The challenge of Cambridge

Top: The Divinity School at St John's College ‘Triangle’ site
Above: Exterior of Newnham College’s Rare Books Library on Sidgwick Avenue
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Cambridge is a thriving city, its urban
fabric historically generated by distinct sectors
that have found architectural expression in
very different ways. The University with its
collegiate structure came to dominate what
was originally an East Anglian inland port and
market town. As academia expanded, parts
of Cambridge’s agricultural fenland became
absorbed into its architectural make-up
and reinterpreted within it, generating the
city’s present unique urban character. A
visitor today finds the development of
the University’s faculties and residences
represented by architectural riches from
medieval to modern, many of which are set in
beautiful landscapes fringing the river.

While ‘gown’ came to thrive primarily west
of Trinity Street and Kings Parade, ‘town’
was left historically to consolidate around the
Market Place and beyond, to the East and
South. The prosperity of the city, which had
little or no early manufacturing base, has been
fuelled in recent years by the burgeoning high
technology and biotech industries fostered by
the University’s pre-eminent research position.
Its physical expression is a necklace of tech-
nology and business parks that have sprung
up around the city, along with huge demands
for housing in the surrounding villages.
Today, the schism in the city centre between
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Since their foundation, the University and
colleges have been directly responsible for
the commissioning of many of Cambridge’s
most significant buildings. The tradition
continues to this day. They retain their
reputations as enlightened patrons, who
have allowed modern and more established
architectural interpretation of new
developments in equal measure. The older
colleges were built as a series of courts on a
monastic model, containing individual rooms
together with focal community spaces: the
Chapel, the Dining Hall and the Combination
Room. In the twentieth century the designers
of colleges, such as Churchill, New Hall,
Fitzwilliam and Robinson, have sought to
develop this model in various directions to
accord with changes in institutional life whilst
reinforcing a critical link with the historical
ideal of college structure.

Not only are architects faced with the
challenge of employing the most appropriate
style, they must also address issues of
substance. How is it possible to deliver an
outcome which satisfies both the modern

structural requirements of a building whilst
sitting neatly alongside the surrounding
developments in such a historically endowed
site? How can a building be developed to
genuinely enable its residents to participate
fully in the modern world through, for
example, adequate provision of information
technology and security, without upsetting
such a sensitive architectural environment?
One firm meeting these challenges in
Cambridge is van Heyningen and Haward
Architects, who have completed several
buildings for individual colleges in recent years.
The earliest — and smallest — of these
buildings is a rare books library designed
for Newnham College in 1981. The small,
casket-shaped building stands proudly on
Sidgwick Avenue, subtly ‘stitched in” behind
the nineteenth-century range of college
buildings by Sir Basil Champneys. Whilst
the new building contains echoes of past
forms, it responds entirely to its modern
brief: a secure repository with onerous
environmental requirements for valuable
books and manuscripts that had to be built
quickly and economically over the summer
holiday. It was awarded a Civic Trust Award in
1984 and was made the subject of a film in
the BBC Building Sights series.

Interior of Newnham College’s Rare Books Library
on Sidgwick Avenue
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The dining hall at Lucy Cavendish College
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buildings seek to respect the details, scale
and character of their neighbours.
Vernacular allusions have, however, been
made contemporary by fragmenting roof
structures, breaking up and playing off
the symmetry of the traditional buildings.
The new buildings form a new social focus
for the college, housing the formal spaces
of the dining hall, bar and common room.
These interconnect in three dimensions in an
exciting and flexible way and can be used
variously by students and conference
delegates throughout the year.

In addition to their work at Lucy Cavendish
College, van Heyningen & Haward have also
recently prepared a Master Plan for the
completion of New Hall, a women’s college
built in 1962—6. The college has the last
partially developed college site in Cambridge
and was seeking to extend the identity of
the college across the whole site, to improve
security and status, to be able to house
a changing student population, and also to
appeal to the ever-more important conference
trade in the city.

Currently, van Heyningen & Haward are
working with Locum Destination Consulting

as a whole inform the process. Cambridge
has to cope with over 3.5 million visitors

per year. It has a high quality built
environment that is rigorously protected.
Land values are high. Additionally, with high
employment in the city and almost no access
by car to the city centre, unusually high
numbers of pedestrians need to be taken into
consideration.

It is the aim of van Heyningen & Haward
Architects and Locum Destination Consulting
to respond positively to those pressures
and provide a coordinated and sustainable
development which will subtly enhance and
reinvigorate the quarter, whilst preserving its
unique historical value.

Emma Adams is an architect with
van Heyningen & Haward




