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Writing for the AJ in 1971, John 
Partridge described his practice 
HKPA’s award-winning addition 
to St Antony’s College, Oxford, 
thus: ‘All the elements for the 
structure including the diagrids 
are based on the use of octagonal 
columns with six-inch faces, and 
the beams, column heads and 
cladding edges all line up with the 
column faces, the diagonal direc-
tions being used almost as much 
as those square to the building.’ It 
is predominantly for its precisely 
articulated precast-concrete con-
struction, ‘so rigorously carried 
through’, that Jeremy Estop of 
MacCormac Jamieson Prichard 
(MJP) admires the building.

Estop has come to appreci-
ate the structure’s intricacies 
through his own experiences 
with the subtleties and difficulties 
of precast concrete. There is a 
level of craftsmanship in the pre-
cast assembly of this building that 
is closer to joinery than normal 
concrete construction. The vast 
roofs of the hall and common 
room are made from precast 
post-tensioned diagrids, which 
form the geometric basis of the 
natural and artificial lighting 
systems. Estop cites the clear 
hierarchy of the construction, 
where all the cladding panels are 
separated from the structural 
elements by thin strips of glass. 
The main staircase is ‘beautifully 

articulated’, with interlocking 
balustrades and carefully crafted 
stringers with individually cast 
haunches supporting each tread. 
The architectural language has 
been developed directly from the 
construction method. ‘It is rare to 
see a concrete building in which 
the construction is articulated to 
this extent,’ says Estop.  Every ele-
ment in both the structure and 
the envelope is precast concrete.

In the late 1960s and early  
’70s, both HKPA and Arup 
Associates designed a series 
of buildings using highly 
articulated precast-concrete 
construction, which were in 
strong contrast to the monolithic 
in-situ structures typical of that 
era. This type of architecture 
died out with Post-Modern-
ism and was then, to an extent, 
rediscovered in the 1990s.

In its building for St Antony’s 
College, in common with its 
other buildings of that period, 
HKPA developed the use of 
high-quality concrete finishes 
using selected stone aggregates 
and white cement, with a needle- 
gunned or acid-etched finish. 
Estop says that, as far as he is 
aware, it was the first time that 
good-quality white concrete had 
been used. The concrete used 
for the internal columns has 
the added refinement of mica 
in the mix, which makes the 

surface glisten slightly. Slits of 
glass between the columns and 
the cladding units allow a small 
amount of light to play on the 
face of the internal wall, which 
is constructed from specially 
made precast concrete bricks, 
creating an unusual shimmer. 
Estop enjoys the combination 
of just three materials through-
out the interior – concrete, glass 
and oak – as well as the rougher 
finish externally of the cladding 
panels, which were made with 
Cornish granite aggregate.

In the late 1980s and ’90s, MJP 
increasingly used precast con-
crete in its own work, including 
buildings for two other colleges 
in Oxford – St John’s and Balliol 
– for which Estop was responsi-
ble. In the Garden Quadrangle 
for St John’s, very large precast 
units were used to form the 
domed ground-floor structure 
over an auditorium and din-
ing room. The spaces formed 
a sort of underworld below 
a raised terrace and student 
accommodation. The piers were, 
therefore, given a very rugged 
bush-hammered finish and the 
arch and pendentive units were 
needle-gunned. Histon, which 
produced the precast units using 
Derbyshire limestone and white 
cement, managed to perfect 
the technique of grinding and 
polishing the concrete for the 
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columns, achieving a finish sim-
ilar to terrazzo.

Estop visited the building at St 
Antony’s during this period and 
greatly admired its attention to 
detail – for example, its intricate 
staircase. At both St John’s and 
Balliol, MJP designed precast-
concrete stairs, though using a 
very different structural system, 
developed by Price and Myers. 
Precast concrete treads, just 65mm 
thick, appear to cantilever from 
the wall, but are actually only built 
into the wall by 100mm, with the 
apparently free ends of the treads 
propped off each other, transfer-
ring their loads to the landings at 
the bottom of each flight.

Estop notes that much of the 
popular prejudice against con-
crete buildings is due to the ugly 
staining caused by uncontrolled 
rainwater run-off. Carefully 
contrived details are needed to 
dispose of water on sills and cop-
ings to avoid it washing straight 
over the wall below.

Estop remains adamant that 
precast concrete offers a superior 
quality and surface finish to in-
situ concrete. He admires the skill 
of the joiners who manufacture 
the complicated moulds, often 
with a level of craftsmanship 
equivalent to boat building. Their 
craft goes largely unnoticed, with 
their work thrown away once the 
units have been cast.

LETTER FROM CHANDIGARH
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Architecture is a complex art embracing form and 
function, symbol and social purpose, technique 
and belief – a three-dimensional interpretation of 
the human condition, writes Jaz Vilkhu. Because 
Le Corbusier, a Swiss architect often mistaken for 
being French, understood this, I looked forward 
to appreciating his Chandigarh as a British Indian 
during a recent visit to northern India.

Fifty years ago, in this northern Indian city, Le 
Corbusier was given a blank canvas of farmland, 
incorporating 24 villages, two seasonal rivulets and 
a magnificent backdrop of blue Himalayan foothills, 
known as the Shivalik range. It was his mission 
to plan and design a capital city to represent the 
realities of an independent India and to represent 
hope for the future.

At the time, Chandigarh was a great living 
experiment in the contemporary history of planning 
and architecture, which attracted international 
acclaim. Le Corbusier created a city that was 
conceptually purely utilitarian, economical and very 
refreshing. Each sector of the city emerged with 
local centres of education, recreation, worship and 
medical facilities. The heart of the city was created 
within the sprawling space to incorporate arts 
colleges, museums, Asia’s largest rose gardens and 
the very impressive man-made Sukhna Lake, which 
touched the foot of the mountains.

That was then, this is now; Chandigarh has 
outlived its creator and grown into a 50-year-old, 
with tendencies to develop haphazardly. The city 
now has a population double its originally intended 
500,000 people. Several illegal settlements have 
emerged. More and more rickshaw drivers sleep 
on pavements by night and prop up the failing 
transport infrastructure by day.

With the exception of its elite and shipping 
sectors, Chandigarh now has a post-apocalyptic look 
to it rather than the modern, smooth-functioning 
clockwork that Le Corbusier had envisaged.

Chandigarh’s hard landscaping disappointed 
me most, as it lacks design integrity, is without any 
structural element and is inconsistent from square 
to square and market to market. Potholes and poorly 
restored asphalt have become an eyesore, as well as a 
death trap for the city’s booming scooter community. 
India’s monsoon rainfalls are not forgiving to 
Chandigarh’s asphalt roads and walkways.

Luckily the city has realised the value of concrete, 
especially flexibly laid concrete paving. Walkway 
reinstatement has begun in earnest, and interfaces 
between horizontal and vertical elements have 
improved dramatically in design integrity and flow. In 
many ways, this represents a return to Le Corbusier’s 
approach: utilitarian, economical and refreshing.
Jaz Vilkhu is commercial sales director of Marshalls




