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A a city of many divisions, one of

Limerick's oldest, dating [rom

the 17th century, is that which

distinguishes the two disimias at

s centre, Enplish Town and
Irish Town. The former is the scat
of King John's castle, the latter an
arca of markets south of Charlone’s
Quay thar — like much of the cty
— has long been in decline.

Run-down, underfunded and
undervalued, Limerick's markets
have cbbed in the face of the
corporate retailers’ advance, as big-
hox retailers on the city's periphery
sucked in consumers, in a pattern
replicated countless fmes else-
where, Bven the Milk Marker,
which opened on Mungrer Smeet
in the 19th century and was long a
huby of enterprise in Irish Town,
had declined to the extent that it
funciioned as a market metely for
five hours on Samrdays, earning its
keep as 2 car park for the rest of the
wieek. In the first six months of this
vear, howevert, the Mitk Market was
overhauled, its new fabric roof and
other architectural imterventions,
though modest in scope, providing
a classic example of how to revital-
wse the historic urban [abric.

The original market buikding,
which was constructed in 1830,
comprised a single-storev covered
colonnade, one room deep, that
embraced an open courtyard of
1,700 square metres. FiReen years
ago, Limerick Market Trustees, the
27 members of which oversee the
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A leaves
udders in the shade

The bold new canopy on Limerick’s Mitk Market gives the city an
all-weather trading area and fresh civic pride, says Stephen Best

city's markets, initiated a refurbish-
ment plan iniended 10 restore it 10
its original {unction. Three years
ago, the trustees awarded the rede-
sign contract 10 a locally based
practice, Healy & Partners Archi-
tects, whose work has ranged from
high-tech retail spaces to conscrva-
tion work such as the resioration,
completed last year, of Killua Castle
in Westmeath. : 5

The reworking of the Milk Mar-
ket involved three significant inter-
ventions: a single-storey pavilion
with roof-level access; repaving of
the courtyard: and a roof cover 10
protect against the elements. The
project is about structural exuber-
ance and the opportunites for
social interaction that the now cov-
cred market provides. It's a game
of sudden revelation always played

It includes poetic
moments such as
the view through
the glass roof at
its centre where
you can see
passing clouds
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by the best architecture, with the
bright white tented cover over the
courtyard the oustanding feature.
Al street level, the market’s new,
modem insertions contrast sharply
with the rather subdued, expres-

sionless buildings surrounding it.

The doors into the market’s perma-
nent shops supplement its fwo
main entrances, making the perim-
eter feel more permeshle and
giving the overall space a sensc of
transparency, as well as engaging
the surrounding sirects with the
market and imtegrating the two.

A1 24 metres high — the equiva-
lent of eight storeys — and with an
area extending 1o more than half
an acre, the market's new covering
is the largest single-support can-
opy in Ireland. Viewed from afar, i
has a subtle vet significant impact,
a taut white cone rising by day on
the horizon, peeking above its four-
storey surroundings and establish-
ing a strong visual marker against
the brick and slate cityscape. Lit
from the interior at night, it appears
25 a milky white lantem.

Inside, the courlyard tapers
from 39 metres wide 10 30, with a
gentle fall from comer to comer of
abomt a metre, the new roof mak-
ing the space feel less like an open
square than a monumental but still
intimate room. Five steel columns
hold the canopy in a classic 1ensile
srructure, one column in the centre
and one at each corner. The col-
umns held in compression are

painted white, contrasting with the
tods held in tension and paintec
grey that hold the columns down
and the canopy tight.

The single-storey pavilion on
the Mungret Street side of the
square, darkly coloured with a
smoked ; balustrade and
stained brown tmber cladding,
takes up 141 squarc metres of the
courtyard. .

The canopy, held taut like a
drum, docs not quite reach the cor-
ners, where it is secured, instead

standing clear of the existing struc-
wre to form a gap. A glass rooi-
light provides a visual focus,
appearing like an open hole al
apex — perhaps a nod”io the
Pantheon in Rome.

It appears disant against the
bright fabric flowing down from i,
an cffect emphasised on cloudiess
days when it scems like a light biue
sinined glass lens reminiscent of
the American artist James Turvell's
“skyspace” pleces.

Made from a Teflon-coated fab-




nc with a siriking radial stitch par-
e, the canopy stretches like a sail
from the central tensioning ring 10

the square perimeter. Largely
maimtenance-frec, Il requires a
power-wash only once every seven
vears, according to Richard Rice,
the project architeet.

The fabric is bound to a
perimeter cable held down at each
corner, with 2 small gutter hidden
above the cable pushing rainwaier
w the comers and making the
edge less of a drip hazard
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The struciural engineer on the
project was Schiaich Bergermann
and Panners, a Stulgart-based
practice whose coninibution rein-
forces the scnse that the design,
with the architeeture ¢énhanced by
the engineering, takes its cuc from
the work of Frei Ono, the German
architect, especially his pavilion ar
the 1967 Montreal Expo, a building
considered an inspiration for the
high-tech movement that followed.

Although the fabric weighs less
than 2 tons, the requircment to
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engineer the siructure for a onge-
in-50-yrars gale meant that each of
the cight vertical rods that anchor it
has a remarkable load-bearing
capacity of 120 tons. This buib-in
contingency  helps  explain  the
monumental appearance of some
of the structural clements supporn-
ing the roof, which scem slightly
out of proporton.

Pinncd down in each comet, the
canopy creates arc-shaped gaps
between it and the existing build-
ing, a protected structure, On wel
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and windy days, this serves as a
physical reminder that this is an
outdoor expenience. It is also an
architectural expression of respect
between the new and the existing,
cach resolved independently and
comfortable in its own skin. _

The market is a welcoming
building with careful detailing and
muled tones thal complement each
other. The new stecl-and-fabric
stricture  in modermist  white
cnhances the grey tones of the
stone, shate and painted timber

Tuming & whiter shade of pall: the
giant canopy covering Limerick's
Milkk Market has given o new centre
of fogus to a runr-down area

perimeter. Together, they form a
muted background for the vibram
activity generated by the market
and the colouirs of the produce.
The canopy would be an uncom:
mon object in any Insh cty. Apan
from the giant, gight-storey-high
central mast, weighing 5 tons, com-
plex swructural gymnastics take
place at each corner, and this is
what drives the aesthetics of the
scheme. The current popudar trend
towards suppressing or  hiding
structure is supplanted a: the Milk
Marker by minimal detaling and
struchural expression. It is all clev.
erly done with linle Riss and
inciudes poctic moments such as
the view through the glass roof a1
its centre where you can see capli-
vating views of passing clouds.
The market, with an exsting
footfall of several thousand on Sat-
urday mormings, aims to extend ils
influence over the commercial
heart of Limerick. The trusices
plan o vze it as 2 culwral venue,
an indication of the revival of the
local market as a social [acilitator,
These are carly days g the-
futre for Limenck's Mitk Market
looks positve. Iis success wili
depend as much on the case of
access as the quaiiy of social expe-
rience that it offers. Architecturally,
il provides a happy juxtaposition
between the restored building and
the new structure, and has revived
old and worthwhile notions about
public space and avic pride. 13
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