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The Sainsbury Centre For Visual Arts celebrates its 
40th anniversary, ‘SUPERSTRUCTURES: The New 

Architecture 1960-90’

Opened in 1978, the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, at the University of 
East Anglia, in Norwich was the first ever public building designed by Nor-
man Foster, and one of the key architecture landmarks of the second half 
of the 20th century that heralded the era of the ‘High Tech’ movement. A 
new wave of architects experimenting with new technologies, materials, 
forms and structures.
The Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts at the University of East Anglia, by 
architect Norman Foster was a project that challenged several existing pre-
conceptions about museums, breaking the traditional mould with a ‘mu-
seum without walls’, following other projects as the São Paulo Museum of 
Art - MASP by Lina Bobardi. The immense influence of its radical approach 
–the all-encompassing building envelope, its relationship with the surroun-
ding landscape, and the pioneering principles of social integration – can 
still be seen in some of the practice’s most recent projects.

As architect Norman Foster now says, based on “an optimistic view of the 
future”. The era’s mood of malaise and decay could only bounce off its alu-
minium hide, would say some.

This week, the building celebrates its 40th birthday by housing Superstruc-
tures: the New Architecture 1960-1990, an exhibition on what came to be 
called “hi-tech”. But, oversimplifying and sometimes misleading though it 
is, it serves a purpose in identifying what, then and now, was a distinct set 
of ideas pursued by a distinct set of architects.

Description of project by Foster + Partners

With the donation in 1973 of their collection of ethnographic and twentie-
th-century art to the University of East Anglia, together with an endow-
ment for a new building, Sir Robert and Lady Sainsbury sought to establish 
the Sainsbury Centre as an academic and social focus within the campus. 
The Sainsburys shared a belief that the study of art should be an informal, 
pleasurable experience, not bound by the traditional enclosure of object 
and viewer. As a result, the Sainsbury Centre is much more than a conven- 11



tional gallery, where the emphasis is on art in isolation. Instead, it integra-
tes a number of related activities within a single, light-filled space.

The building brought a new level of refinement to the practice’s early 
explorations into lightweight, flexible enclosures. Structural and service 
elements are contained within the double-layer walls and roof. Within this 
shell is a sequence of spaces that incorporates galleries, a reception area, 
the Faculty of Fine Art, senior common room and a restaurant. Full-height 
windows at each end open the space up to the surrounding landscape, 
while louvres line the interior to provide a highly flexible system for the 
control of natural and artificial light. Large enough to display the Sains-
burys’ extraordinary collection, yet designed to be intimate and inviting, 
the main gallery – or ‘living area’ – evokes the spirit of the collection’s 
originally domestic setting.

A new gift from the Sainsburys in 1988 allowed the building to be exten-
ded to provide space for the display of the reserve collection, together with 
curatorial and conservation facilities and a space for exhibitions and con-
ferences, giving the centre greater flexibility in its programming. The new 
wing extends the building below ground level, exploiting the contours of 
the site to emerge in the form of a glazed crescent incised in the landsca-
pe. In 2006 a further programme of improvements was completed, which 
provides an internal link between the main and Crescent Wing galleries, a 
new education centre, additional display space, and improved shop, café 
and other visitor amenities.
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