,
New Biochemistry.

Sites with Phases One
and Two completed.
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Urban Design Sketches
During the feasibility studies that deﬁned the site boundaries and established
the arguments for re-development, Hawkins\Brown presented a series of
urban design sketches that explored the potential of the wider area in a way
that was slightly divorced from the more direct, pragmatic analysis. Through
these exploratory sketches we were seeking bigger, broader ideas, looking for
guiding principles that might create an order, or a hierarchy of spaces out of
the existing chaos.
These abstract sketches established a narrative for the scheme that could be
expressed as a series of principles for the transformation of this central element
of the Science Area. These established the ground rules for the University
Estates Department and became the starting point for our dialogue with the
planning authority:
— reinforcing the visual connection out to South Parks Road, creating a
landmark at the north end of the vista along Hinshelwood Road
— clarifying the nature of the vehicle routes that bring in cars, lorries, deliveries,
and visitors from South Parks Road. The roads inside the Science Area
are busy, as the deliveries and disposals from all the departments are
considerable
— turning Hinshelwood Road into the ‘red carpet’ down which the taxis of
international visitors come to a porte-cochere in front of the eastern end
of the new building
— limiting the inﬂuence of vehicles
— trying to ﬁnd a new public space, preferably on a sunny corner that is linked
to the café inside the new buildings
— planting new trees, wherever possible, to replace the isolated memorial trees
— creating clearer, visually stronger routes running east–west
— making each of these routes diﬀerent and distinctive
— encouraging semi-private cross-routes through the new buildings
— addressing the existing front doors (e.g. Sherrington Building) and existing
cross routes
— creating a building which could operate as four or ﬁve buildings linked by an
atrium rather than a single monolithic form
— placing public, symbolic uses on the edge of the building to be visible from outside
— breakdown/challenging ‘institutional’ messages wherever possible
— energising and transforming the environment, creating ‘eyes on the street’
— creating a distinctive ‘landmark’ building that talks to the world about science,
humanism, learning and co-operation.
These analytical sketches and site-development principles were presented at
the ﬁrst meetings with the planning oﬃcers. They were very keen to see the
leftover gaps around the buildings transformed into a legible, safe and managed
public realm, and supported the ideas of new routes across the ‘city block’. They
wanted to see a clear, processional ‘front door’ and a well-managed ‘back door’
for deliveries.
They supported the new University Estates Department’s determination
to pursue rational, comprehensive development to maximise the use of the
limited resource of land. They never sought a pastiche design or one with overt
historical references, but encouraged the contextual subtleties of what was an
essentially Modernist design process.
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The existing buildings on the site gave very little clue as to how the future
buildings might occupy the site and create the appropriate external spaces;
nor were there any clues in the historical growth of the Science Area.
The long, reasonably ﬂat facade of the Sherrington (Physiology) Building set a
clear edge to the north of Sherrington Road. The new building could answer this
with a straight facade of similar length that would establish a strong processional
route across the Science Area. As all the other routes are ill-deﬁned this would
help begin to re-establish a ‘lateral grain’ for the pedestrian spaces running
through the Science Area. This long line was brought closer to the adjoining
buildings to the north to pick up the building line of the Atmospheric Physics
Buildings to the west. This establishes a rationale for the chosen line in urban
design terms, and creates a longer, more dramatic vista from the edge of the
Science Area in Parks Road through to the (listed) Observatory Building. This
long, relatively uninterrupted facade provides the surface for the full play of light
and colour across the glass ﬁns. When the full elevation is complete (Phases
One and Two together) it will measure 90 metres long, creating an intense visual
experience and the centrepiece of the Science Area.
Working south from the new junction created on the north-west corner, the
building simply answers the relatively blank elevation of the rear of Atmospheric
Physics. This side elevation is masked by the adjacent buildings and will be used
for access to the services. The southern edge of the site is much less coherent
than the north; it has no clear building line or scale to respond to.
Pedestrian Experience
The walking routes around the Science Area are compromised and will only
change with the abolition of cars and vans and the creation of pedestrian
routes that link to public roads This will take twenty years of demolition and
re-development but the Biochemistry development will set the standard for
the future. Analysis showed that cars and vans could be removed from the
south side of the scheme and a one-way system introduced to reduce the
number of cars along the north elevation in Sherrington Road. Access to
Dorothy Hodgkin Road was limited to deliveries to a speciﬁc stores area in
the new building. The need for delivery routes and disabled parking prevented
Sherrington Road from being fully pedestrianised, but the surface could become
dominated by pedestrians.
New Courtyard
The simple oblong form of the new building was cut into by a new courtyard.
This brought the atrium dramatically to the outside of the building. It gave the
café an external wall, and brought natural ventilation into the oﬃces and meeting
rooms grouped around the south-east corner of the building. The form of the
courtyard was kept simple, almost deliberately naïve, to reinforce the crystalline
surface of the external skin.
The new external space created an important breathing space between
the listed University Museum and the full-height elevations of the new
building. The courtyard creates a front doorstep or ‘welcome mat’ to the new
Biochemistry Building, and attracts the public into the café. It also allows light
to be transmitted into the basement through a light well and pavement lights.
This generous gesture is echoed by a sequence of new external spaces that
will be created when Phase Two extends the transformational eﬀect of the
new development through the Science Area.
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Where is the ‘Front Door’?
The planning oﬃcers held the view that even a large building should have a
single front door and a distinctive front and back, and that the architect needed
to be clear about this in order to design a legible building. For a building of this
size and complexity it is diﬃcult and inconvenient to have a single point of entry.
When the two phases are complete there will need to be a range of scale and
type of convenient access for both people and materials into the building.
One of the beneﬁts of re-developing this site is to be able to provide new and
convenient routes along and across the ‘urban block’. This desire for a range
of entrances and public access needs to be balanced with the general control
of visitors into the building and the safety and security of the research areas.
The comprehensive scheme proposed a formal ‘front door’ for visitors facing
the Sherrington Building, with a secondary service entrance in Dorothy Hodgkin
Road. This secondary entrance will split the large-scale, covered cycle store
(in Phase Two) and the delivery area (in Phase One). These two main entrances
do not align north–south, but rather introduce an angle into this route across the
building. This in turn generated an idea of introducing a more organic geometry
inside a rectilinear structural grid.
There are also entrances at the east and west ends of the building and a route
through the atrium linking all four entrances. The eastern entrance, from the
new courtyard, forms the temporary entrance to Phase One and will continue
to be the entrance for daily building users — almost a ‘back-of-house’ or ‘stage
door’. The western entrance, which will be visible down Hinshelwood Road is the
formal entrance for visitors to the building.
All the public entrances are linked by a ground ﬂoor that can be controlled
depending on the time of day or the nature of events in the building. There is
a line of security at the lift and in front of all stairs so that no one can proceed
beyond the ground ﬂoor without speciﬁcally being given access. In Phase One
this allows public access to the café but controls access into the rest of the
building. The seminar room (in Phase One) has two entrances, one that links
it to the secure side of the ground ﬂoor and a second that opens out on to the
entrance lobby. In this way the seminar room can be used in the evenings and
weekends for public lectures and events, with a public lobby that includes toilets,
cloakroom and a reception desk.
The planners challenged the architects with the question: if there is no service
yard, how are deliveries, bins and external storage dealt with in a way that
does not revert to the original state of the Science Area? The answer probably
concerns good management more than architecture. But the ﬁrst step has
been to include a loading bay inside the building behind sliding doors to receive
and process deliveries of chemicals out of public view. Delivery vehicles are only
given access into Dorothy Hodgkin Road by the building manager and, once they
are unloaded, they reverse out of the roadway and return into South Parks Road.
All of the services (meter cupboards, service intakes, emergency access to a
sub-station) are managed behind louvres and sliding doors ﬂush with the south
elevation of Phase One, so that there are no stores or service areas visible to
the street.
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In this way the scheme achieves a building ‘in the round’, where the
streets around all four sides of the new scheme have entrances, highly visible
connections between outside and inside, and manage waste and deliveries while
creating a high-quality pedestrian environment. It is important that this ﬁrst
comprehensive redevelopment resolves the problems of access and servicing
in a way that can set the standard for the implementation of the master plan
over the next 15 to 20 years.
Elevations
Once the elevational treatment was established in principle its detailed
expression was developed in dialogue with the specialist contractors through
the use of mock-ups, and computer-generated and physical models.
The colours were chosen from the range of hundreds of possible colours
that can be constructed out of diﬀerent combinations of coloured ﬁlms from
Vanceva. To provide a coherent, readable pattern and to limit cost it was decided
to limit the range of colours to 12 to 14 related shades and then to seven. This
range included ﬁve popular colours: light red, red, purple/red, violet and light
red/brown and ochre; and two highlight colours: a brighter yellow/ochre and a
dark brown/purple that enlivened the composition. To ﬁnally choose the colours
larger samples were provided by the glass suppliers, taken to site and judged in
context with diﬀerent light conditions.
Glass Fins
Detail of a ﬁn
being clamped
into the facade.

View of courtyard
showing Nicky Hirst’s
artwork.

The ﬁxing of the ﬁns was designed to be minimal and understated with no visible
brackets or supports. The glass ﬁns slide into the vertical mullions and are locked
by hidden slot ﬁxings. This limited the cantilever to 400 millimetres maximum, but
created an elevation where the overlaying strips of colour are as uninterrupted as
possible. The elevation has an abstract, painterly feel rather than a ‘high-tech’ or
‘construction/engineering’ materiality.
The elevations are constructed in unitised double-glazing panels built up of
a six-millimetre external layer of toughened glass. A laminated internal layer
of toughened glass is fritted (surface 2) and the external face (surface 1) has
a solar coating where it is facing south or south-west. The panels are 1.1 metres
wide by 4.4 metres high, so that they run from ﬂoor level to ﬂoor level and span
from ﬁn to ﬁn. To mask the diﬀerent ceiling voids for services and the structural
slab, the glazed panels are fritted around all four edges with a wider band at the
top. The edge frit masks the black line made by the spacer and the silica glazing
seal inside the double-glazed unit.
Nicky Hirst’s artwork on the elevation to the courtyard was printed in same the
manner and colour as the frit. This is a much deeper process than etching or
sandblasting the glass, and avoids compromising the technical performance of
the glass.
The unitised panels were completed in Structal’s factory in France and brought
to Oxford where they were lifted to roof level by crane, and the glass ﬁns slotted
into the mullions. The completed units were then lowered into place a ﬂoor at a
time. The whole process of construction was rehearsed in detail and reﬁned as
the construction drawings were being produced. The alignment of the ﬁns was
a major concern but the accuracy achieved by this method was better than the
three-millimetre tolerance agreed.
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Nur wenige moderne Gebäude zeigen so klar und wirkungsvoll zu welchem Zweck sie gebaut
wurden, wie es beim aktuellen Projekt von Hawkins\Brown der Fall ist. Gebaut wurde es,
um Dozenten, Wissenschaftler und Studenten zusammenzubringen, die zuvor in separaten
Gebäuden auf dem Oxford-Campus arbeiteten. Die Glas-und-Stahl-Außenhaut des Gebäudes
lässt im wörtlichen Sinne auf die innovative Arbeit blicken, die im Gebäudeinnern geleistet wird
– und widersetzt sich damit erfolgreich der Meinung, dass Laborwände besser undurchsichtig
und verschlossen sein sollten. Das Gebäude beherbergt zudem ein ambitioniertes Kunstprojekt,
Salt Bridges, das Chemie und Design verbindet und das Chaos und die Zufälle illustriert, die so
häufig erst zu wissenschaftlichen Entdeckungen führen.
Dieser Band stellt das Projekt in einer faszinierenden und kritischen Einführung und anhand von
Fotografien von Plänen und Modellen, Beiträgen der Baumeister zum Konstruktionsprozess und
Gesprächen zwischen den Architekten, Künstlern und Wissenschaftlern vor, die sehr eng an
der Konzeption beteiligt waren. Die Geschichte einer Zusammenarbeit zwischen scheinbar ganz
verschiedenen Disziplinen macht diese Monografie einzigartig ansprechend für alle Leser, die
sich für die Beziehung zwischen Kunst, Architektur und Wissenschaft interessieren.

