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Millennium Centre Essay


The Millenium Centre is a performing arts centre in the Bay area of Cardiff. The building was designed by Jonathan Adams, who was a part of Percy Thomas Architects until it was taken over by Capita Property and infrastructure, he then agreed to continue with the company whilst working on the Millennium Centre. Adam’s design started in 1998 and began to take shape in 1999. Construction began in February of 2002 and phase 1 was completed in 2008 with phase 2 being completed in 2009.  
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Description automatically generated]The prominent feature of the facade of the building is the designed use of spare slate sourced from Welsh quarries and the different layers in the construction show the varying colours of the slate from the differing areas of Wales. There is slate from sea cliffs in a strata colour, purple slate which comes from a quarry in Penryn and blue slate from Cwt-y-Bugail, the green slate comes from Nantile, grey from Llechwedd and black slate from Corris quarry (World Construction Network, 2005). As slate is a very important material prominent in Welsh history it works well within the design of the building.  Figure 1Hugo Worthington 2023



  
The text on the front of the building written in Welsh states “CREU GWIR GWYDR O FFWRNAIS AWEN” which translated directly into English means “Truth is as clear as glass forged in the flames of inspiration”. The idea for this actually came from the construction of the front and how the letters were made in glass and integrated. There is also an English inscription alongside the Welsh which reads “In these stones Horizons sing”. The author of the inscriptions Gwyneth Lewis was inspired by the idea that the very stones of the building would be singing once the building opened.  
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Description automatically generated]The large front of the building which holds the letters is made up of steel which has been treated with copper oxide which gives it that strong copper signature. With steel also being an important part of Welsh material history, it is a minimal but effective way of portraying Welsh materials. Adams use of copper oxide to colour the steel creates a copper effect, which is a way of portraying the history of Swansea's copper industry. Swansea was called   " Copperopolis" due to the  huge production of copper that was significant on a world scale from 1720 to 1881(Swansea Museum, n.d.) .The design of the facade using false materials was not well received when the building was constructed as it defeated the purpose of representing this part of Welsh history.  The slate was criticised in a similar way with the copper-coloured steel as slate although it is an important material in Wales, the majority of slate quarries are in the north of Wales. This means that an emphasized part of the design choices of the building includes materials were necessarily traditional to the south of Wales although does represent Wales as a whole.  Figure 2Hugo Worthington 2023

  

The interior of the building has lots of different hardwoods which cover many of the surfaces including walls, the stairs and within the main theatre. Steel panels from the ceiling of the building and the same type that cover the front facade are also used within the interior and are not treated with the copper oxide. All the different types of wood used in the building were all sustainably obtained from places within mid Wales, which shows another way in which the design attempts to be more “Unmistakeably Welsh” stated by Adams (WMC, n.d.) when he was asked about what he wanted to create when designing the Millennium Centre.   
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Description automatically generated]  
  

  
The Millennium Centre was created through a competition to design an opera house for Cardiff Bay area in the 1990s, lots of designs were submitted but Iraqi architect Zaha Hadid’s design of the opera house was chosen. Once selected, politicians opposed the proposal and the Government refused to pay for the project, with the Millennium Commission decision against helping with funding as it was believed to be financially risky (Deacon, 2020). Systematically, a new project was proposed which was to build not only an opera house but a performing arts centre, and to design with the whole of Wales in mind, to represent the history of Welsh culture in a building. This is where the Millennium Centre designed by Jonathan Adams, took precedence. Figure 3Hugo Worthington 2023
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]  

  
The theatres and spaces inside the Millennium Centre includes The Donald Gordon Theatre, the Weston Studio, the Wolfson Studio, BBC Hoddinott Hall, Dance House and the Glanfa. The Donald Gordon Theatre, the largest theatre space is named after a South African businessman Donald Gordon who contributed £10million to the construction of building of the Millennium Centre. The Donald Gordon Theatre is used to host large stage operas, dance and drama performances and can seat 1848 people through the use of multiple layers of seating surrounding the stage. The Weston Studio is a much smaller space used for small productions and live music which seats 250 people. The Weston Studio is named after the Weston family who donated £2.25 million to the buildings construction costs. The Wolfson Studio is a space used for things like rehearsals, workshops and events.  Figure 4Hugo Worthington 2023

The BBC Hoddinott Hall, named after Welsh composer Alun Hoddinott, is an orchestral rehearsal space used for recording and practice but can seat 350 for musical performances. The inside of the space is primarily hardwood and designed and constructed to provide incredible acoustics throughout the room. The Dance House is a dance studio used to show dance performances as well as hosting dance programmes for schools and adults and even is used as an area to have yoga classes. 
The Glanfa is a public performance space located on the ground floor foyer which is visible as soon as you enter the main entrance. It has been used for many free performances and shows.  As soon as you enter the newly refurbished foyer, there is a coffee shop which is used a meeting place prior to performances. 
The Donald Gordan Theatre, being the largest and main theatre in the Millennium Centre, was designed to have the best acoustics possible. With opera, dance and drama in mind sound needs to be able to travel all around the space without reverberating within the building. The acoustics within the space were designed by Arup Acoustics, the same company that has done the Sydney Opera House. The acoustic design of all the theatres was started early on during construction. The steel frame of the building began quickly which also resulted in a light structure and lower costs. All the walls, ceiling and balconies are sculpted with wood beams, this helps the sound from the stage reach every corner and seat in the space. There are sound absorbing curtains and surfaces that can be moved from a control booth to help further with acoustics. The stage area is flexible, being able to change sizes to make room for different kind of performances. Moveable surfaces are included all around the auditorium that absorb sound or reflect it depending on what is needed for the situation, therefore creating very flexible performance areas. 
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Description automatically generated]The Millennium Centre stands in Cardiff Bay next to the Senedd Building, the Pierhead building and Cardiff Bay visitors centre. Cardiff Bay first came into use around the 1830s being part of Cardiff for a long time with Pierhead Building being built in 1892 and it being used to transport goods in and out of Cardiff until after the Second World War. When the WMC was introduced to Cardiff Bay in 2002 it changed the view of Cardiff bay entirely. The massive silhouette of the fake copper structure can be seen clearly with from any point in Cardiff Bay even at night when the lights within the massive letters on the front facade light up.  there are differing opinions as to the success of the design as one opinion is that it completes what was needed in the Cardiff Bay area to fill the spot and provides Wales with a brilliant venue to view the arts and hear live opera. Alternatively, it has also been stated the brutish design and massive structure is something not to desired in that small area of Cardiff, it is an imposing building and instantly memorable by the general public.  Figure 5Hugo Worthington 2023

 



In Conclusion The Millennium Centre is a performing arts centre and opera house that welcomes around 1.8 million visitors per year(Wales Millennium Centre, n.d.)  bringing in tourism into Cardiff and supporting local businesses in the process. The Materiality and design of the building and its materiality is flawed and its presence in Cardiff bay is controversial disrupting the views. The entertainment that it brings to Cardiff is impressive and the quality of performances is high.
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