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L,ABDVE: The junction of Hickson Road and
: "I”'Eeclrge Street forms the triangulated site

es complex rhythms of light and
ide on the plaza and footpath below

ARCHITECT Terroir N
PROJECT 88 George Street Canapy -
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Bushell's Place in Sydney’s Rocks area is a tiny but prominent corner site.
For years its potential as a public space remained unfulfilled. Architect Terroir
has now reinvented it witk a steel and glass.sanopy of remarkable delicacy.

Words Paul MeGillick Photography Brett Boardman: Paul B.r;ldshaw

I tis hard to imagine today that Sydney’s Rocks
. precinct—originally carved from a narrow

* sandstone ridge, now in the shadow of the
Sydney Harbour Bridge — was threatened with
whalesale demalition in the early 1970s. It was
famously saved by the Green Bans — bans on
demolition imposed by the bullding workers' union
—which not only preserved this microcosm of
Sydney’s early colonial heritage, but which also
helped drive national and state-based heritage
legislation passed in 1975-77.

Of course, one of the inconveniant ironies of this
now long-established sensitivity to our built heritage
is that it has imposed considerable constraints on
all forms of new building, good or bad, and the vital
and on-going program to reconcile our past with our
present. In architectural terms, it strongly inhibits

a local understanding of how contemporary forms
and materials can complement our architectural
history. Indead, for some, any form of contemparary
intervention into historical sites is seen as sacrilege,

But this conservationist bias can also be seen as
an opportunity, so long as there is a predisposition
to at least explore how new forays can be mader
into the existing historical fabrie and conceivably
enhance it. As Terroir design director Gerard
Reinmuth comments regarding his firm's re-invention
aof Bushell's Place: “The Sydney Harbour Foreshare
Authority had a particular interest in sustainability
and an innavative design approach - not a heritage
pastiche type of thing, but actually trying to do
something modern and fresh down there.”

Modern European precedents show that the most
fruitful rasolution of this conflict between the old and
the new starts with acknowledging the difference
rather than denying it by resorting to facadism, and
santimental mimicry. The most generative solutions
come from a bold contrast between the past and

the present. In perceptual matters, understanding
and insight spring from the process of reconciling
two apparently contrasting things.

The Racks is a concentrated urban precinct of
early colonial buildings. But it is not just the
building forms which are important. Just as
important are the materials from which
these buildings were made, Like all
colonial architecture in Australia,
the huilt enviranment was

made from local materials,

SITE PLAN

and it is this material character - and the way the
precinct has been carved out of sandstone -
which helps make The Rocks so distinctive.

Itfollows that any new contribution, if it is to preserve
this sense of place, needs to acknowledge the
elements which have created it. This cant be done by
imitating those features, because we live in a different
age (hand-cutting sandstone blocks, for example, is
clearly uneconomic today), Rather, that sense of place
and complementarity is achieved by understanding
the underlying process. As the late Harry Seidler said;
“Itis nat 8 matter of style, but of attitude.”

Sydney-hased architectural practice Terroir had
worked for Sydney Harbour Foreshare Autherity
(SHFA) previously on The Rocks Centre, In 2008,

the SHFA invited Terroir to lodge an Exprassion of
Interest for the make-over of Bushall’s Place, which
occupies a crucial site at the forked intersection of
George Street and Hickson Road. Here the existing
small plaza in frant of a café had not resolved the
sharp change in street level, resulting in an isolated
and uninviting space which worked neither for the
café nor as a genuine public domain. The brief

was to create a sheltered public space, as

well as refurbishing the adjacent heritage

building (which Terroir effectively

treated as a separate project).
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Terroir saw the solution as a marriage of two
elements: the "carved” sculptural concrete base
which forms the public area, and a steel and glass
canopy which, in the words of Reinmuth, is “clamped
on” to provide shelter from wind and rain, to cover
about half the space. Atthe same time, this solution
is also a marriage of the functional and the aesthetic
which, tor Terroir, is about “making people ask
questions and engaging with their environmeant”.

This particular engagement is with the character of

The Rocks and with a variety of connections: immediate
connectivity with the streetscape and a wider empathy
offared by the stunning sightlines back down George
Street to Circular Quay and the city on the south, and
across the Harbour to Kirribilli an the north, But the
character of The Rocks is not just about sandstane,

It is equally about the Harbour Bridge, an industrial
steel (and sandstone) sculptura which grows out

of area, ta link the city with the North Shore.

At the ground plane, Terroir has creatad a sculptural
plaza whose forms echo the dynamics of the immediate
streatscape. The sculpted forms — animated by a
rhythmic compasition of galvanised steel handrails,
grabrails and bike stands = both draw people up to

the café area and provide informal street-side seating.

But above this intimate plaza is a folded, lightweight
steel and glass canopy. Using PFCs, RHSs and

flat steel plate, the architects have designed an
expressive, complex shelter from rain, wind and sun.
Asked why the canopy should be made from steel

and not any other material, project architect Tamara
Donnellan responded that: “ta get the form we were
looking at, there was no other material from which
we could have created the base structure”,

“The canopy,” says Gerard Reinmuth, “was vary
much driven out of the idea of the pitchad roof lines
that are typical down in The Rocks. Butitis also

a reflection of the area’s industrial heritage.”

So, if the use of steel was essential for the functionality
of the canopy, it was just as essential in achieving the
aesthetic aims of the architects. The steel frame is not
just a reference to the industrial past of The Rocks,
butis a material and visual link to the nearhy Sydney
Harbour Bridge, even being adarned in the International
Paints bridge paint system to give it the same patina.

Hence, in its formal devices and its aesthetic gesturas,
Terroit’s sheltered plaza at Bushell's Placa is intagratad
into the cultural and material fabric of The Rocks.
Ultimately, however, its success derives from its perfect
sense of scale. While its character is assertive and
distinctive, itis not dominearing. It is native to its

place as much because of its scala, as anything elsa.

The delicacy of this contemparary insertion into a
heritage precinct owes a lot to the way the structural
steel elements are used to create a lightweight
form which preserves the necessary transparency.
Likewise, the restrained use of steel plate fulfils

the functional need to provide sheltar, while still
cantributing to a beautifully resolved and coherant
aesthetic expression.

VAR

PANEL SAYS

This is a brilliant example of urban acupuncture:
whare the sculptural possibilities of structural
steel provide a magnificent contrast with the
solidity of the surrounding buildings. The new
canopy makes a bold contemporary statement
in a largely historical context. We particularly
like the way the structural stee| connects with
the facade without puncturing it, and the almost
frivolous form it takes as it cascades away from
tha host structure. Although the brief — which
called for a canapy to provide shelter for café
patrons and to enliven the public space = had
the potential to generate “heritage-pastiche”,
this project exhibits enormous integrity, and the
visible strength of the steel plays a key role in
transmitting the architects’ intentions.




