An aardvark at Buckingham Palace

Both the great and the ghastly are at their best in the revamped Queen’s Gallery, says Jonatizan
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Just think of the royal taste in archi-
tecture, which over the yenrs has
descended (rom Parnassus (Wren's
Fountaln Court at Hampton Conrt
for William and Mary) to the
markeiplace (Uhe Duke and Duchess
of Yorks Kentucky Fried Georgian
mansion in Windsor Great Park), In
a national museum or major gallery,
the aardvark and turkey might well
have boen culled, vet here they help
te tedl the story ol the ups and downs
of royal taste over several centures.
How Lo hovse this gloriously odd -
ball collection was Use problem sct to
asmall number of architects invited
to compete for the £20m redesign ol
the Queen's Gallery five years ago.
John Simpson was the winner. He
might stand accused of trying (o
cram loo many pel ideas into one
project, yet his rich, playful, clever
neoclassical bullding is probably
exnctly the right frame for this
cabinet of roval curiositics.
Simpeon is a classicist throwgh and
through, but not a stick-in-the-
stueco history man. The Quoeen’s
Gallery is a nimble Blend of Portland
stone and air-conditioning, of Bath
oak, marble, alabaster and hi-tech
gadgetry. The building is eminently
practical and suited to its royal
purposc; it will age well; and itisa
box of architectural tricks that will
delight those who wash architectural
development had stopped with the
deaths of Nash (1835), Soane (1837)
and, perhaps, “"Greck™ Thomson

This is a realm of oak

floors and Delft tulip
vases. You half expect

the Queen to walk
in at any moment
{1875; classicism held on longer
north of the horder),

ILis alsn a deft plece of planning.
It hax becn a tricky job to weave
the new buildings above, below
and beside the existing structure of
Buckingham Palace. The palace itself
it a bit of & hound’s banquet. Behind
that Webb facade are the remnants
l:m1|:hinghum Hovee (17072-6) This
wax bought by George IIT in 1761
and altered by William Chambers,
architect of Somerset House. 18 was

transformed by Nash into a palace
for George 1V, although the first
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monareh to ke up residency was
Victoria ghortly after she was
crowned in 1837 New works fol-
lowed: by Edvwand Blove in the 1840,
James Penncthorme in the 18505,
Webb in the 1910% and the Office
of Works in the 19603, which was
when the Queen and the Duke ‘of
Edinburgh fMrst revitalired the
palace’s pieture gallery. ‘The original,
designed by Nash, had been con-
veried into a chapel in 1843 and

destroyed, partly to the Quein -

Mother's relief, by the Lultwalle in
1940; she was then able, she said, Lo
look the East End in the face.

The art gallery, until itclosed for
Simpson and his team to get to work,
was gained through a cat’s Aap of
an entrance, Although popular, the
gallery was almost absurdly discreet,
Now, from the moment visilors pass
through the new entrance partico,
with the decorative copper acroter
adorning the peak of its pediment

like a feather in a hat the Queen might |

wear al Ascot, they are immerséd in
a hermetic world. Nearby Vietoria
station, its hordes of commulers, its
gargling taxizs, hissing buses smd rank
fast-food stalls might never exist.

The double-height lobby that
orients visitors to the grand Grecian
entrance of the galleries proper is
like some nooclassical conservatory.
Light filtering through a glazed
timber lattice ceiling dapples down
across reliefs depicting Britain's
patron saints carved by Alexander
Stoddart, the Glaswegian sculptor,
giant vases and the entrance Lo the
shop. Tucked under twin rows of
Soanian domes, Lhe shop will
partly pay for the upkeep of the
gallery: The Queen's Gallery is whally
self-funding; neither public nor
corporale funds have been involved
in its construclion.

The summer-bright lobby leads
through to a grand stair hall ined
with green pilasters where the light
is deliberately dimmed W accustom
vigitors" eyes as they move [rom
the sireet to the realm of Rubens,
Michelangelo and Faberge’s aurd-
vark. Twisted gold-iron ropes wind
up the bronze balustrades. Alabaster
lamps shime in a Grecian gloaming
Up the stairs are the seven richly
coloured galleries offering three
and a half times more exhibition
space than before, some top [it,
others artificially lit for delicale
boaks and drawings. This is a realn
of oak Mooss and mahogany doors, of
Delft tulip vases, porcelain pagodas,

Ahermithc world . . . thoehtrance portico

of deep reds, blues and greens. You
hall expect the Queen to walk
through at any moment. It is very
much her world. .

This apper Noor also houses a
teaching room and a leclure voou,
The former is concealed. behind

mirrored walls and doors: the lutter

sits attentively inder a glazed dome
Zephyrs of fresh alr from the air-
conditioning plant (waler eooled
from a borehole stink 250m below
the palace gardens) pull through
tlecomtive rosettes in the ceiling.
Elscwhere in the bullding, modorn

functions are dressed in or concealed
by antigue garb. The gents” lavatory
features a classical urinal; the lift
could have been desigued by Soane ;
the mabogany door to the lecture
room is wide enough for Henry VI
to hull through; another glazed
door offers enticing views of the tea-
and-cucumber-sndwiches garden
beyond. The e-gallery, where you can
search the virtual collections, boasts
eornpuler seroens framed in solid oale
M. [Lreally i anotherworld, and
Simpsan has captured it just as it
ought 1o be canght.
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The problem with all wo many
classical revival buildings of the paust
20 years is that they have seemed not
just fey and fussy, but out of context
and without a real parpose. While it
seerna dall 1o dress up modern olfices
and shopping centres in classical
fancy dress, Simpeon has done well
to represent Uhe values of the British
monarchy while providing an
appropriale home for Charles I's
impeccable canvages and George Vi
pig. nardvark and tarkey.

The Gueri's Gallery o Bor kingham Patar ¢ cogm
oo Wednesday. Debaiy: 020- 7321 2270
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