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Architecture of the West Wing Study — English

by Professor Vito Bertin, Gu Daqing and Woo Pui-leng



The architecture of the West Wing

These pages show 20 illustrations with comments and ten dia-
grams on the architectural value of the West Wing of the Central
Government Offices of the Hong Kong SAR. They were prepared
by Vito Bertin (retired), Gu Daging and Woo Pui-leng of the
School of Architecture of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, in
support of the efforts by the Government Hill Concern Group to
preserve this area of civic importance in its integrity.

Hong Kong, 04.05.201



Central Government Offices

The Central Government Offices on Government Hill in Cen-
tral consist of two buildings built in three phases: the 1954 East
Wing, the 1956 Central Wing and the 1959 West Wing. They were
designed by the Architectural Office of the Public Works Depart-
ment.

Contradiction

The appraisal report by Purcell Miller Tritton is well written and
gives an extensive description of the site, the buildings and
their context. Only in the conclusion in chapter 5, page 135 there
seems to be a discrepancy between the acknowledgement of
the architectural quality, the stated importance of the site and
its surroundings and the recommendation, that the West Wing
could be demolished. This recommendation does not follow
from the so called headline issues. It might have been made
based on considerations outside the report. The first point men-
tions: 'The buildings are of a high architectural quality ... The sec-
ond point:... West Wing is the least good piece ... This just looks
like a ranking. Among three buildings of a high architectural
quality, the West Wing ranks third. That still makes it a building of
a high architectural quality. It is also interesting to note that the
cover of the report shows a full page image of the West Wing.

Architectural quality

The following comments on the architecture of the West Wing
complement the detailed description in the appraisal report.
They are based on limited available material and only initial
observations. For a real study, access to more material and the
building itself would be necessary. The comments are grouped
into several sections. The first four relate to site, structure, use and
expression. The last two are used to further illustrate some of the
points made.

Site

Although the three wings were built in phases, they were
planned as a whole. Together with the Central Wing, the West
Wing defines a space which is centred on and aligned with the
axis of Government House. This space and the buildings insert
protective layers between the commercial part of the city and
Government House. The West Wing has a strong overall form
which is differentiated into three parts which are further differ-
entiated and react to the lateral conditions. This makes it pos-
sible to experience the building in different ways according to
position and in relation to its surrounding. Of course, part of the
surroundings have changed a lot since the West Wing was built.
This lateral relationships are combined with vertical relationships,
the way the building sits on the ground. This ground has steep
slopes and big level differences to which the design reacts.



Space perception

We perceive itself invisible space indirectly through visible physi-
cal elements. Demolishing the West Wing would therefore not
create more space. On the contrary, it would destroy a number of
spaces on a range of scales to which the building now contrib-
utes. The atmosphere of the area would be weakened and the
spatial experience impoverished.

Structure
According to the plan of the oth floor from the appraisal report,
the structure of the West Wing consists of six sections separated
by expansion joints and two types of structural systems. The
vertical support in the standard middle sections is provided by
two rows of square posts in the centre and narrower rectangular
posts in double density along the periphery. The angled end sec-
. tion has a variation of this system. In the head section and in the
[ Fers s g corner section, there are load-bearing walls which provide lateral
i O R {&'}m stability to the building. In the head section the peripheral
rfi~ i RS ' G Y y 9. In the head section the peripheral posts
5 r T S are even denser spaced than in the middle sections. In the corner
section the post and wall systems overlap. The load-bearing
structure does much more than support the building. Internally,
it organises and differentiates the floor plan and creates zones
for use. For example, the central posts define a zone for the cor-
ridor and are shifted to one side to create two zones of different
depths for offices. As part of the building envelope, it contributes
to climate control, providing shading. Externally it is used for the
differentiated articulation of the expression.

Use

With almost no information about the original programme for
the West Wing, not much about this aspect can be said at the
moment. But the oth floor plan shows, that the plan is very flex-
ible and can provide spaces of various properties and sizes for a
range of future uses.

Expression

Additions to the West Wing and the painting of surfaces make it
difficult to see the original expression. But the skill of making a
composition which relates the whole to its parts over several lev-
els is still impressively visible. The modesty of the building does
not make its design trivial. The building expresses an attitude to-
wards design which makes use of the site, of the programme and
the means of construction to create a composition of mass and
space. The interior organisation of the spaces, the materialisation
through structure and enclosure, the exterior differentiation of
the mass and the articulation of the relationship to the site are
related. And the different aspects which a design has to consider
and a building to provide support each other.
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North-east elevation

This perspective view of the whole Government Office complex
was published in the Hongkong & Far East builder on page g,
number 4, volume 12, 1956. It demonstrates that the complex of
three buildings was designed as a whole. The three main parts
of the West Wing are clearly recognisable. The north-east facing
elevation of the middle part forms a big surface with the tex-
ture of the peripheral structure forming a deep layer of shading
elements, windows, and infills. This surface transforms, without
changing, from a horizontal plane on top of the hill to a vertical
plane on street level.

Composition

The horizontality of the elevation is stopped by the head-volume
with a different material and formal expression. The granite clad-
ding is articulated in a way to give the expression of a massive
block from which the windows are carved. At the top the surface
is bounded by a strong horizontal band forming the roof parapet.
The bottom ends with a horizontal surface forming an extension
of the originally open space under the building. This slab ...

Transformation

... extends horizontally along the elevation, and later combines
with a slab as an extension of the ground plane and transforms
into a glazed volume, which contrasts with the grid of the eleva-
tion. The volume is a spatial extension of the canteen.

Entrance

At street level the finishes seem to have changed so that they are
no more representing the original design. But it is still visible how
the surface ends in a base, two fins are extended and empha-
sised, and form an entrance together with a cantilevering slab.



Base
On the north-west facing elevation, the original materialisation of
the base with rough granite is still visible.

Contrasts

A frame of finer granite as cladding extends to the building’s
height and emphasises the horizontal part of the structure and
the layering of the internal space, contrasting with the two
adjoining elevations, and forming a lateral edge of the north-east
elevation.

The centre of government

This aerial view from the appraisal report shows clearly the
relationship between Government House, the Central Govern-
ment Offices and the city beyond. The soft cover of the ground
with grass and trees extends from the Zoological and Botanical
Gardens to Government House and beyond the Government
Offices.

Axis and layers

The map shows the axis of Government House, the line of the
defined space and the edge of the commercial part of the city.
Where the axis of Government House meets the West Wing, the
ground floor was originally open. So the West Wing reacts to this
axis by receiving it in a space and giving it a visual continuation
on a different level.



lllustration sources

Photos and diagrams: Vito Bertin

Colour aerial view: Google maps

Floor-plan and perspective: Hong Kong & Far Eastern builder 4-12 1956

Gray aerial view, photomontage: Appraisal Report, Purcell Miller Tritton, AMO, 2009
Map: Government website
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Extensive park

The contemporary satellite view shows that the planted areas
around the Central Government Offices are still part of an impor-
tant extensive park.

View axis and panorama

A photomontage in the report shows how at the time of the
design, the view from Government House over the government
buildings to the harbour and across to Kowloon was considered.

Conclusion

Looking at the building of the West Wing and its design reveals
that this modest office building is carefully and skilfully designed.
The design ideas are in the building and can be read from it.
With the destruction of the building, another representative of a
strong Hong Kong design tradition will be destroyed as well.

Wider issues

There are wider issues this specific case relates to. They are not
discussed here, but have to be mentioned. One is the ability to
appreciate architectural design and how this affects judgment
of buildings, groups of buildings in the urban fabric and the
landscape. The other is the current level of design know-how in
relationship to design know-how accumulated over a timespan
of not just decades but hundreds and even thousands of years.
Recent revitalisation projects and demolitions in Hong Kong
reveal that there are serious problems regarding the two issues:
1881 Heritage, Central Market, Hollywood Police Married Quarters,
and also Central Star Ferry Pier, Queens Pier, Wan Chai Market.
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Architecture of the West Wing Study — Chinese

by Professor Vito Bertin, Gu Daging and Woo Pui-leng
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lllustration sources

Photos and diagrams: Vito Bertin

Colour aerial view: Google maps

Floor-plan and perspective: Hong Kong & Far Eastern builder 4-12 1956

Gray aerial view, photomontage: Appraisal Report, Purcell Miller Tritton, AMO, 2009
Map: Government website



NMEES B

P& E oy

={EzREEER

NEFE

R

BEmENERD

RBRENER SR

—RERET i TS

I"li!‘!‘l TrrrT

]

—

e e e e et o et e

EENERS R

=R






