THE INDEPENDENT

oarden

The redesign of the courtyard at the

' V&A Museum has transformed a dated

| tothe Ellipse. The V&A Mu-
seum in London lost its
chance to deliver the
strange folds, crumples and
fractalised surfaces de-
signed by Daniel Libeskind
| and Cecil Balmond that

‘ Forget the Spiral. Say hello
|

and myste-
e e
s Koot
seum
charmingly, right.
Looking down into the
V&A's courtyard from the
edge of the southern roof
e
1 it's a building
site, and a very organised
one, There's not much

courtyard
- and giving the V&A a
whole new public dimen-
sion - several men are mak-

beginning

colour and weight to the
horizontal el a bril-
liantly stylish bangle
stepped in Crosland Hill
York stone that defines the
new

Is intervention,
designed by Kim Wilkie
Associates, architecture?
Absolutely. Anything that
has to forge a distinct phys-

courtyard's fagades,
respond to it in architec-
tural rather than casually
aesthetic terms.

The courtyard - known
as the John Madejski

Garden, aflter its £2m bene-
factor - is assuming an en-
grossing new physicality
that seems simple and de-
cisive. But old becomes new
with a deceptive certainty.
The original architecture is
being revived by an entire-
1y différent speciés of Space-
making - history air-
brushed, with obvious con-
sideration, into the back-
first by pencil and
sketches, then by com-

puter-aided morphing.
The signs are good. The
has been titivat-
ed before, most recently

~ used to feel like
__aspacefor the

good, rather than
_ the nine million

when a previous VEA di-
rector, Roy Strong, evicted
the statue of Buddha,
grubbed up the cherry trees
planted after the Second
World War, and turned the
courtyard into an ltalianate
garden. But the alders and
Cypresses grew oo quick-
rendering the courtyard
aadmm,withm
many ty changes of
level, It felt like a space for
the great and good, rather
than for most of the nine
million people who visit the
V&A annually.
Gazing north towards
Hyde Park across many of
the grander roofs of South
Ken, one senses the inertia

space into a dramatic and colourful area
for today’s visitors. By Jay Merrick

of architectural tradition
that must play on the minds
of architects, planners or
museum directors here. We
are, after all, at the heart of
what is the most richly en
dowed intellectual and cul
tural city quarter in Britain
- BquArter ol i square mué
of what was known, in the
1860s, as Albertopolis, after
Prince Albert.

The architects who cre-
ated the V&A, Francis
Fowke and HYD Scott, re-
lied heavily on decorators
and designers to encrust
the V&A with the stylisti-
cally eclectic surfaces that
gave it its gravitas. And it is
this faux Italian renaissance
presence that Kim Wilkie
had not so much to counter,

tectural tastes, theatrical-
ly effusive. The walls are
composed of red brick and
terracottn; there are orna-
mental plers, columns, arch-
esand large decorative ter-
racotta panels; on the south
range, the arched windows
of the ﬂm&my library
are suppo by heavily
decorated pillars.

Shelling this Victoriana
with a salvo of arch-modesr-
nity was hardly an option.
And rehashing it would
have been faintly exclusive,
if not to the mul-
titudes that the V&A's di-
rector, Mark Jones, waints
to attract to the courtyard.

Wilkie, whose commis-
sions include a re-
casting of Hyde Park Cor-
ner, the restoration of the
Villa La Pietra at Florence
for New York University,
and n maste for the
world heritage site at the
Solovetsky Archipelago,
Russin, was a modern his-
torian before he became a

A State]y _.

landscape architect. He
would have grasped the im-
plications of the courtyard’s
architectural complexity
rapidly. It was an entirely
ad hoc complexity. The east
wing, built in 1858, was the
V&A’s first building; the
west wing followed in 1864,
and the northern wing was
added in 1869. When the
south wing was completed
in 1882, the courtyard was
formed. In it were nothing
more than grass rectangles.

Some of that aesthetically
cool simplicity has beenre-
attained. Wilkie's most sig-
nificant challenge was to
clarify the horizontal plane
of the courtyard so that the
grandeur of the north
facade - the dominant vi-
sual hit experienced by
those entering the garden
through the French doors
on the southern side - would
not be hammed up any fur-
ther. Faced with those ter-
racotta columns, Wilkie has
created a gentle but sharply
etched ripple in the centre
of the garden.

That ripple, with stepped
seating, six illuminated wa-
terjets and the capability of
being converted into a shal-
low, reflective pond, is ac-
tually two ellipsoid forms
that interpenetrate. The
centrepiece sits mostly in
the northern half of the John
Madejski Garden, clasped
by two squares of lawn and
flanked, in the northern
corners, by a pair of lig-
uidambar trees.

The north-south axis of
the courtyard has been clar-
ified. Entering the garden
from the French doors in
the middle of the south wing,

there are only the slightly
raised edges of the ellipses
between the visitor and the
main doors of the north
wing. With 22 illuminated
glass planters - containing
lemon treesin the summer
and hollies in winter - Wilkie
has established a new base-
line to the vista. It's a visu-
al counterweight to the im-
posing north facade - ahip,
designer sorbet to mediate
the effects of stodgy archi-
tectural layer-cake.

The deployment of colour
isintriguing The earthy red
of the Chinese sandstone
keys into the generic colour
of the courtyard. The leaves
of the liquidambar trees,
brilliantly green, begin to
leaven the ripples of cel-
lulitic decoration on the
north facade. Other light-
ing effects, by The Rolling
Stones’ luminist, Patrick
Woodroffe, will etch the

Light fantastic: an illustration of the new John Madejski
Garden (top) and a model of it at night (above)

scene, emphasising form |
and shadow.

Wilkie is planting two
lines of mophead hy-
drangeas along the east and
west walls, to add more |
graphic horizontals, and
balance the flaring green of
the liquidambars. And, in
addition to inter-plantings
of foxtails, echium and |
irises, a thousand scented |
‘African Queen’ lilies will
populate the northern edge
of the courtyard.

Wilkie's precise re-punc- |
tuation of the courtyard's
overwrought architectural
prose may yet add a little
poetry to the space, a sense
of reinvented purpose in a
new place and time.

John Madejski Garden,
Victoria & Albert Museum,
Cromwell Road, London SW7
(020-7942 2000;
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