NEW LUNCH ROOM

ST JOHN’S COLLEGE, OXFORD
MARY MIERS describes the new Senior Common Room extension
designed by Sir Richard MacCormac, which is full of space and light
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(Facing page) 2—A giant peristyle of pivoting cak shutters
defines the outer boundary of the lunch-room extension
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1—Suspended on tremendous cantilevers, the glass
extension projects into a canopy of leaves

with which it has enjoved amicable relations and

a fruitful exchange of ideas, confident thar it will
result in another scheme of high quality,

The new building takes the form of a glass box pro-
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l space. 1'||1: p:.nmu.ttr
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cantilever, but there 15 ne junction of horizontal and
vertical planes here; instead, the space extends into
an ambulatory formed by the glass-roofed bay and
enclosed externally by an almost invisible membrane
of glass with no obvious supporting frame. Bevond
it 15 a third layer—a screen of slatted oak shucters sup-
ported on an cak-and-steel frame—and it is chis that
provides the most emphatic boundary, reading as
the outer edge of the building even when the shur-
ters are pivoted open to resemble fins (Fig 2).
This spatial fluency and lavering, or su
of rooms within rooms, 15 deeply redolent
work, in particular his breakfast room at 13, Lincoln’s
Inn Fields, where the side walls are pulled out from
the boundaries defined by the saucer dome
a curious spatial effect that gives a sense of being drawn
outdoors. A similar effect is experienced in the draw-
ing room, where the windows are pulled out beyond
the main wall plane to the secondary loggia front.
Another "'m'mim trifk 15 th-L' use r.'nf bnrn.w.'u:-;l

hldl.lt n up bm\ een thL portal frames, and, in the
darker inward half of the room (the part within the
original fabric of the building), light slots inset into
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the solid celling illuminate the side walls from above,

A broad shelt with inset stainless-steel detail serves
as a balustrade along the edge of the candlevered room.
It is wid L[H.Tll‘Lh to avoid the need for a higher
division, which would have interfered with the free
tlow of space out into the ambulatory, and creat
astrong horizontal element level with the dining tables
that draws the line of vision out beyond the glass box
into the garden. This ourward pull 1s accelerated by
the line of the shutters when they are open at right
angles to the room—it 1s the first nme Sir Richard
has used shutters in this w Ii l lunl tor prece-
dents, which I tend to do" h
Lloyd Wright's earlier Chicago houses, which have
casements opening out at right angles, exploding
away corners with a very dynamic effect.

The idea of using the shelf to serve as a visual

transition between the room and the garden, and of

dropping davlight into the g oofed ambulatory

{ \ right.
The living room at Fallingwater, for example, which
also projects into a canopy of trees, has a glass-roofed
edge, which gives the illusion that part of the room
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4—The lunch-room extension. A broad shelf serves as a balustrade, emphasising the horizontal and drawing the eye outwards

15 outdoors, There is also a shared interest in the idea
of prospect and refuge, explored here through the
play on openness and enclosure. When the shutters
are closed, they protect and shade the lunch room,
turning it into a warm, box-like inner space; when
pivoted open, the sense of a physical screen is removed
and they draw the eye outwards through the glass so
that the room seems to merge with the garden.
The internal fittings by Edmunds and furmture
designed by the architect use wood [combined with
~tu|1r.1111-. tor the furniture and leather for the char
give the room a quiet warmth which, again,
relates it to the garden. The suspended ceiling, mask-
ing acoustic material between the beams of the canti-
levered roof, i1s made, like the shutters, of slatted oak.
Twao stai s, one on cach side, are designed with
highly engineered detailing, using for the treads
supported between glass (
covered with polished pebbles, within which venti-
lation grilles suck cool air in from outside in summer,
to be circulated up through the building. There
arr-conditioning, erise the buildi

Green, obtaining its cooling through the thermal
flywheel effect of the structural mass and ventila-
tion from air movement through the ambulatory.
A new kitchen, sitting room and lobby occupy the
ground floor. On the 1d floor, see b above
the inner part of the lunch room, is a sitting room for
iting fellows, opening onto a terrace. From here,
ood view of the cantlevered structure below is
rained before the eye 1s drawn out to the wider city
roofscape of finials, gables, chimneys and towers.
At a recent architectural forum, Sir Rachard said:
“The idea of architecture as an art that can be beau-
tiful has preoccupied me for over 20 years. Bue creat-
ing that kind of architecture is only po
a chent who really understands the ation.” His
new building at St John's admirably fulfils that aspi-
ration. It also lives up to the more cercbral role of the
common room as a place for the exchange of intel-
lectual conversations and ideas.
Photographs: Clive Boursiell.,
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