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The Great Hall of BMA House

Since last August the Great Hall atBMA has been undergoing reconstruction that will eventually turn the lower part into a new library and the
upper part into a suite ofcommittee rooms (see "BMJ" 5 November 1983, p 1367). The scheme has been drawn up by the BMA's architect, Ivan
Nellist, who talked to7ane Smith, a "BMJ" staffeditor, about the scheme and its progress.

JANE SMITH: What do you think of Lutyens's work?
IVAN NELLIST: I admire it. Viewed from the outside much of it is
extremely fine, but on the inside it often leaves a lot to be desired
for the users-mainly because he designed on such a monumental
scale. Although some of the interior spaces are excellent, in others
you find unaccountable things: bits where you go upstairs and
downstairs again, dead ends, and so on.
SMITH: So what challenges did these problems present when you
were looking at the Great Hall and
considering what to do with it?
NELLIST: Firstly, there was a need to put
the Great Hall to much better use.
Secondly, we had to find a use that would
do no violence to the splendid exterior.
Here the interior is less satisfactory-the
columns and the pedestals below them,
for example, are rather attenuated. It's
unfortunate too that the ceiling was never
finished. That is not Lutyens's fault, of
course, but it has left the hall looking
strange: the proportions internally are
long and narrow.
SMITH: Were there any structural prob-
lems?
NELLIST: No, not really. The first thing
we had to do was to ensure that the
existing structure could carry the in-
creased weights of a new floor and of any
increased load on the main floor. So we
dug exploratory holes, tunnelled into the
brickwork, and found that both the
foundations and the basic steel frame
were strong enough.

At the time the Great Hall was built
(1912) it was common to provide far
greater strength than was strictly neces-
sary. Today we design to much finer
limits so that if a floor is designed for a
loading of 60 lb/ft2 and you put 70 lb/ft2
on it you will have problems.

So we were lucky with the structure,
but there have been some other prob-
lems. We were asked to provide an additional lift, but the space
available for it and its adjoining staircase was constrained.
SMITH: Presumably some of the problems are due to Lutyens not
providing a major entrance to the Great Hall in the first place?
NELLIST: Yes, there are several entrances to the Great Hall, but no
grand entrance. And the doors leading to it are unnaturally
narrow. Once it becomes a library that does not matter too much,
but the problem of access to the conumittee rooms above remains.
It's a question not merely to access but of peaks of access. People
may arrive for a committee meeting at 10 o'clock at any time from
9 30 to 10 15. but they will all want to leave at once. That is why
we not only have to build a new lift but also refurbish an old one on
the north side of the Great Hall. In Lutyens's design there was
simply not enough space to build a very large lift.
SMITH: If you had not had to seek planning permission for a listed
building would you have approached things differently?
NELLIST: I don't think so, no. You have to strike a balance between

the needs of the user and the nature of the building. At its simplest
you might think that several floors of offices could have been
"slotted in" to the Great Hall. That would not have been very
successful, even if the structure had been strong enough to take
several floors. For example, the edges of floors would have
appeared against the very large windows overlooking the courtyard
-hardly a happy solution.

So the type of solution we have adopted is probably the best.
The other aspect, of course, is that the
present library has a much lower floor to
ceiling height and easily lends itself to

~ t toffice use.

Lutyens details

SMITH: Tell me about the method of
-s-*. t v ':.j. t: construction of the new floor. It's steel

girders?
NELLIST: Yes.
SMITH: Which rest upon the tops of the
columns?
NELLIST: Not quite. There are several
very large, clear span steel beams which

s*# w were brought in under the arch from
& Burton Street on a low loader and were

... : .!*..,:,3?.'..lifted-withsome trepidation-in
through one of the small balcony win-

I*^ # ?< dows of the Great Hall. They were then
distributed on the floor of the Great Hall
and hoisted into place. They look as if
they sit on top of the columns. In fact the

_......: icolumns are false: they have steel stan-
chions inside them which rise out of the
tops of the capitals above the columns
and carry on into the roof space, and the
beams are bolted to the flanges of these
stanchions.
SMITH: And what about the library
ceiling?
NELLIST: That will be made of fibrous
plaster. We shall continue the original

Lutyens cornice around the ends, and the ceiling itself will be
coffered. We did a lot of research into Lutyens's original pattern
books and previous buildings, and the mouldings will be Lutyens's
mouldings, selected from other buildings by Lutyens that had a
similar character and scale to the Great Hall.
SMITH: How will the plaster be attached to the steel beams?
NELLIST: The ceiling will be made in sections, each of which will be
cast with fixings in the backing, ready to be attached to the steel
beams.
SMITH: When will the plaster ceiling go up?

The illustration on this page is a photograph of a six colour lithograph of the
original Great Hall commissioned by the BM7. The lithograph is by Eileen
Hogan, and 100 numbered copies are for sale at £32 50, including postage
and VAT (copies may be ordered from the publishing manager).
The drawings of work in progress in the Great Hall in this article and

elsewhere in this issue are by Tabitha Salmon, 2 Arklow House, Albany
Road, London SE17, who also painted the illustration on the front cover.
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Architect's plan ofthe coffering on
the library ceiling together with a
profile of the moulding. The
mouldings are the same as those used
by Lutyens himself on the ceilings to
the side aisles.

NELLIST: Probably just before Christmas, but the scaffolding will
stay up for some time until the decoration is done.
The colour scheme has been broadly worked out, though not in

detail. The columns in the hall will be restored to their original
colour-a peacock blue. We are not, I am afraid, going back to the
original Lutyens colours for the round plaques on the walls, which
were originally black. Lutyens had a great liking for black, but it's
not a liking most people share. So although we are going back to a
Lutyens type of colour scheme, we are not going to copy it
slavishly. I don't think we will try to repeat the colour scheme that
is in the Great Hall at the moment-which is not the original
Lutyens colour scheme.
SMITH: Has the type of lighting been decided on?
NELLIST: This question hasn't been finally resolved. We envisage
that there will be several large chandelier type lights, but again we
have to consider how well these will fit in with Lutyens's design,
and then, of course, we also need local lighting to bookcases,
tables, display cases, and so on.
SMITH: And the natural light to the library will come from the
windows at each side?
NELLIST: Yes.
SMITH: But you will lose some from the present window at the
south end?
NELLIST: That's true, but the loss isn't significant. The window is
very high, and much of the light is killed by the dark roof.
SMITH: What stage have you reached in the detailed design of the
library?
NELLIST: This is in a state of flux at the moment because the library
committee is still considering it. My own idea is that the general
arrangement should be rather like that of an Oxford or Cambridge
college library. The room has free standing columns, so it seems
logical to carry book cases at right angles from the outer walls to
the columns-and perhaps beyond-and to continue the book-
cases round in the form of alcoves along the external walls.
We did originally consider putting a small balcony around the

room, midway up the walls, but came to the conclusion that it
probably would not work very well. Access would be a problem; it
would need additional strengthening; and it would, of course,
affect the Lutyens interior, so we rejected the idea.
SMITH:What about the new committee rooms upstairs?

NELLIST: There will be two
major conference rooms and
four smaller ones, and it will be
possible to rearrange these, by
sliding partitions, in various
ways so that, for example, you
could have two fairly big rooms
and the four small ones, or
other permutations. One of the
large rooms will be lit by the
large window at the south end
of the Great Hall.
SMITH: How will these internal
partitions work?
NELLIST: Well, there are two
sorts. The permanent partitions
will be timber framed and
plaster covered with sound in-
sulation within their thickness.
The others will be of a sliding-
folding construction. These
systems are much more sophis-
ticated now than they used to
be. Obviously no moving parti-
tion is going to be totally sound
proof, but they are fairly sound
resistant now. We haven't
decided on decor, but the parti-
tions-certainly the permanent
ones-will have some sort of
wall covering-I hope some-
thing rather more sympathetic

than plain emulsion-and the floors will be carpeted.
SMITH: You are, I believe, keeping the two existing sections of
barrel vaulting. How have you integrated these with the rest of the
ceiling?
NELLIST: Apart from the sections of barrel vaulting, the ceiling to
this conference suite will be flat, standing slightly higher than the
apex of the barrel vaulting. This ceiling will be of some sort of
acoustic tile with integrated lighting panels and ventilation
panels-because, of course, the conference suite will be a largely
internal environment.
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SMITH: Will that cause any problems in use?
NELLIST: I don't think so. People may need to become accustomed
to the idea, but internal areas can work very well. And no one will
be working there all the time. They will come for an hour or so,
half a day, or perhaps a day at most.
SMITH: Given what you said before, about the rather odd
proportions of the Great Hall, do you think that the end

result-with a still very tall room for the library-might actually
be an improvement?
NELLIST: It would be presumptuous of me to say that it will be an
improvement. It will be something very different from what is
there at the moment, though, of course, retaining Lutyens's detail
and, I hope, in keeping with what Lutyens might have done in
other circumstances.

Minerva unmasked

R S MORTON

From time to time colleagues have unsuccessfully sought to learn
the identity of our regular contributor, Minerva. I am now in a
position to reveal all. The accompanying photograph is of an early
sighting but it should help members of the British Medical Associa-
tion to recognise her at a glance. She was named in Rome and clearly
carries her years admirably.
The likeness is by the late Renaissance Dutch artist, Otto van

Veen (1556-1629). He executed it in 1595 after spending some years
in Italy, where he interested himself in the history and literature of
Greece and Rome. Two titles have been given to the work, "Image
of Indiscreet Youth" and "Allegory on the Temptation of Youth."
Devotees of Minerva assure me that she is not personalised in the
first title, nor is she the temptress suggested in the second.
The youth referred to is male and we find him central, reclining

on a pillow, the classical symbol of la dolce vita. An old Dutch
proverb, doubtlessly known to van Veen, says, "Idleness is the
pillow of the Devil. " The work is a good example ofmannerism, and
all the other characters are figures from classical mythology. Centre
left is Bacchus, with a smile and an inviting gesture as he holds out
some grapes. Behind him is his wine bloated, pug nosed, stepfather,
Selenius; behind him is Ceres, Goddess of the Harvest. The figure in
the left foreground has a muscularly male right arm tugging at the
youth's clothing, but the figure's profile, headgear, and apparel
suggest a woman. Could the figure be Liberia, a regular companion
of Bacchus? This seems more likely than it be some anonymous
bacchante, wantonly devoid of her customary fillet of ivy. Perhaps
Minerva can remember who was at the party?

Centrally is Venus with her chariot drawn by doves. See how she
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