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Dublin has a history of making large pieces of city at one time. Georgian Dublin, described by 
UNESCO as representing ‘a significant moment in the history of the Age of Enlightenment’, 
comprises a grouping of landed estates, developed according to guidelines, often provided by 
the owners. Sometimes these developments were controlled by the Wide Streets 
Commissioners, Europe’s first official town planning authority. The largest of these estates, 
the Gardiner Estate, which developed over one hundred years from c1720 onwards, and 
which includes  Dublin’s main street, two of the major public squares, and many of the finest 
buildings of the city, sets a high standard in quality terms for what can be achieved through 
unified development.  
 
The Gardiner estate is tantilisingly close to the proposed development of a university campus 
at Grangegorman, which will be almost two thirds of its size, and one wonders how these lost 
lands might have developed in the past if the proposed Royal Circus, planned to be located 
just a few minutes walk away, had been realised. As it transpired, Dublin’s greatest leap 
forward in urban terms faded before this could happen, and the north side of the city fell into 
decline. 
 
Since the former St Brendan’s Psychiatric Hospital site slopes from the north and includes 
stunning views over Dublin, the natural topographical endowment of these lands is almost 
unique as an opportunity for urban development, possibly the largest prospect (excepting 
Dublin Docklands) for new urbanity within the Dublin canals area since the development of 
the Gardiner Estate. Once the political decision was made to promote this project, and then to 
fast track its implementation and funding, it became clear that a substantial new chapter in 
the life of urban Dublin was about to be added, close to the very heart of the historic 
organism.  
 
The design principles informing the proposed development seek to enhance the specific 
urban qualities of Dublin, as well as reintegrating this ‘island’ site back into the urban fabric of 
the city, and some important new public spaces for the city are likely to result. These include 
the main cross route, intended to be primarily pedestrian, and the public playing fields and 
park located on the south side of the site, to be known as the Fields. The most prominent 
urban set piece for Dubliners currently in this area is the forecourt to Broadstone Station, 
though the exact design proposals for here seem vague and outside of the development site 
itself. Given that the main station building has been described as an architectural 
‘masterpiece’, it is to be assumed that a high quality design solution will prevail at this entry 
point to the new campus. 
 
Prominently positioned student housing will overlook the green areas, surely set to be one of 
the best locations to live in Dublin: centrally located, in a south facing park, with high quality 
design (assumed), high density, phenomenal views to south and other surrounds, and ideally 
would be destined to become ‘normal’ urban integrated housing over time. New quadrangles 
of ‘programmatic departments’ leading to clusters of interest within an overall critical mass of 
learning will add to the dense urban qualities of the place. With the addition of a new 
arts/cultural quarter to the east, all ingredients will be in place for a truly integrated campus. It 
is to be hoped that, as the campus inevitably becomes ‘normal’ city, and we realise at last 
that the best campuses are cities, real cities, as integrated, invisible and unidentifiable as 



other historic but low-key locations of urbanity, the design of the individual buildings will allow 
adaptability and flexibility of programme to guarantee long life for the new urban fabric itself.  
  
Although the current trend in Ireland includes the privitising of public space, and the curtailing 
of urban movement and permeability generally, this site presents a unique opportunity to link 
and make totally public new streets and spaces, with shortcuts from north to south, and east 
to west, as would be expected of any high quality urban design proposal. These are indicated 
in the proposals for a new ‘green link’ from east to west, and a collection of new blocks and 
streets linking to the major new urban room, Library Square. The questionable aspects of 
naming ‘gates’ into the campus implies that it may not be as public as it could be, though the 
sharing of health, cultural and other facilities with the city points to major opportunities for this 
place to become that extraordinary thing: a normal, (but new) piece of inner city Dublin. 
 
However, design only goes so far, while management and direction of policy as regards the 
overall site access will be critical in the workings of the openess and public nature of this part 
of city. The public would expect it as a basic fact that the site will become as public as Dame 
Street or O’Connell Street, but the authorities may have different plans. So while the idea of 
centralising a diverse urban educational institution may have apparent organisational and 
efficiency advantages, the new order could spell an end of that special urbanity current 
students enjoy in the environs of Camden and Bolton Streets, in favour of a closed campus. It 
would be truly ironic if the calp wall of the psychiatric institution was replaced by the new, less 
visible, but highly securitised, bastion of the campus. 
 
It is not clear yet how the individual pieces of architecture in the development will contribute to 
growing the specificity of Dublin. The question of whether they will be recognisibly ‘of here’ 
becomes more critical in a world increasingly dominated by bland, corporate campus 
buildings. In the Masterplan, there are guidelines on colour, massing, and materials, but it 
seems that a guiding architectural design overview may be missing in the execution. It 
appears that the first completed new building, a replacement for some of the facilities of the 
old health facility, has little to contribute to this debate, saying little to the street to the north, 
or to the planned campus to the south. The front door is over 100 metres from the footpath of 
North Circular Road, it is a gated complex, and the soft landscaping is distinctly suburban in 
nature. Unless the city actively pursues the ambition of the masterplan, this could be an 
ominous foretaste of the environment to come. 
 
Crucially, the debate in Dublin around the development seems to have focused on balancing 
the mainly suburban concerns of those immediately affected by planning aspects of the 
development, and it is seen by some groups, and by many of the decision makers, as almost 
an inconvenience in its proposed inherently urban qualities. Thus, aspects such as 
overlooking, car parking, and construction noise seem to ignore the fact that in order to make 
real parts of a city, large important changes have to happen to the mainly suburban 
surroundings. The fact that these slumbering edges of the former institutuonal lands will now 
benefit from increased recreational facilities, better access, and other positive side effects of 
the complexities of urban life, is barely mentioned. However, any large infrastructural change 
in a city causes similar debates, and it is to be welcomed that much of the area is now a 
feverish building site, offering a foretaste of the new urban life in a location that was 
essentially a collection of pastoral fields, lost in a city for a very long time. 
 
 
 


