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/ A long-awaited expansion to Central Station’sm

Concourse reworks decades of disparate ents to deliver
clear wayfinding, strong civic scale a mple natural light.

and Partners/

Review by Andrew Nimmo
Photography by Brett Boardman
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Built on the land
of the Gadigal people
of the Eora nation

& The first impression

is one of clear sightlines
and generous spaces in
which abundant light and
fresh air welcome Central
Station's commuters.

€ Above-ground works
have already opened

to the public, while below-
ground platforms remain
under construction.

¥ In a departure from the
competition brief, the new
roof vaults over the heritage
Central Electric building.

After many years of inaction, railway infrastructure
in the Sydney basin is undergoing its largest building
boom since the creation of the City Circle line from
1926 to 1956. Sydney Metro is Australia’s biggest
public transport project; by 2030, Sydney will have
four metro lines, 46 new stations and a 113-kilometre
standalone metro railway system. One part of this
project is the Sydney Metro City and Southwest line -
and one part of this involves tunnelling under Central
Station, Australia’s busiest railway station, to insert
two metro platforms.

This work has triggered the opportunity
to upgrade the whole station with new entries,
connections and circulation spaces; and to uplift
the overall look and feel by making the facility more
legible and integrated. One small part of this work
is the Northern Concourse expansion, which is the
subject of this review. It is not a small space, but
in the context of the larger build, it seems that way.
You could describe it as an iceberg project: what
pokes out above ground is a tiny part of what lies
underneath. During my site visit, the metro platforms
were very much under construction, but the above-
ground component - the Northern Concourse slotted
behind the historic sandstone station - was open to
the public. The first impression now is one of abundant
fresh air and light, with clear sightlines and generous
spaces for circulating or pausing that have already
improved arrival and departure experiences for the
thousands of commuters who use Central Station
every day.

Before we delve into the new build, some
historic context is useful. The original station,
designed by government architects Walter Liberty
Vernon and George McRae, was completed in stages
from 1906 to 1921. When the City Circle line was
built, the station expanded east so that suburban
trains could continue past Central. It was at this
stage that the site became imbalanced, losing
the clear legibility of the terminus building and
the organizing space of the Grand Concourse.

The 1970s addition of the Eastern Suburbs railway
line made the imbalance worse.

Since then, the station has suffered the
piecemeal alterations and additions typical of large
government assets, with a cacophony of platforms,
tunnels, pedestrian entries, retail and offices added
at will. Circulation spaces became compressed,
impeding sightlines and erasing legibility. Each
of these layers contributed to a bloated, clumsy
result that needed an intervention to clear away
the accretions of the past, and organize and unite
the remaining components east of the original
station - within something that could deliver the scale
of the original Grand Concourse without emulating
it. This is where the Northern Concourse comes in.

Led by Laing O'Rourke, an international
engineering and construction company with
a significant presence in Australia, Woods Bagot
and UK-based John McAslan and Partners were one
of three teams that competed for the right to design
and construct the Northern Concourse. Often, the
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A Visually striking
from within and without
the station, the new
geometric roof volume
fits the project’s grand
civic scale.
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Grand Concourse
2 Northern Concourse
3 Lower Concourse
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key to winning a competition is to challenge one of the
primary tenets of the brief. In this case, the brief called
for the new works to be subservient to the heritage-
listed sandstone Central Electric building, tucking
behind and under its parapet. Instead, the team
proposed that the concourse roof vault over the
existing building, framing it from the inside and
capping it from without.

It was a simple but clever move, respecting the
heritage fabric and expanding the scale of the covered
space. The volume of the Northern Concourse would
be comparable to the Grand Concourse, creating civic
scale appropriate to the thousands of people who pass
through it every day. The sectional drawing illustrating
the half-vault move is immediately convincing,
with a strong geometry that references the Grand
Concourse without mimicking it. The ribs of the vault
peel open to create V-shaped skylights that fill the
space with natural light. The ceiling is clad with white
powdercoated aluminium panels. Permanently open
glass louvres terminate the vertical ends of the vault,
providing fresh air and smoke exhaust.

However, strong geometries are inherently
not very flexible. The adjacent east wing of the original
terminus building is taller than the Central Electric
building, and the roof and skylights must trim around
it. Beyond this wing, the roof needs to reach further
to the north and step down to close the gap with
the Grand Concourse. The architects have worked
hard to resolve these geometries, but there are
some awkward junctions that muddy the simplicity
of the roof as a single extruded shape sailing over
the heritage fabric.

When | visited, many aspects were yet
to be completed: a generous east-west link named
Central Walk, located under the existing suburban
platforms midway between the Northern and Southern
concourses, will connect the metro platforms with
a new eastern entry building and light rail on the
Chalmers Street side. The metro walls will be clad
in tessellated engineered sandstone panels that
incorporate an abstract motif and reference the
original sandstone buildings above.

One of the fundamental considerations for the
project team was how to maintain station operations
during construction; this was accomplished by limiting
the time each part of the station was occupied. The
entire Northern Concourse roof was assembled just
north of Newcastle, then broken down into truck-sized
components, delivered to site and reassembled over
the quieter Christmas period. It was like making
a full-scale prototype, where design and assembly
issues could be resolved before arriving on site.
Precast concrete columns and beams were also used
to speed up site works; they support the concourse
roof springing point and act as gateway elements
to the intercity platforms.

Unlike the underground eastern suburbs line
built in the 1970s, which always felt disconnected
from the main station, the new metro platforms will
be fully integrated, sitting under the heart of the
station on axis with the approach from Eddy Avenue.
The entrance has been made more direct, with
sightlines that look straight through to the concourse
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and the metro platforms beneath. Originally terminated

¥ Precast concrete

by a retaining wall, this view has been excavated b":::’m transported
and opened up. Where the ground has been excavated, = e e g s
a sandstone skirt wraps the base of the building transit interruptions.

as though it has always been there.

Now that the works are nearly completed,
it is easy to forget what was there before because
so much of the new work feels intuitive. This speaks
to the success of the project. By thoroughly analysing
and understanding the site's opportunities and
constraints, the architects have successfully
unravelled what was not working and unearthed
the diagram waiting to be found.

- Andrew Nimmo is a director of Sydney-based practice
Lahznimmo Architects and a past president of the New South Wales
chapter of the Australian Institute of Architects,
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