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Introduction

Ove Nyquist Arup (1895–1988) was the most influential
engineer of the 20th century. Trained first as a philosopher
and with a highly poetic and imaginative sense of design,
he revolutionised the field and invented modern
engineering. Ove was Danish, but spent his professional
career in Britain, and his name lives on through the
practice he founded. Today the Arup firm is the world’s
leading global engineering consultancy.
This exhibition spans around a century of engineering
and architecture, from the 1920s to the present, it features
groundbreaking projects developed by or in collaboration
with the Arup firm.

Pre-visit activities
Visit arup.com. Explore the firm’s current projects, choose
one to focus on and discuss with a partner what problems
or issues the firm is trying to solve through this work.
Consider how engineering affects us both now and in the
future. In what ways?

The Museum visit
Use this resource to introduce key ideas and questions for
students to discuss in the exhibition. Download the
accompanying activity sheets to explore these ideas
further using the permanent galleries.

Ove’s Philosophy

Central to Ove’s thinking was the notion of Total Design,
which advocated closer collaboration between architects
and engineers. Explore the doodles and ephemera at the
beginning of the exhibition to uncover Ove’s ideas around
what a modern engineer should be. How does the Penguin
pool at London Zoo demonstrate Ove’s philosophy and
playful approach to engineering?

Civic Responsibility

In his adopted city of London, Ove witnessed the
devastation wrought by bombing during the Second World
War. He developed a keen sense of his civic duty as an
engineer. Investigate the wartime shelter designs created
by Ove to find out more about how he championed safer
shelters for the public. Do you think designers, architects
and engineers have a responsibility to society? Why?

Innovation

The Sydney Opera House and its dramatic roof presented
a challenging engineering problem for Ove Arup and his
team. Pushing the limits of technology, the Arup firm
pioneered the use of computers to solve the design
problem. Explore the models and drawings in the
exhibition to discover how they used spherical geometry
and new technology to solve this engineering quandary.
Find two examples in the exhibition of how the Arup firm
has continued to innovate today through the use of new
materials, technologies or processes.

Collaboration

The design of the Pompidou Centre in Paris was defined by
collaboration. Arup engineers worked together with the
architects right from the start to collaborate on the design
process, which put the structural frame and the pipework
of the building’s services on its exterior. This became the
building’s defining feature. Take a closer look at both the
concept and technical drawings for the Pompidou Centre.
Think about the range of skills and knowledge required to
develop such a complex project.

Invisible Engineering

Ove’s lasting influence on design practice is evident in
Arup’s current work. From crowd simulation software
to large infrastructure projects such as Crossrail, Arup’s
recent projects show how engineers consider the way we
live. Watch the Mass Motion case studies and visit the Arup
SoundLab®. What are the benefits of these tools to
designing new public spaces?

Follow-up activities / find out more
Engineering plays a major role in our society, tackling
both environmental and social issues. The SolarLeaf Algae
Façade is one example of how the Arup firm is using
biotechnology to think about the future of our buildings
and structures.
•
•

Choose a building you know well, like your home or
school, and imagine the impact of integrating
biotechnology.
Think of other types of natural materials or processes
that could be used in unusual ways to improve public
buildings and spaces.

Find out more about biotechnology by visiting the V&A’s
website: vam.ac.uk
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