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CHINESE PUZZLE IN THE LIBERTIES
By Hester Rattenbury
At first, O'Donnell +

Timberyard social housing project

Tuomey's

iry Dublin looks simple. Thes

modest elegant, everyday |
architecture can mask anything from
the exquisite to the banal. But this
one is not just lovely in itself. The
more time you spend here, the more it
includes or opens up

00T don't make a fanfare about
fh.:jrli'! I'IE d regressive II-.II-_"r'! f'.l; '._I‘:_'|Il
social housing. but change it they

do. Unpromising housing types were

reguired [flats above sho It's an
unpromising site - a major road, slicing
and ignoring its subtle, overlooked
historical context, cutting charming,
small residential streets from the
MNewmarket, Dublin's medieval centre
[abandoned as the city drifted north
in the 17th and 18th centuries]. The
Timberyard uncovers how interesting
this place is

This comes on you gradually. The
buildings look plain but lovely; a

well-made part of an unappealing

road. They casually open tgForm

a small square; oddly shaped and
sunny, sloping to set up a rising view
of city trees and roofs to the north,
discovering an older, human city, linked

with streets and alleys, They welcome

the Marian arotto, established

site; chamfering a corner and building

a special niche to include it. ODT
whally resisted the official demand
for flats above shops [typical in the
depressing big road). They thought
the lovely houses ground, or Dublin's
Ceorgian terraces, with their gardens
and yards and front doors and
pleasant streets were a far better
madel. The flats and maisonettes they
designed are immensely, pleasurably,
[and hugely time-consumingly] varied

All are double-sided with bwo or

three gutside spaces - at least ane
per aspect - a big balcony, garden

or winter garden outside the living
spaces, a smaller one gutside the
kitchen. The arrangement alternates
in even the simplest flats. Neighbours’
double-height spaces interlock like a
Chinese puzzle. Yet the whale thing
has the simplicity of a child's drawing
of a Ceorgian house. This takes a
huge design commitrment, and makes
wonderful places ta live. | would move
city for many of these [something

| couldn't say for the prizewinning
Accordia luxury housing project

in Cambridge ] There are south-
facing streetfront maisonettes with
interlocking balconies and gardens
carnmunicating with street and
neighbours. There are neat, private
flats running laterally from big street

to small with east-west city views

[probably my favourites). There's a
glorious one logking north over the
big catshide roof. The kitchens and

detailing are Fabulous. To talk about

them in bulk is misleading: each is as

own spaces; its own relationship with
neighbours and ity

Yet they form a coherent, neighbourly,
generous whale. That modest brick
form does some guietly spectacular
things — opening to let in the sun, and
swooping from six storeys to frame
the rising waves of the little houses
behind like perspective lines — an
optical trick tilting the city into frame
You won't get all this from drawings

or photos: it links into other senses

of erientation, of enjoying views, or
the sun an a wall, of history, of how
to spend time. It"s designed as a small,
specific place in a big city; one of
those you keep poing back to. Like

its very different sibling on the other
side of the city, the Sean O'Casey
building. *It feels like saying something
simple”, says Tuomey. It slows you

down, invites you to spend time well,

opens up the city to you: its history,
its humanity, its physical substance
From an unpromising site and generic
models, this is something utterly
specific and special, A lovely place

to be.
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