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Introduction

‘First of all we must cleanse our minds of imitation, and, in disengaging ourselves of antique manners, bring our work to simplicity and truth shaping each building to necessity, and look for beauty in chastity and proportions. That is the task before all Irish art, and it is especially the task before Irish architecture.’

This was the clarion call Darrell Figgis (1882–1925), the co-drafter of the Irish Free State’s constitution, made on 22 March 1922 in his address to the Architectural Association of Ireland.1 As a member of the Gaelic League, he understood cultural self-expression to extend beyond language and into the built environment. In his view, the continued reliance on the historicist architectural traditions of Britain, Ireland’s former coloniser, risked constraining the development of a distinct national identity and inhibiting the evolution of an indigenous architectural language. This presented an opportunity to project the nation’s forward-looking ambitions through a contemporary architectural language, free from the ornamentation and stylistic conventions associated with imperial rule, from early Georgian to Edwardian. Modernism was particularly well suited to a nation seeking to define itself as an independent republic, reflecting aspirations towards greater social equality, civic progress and economic self-sufficiency and even lent itself to the conservatism of the Catholic Church. This book celebrates the architects, craftspeople, artists, clients and policymakers who embraced this vision, as well as the subsequent generations who carried forward the principles of modernism through the Free State and into the Republic.

The first milestone in Irish modernity was the construction of the hydroelectric power station at Ardnacrusha, overseen by the Cumann na nGaedheal administration of the 1920s. Political and cultural transformations followed with the arrival of a Fianna Fáil government in 1932, which advanced protectionism and began an economic war (1933–7) with Britain. Among other things, this hugely affected the availability of building materials. Nevertheless, in that same year, the Housing (Financial and Miscellaneous Provisions) Act came into force to provide local authorities with State funding for the provision of houses for working-class families who had been cleared from the slums of Dublin, Cork, Limerick and Waterford. Between 1932 and 1942, despite Ireland’s economic vulnerability, 12,000 houses per year were built. Our modern hospitals also evolved at this time with the establishment of the Hospitals Trust Board to administer the funds raised by the Hospital Sweepstakes Fund. The modernist principles of hygiene, free circulation, light and lack of ornament were perfectly suited to such buildings and the resulting hospitals came to embody the spirit of medical and architectural progress. During the ‘Emergency’, despite our neutral status, hundreds of defensive structures were rapidly built around our coast and were modernist in material and form. After the war it was, strangely enough, the Catholic Church, the stewards of conservatism, oppression and censorship, who would be the country’s greatest patron of modernist architecture and art in the churches built after the Second Vatican Council of 1962 to 1965. Modernist architecture seemed to symbolise a Church that was more liberal and open, more orientated to the future and more in keeping with the outward-looking economics and ‘invitation to industrialisation’ pursued by Lemass’ government, leading to the membership of the EEC in January 1973.

The scope of this research runs from 1927 to the late 1970s. This survey of fifty structures is certainly not an exhaustive list. Instead, its ambition is to draw attention to structures that are often unloved or just overlooked and to show that these exist across the country, contradicting the common belief that architectural innovation and novelty can only be found in our capital or at least only in our major cities. Every county in the Republic of Ireland is covered by at least one structure, ranging from government buildings, schools, post offices to a handball alley, Garda station and a water tower. Some buildings are iconic (and therefore already familiar to the reader); others are little-known gems, but what they all have in common is that they are irreplaceable.

Conscious that architecture is, of course, something that is best experienced in person, this book is designed to fit into your bag or the glove compartment of your car to bring on trips around the country. Such an introduction is a springboard to entice you to seek out these structures and, perhaps, take a deeper dive into the history of this quotidian built heritage.

The lamentable near absence of women architects in this volume – represented by only one building out of fifty – mirrors the broader scarcity of women in Irish architecture and engineering throughout the early to mid-twentieth century. Societal expectations, restrictive marriage bans and exclusionary professional cultures made it exceptionally difficult for women to enter, remain in, or advance within these fields. Against this backdrop, the achievement of Angela Jupe, the architect of the Braun factory in Co. Carlow, stands out: leading a design team at the Industrial Development Agency (IDA) in the early 1970s was a rare and significant accomplishment for a woman in the profession. Nevertheless, the book highlights instances in which women artists made significant contributions to the overall conception and experience of architectural projects, including the facade of the Department of Trade and Enterprise and the interior artistic programme of St Aengus Church. In addition, anecdotal accounts indicate that the wives of a number of male architects, who had professions for their creativity pre-marriage, were involved in advising on interior design and landscaping schemes. Such contributions, however, were seldom recorded in official project documentation and therefore remain largely absent from the historical record. May this book be the starting point for oral histories on these undocumented contributions.

In deciding my selection criteria, the term ‘buildings’ is used loosely as it spans many types from hospitals, a clock tower, public baths, military lookout post to a handball alley and churches. Not only will the buildings be celebrated but so too will the architects, artists, builders and craftspeople who translated the plans into reality. I decided to omit the counties of Northern Ireland as protected status is treated differently under Planning Law in the North than in the Republic and one of the objectives of this book is to draw the reader’s attention to just how vulnerable the unprotected buildings on this list are. By celebrating the extraordinary found every day across rural and urban Ireland, my hope is that this overlooked, under-researched era of Irish architectural history will gain a similar level of appreciation to that enjoyed in the UK, mainland Europe and beyond. Despite the best efforts of the National Inventory of Architectural Heritage in recording twentieth-century structures, they are still failing to be adopted onto the Record of Protected Structures (RPS) of Local Development Plans up and down the country. Listing does not even guarantee permanent protection as delisting is becoming more common in recent years. The more our architectural heritage is in the public domain, the more it might change the mindset of policymakers to view these structures as national assets.

This Modern Love originates from an RTÉ Culture series 100 Buildings commissioned by editor Derek O’Connor in 2021. In the summer of 2024 New Island Books proposed developing the series into a paperback publication, setting the stage for its evolution into the volume now presented to readers. This is a love letter to the often underappreciated architecture that lends character, richness and distinction to our villages, towns and cities. It celebrates buildings conceived with conviction and a clear architectural vision; works that sought to engage, challenge and inspire those who encountered them. These include the hidden-in-plain sight structures of the functionally mundane that still elicit a moment of joy. In contrast to the cautious uniformity that can accompany development, where the pursuit of planning approval may favour the unobjectionable over the memorable, these buildings embodied ambition and a willingness to articulate ideas through design.

This book is a tribute to buildings that had something to say. By recording their stories, it is hoped that greater value may be placed on them for adaptation rather than demolition or insensitive refurbishment. Ironically, it is the architecture of this relatively recent period that is disappearing most rapidly from our towns and cities. Their loss diminishes not only our architectural heritage, but also our understanding of the values and aspirations of the society that created them.



	1 Darrell Figgis, Planning for the future: an address before the Architectural Association of Ireland (Dublin, 1922), p. 34.
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The capital’s grand central bus station

Busáras, Store Street, Dublin 1

Believe it or not, Dublin is home to Europe’s first post-war office building. Remember this the next time you are waiting for your bus or the Luas at the capital’s central bus station, Busáras. Áras Mhic Dhiarmada, to give its full name, holding its own across from Gandon’s Custom House, also includes the headquarters of the Department of Social Protection.

The need for a central bus station was identified in 1937. Seven years later, architect Michael Scott (1905–1989) and his team of young architects and designers won this prestigious commission. Scott had an impressive career, coming straight out of the traps with the task of designing the Irish pavilion for the New York World’s Fair of 1939, thanks to the recommendation of fellow architect Vincent Kelly, before he completed his final examinations as an architecture student. Here, politics played as big a role as design as it was the first appearance of Ireland as an independent country at an international trade fair and the government of the day was determined that the building would have a modern yet recognisable Irish character.

On the back of this success, Scott founded Michael Scott architects in 1938. That same year, he also designed his distinctive home, Geragh House, at Sandycove, a familiar sight for swimmers at the Forty Foot. Nearby, at Sandycove East Lane, he later designed two homes for his sisters in the International Style. Scott would become a consultant to Córas Iompair Éireann (CIÉ) from 1946, also designing the CIÉ Chassis Production Factory (1948–50) on Jamestown Road, Inchicore.

Michael Scott might have been awarded the job, but it was Wilfred Cantwell (1921–2001) and Kevin Fox (b. 1921) who were responsible for the design, along with Patrick Scott (1921–2014), Kevin Roche (1922–2019) and Robin Walker (1924–1991). Walker would later become Scott’s partner along with Ronnie Tallon (1927–2014), forming Scott Tallon Walker Architects in 1975.

There were teething issues for Busáras, with financial losses forcing construction to cease in 1947 and tools not being picked up again until 1951. Finally, on 19 October 1953, the new bus terminus was officially opened. This impressive building is constructed of reinforced concrete with Portland stone cladding (the stone used in much of the Custom House facade) and high-quality materials to give it added texture such as brass, Danish bronze and copper.

Inside, we find Irish oak flooring and terrazzo stairways. Its arrangement of various volumes begins at ground levels with an L-shaped plan of two rectilinear blocks of differing heights sitting at right angles connected by a circular hall at the ground floor. This complex design required the engineering expertise of Ove Arup to oversee some of the elements such as the reinforced concrete flat roof and the delightfully wavy concrete canopy, which overhands the concourse. It is such a beautiful undulating movement to see as a passenger in a car taking that bend onto Amiens Street.

Busáras is a multi-functional building, also containing offices, a restaurant, and a cinema. The bright and colourful top-floor restaurant was originally meant to be public, doubling as a nightclub at evenings. The Eblana theatre in the basement of the building, first intended as a newsreel venue to occupy travellers, was used as a theatre from 1959 to 1995.

Not only is it a functional building, but it was the first public modern building that attempted to integrate art and architecture, as seen in the exquisite mosaics by Patrick Scott along the pavilioned top storey. Let us all take a moment to appreciate an extraordinary building provided, first and foremost, for the everyday experience of taking the bus. ◼


[image: A large building covered in square windows, perpendicular to which is a similar building roughly two storeys taller. In front of both is a shorter building with a wavy roof.]




From former Garda station to city mortuary

Dublin City Mortuary, Dublin 9

Following the foundation of the Irish Free State, the Garda Siochána was established in 1923. With it began an extensive Garda station building programme, marking the transition from defensive-State-focused Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) barracks of the nineteenth century (thick stone walls, high-positioned windows) into domestic scale, more accessible, community-focused civic structures. One such building from this time is the former Whitehall Garda Station.

John M. Fairweather (1882–1961), the State architect of the Office of Public Works, began preparing plans for a new suburban Garda station on the corner of Griffith Avenue and Drumcondra Road Upper in 19331 to cater for the expanding northern suburb then under development. The Scottish architect also designed Donnybrook Garda Station (1929–31) and Rathfarnham Garda Station (1938).2 To harmonise with its residential surroundings, Fairweather designed a building with a stripped classical style, combining traditional symmetry with simplified Art Deco detailing to give a modern expression. This distinctive, flat-roofed building elegantly resolves its corner site by chamfering3 the central core linking two neo-Georgian wings (one south, one east). This chamfered corner is echoed in the brick pillars and railings. The building is finely detailed in rich brick and granite with an impactful entrance. The granite is used for the Art Deco accents like the cornice, blocking course and sill course. The new station opened in March 1935 with fifteen Gardaí and one sergeant initially stationed there.

[image: A doorway set within an arch on a brick building.]
In plan, the structure reads as a splayed V, directing its energy toward the junction, its apex strategically clipped to create a sharper architectural gesture.


[image: A flat-roofed building with a symmetrical shape in which two long sides with windows placed at regular intervals join a short side containing a doorway.]
[image: A metal panel in a gate into which the stylised, overlapping letters G and S are cut.]
The entrance gate still retains the initials GS for Garda Síochana.

This significant public building was closed in April 2012 as part of An Garda Síochána’s rationalisation programme. It did not
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		In plan, the structure reads as a splayed V, directing its energy toward the junction, its apex strategically clipped to create a sharper architectural gesture.



		The entrance gate still retains the initials GS for Garda Síochana.



		Simms’s sense of public responsibility demonstrated with the creation of an enclosed public park (above) and a clock on the kiosk at the perimeter of the park (below).



		Low-relief carving on first floor ministerial balcony by Gabriel Hayes



		The thread of the staircase is Connemara marble with granite strips to prevent wear and tear (above); the area nicknamed ‘the bullring’ by staff (below).



		Red panels on the north elevation of the former dormitory block.



		Postcard of the dormitory block with students.



		Photo showing the grain silo’s construction.



		The remaining Rank’s silo from the roof of Bannatyne’s.



		Overhanging eaves on the auditorium are taken further throughout the school to provide shelter in the playground during inclement weather.



		The auditorium is reminiscent of the drafting room of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin West at Scottsdale, Arizona.



		The architect engineered social interaction of neighbours with narrow pathways.



		Cork Distillers Bottling Plant 1961–63.



		Aerial View, Cork Distillers Bottling Plant 1965.



		Bottling Plant today.



		The control room



		The turbine hall.



		Stepping inside, the roof makes perfect sense as the hull of a boat is revealed.



		The bus station waiting room with manager’s office above.



		One of the shelters on Salthill standing proudly on the Prom.



		Elevation, floor plan and section of shelter at Salthill.



		Inside the church the smooth interiors bounce around the soft light coloured by the stained glass windows.



		Burton Chapel with its unique roof.



		The same signage made in 1956 still stands proudly over the shop entrance.



		Corbally pillbox, Limerick City on the banks of the river Shannon. The use of shuttering formed apparently using corrugated iron as a facing material is very unusual in the Irish context.



		The crucifix is still in place in the former church along with the stained glass, which still splashes beautiful colours across the interiors.



		The saw-tooth roof still floods the building with natural light.



		The factory’s silent call system of a row of coloured lights remains.



		The upstairs lobby of this former cinema is today an exhibition space.



		The iconic 1930s ESB logo is a nod to the Shannon Scheme.



		Ballymahon substation.



		Shh … the original ‘Silence is requested’ sign still keeping library users in check on the stairwell.



		Light funnels down to each floor from the roof.



		The exquisite mosaic exterior, with its St Brigid’s crosses, was reputedly made by Italian mosaic craftsmen who moved to Roscommon without a word of English after WW2.



		The factory is modernist in style as seen in the flat roof and longitudial lines of the structure emphasises by the glazing and strong vertical detailing in bold yellow.



		Its industrial function is evident with its covered conveyor belt going from the sixth storey.



		A visitor on the factory floor after the closure.



		The stylish Art Deco garage.



		The original timber office with hatch still in use



		Inside lookout No.67



		Side elevation of the lookout post.



		Cavan General Hospital not long after completion.



		Inside the factory today.



		The factory’s tactile character is provided by the precast ribbed panels and full-height bronze anodised windows.
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