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Big draw: Sainsbury Wing exterior (Image: Edmund Sumner/The National Gallery, London)

WRITER: Calvin Po



The Sainsbury Wing is perhaps best remembered for King Charles III’s infamous “monstrous 
carbuncle” comment, which single-handedly scuppered its unrealised predecessor. But even the “much-
loved friend”, the original building by William Wilkins that the wing extended from, was derided for its 
dowdy neoclassicism when it was built in 1838. This latest reworking was not only to mark the gallery’s 
bicentennial but also an overdue fix of what other national museums take for granted: instead of having 
to climb the stairs from Trafalgar Square, visitors now have a clear, accessible main entrance via the 
Sainsbury Wing.

The Sainsbury Wing extension was originally designed by American postmodernist architecture duo 
Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown in 1991. It was given Grade I listed status in 2018 – Britain’s 
highest heritage conservation protections – at the tender age of 27. What’s being protected feels like a 
compromise: as you enter, an eclectic jumble of self-referential jokes play out the tensions between 
architects and clients in built form. “It’s like having an argument with the building,” says the project’s 
heritage architect Alasdair Travers. And not only with the building but also with its defenders. The new 
redesign by Selldorf Architects was vociferously resisted by critics, eight former presidents of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects and even Scott Brown herself.

Light relief: Sainsbury Wing staircase (Image: Edmund Sumner/The National Gallery, London)

Despite the noise, Selldorf has hit the right tone. The Venturi-Scott Brown’s masterful façade – a 
mannerist remix of Wilkins’s classical elements – remains as one of the cheekiest exteriors in the city, 
albeit with almost illegible signage. Within the structure, double-height spaces carve room to breathe 
out of the previously crypt-like ceilings. The smoked glass, a puce-tinted hangover from the 1980s, has 
been banished. And yes, the cutesy Egyptian columns remain.

The upper level of galleries, which was described by its director Gabriele Finaldi as “practically 
perfect”, remain unchanged. Instead, we are treated with a resplendent rehang, where the original 
enfilades of sandstone archways boast newly-placed works.
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