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LEFNANI ANU ROINUVENVD NUUOL

EOOLDGICAL GARDENS, LONDON

The elephant and rhinoceros house a: The Zoological
Society's gardens, Regent's Park, occupies an island
site ne~r the southern boundary of the gardens,

and is the first major building in the ma.n area o the
gardens 10 be completed in accordance with the
redevelopment pian prepared in 1956 by Sir Hugh
Cusson and the Society's architec: M- F A,
Stengelhofen.

The ouilding houses four elephants and four
rhinoceroses in paired pens, each with access to sick-
bay pens and to moated external paddocks The

pens are arranged round a central Lall for the

pubiic who circulate through the building at a slightly

tower level on an S-shaped route. This can become

a one-~ay svstem on busy days. The public can also
stand aside from the main route into viewing areas
stepped down opposite each pen. On the main level
there is .+ washing-pool ior the animals in view of

-he puotic. On the same level is a stafl mess-room and
in the basement are a plant-room and accommodat on
for the storage, preparation and distr:but'on of

the amimals’ food.

The bu:lding stands among existing trees on a small
mound formed from the excavated so:l and the animals.
when in their paddocks, are seen .gainst the curved
concrete walls, which have a vertically ribbed texture.
When in their pens they are seen against cyclorama
walls lighted from above through tall lantern lights

in the form of copper sheathed funnels that give the
exterior its unusual silhouette.

Construction is reinforced concrete with a brick inner
zkin or¢tecting 1 in. polystyrene insulation The

inner wal's of the pens are faced with light grey-blue
cerami¢ mosaic. The roof structure over the public
area is of laminated wood beams set in metal shoes
and spanning from the concrete perimeter columns

to a cluster of laminated timber columns set round
central flue and air-intake. Blue brick is used for
paving throughout and for the plinth. vard walls
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Biéphonts are such architectural animals

'that there is a temptation to look at a

& building housing them as a kind of anelogy

~of themselves. This building, for erample,

" could be described in terms of its massive

curves, ite wrinkled hide and its curious

sithouette. But it would be an injustice to

the  building to do so, and even more an

W, injustice to the architects to suggest that

they -had. made the possibilities of such an

anulogy their starting point, because it is a

serious  building based on a thorough

analysis of function.

- Nevertheless the pictorial resemblance to

“the- -elephant image—to the bunch of

Xrounded bodies with their heads in the air
;;g—e:ists, and even more sirongly than this
t{kere exists an element of deliberate fantasy
not -usuglly agssociated with a building
designed round so strict a set of practical
2 meeds. It is in fact something of an achieve-
"wment that these—the fantustic and the
- functionel—have been so combined without
being murually destructive. In a building
> whose purpose is partly display and enter-
>° ' tainment, a vivid individuality of form is
" however itself functionel, and on the parti-
cular site the elephant house occupies, which
;- will be one of the jocal points in the
replanned oo, a striking architectural form
is mot inappropriate; and the somewhat
fantastic silhouette has landscape value as
~part of the distant view that has now been
-'opened up from Regent's Park.

" The display function of zoo buildings raises
# wtmore difficult problems when we come to
‘the inside of the elephant house, such as
how far it is justifiable to. dramatize these
“extraordinary animals if to do so means
some risk to their dignity aend means also
providing ‘them with a stylized, highly
- artificial, setting when the accepted policy
: in‘modern z00s is to aim at naturglism aend
_informality. This is basically a question of
.t zoological policy~—of the client’'s brief—but
‘since architecture i3 the means of imple-
‘menting the policy it cannot be evaded in
any appraisal of the building. The policy
- decision, in thig instance, was clearly to go
“"ail out to highlight the animal's peculiar
‘qualities—and highlighting is literally what
" the architects have done: they have posed
each animal on a kind of stage, lighted from
above, The architects have managed, in the
writer's view, just—but only just—to stop
-short of displaying the elephants so comsci-
ously tha: they resemble acts in a circus
_-rather than specimens in a zoological garden,
The technique with which it has been done,
depending first on lighting, secondly on scale
--and thirdly on colour, is masterly. Its only
defeet is in relation to the scale, One of the
'most impressive characteristics of the
<. elephant is simply its bigness, but the great
height of each elephant's pen, and the way
.the indirect lighting falls on them from
‘above, in fact makes them look surprisingly
“small,

The -exterior form of the building clearly
reflects the chosen style of display: a cluster
of stages, or raised open-fronted pens, with
curved cycloramas as background, and a
cluster of tapered funnels cbove them
through which they are lit; and its plan
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clearly reflects (and efficiently serves) the
basic need to let the public circulate com-
fortably through the building but at the
same time to let individual members of the
public stop and stare at the animals without
impeding the general circulation. This is
successfully achieved by the lower level
viewing areas in front of each pen, which
also give the public ¢ remarkable sense of
closeness to the animals, the barriers that
keep them apart forming surprisingly little
visual impediment. In deciding the size of
the public space a nice balance has been kept
between the need to keep the central aree
in scale with the surrounding pens and the
need to allow crowds room to move. The
public space may be uncomfortably crowded
on the zo0’s busiest days, but however much

it had been enlarged there would still have

oY

been days when it was not large enough.

To assist the dramatic effect of the top-
lighting of the pens, the public area is kept
relatively dark. But it is not gloomy, largely
because of the pattern and colour given to
the ceiling by its radigting timber beams of
lamiinated construction and reddish colour.
Colours and materials throughout the
building are well chosen and well used.
Their effect is decorative, but they are
clearly related to their function and do not
therefore appear contrived. Outside too, the
combination of ribbed concrete, blue brick
and copper for the roofs is sober and
practical. This and the way the materials
are handled ensure that the building, in
spite of the total absence of right-angles,
Temains a structure, not jusr a fancifully
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