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The sublime and
the aedicule

C
o m p l e ted in 1870, 
6 Burlington Gard e n s
was the last pro j e ct to
be realised by Ja m e s
Pe n n e thorne and wa s

far from his happiest co m m i ss i o n .
The brief was to house the offi ce s
and examination rooms of th e
Un iv e rs ity of London on the site
o f a ga rden at the rear of the Ro ya l
Ac a d e my. As a planning exe rc i s e
it was a stra i g h tf o r wa rd ta s k, but
the sensit ivity of b o th the site and
p ro g ramme ensured that th e
c h o i ce of i co n o g rap hy was th e
s ub j e ct of h e a ted debate. 

Pe n n e th o r n e’s client ultimate ly
o b l i ged him to reimagine his
go thic scheme as an Ita l i a n a te
p a l a z z o, libera lly adorned with
s tatuary depicting the heroes of
the Enlightenment. If the arc h i-
te ct beg r u d ged the stipulation,
n o thing in the final building sug-
ge s ted so. Indeed, one wishes th a t
Pe n n e thorne had served his
c l i e n t ’s ambitions ra ther less ener-
ge t i c a lly. The fa c a d e’s splendour
feels wa s ted on the re l a t iv e ly
humble Burlington Gardens, and
the suspicion that the building
has pre tentions to a grandeur th a t
lies beyond its reach is in no way
d i ss i p a ted by the realisation th a t
its epically scaled ce n t ral sta i r
g ives onto a plan half the size one
is ex p e ct i n g.

The Un iv e rs ity of Lo n d o n
remained in re s i d e n ce for less
than 30 years before decamping
to South Ke n s i n gton. The build-
ing then acco m m o d a ted a motl ey
p a rade of tenants before th e
B r itish Museum took it on in 1970
as a home for its eth n o g raphic co l-
l e ction. It continued to opera te as
the Museum of Mankind until
1997 when — foll o wing the re l o-
cation of the British Library to 
St Pa n c ras — space became ava i l-

able to re u n ite the holdings with
the museum’s main co ll e ction at
G reat Ru ss e ll Street. 

The building was bought by th e
Ro yal Ac a d e my in 2000 with th e
aim of implementing a scheme by
Hopkins Arc h ite cts to integ ra te it
with Burlington House, sub s ta n-
t i a lly expanding its ex h i b it i o n
s p a ce. Finding funding, howev e r,
p roved a struggle and it wa s n’t
until Charles Saumarez Smith’s
appointment as secre tary to th e
Ro yal Ac a d e my two years ago th a t
the pro j e ct began to make sub-
s tantial pro g re ss. 

Last year, a co m p e t ition wa s
held (which was won by Davi d
C h i p p e rfield Arc h ite ct s), wh i l e
the building was leased to a 

co m m e rcial ga ll e r y, Haunch of
Venison, for four years in a 
deal which wi ll help fund th e
re d evelopment. Under this agre e-
m e n t, the Ro yal Ac a d e my re ta i n s
the use of the building for th re e
m o n ths each year, when it wi ll
s ta ge the annual GSK Co n te m p o-
rary season, a series of s m a ll ex h i-
b itions of n ew art, the fi rst of

which is now running. 
The Ro yal Ac a d e my has plans

to expand its co m m itment to co n-
te m p o rary art and sees the re d e-
velopment of 6 Burlington Gar-
dens as ce n t ral to achieving th a t
a m b ition. In the short term, it
e nvi s a ges the GSK Co n te m p o ra r y
season as a means of building up
a diff e rent kind of a u d i e n ce to th e
one it curre n tly att ra ct s .

The decision to invite Pab l o
Flack and David Wa dd i n gton to
run a “pop-up re s ta u rant” in th e
building for the fi rst GSK Co n-
te m p o rary season leaves littl e
d o ubt about wh e re it is hoped
such an audience might co m e
f rom. The pair’s re s ta u rant and
c ab a ret bar, Bistro theque, has
e s tablished it s e l f as a bywo rd for
East End hip, drawing a cro wd
that ce rta i n ly has little overlap
with the one you might find at th e
Ro yal Ac a d e my’s summer show.

In recognition both of its short
lifespan and the salub r i o u s n e ss of
its setting, Flack and Wa dd i n gto n
h ave dubbed their Burlingto n
G a rdens operation Flash. As th e
name suggests, th ey have sought
to cre a te an ambiance that is
ra ther more showy than the wh ite-
p a i n ted wa rehouse aesthetic th a t
c h a ra cterises Bistro theque. Ho w-
ev e r, the Wo l s e l ey this is not.
What Flack and Wa dd i n gton hav e
c re a ted is something that serves
the Ro yal Ac a d e my’s ambitions for
6 Burlington Gardens far more
e ff e ct iv e ly: a bridge between th e
worlds of Mayfair and Beth n a l
Green.

The Bistro theque team disco v-
e red their arc h ite ct David Ko h n
when he asked them to crit th e
re s ta u rant inte r i o rs designed by
his students at London Me t ro p o l-
itan Un iv e rs ity. Kohn was drawn
to this area of s t u dy because it
n e ce ss ita ted an enga gement with
i ssues of co m f o rt, arc h ite ct u ra l
c h a ra cter and deco ration — sub-
j e cts that are often marg i n a l i s e d
within student work as a co n s e-
q u e n ce of the primacy given to
u rban and pro g rammatic co n s i d-
e ra t i o n s .

Ko h n’s witty and inge n i o u s
design for Flash builds on th o s e
i nv e s t i gations. It occupies a large
room — originally used for ex a m s
— acce ssed dire ctly off the gro u n d
floor lobby and punct u a ted by
c a s t- i ron columns. Bizarre ly,
b e f o re the intro d u ction of a fl o o r
a fter the depart u re of the Un iv e r-
s t ity of London, the space wa s
o r i g i n a lly twi ce the 6m height it is
n o w. In its current co n d ition, it
has a sprawling, serial quality
which Ko h n’s intervention seeks

to mit i ga te. 
The dining area is co n ce ived as

a room within a room — a space
p a rt itioned off f rom a penumbra
o f b a c k-of-house functions by a
n ewly co n s t r u cted wa ll. This co n-
s t r u ction stops shy of the ce i l i n g
but enga ges six of the co l u m n s ,
d rawing them into a focused
ex p re ssion. It also closes the two
o u tlying bays of wi n d o ws that line
the west elevation from vi ew, with
the eff e ct that the th ree still vi s i-
ble form a more emphatically

symmetrical co m p o s ition. 
On arr ival, we have to cro ss th e

gap between Pe n n e th o r n e’s enclo-
s u re and Ko h n’s, exposing us to
the rear fa ce of the part it i o n
b e f o re we pass th rough — an ex p-
e r i e n ce akin to that of an acto r
making his entra n ce ce n t re sta ge .
S u re enough, what lies beyond is
an envi ronment of h e a dy th e a t r i-
c a l ity. Glowering at us from th e
ceiling is a vast crys tal chandelier
co n ce ived by the fashion designer
Giles Deacon as “a psyc h e d e l i c
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D e a th Sta r, with elements of
p u n k”. Ill u s t ra tor Wi ll Bro o m e
has designed an equally trippy
s u ite of c ro c ke r y, while ass o rte d
East End artists and designers
h ave insta lled work on Ko h n’s
p a rt ition. 

The wa ll it s e l f is far from a neu-
t ral surfa ce: it is assembled fro m
the type of timber cra te co nv e n-
t i o n a lly used for packing art-
works. Pa ra d ox i c a lly, that choice
lends it a sense of co n t i n gency but
also a far more arc h ite ct u ral char-

a cter than if it had mere ly been
designed in plaste rb o a rd. In th i s
re s p e ct, it is significant that th e
p ro p o rtions of the cra tes hav e
been care f u lly selected — givi n g
the wa ll a tripart ite order that re s-
o n a tes with the classical sur-
roundings — and that their orien-
tation has been varied so th a t
some present a flat fa ce to th e
re s ta u rant while oth e rs offer an
aedicule. As John Summerson has
p o i n ted out, the wo rd “a e d i c u l e”
d e r ives from the Latin “a e d i c u l a”,

meaning a little building, and it is
tempting to see the cra tes in th a t
s e n s e:  as little buildings that sta c k
up to form a bigger building
which, in turn, occupies a bigge r
building still. The wa ll’s lower
l evel acco m m o d a tes the multiple
d o o rs th rough which the wa it i n g
s ta ff m a ke their entra n ces and
ex its. Wh e re no door is re q u i re d ,
Kohn has cre a ted a dummy open-
ing in the form of a mirror of
e q u ivalent dimension. 

The reading of the wa ll as an

u n s table plane prone to ap p a r i-
tions and disap p e a ra n ces is co n-
s o l i d a ted by the deco ra t ive tre a t-
ment that ill u s t ra tor Ro r y
C r i c h ton has applied to it. Crich-
ton has followed Ko h n’s brief to
c re a te a free inte r p re tation of th e
g ro tesque imagery that chara c-
terises Etruscan wa ll painting,
co n co cting a fi ct ive ga rden popu-
l a ted by stra n ge cre a t u res. These
vi nyl images are partly co n ce a l e d
by an aco u s t i c a lly ab s o rbent lay e r
o f f e l t, which has been cut to a

t re llis like pattern — a motif th a t
also chara cterises the Crichto n -
designed carpet. The ass o c i a t i o n s
co n j u red are as much with th e
1 8th century reworking of s u c h
i m a gery by the likes of Ro b e rt
Adam, as with Pompeii or th e
Domus Au rea of Ne ro. Eith e r
way, the eff e ct is to establish a
p o w e rful mood of fa n ta sy and
i llusion — a sugge s t ive choice for
a transient space devo ted to
syb a r itic purs u its in a period of
e conomic calamity.

The space has a
sprawling, serial
quality which
Kohn has sought
to mitigate 

Glowering at us
from the ceiling
is Giles Deacon’s
va st cry st a l
chandelier —
c o n c e i ved as 
‘a psychedelic
Death Star’ 

The trellis motif on the
walls and carpet is by
illustrator Rory Crichton.

Kohn excludes two windows from view, offering a more emphatically symmetrical composition.

A XO N O M E T R I C


