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Currently Europe’s largest civil-engineering
endeavour, the €36 billionGrand Paris Express –
the French capital’s new orbitalmetro –will see the
city’s 245km-long network extended to amammoth
400kmbetween now and the 2030s.

If all goes to plan, 68 new stationswill serve
Paris’s suburbs in a transport revolution for a city
that, historically, has forced its ‘banlieusards’ into
the centre to reach other parts of the periphery.
Of the four new lines, number 15will be themost
heavily used, since it serves the ‘petite couronne’,
as the ring of nearest suburbs is known. Scheduled
to open in 2026, Line 15 already has one completed
station, Dominique Perrault’s Gare deVillejuif-
GustaveRoussy, amajor interchangewith the
newly extended Line 14.

Above ground, the station is relatively discreet:
a single-storey, free-standingmetallic structure
that’s located in themiddle of a newpublic plaza
linking the Institut GustaveRoussy (a hospital
specialising in cancer treatment) to the Parc
desHautes-Bruyères. The action happens 50m
below ground level, where an estimated 100,000
passengers dailywill change trains once Line 15
comes into service.

To get travellers down there, Perrault sank an
enormous, 70m-wide concrete cylinder –which
according to him is the geometric form that uses the
leastmaterial –whose perimeterwall is onemetre
thick. Linedwith shops and technical spaces, the
cylinder is open to the air at its centre, obviating the
need formechanical smoke-evacuation systems.
A dainty lightweight roof in ETFE,meanwhile,
hovers above to keep theweather at bay.

A spectacular series of escalators descends
into the void,which is crossed by concrete tubes
containing the tracks and platforms. Augmenting
the sense of drama, various raw-concrete and
metallic finishes help reflect light. Although a
hackneyed term, the adjective ‘Piranesian’ seems
entirely justified to describe this impressive feat
of civil engineering. •
AndrewAyers

GARE DE VILLEJUIF-GUSTAVE ROUSSY, VILLEJUIF
DOMINIQUE PERRAULT ARCHITECTURE
Read the full story: ribaj.com/villejuif–gustave-roussy

Campus of curves –
university
26

East Bank angles –
cultural
18

©
M

IC
H

E
L

D
E

N
A

N
C

É
/D

O
M

IN
IQ

U
E

P
E

R
R

AU
LT

A
R

C
H

IT
E

C
T

U
R

E
,A

D
AG

P



08 Buildings
Hotel

The RIBA Journal April 2025 ribaj.com

All for love
ZahaHadid Archite�s’
hotel transformation of a
16th-century Roman palazzo
sets out to achieve beauty
through excess – a goal it
comprehensively achieves
Words: John Jervis
Photographs: Chris Dalton

Approaching the unremarkable facade of
PalazzoCapponi, just off Rome’s Piazza
del Popolo, there is little sign of the
contemporary, beyond a small canopy
above its arched doorway. Step through,
though, and serpentine interventions are
everywhere, thanks to its transformation
byZahaHadidArchitects into the latest
high-luxury offering from theRomeo
Collection hotel group.

Sweeping backlit strips of slim steel
run along the ceiling of the entrance
corridor, leading past a restored staircase,
and through to a small courtyard. Fitted
with a retractable roof and latticedmetal
arches springing from the floor, this
central hubhouses a glossy red piano,
corneous blackZHA furniture and a
water-feature-cum-artwork swathing
an entirewall to ostentatious effect.

Hotel RomeoRomawas among the
last projects initiated byZahaHadid,
kicking off in 2015, and overseen to
completion byZHAdirector Paola
Cattarin, whose previous assignments
include project director for the Salerno
MaritimeTerminal and a variety of
masterplans across China. Curves
dominate the 16th-centurymansion’s
makeover. Almost all interiors are
encased in a sinuous second skin, hiding
the original orthogonal roomswith
sweeping surfaces inspired by baroque
vaults – and by the palazzo’s surviving
fabric – to ‘create a dialogue between
past and present’, in Cattarin’swords. At

BelowOne of the fresco
suites gives access to
a balcony above the
main entrance.
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the request of AlfredoRomeo, founder of
theRomeoCollection, naturalmaterials
(always high-quality, usually glossy,
and occasionally fused together as a
single surface) prevail over the practice’s
usual synthetic options. Achieving
Hadid’s trademark three-dimensional
futurism inmarble, basalt, woods, steel
and expanses of ebony veneer required
exquisite craftsmanship (including
technology from the yacht industry),
specialist suppliers and serious outlay.

This cladding serves purposes
beyond beauty and a unique selling
point. Despitewholesale alteration over
the years, the palazzo is rigorously listed,
including its two 1950s extensions,
which date from its previous guise as a
government office. The preservation and
reinforcement of all structural elements
necessitated external services, now
hidden in the cavity between old and
new. This retention of original fabric also
resulted in a tricky jigsaw of diminutive
spaces. Various ploys are used to avoid
potential claustrophobia, fromoculi
punctured throughmarblewalls to
partitions consisting of veneered fins,
enhancing sightlines and offering the
illusion of space. The new surfaces are
also intended to regulate ventilation,
acoustics and temperature.

Ensuring overall coherencewhile
giving each public area a specific
characterwas a challenge, particularly
with the curve as a single dominant

1 Gallery
2 Lobby
3 Reception
4 Playroom
5 Restaurant
6 Barandbistro
7 Cigar room
8 Garden
9 Stair to first

floor terrace
10 Spa
11 Gym

INNUMBERS

74
rooms and suites

800m2
external garden

90m2
gallery with

preserved bottega

230
applications for

building permissions

1

6

4

9

5

10

11

2

7

3

8

Ground floor plan

10m0
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Various ploys are used to
avoid claustrophobia and
offer the illusion of space

gesture. The natural distortions of the
vaults created by the palazzo’s irregular
geometries, and the resulting haphazard
intersections, provide one solution;
the diversity ofmaterials another. The
womb-like reception,with its eye-
catching fronds clad in brass scales amid
cantilevered desks of lava stone and
ebony, is among themost persuasive.
Another eye-catcher, despite its limited
practicality, is the small cigar room.
On awell-trodden route, andwith two
glasswalls, it is a fishbowl for occupants
of its two low leather chairs – although
the skill withwhich dark veneers
are shaped around layers of recessed
shelving is undeniable.

Farmore important, however, is the
atmospheric restaurant – chefAlain
Ducasse’s first inRome–with its carefully
plannedkitchen fully exposed todiners.
Long, thin slices curve through the low
Macassar ebony roof, andmicrolights
behindhighlight its rippling surface.
Across the courtyard, the bistro takes
a similar approach, butwith additional
height creating towering aisles,with a
touchof rainforest thrown in.

This description of extraordinary,
expensive andhigh-gloss interiors
could go on. The aim, asRomeo says, is
‘tomake themost beautiful hotel in the
world – one that looks like no other’. It
is something of a relief, in fact, to reach
the relatively subdued spa, featuring a
glowingwall of Sicilian rock salt,while
the soft ash cladding the adjoining gym is

Credits
Client
RomeoGestioni
Client representative
and projectmanager
RomeoDesign –
Ivan Russo
Structural engineer
Studio Beta
MEP consultantSpring
LightingCorteGherardi

Water features
Fluidra Engineering
Special structures
EOSSArchitettura
Interior furnishings
Arte+Partners,
Barretta,
Devoto Design
Construction company
Mannelli Costruzioni,
Ga.Re.Co.

This imageBrass
‘petals’ clad the plant-like
structures above the
reception desks.

BelowComplex
geometries disperse
noise in the cigar room,
despite its hard surfaces.
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similarlywelcome, offering acoustic and
visualmoderation. But the long slimpool
alongside, running under intimidating
dark arches, presages an alternative
attraction for residents.

As it flows out into the hotel’s
surprisingly large garden, the pool
transforms into a glass-bottomed
arc ofwater, enabling swimmers to
paddle above the ruins of aRoman
bottega beneath. The unexpected
discovery, excavation andprotection of
this 2,000-year-oldworkshopduring
renovations added considerable time and
expense, but also an additional depth of
meaning to the conversion.One of the
resulting finds, a head of LiviaDrusilla, is
on display alongside the red piano.Once
studied,more artefactswill join it.

Art is a feature ofHotel RomeoRoma.
On one side of the garden, a typically
glamorouswhite ZHA staircase is
extruded froman impending green
wall, leading up to a raised terrace

The restaurant’s ebony
vaults, with embedded
microlights, are
designed to resemble
tree canopies.

Blocks of Sicilian
rock salt glow in the
restful spa.
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It is in-your-face, ambitious,
excessive – and distinctive

Left External garden
with fluid stairs to the
first-floor terrace.

Below Fresco suites
give intimate access to
restored murals.

Bottom left A gallery
under the swimming
pool protects the
newly discovered
Roman bottega.

with a flamboyant lacqueredmural
of the Piazza Popolo byUgoNespolo.
Such artworks fromAlfredoRomeo’s
collection permeate the hotel, ranging
from19th-century landscapes to
metaphysical scenes, lingering on Pop
Art andmonochromenude photography.

Of the 74 rooms and suites,most are
in keepingwith the overall aesthetic
–meanderingwood surrounds both
orthogonalmattresses and curving
hot tubs, while fireplaces split through
the veneer cladding to produce smoke-
mimicking steam. Five suites on the
piano nobile, however, boast restored
frescoes, some dating back to the 17th

century. Two even havemezzanines
(reached by perilousKrion staircases,
incorporating sculptural bathtubs and
weighing three tonnes in total), which
give intimate bedtime views of Roman
campagna and caryatids. One also opens
onto the palazzo’s facade, providing
access to the two heraldic statues
perched in alcoves above its doorway.

What tomake of it all? The stated
goal is a certain ‘je ne sais quoi’, but
this is not reallywhatHotel Romeo
Rome achieves. It is in-your-face, all-
embracing, ambitious, excessive, and
distinct fromRome’s traditional hotel
offering. Itmay be disquieting – as is all
extreme luxury – and itwould be easy
to be sarcastic. But thatwould be to
miss the point.

Later this year, anotherHotel Romeo
will be launched inMassa Lubrense, just
south of Sorrento, this time designed by
KengoKuma. The group’s ambition is
hospitalitywith a big point of difference
and industry-topping rates. Leaving
a hostage to fortune in a high-risk
business, it seems to have found amarket
– although a return on investmentmay
provemore difficult to attain. •
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Quiet pride
Maccreanor Lavington’sMacFarlane Place scheme
for Peabody salutes Victorian blocks while offering
thoughtful aesthetic and practical touches
Words: Flo Armitage-Hookes Photographs: TimCrocker

Below Three
colours of brick and
careful compositions
detail facades.

Once again, change is afoot in London’s
White City. The areawas home to
the 1908 Franco-British Exhibition
– a flurry ofwhitewashed palaces,
ornaments and artificial lakes – and
more recently to the BBCTelevision
Centre, a purpose-built studio complex.
Today, it is in themidst of anAHMM
masterplan to transform a 5.7-hectare
site into housing, offices, leisure spaces
and new television studios. Phase 1
completed in 2018 and Phase 2, bar one
plot, is due to complete in 2027.

At its southern end, 1 and 2
MacFarlane Place, designed by
Maccreanor Lavington for Peabody,
delivers the scheme’s 142 affordable
homes, all with heat-regulating external
shutters. The schememediates the
transition between the red-brick
Victorian vernacular of Shepherd’s Bush
and flashier newdevelopments beyond.

The triangular site tapers to the
north and is closely bounded by a railway
viaduct, Victorian terrace andA-road.
Despite also facing a bus station and
Westfield shopping centre, the scheme
is arranged in such away that it doesn’t
feel penned in or overshadowed by the
surrounding infrastructure.

‘They’re siblings, not twins,’ project
architect Owen Jowett says, aswewind
ourway around and between the blocks.
Differences includemetalwork colour,
typicalwindow shape and number of
facades. There’s something reassuring
about the variations, even if you don’t
always actively notice them. They blend
the newbuild and its all-at-once-ness
into the accumulated urban context.

Block 1 has 79 homes – 71 for London
Affordable Rent and eight for London
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13,921m2
GIA

11,191m2
NSA

(net saleable area)

799
whole-life carbon,

KgCO₂eq/m²
(A-C excl B6-7)
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LivingRent – arranged in a loose
U-shape around a raised courtyard
garden. The eight-storey road-facing
facade steps down to six storeys on one
side and stackedmaisonettes on the
other, with the courtyard opening up to
the railway and frequent flashes of red-
and-white tube trains.

Block 2 is taller but narrower and has
63 homes, 26 for LondonLivingRent and
37 shared ownership,with a communal
corner roof terrace. Commercial space
(yet to be filled), bike stores and disabled

BelowDifferences
between the sibling
blocks pay off.

1 MacFarlanePlace
2 HammersmithPark
3 TelevisionCentre
4 WoodLane

Underground
5 WhiteCityBusStation
6 WestfieldShopping

Centre
7 Shepherd’sBush

MarketUnderground
1

6

4

5

2

7

3

Site plan
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Credits
Developmentmanager
Stanhope
DeveloperMitsui
Fudosan UK
ClientPeabody Trust
Architect
Maccreanor Lavington
EngineerArup
LandscapeGillespies
ContractorKier
Planning consultant
Gerald Eve

car parking occupy the ground floors.
Both entrances face a newpaved road,
which slices through the site andwill
eventually connect to the rest of the
masterplan andHammersmith Park
through the railway arches.

Sturdy frontages, characterful
detailing, red brick andwhite banding
draw onLondon’s Victorianmansion
blocks. ‘It’s the only time that London
really did a good, aspirational apartment
building,’ reflects Jowett. Granted,
the typology has becomewell-cited by
projects over the last decade. But the
influencewould have been relatively
novelwhen the schemewas first
designed and, crucially,MacFarlane
Place offers farmore.

The scheme operates onmultiple
scales. Fromafar, the buildings are
blocky andmonochrome enough to
be seen – and to feel permanent. They
echo the nearbyDimcoBuildings, a pair
of large brick sheds built as part of an
electricity generating station in 1898.
Yet the closer you get,more detail and
difference emerges.

Pattern and texture ripple out from
eachwindow, using three colours of
brick and varied compositions. On
some facades, windows are framed
bymid-red bricks and then framed
again by a darker burgundy trim.On
others, windows are topped by amore
decorative strip of alternating lighter
horizontal and projecting vertical
bricks, all containedwithin a thicker
burgundy outline. These varied details
are gridded by regular pillars and
white bands, running the length and
width of the buildings, into a nuanced
brick-and-window tartan. The facades
read as a unified scheme, yet still
surprise and delightwith irregularity.

External roller shutters, in
themselves, are not a new innovation.
They arewidely popular across Europe
and a tried and tested sun-shading
device. In theUK, however, they
have barelymade an appearance.
MacFarlane Place hasmore than 500
and is thought to be the largest UK
residential installation to date. The
metal shutters roll up into ametal

BelowMacFarlane
Place echoes
the robust, brick
presence of the nearby
Dimco Buildings.

Products
Brickwork
Vandersanden
External roller
shuttersWarema
Double-glazed
aluminiumwindows
Schüco
Entrance lobby tiles
Agrob Buchtal

The site is tightly
bound by a road, a
railway viaduct and
a Victorian terrace.
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box above thewindows and are
electrically operated from inside each
flat. They prevent overheating during
the day, eliminating the need for air
conditioning and openingwindows at
high-traffic, high-noise times.

Prisca Thielmann,Maccreanor
Lavington’s associate director, grew
up using shutters inGermany and
explains how intuitive the process is.
‘It’s whatwe always used to do: shut
yourwindows in themorning, don’t let
the hot air come in, come back home
in the evening and it’s nice and cool
inside,’ she says. ‘Andwhen it does
cool down outside, open thewindows.
That’s the system, and you don’t forget
it.’ Peabody embraced the shutters,
whichwill keep energy use lower and
costsmore affordable for tenants and
residents. Theywill also enable users
to regulate their own temperature,
depending on personal preferences and
the orientation of their home.Walking
around the blocks, shutters are lowered
to different increments and it’s clear
that they are alreadywell used.

LeftSun-shading
external roller shutters
negate the need for air
conditioning.

Below Planters,
benches and a play
area populate Block 1’s
courtyard garden.

All the LondonAffordable Rent and
LondonLivingRent homes are occupied
and few shared ownership units remain.
New tenants aremoving in aswe enter
Block 2: suitcases and furniture lean up
against the beautifully tiled lobby, doors
arewedged ajar in corridors, andwe’re
evenwelcomed inside by one tenant.
We’re privy to newbeginnings, and
there’s a tangible sense of excitement.

Amid the paucity of newhigh-
quality affordable housing, Peabody
andMaccreanor Lavington have
delivered homes that are user-conscious,
innovative and feel generous.WhileFI
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Phase 2 is still ongoing, it’s difficult
to fully know exactly how the
schemewill operatewithin the new
TelevisionCentremasterplan. Behind
MacFarlane Place, the lift shaft of
AHMM’s new23-storey residential
tower stands bare,mid-construction,
and the viaduct arches are boarded up.
However,Maccreanor Lavington has
certainly created a visually ambitious,
nuanced project that attends to both
the immediate street context and scale
of nearby infrastructure. The design
draws on the Londonmansion block,
withoutmimicking it, andweaves in
a variety of references and practical
solutions to create something new.

In a gracious gesture toWhite City
old and new, it rewards thosewho look
carefully but doesn’t trouble thosewho
don’t.MacFarlane Place can bewalked
past or savoured. •

It is a visually ambitious and
nuanced project that attends
to immediate street context

1 Entrance
2 Lift lobby
3 Commercial space
4 Plant room
5 Refuse store
6 Maisonettes
7 Carpark
8 Cycle store
9 Courtyardgarden

BelowDark green,
grooved lobby tiles
exceed standard
Peabody specification.

Bottom right All
windows are fully
openable for
easy cleaning.
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Sadler’sWells East
from across the River
Lea, with two of the
other East Bank
institutions alongside.
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Sadler’sWells East by O’Donnell + Tuomey creates
a striking form on London’s emerging East Bank
Words: Eleanor Young
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The gateway to London’s Queen
ElizabethOlympic Park is, formost
people,Westfield StratfordCity
shopping centre. The bright lights and
distractions ofwindowdisplays sit in
contrast to the large-scalemoves of the
buildings beyond,with grand forms
that can appear impenetrable – take
the looming futurismof ZahaHadid
Architects’ Aquatics Centre. But right
opposite is the newSadler’sWells East,
awarmentrance cut deep into the brick,
angled towards the flow of arrivals.
O’Donnell + Tuomey’s design has a
cutaway corner, welcoming visitors to
the dance organisation.

This design is an iceberg; the
auditorium is largely below the
pedestrian level of StratfordWalk,
extending down8m to the service road
belowand leaving the ‘ground’ level
free towelcomevisitors. The building
itself reaches out into the public realm.
Theheavily framedwindows openup
to create a canopy for audiences to drink
under. Floor-to-ceiling glazing on the
cornermeansmore spacewhere you can
see the public performance space being
brought to life – this is an open foyer of
the sort seen at the SouthBankCentre.
With overlooking terraces and a small
performance space stepping down to

INNUMBERS

8,283m2
area

6.3 kWh/m2
predicted annual
on-site renewable
energy generation

Confidential
total contract cost

The auditorium–
designed with Charcoal
Blue – drops down
from the park’s
pedestrian level to true
ground level.

A champfered
corner creates a
welcoming entrance
along the axis from
Westfield and
Stratford Station.

Suppliers
Brick, tiles, clay paving/
soffitsSAnselmo
Brickwork engineering
Galostar
Steel framed glazing
Schneider Facades
Retractable theatre
seating Jezet
Auditorium joinery/
bespoke furniture
Joinery Group (SJG)
Stage theatre flooring
Harlequin Floors
Illuminated signage
MersonGroup
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theRiver Lea, the building pushes out
a concrete-framed canopy, studded
with pavement lights,which allows the
sunshine through.

Perhaps it should be no surprise
that the building’smassingworks in
its favour. RIBARoyal GoldMedallist
O’Donnell + Tuomeywas a key part of
themasterplan team for the four cultural
buildings ofwhat has been dubbed the
East Bank,workingwithAllies and
Morrison andGirona’s Arquitecturia
Camps Felip. TheDublin-based practice
is also delivering the other cultural
showpiece of this collection, in the form
ofV&AEastMuseum. Sandwiched
between it and Sadler’sWells East are
two projects byAllies andMorrison:
BBCMusic Studios, which relocates
the broadcaster’sMaidaVale studios,
andUAL’s LondonCollege of Fashion,
which pushes up – rather bullishly –

The L-shaped foyer
gives a corner dance
floor centre stage.

The dramatic colours from artist Eva
Rothschild’s tapestries add piquancy
to the muted materials.Site plan
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1 Sadler’sWellsEast
2 ToWestfieldStratford

3 LondonAquaticsCentre
4 LondonStadium
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to 17 storeys, enlivened inside by its
dramatic snaking staircases. Therewill
also be 600 newhomes on this narrow
strip of land, drawn together by some of
the same cues from themasterplan of
a common ground and a sense that the
buildings have been created by casting.

So far the object buildings do indeed
share a sense of solidity. TheV&Aand
LondonCollege of Fashionwork hard
to touch the ground lightly. Sadler’s
Wells, with its history of ballet, does not
attempt to pirouette by the Lea; instead,
its tectonicmessage is one of a place of
making,with ‘north’ lights setting up a
sawtooth roofline. The artistic director,
Alistair Spalding, has set the ambition,
launching a hip-hop academy (Academy
Breakin’ Convention) on the upper floors
and a choreography doctorate aswell as
other dance classes and engagement. ‘It
is a straightforward building forworking
and playing,’ saysO’Donnell + Tuomey
founding director Sheila O’Donnell.

Just how ‘straightforward’ is amoot
point. But it certainly can be explained
like thatwith forcefully rectilinear
studios gathered around the fly tower
and the series of rooms each visible –
to the trained observer – in the brick
shapes of the building. ‘It is a building
of big rooms,’ saysO’Donnell. ‘And that
shows outside.’

Ribbonwindows around the studios
seem equally to point to simplicity. John
Tuomey echoes his partner’s sentiment.
‘It is a buildingwearing its costume,’
he says, ‘bare naked compared to
other buildings.’

As youmight expect fromO’Donnell
+ Tuomey, the brick itself plays an
important role, from the idea of casting
or carving froma solid driving brick,
to other bricks accompanied by some
large-format tiles from the same clay,
provided bymanufacturer SAnselmo.
There are elbowbricks, pointed bricks,
sharp bricks and specials; there are cills
in the clay; therewere 71moulds. Rows
of bricks, held by dowels, are lined up as
horizontal louvres to shade and control
views into the studios, hung clay tiles
encase the studios. On the rehearsal
studio, the tiles stop short of the ground
to leave glazing and a bed of planting
right up to thewindow, so softening
the high roof terrace. If you should go
down to the service road, Carpenter
Road, at the base of the building, you
will see the brick-encased external stair
climbing slowly up to the ‘ground’ floor
entrance, oversized clay tiles building
a solid banister, drawing a line on this
otherwise blank auditorium facade.
It is from the base you can appreciate
Tuomey’s ambition for ‘brand new

‘It is a building wearing
its costume – bare naked
compared to other buildings’

Top left A canopy
creates a sheltered
space to look out over
public space and river.

Below The bricks
continue inside, here
disguising vents from
the auditorium.

Section A

1 Fly tower
2 Terrace
3 Office
4 Studio
5 Collaboration space
6 Kitchen
7 Foyer restaurant andbar
8 Dancefloor
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ancient’ as the ventilation shaft projects
out above the stage door.

When arriving for an evening
performance, very little of this
matters. It is all about getting in, the
bar contained under the red steel beam
and the nookswhere you can take your
interval drink. O’Donnell + Tuomey
does in plan herewhat it does in section
in other, typically vertical, buildings –
creating nooks and crannies, as Tuomey
notes. The auditorium itself continues
the sense ofwarmth and solidity from
the front of house spaces, bymeans
of a cork floor, ply seats and umber
seat cushions.

Tuomey points out that sightlines
are demanding in dance as you have to
be able to see the performers’ feet. At its
opening show,Vicki Igbokwe-Ozoagu’s
OurMightyGroove, the 550 seatswere
stowed away during the interval. For
the second half, the audience funnelled
down the staircases in the double-
skinnedwalls, on either side ofwhere
the bleachers had been, to vogue and
waack alongside the performers in an
almighty sweaty club night.While the
double-skinnedwall enables the seating
and stage format to be flexible, it also
allows quick access to hang lights and
helps deliver on acoustic separation. For
the Sadler’sWells team and themany

A restaurant
and bar sit at
one end of the
foyer.

1 Run-around
2 Stage
3 Auditorium
4 Scenedock

5 Loadingbay
6 Get-in
7 Foyer
8 Welcomedesk/

shop

9 Restaurant/ bar
10 Kitchen
11 Dancefloor
12 Fly gallery

13 Studio
14 Green room
15 Acoustic isolation

zone andplant
room

16 Classroom
17 Terrace

Level -2

Level 2

Level 0

Level 3
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visiting dance companies there is also a
run-around along the back of the stage
giving performers away to cross, out of
sight of the audience. The six entrances
for performers also givemore flexibility
than the four it would typically have.
The loading bays extend under the
outdoor terracewith access sharedwith
the other East Bank institutions.What
is oddly not shared is a partywall. For
acoustic separation, the twowalls of
Sadler’sWells and the BBC studios sit
shyly side by side just centimetres apart.
Acoustic separation also accounts for a
huge hidden spacewithin the volume of
the building between the auditoriumand
the rehearsal studio, allowing both to
operate at full pelt at the same time.

Inside there are ply highlights and
a rusty red steel delineating spaces
alongside the planes of brick and
concrete – the concrete to be draped
with brilliant tapestries –while outside
the concrete panels are due to receive
a commissioned graffiti design. Inside
and out, the building is designed for
‘civic participation’ – the sort of legacy
the building’s client, the LondonLegacy
DevelopmentCorporation, is charged
with delivering. I can imagine it peopled
with users coming for the space and
ambience, thewelcome and theWi-Fi,
like the British Library. Then perhaps
on the dot of 6pm theywill rise up in
a balletic flashmob of silent disco and
truly bring Sadler’sWells East alive. •

Credits
Architect
O’Donnell + Tuomey
Client London
Legacy Development
Corporation
Structural andM&E
engineerBuroHappold
Quantity surveyor
Gardiner & Theobald
ProjectmanagerMace
Theatre consultant
Charcoal Blue
Acoustic consultant
Charcoal Blue
Landscape consultant
LDA
Lighting consultant
BuroHappold
Feature lighting
consultant
AideenMalone

Top leftStrips of ply
create internal divisions
that allow glimpses of
movement behind them.

Above A line of windows
gives views out for
dancers above a lofty
studio.

Bottom rightRusty red
steels accent openings.

BelowBleacher
seating and staircases
beyond the wall either
side of the seats
this a very flexible
performance space.
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their intendedperformanceby specifying
RocksilkRainScreenSlabEE,whichhas an
enhancedwater-repellent facing that reduces
the risk ofwaterdamagewhen the insulation
is left exposedduring construction.

Byprioritisingnon-combustibility,
ease of correct installation, and resilience to
weatheringduring construction, architects
can specify insulation that supports real-
worldperformance. •
LukeDavies is rockmineralwool product
manager atKnauf Insulation

Advertorial
Knauf Insulation
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How to specify rainscreen insulation for real-world performance
When specifying rainscreen insulation, archite
smu�
consider how their designed performancemay be affe
ed by
real world conditions. Luke Davies, rockmineral wool produ

manager at Knauf Insulation, explains whymaterial choice is
crucial for bridging the performance gap

AboveRockmineral wool
insulation is easier to
install correctly.
Left Luke Davies of
Knauf Insulation.
BelowRocksilk
RainScreen Slab EE
has an enhanced water-
repellent facing.

Fire safety regulationsmandatenon-
combustible insulation for certain external
wall systembuild-ups on residential
buildings between11mand18m inheight.
The exception is if a full-scale fire test to
BS8414-1 or -2has beenundertaken.

Yet this is onlyvalid if the system is
installed to the exact same specification as
the test. Asweknow,whathappens on site
isn’t always consistentwith thedesign, so
tohelpmitigate fire risk, architects should
always specifynon-combustible insulation,
with aEuroclassA1orA2-s1,d0 reaction to
fire classification.

When it comes to thermal performance,
U-value calculations assumeaperfect
installation. Buthumanerror, uneven
substrates, andmovement fromsubsequent
work canall introduce air gaps, impacting
performance. Flexible insulation, such
as rockmineralwool, is easier to install
correctly and ismore forgivingof real-world
conditions. It has the addedbonus of knitting
together at the joints,minimisinggaps and
maximisingperformance.

Leaving rainscreen insulation exposed
toweather conditions can causedamage
that alsonegatively impacts performance.
For this reason, it shouldbe installed ona
rolling front–but a survey suggests that on
average this happens less than50per cent
of the time.Architects canhelp topreserve

Take Knauf Insulation’s RIBA-certified CPD, Specifying Rainscreen
Insulation for Real Performance: tinyurl.com/56mcbk4b
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David Kohn Architects’
Gradel Quadrangles at
NewCollege, Oxford, is
a rich, beguiling campus
that offers subtle nods to
its parent institution
Words: Chris Foges
Photographs:Will Pryce

LeftBay windows and
some steep pitched
roofs echo Edwardian
villas on the site.

Below Looking south,
the tower converses
with the city’s stone
and dreaming spires.

Quadrangles at Oxford University have one thing
in common: they are, as the name suggests, at least
roughly rectilinear. Or they have been until now, with
the arrival of curved quads at the Gradel Quadrangles
designed by David Kohn Architects for New College.

Bends and bulges abound in every detail of an
ensemble comprising 94 student bedrooms and
ancillary facilities, offices, a concert hall, and a
classroom wing for a prep school attached to the
college. This disparate mix is distributed between
three new buildings – a bijou porter’s lodge, a
fluted tower and a horseshoe-shaped block – which
together with three Edwardian villas frame a trio of
interconnected courts.

The flowing, curvilinear geometry is subtly
organic, with hints of animal and mineral in the
sinuous stone facades and reptilian scales of an
undulating roofscape. It has produced a powerfully
enigmatic place, where familiar features of the
traditional quad have been recomposed into
something strange, but atmospheric and distinctive.

‘People might think this is wilful, gestural form-
making on the part of the architect,’ says Kohn, as we
survey the complex. ‘Yes, I am very interested in soft,
informal architecture, but the project also needed it’.

Eschewing orthogonal plans helped to get a lot onto
the site, which is a stone’s throw from the dense heart
of academic Oxford but had a suburban character
valued by local planners. They had denied several
earlier schemes for the plot, which contained four Arts
and Crafts villas and many protected trees, and New
College saw its 2015 design competition as the last
chance to accommodate all undergraduates in-house.

Kohn’s fluid layout, which involved the demolition
of one house, another wing and a 1950s school block,

INNUMBERS

5,639m2
GIFA

£72million
total project value

£55million
construction cost

£9,670
cost perm2
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Section A-A

1 School hall
2 School dining room
3 School staff

4 Plant
5 Lift and stairs
6 Classroom

1

6

4

5
2

3

Right A carving of the
college founder is set
near the entrance.

Below A playground
for a prep school
forms the third quad.
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brings new structures into touching distance of
existing villas in a way that still feels comfortable.

Novelty was also important: for New College, a
tradition of architectural innovation is a source of
pride. Its Front Quad (1403) was the first purpose-
built university quadrangle. In the late 17th century,
the college added Oxford’s first three-sided quad,
opening onto gardens. It represents, says Kohn, a
transition from monastic seclusion and the rigid
separation of academic and urban life. The brief
for the new development stipulated that it must be
quad-based but with an even more open, welcoming
character. DKA sought to set the tone by softening
the interface between architecture and landscape.

Approaching along Mansfield Road, a
deliberately picturesque composition is gradually
but readily revealed. The six-storey tower, visible
from afar, is a friendly sentinel, faced – like all of the
buildings – in richly detailed stone.

Diagonal joints catch the sun, amplifying the
animation of rippling facades whose incurvation
presents a slender profile to every viewpoint.
Accents of red Cumbrian sandstone sit against
beautifully variegated Ancaster limestone, whose
flashes of chalky white and pale blue are brighter
than Oxford’s mellow Clipsham stone. (With a
zigzag pattern like bunting at the eaves of the
horseshoe, and the champagne sparkle of mica
flakes, the effect is distinctly festive.)

Most of the accommodation is pulled back from
the site boundary, arranged to make a string of
south-facing open courts. With a low perimeter
fence, rather than central Oxford’s typical high
walls, one can look into the interior through a screen
of trees. But the best view is from the porter’s lodge.

Site plan

1 MansfieldRoad
2 Porter’s lodge

3 Towerandflats
4 Horseshoebuilding

5 NewCollegeSchool
6 Courtyard

1

6 6 6

4
5

2
3

A

A

This imageDarkened
passages between
courts are familiar
from traditional quads.

Below A ‘squinch’
frames the view from
the porter’s lodge.
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Horseshoe building basement plan

Ground floor plan

First floor plan

This small yet strong-flavoured building holds
its place among larger neighbours: a cambered
roofline swells to accommodate an arched entrance
cutting into the lodge at an angle. Ahead, gardens
wend between the rounded ends of buildings layered
like theatre flats, drawing the eye into the distance.
A relaxed atmosphere induced by the liquid
landscape and meandering walls is offset by the
precision and poise of taut, decorated stonework and
rooflines gathered into tight parabolic pleats.

Enabling this view from the street was
important, helping avoid the impression of secrecy
or standoffishness, even though the quads are off
limits to the public. ‘A lot of design decisions were as
much about the city as about the college,’ says Kohn.
Another contribution is made by filigree metal gates
designed by the Irish sculptor Eva Rothschild.

A second art commission solved a delicate
problem. New College is famous for its gargoyles,
and insisted on their inclusion. Kohn massaged the
brief to give contemporary relevance to a traditional
subject. A New College biology professor identified
25 endangered animals, which were modelled by
artist Monster Chetwynd and carved by stonemason
Fergus Wessel. The negotiation reflects the
architects’ attitude to the whole project, in which
many influential voices had to be heard. ‘There were
constant demands,’ says Kohn. ‘Our role was to be
open and find how they might fit’. Perched on the
wandering eaves line, above recessed downpipes,
the pangolins and golden moles seem right at home.

This stone bestiary might not have been the
architects’ choice, but does mesh with a design
language that flirts with the fantastical. If Tolkien
were still commuting past the site he might see
echoes of Bag End in the low-slung lodge, with its
giant porthole window. A bridge links the tower

The horseshoe block
contains facilities for
NewCollege School
and student bedrooms.

1 Music hall
2 Gallery
3 Foyer
4 Plant

5 WCs
6 Kitchenette
7 Entrance lobby
8 Commonroom

9 Sharedkitchen
10 Student bedroom
11 School classroom
12 School dining/kitchen
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4
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9
9
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to a four-storey block of flats, whose steep roof and
arched dormers could have sprung from a fairy tale.

Subtle surrealism also permeates the interiors.
Take the tower, which houses the Gradel Institute
of Charity, a research centre funded by New College
alumnus Chris Gradel, who was also the project’s
main sponsor. As planners pushed to make it more of
a feature, DKA accentuated its slender proportions
with a tiny footprint. Beside a lift and a large, splayed
staircase there’s only space for one small study
on each level. The floor-to-envelope ratio creates
strange tricks of scale like Alice’s experiences in
Wonderland – another enchanted Oxford garden –
but was the price of consent for the larger scheme.
‘It’s a folly, not an extravagance,’ says Kohn.

The tower’s amoebic plan, with three lobes, is
an allusion to trefoils found in carved screens in the
college chapel. The figure reappears in ventilation
grilles, and as one of many eccentric window shapes,
along with hexagonal lozenges, circles and keyholes.

A more high-minded historic reference is made
in the basement foyer to the recital hall, below the

AboveKohn’s quad
continues a gradual
evolution towards
open informality.

A sprayed acoustic
ceiling contributes to
a warm ambience in
the gallery.

All circulation in the
horseshoe building
marries up in the foyer
to the concert hall.

Bottom The 115-seat
box-in-box recital hall
is the city’s only venue
of its type.
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horseshoe building. A flight of marble steps tucked
into a niche marks the site of a Civil War rampart. A
Greek inscription offers half of a riddle, whose Latin
pair is on a mound in the gardens of New College,
which provided a sightline to the fortification. Like
the gargoyles, these coded details will give curious
students pleasure, but also help convey that this
satellite campus is part of the institution.

Descending to this basement level is thrilling. A
winding stair drops through a double-height gallery
with kaleidoscopic light bouncing between curved
walls. It arrives in the octagonal foyer, whose edges
are smoothed by bowed walls and a shallow domed
ceiling. Here, it is clearly evident that the buildings’
freeform appearance belies tight, skilful planning.

Right angles are also scarce upstairs in the
residential block. Below an oculus, a spiral staircase
disgorges onto landings with chamfered corners
and oblique views into bright, wavy-walled
kitchens. Bedrooms are double-loaded on corridors
that arc gently round the horseshoe. One result is
more individuality than in the slabs of identikit
accommodation found on most campuses, which one
can imagine fostering a greater sense of belonging.

The best rooms are at the top, with mezzanine
sleeping platforms below plastered ceilings that

swoop like folds of fabric. From a window, we look
over more sober recent additions to the city, towards
Hawksmoor’s neo-Gothic towers at All Souls. ‘I
think of them as a friend to this building,’ says Kohn.
‘They are both fruity and free in their references’.

In shared kitchens, soffits sag into corners,
making a trip to the fridge an enjoyable event.
Across the party wall in the prep school, the ceiling
of an upper-floor hall plunges in pendulous billows
over retractable seating and down towards the stage.

Such gymnastics are challenging to realise.
Early on, Kohn envisaged the roof as a catenary
vault formed of tiles – but that way, the necessary
spaces couldn’t be achieved. Sprayed concrete was
tested and rejected as too risky. Having explored six
construction methods, the contractor proposed a
complex glulam frame, fabricated in Switzerland.
Wood provided a notable reduction in embodied
energy, over which New College engineering
professor Barbara Rossi was keeping close watch.

Externally, the roof is finished in thousands of
unique polygonal plates of anodized aluminium,
tessellated by a software script. For the most part,
they appear smoothly continuous over the surface,
but some ragged edges and yawning gaps that have
yet to be remedied hint at a considerable struggle.

There are no such flaws in the facades. Each
70mm-thick block was cut to be laid in a diamond
bond, and curved on its inside and outside faces.
Rationalision during design reduced innumerable
radii to four without any apparent loss of fluidity. As
we follow each building’s meandering perimeter,
every course marries up with millimetre precision.

The heft of stone and concrete leave no doubt
that Gradel Quadrangles could endure far beyond its
100-year design life. The main impression, though,
is not of weight but a certain lightness of spirit. For
an architect, curves do not make for an easy life,
but the evident pleasure taken in design will add to
residents’ enjoyment of this rich, beguiling place. •

Top left, leftUnusual
geometries extend to
students’ bedrooms
and shared kitchens.

Top rightA carved
pangolin is integrated
into the stonework
at the eaves.

Credits
Architect
David Kohn Architects
Client
NewCollegeOxford
Structural engineer
Price &Myers
M&Econsultant
Skelly &Couch
Principal designer
Oxford Architects
Main contractor
Sir RobertMcAlpine
Landscape design
Todd Longstaffe-Gowan
Theatre consultant
Charcoal Blue
Artists
EvaRothschild,
Monster Chetwynd
Stonemason
FergusWessel

Suppliers and
subcontractors
Stone facade
contractor
Grants of Shoreditch
Timber roof specialist
Blumer Lehmann
Gate fabricator
TheWhite
Wall Company
Window system
Schüco
Acoustic ceiling
Oscar Acoustics
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Biomass offers an insulation solution
As organisations are increasingly held to account over the
carbon emissions associated with their material choices,
BauderECO FF polyisocyanurate (PIR) insulation board
offers amore environmentally responsible option

In its production of BauderECO FF
polyisocyanurate (PIR) insulation board,
Bauder adopts the biomass balance
approach. The result is an insulation core
that is composed of 80 per cent biomass-
based rawmaterials.

Bauder is well known for its
sustainable green roof, blue roof and
photovoltaic (PV) system solutions. With
BauderECO FF, it is making progress at
product level by adopting the biomass
balance approach to its manufacture.

80 per cent biomass-based raw
materials, independently verified
When producing BauderECO FF PIR
insulation, Bauder sources approximately
80 per cent of feedstock from processed
renewable biomass, replacing those

You can learn more about BauderECO FF by
visiting bauder.co.uk/products/baudereco-ff
or contacting Bauder today on 01473 257671

AboveBauderECO
FF insulation is
manufactured using
the biomass balance
approach.

LeftBauderECO FF
insulation boards.

of this content to the finished product.
It allows for the mixing of sustainably
sourced and non-sustainable materials.
The many benefits of the biomass balance
approach include driving the use of
renewable resources, helping save fossil
reserves and reducing greenhouse gas
emissions, while enabling products to
have identical technical characteristics.

With increasing pressure on
organisations to be held accountable
for their greenhouse gas emissions,
BauderECO FF offers Bauder’s clients
a more environmentally responsible
choice to traditional PIR insulation,
representing its continued commitment
to providing roofing systems and
products that contribute to a more
sustainable future. •

derivatives obtained from fossil sources,
reducing embodied CO2 and preserving
natural resources. The biomass-balanced
rawmaterials combine with recycled
milling and sawing dust from PIR,
coupled with other ingredients, to
form the insulating core of BauderECO
FF. This process, and the volume of
biomass inputs, and their outputs, is
independently verified and certified in
accordance with the REDcert² standard.

The biomass balance approach
The biomass balance approach refers
to a chain of custody model that
tracks the amount of renewable plant-
based rawmaterial content through a
manufacturing process or supply chain,
while ensuring an appropriate allocation
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Ecological architecture on show
POAArchite�s’ green building proje� for China’s Phoenix
Green Valley Comprehensive Prote�ion Zone showcases
innovative ecological archite�ure that works in harmony
with people, the environment and technology

Bird’s-eye view of Phoenix
Green Valley – a natural,
ecological and efficient space.

Learn more about POA Architects
by visiting en.i-poa.com



35

ribaj.com The RIBA Journal April 2025

As the first green building project in
China’s comprehensive free trade zone,
the Phoenix Green Valley Comprehensive
Protection Zone designed by Pan
Chengshou, principal partner of POA
Architects, showcases Yiwu’s innovative
concept of ecological architecture under
the “Belt and Road” Initiative. Through
the harmonious relationship between
people, buildings and the environment
and the application of intelligent and
economical technology, the project has
created a newmodel of green building.

The valley of vitality of industrial
integration
While fulfilling the basic programmes of
a bonded zone, the project also introduces
a public service centre that supports
live streaming, trade exhibitions and
amenities such as a canteen. It skilfully
combines functionality, modernisation
and sustainability to facilitate
development and urban regeneration.

The Phoenix Green Valley design
concept is deeply rooted in traditional
Chinese culture, drawing inspiration
from the phoenix as a symbol of
indomitable spirit and regeneration
to organise the overall layout. The
masterplan adopts a “one core, two
axes and four areas” pattern, ensuring
efficient connectivity. The urban
industrial renewal axis links logistics,
maintenance, manufacturing, supporting
services and R&D, while the urban
ecological axis introduces cultural
landscapes that infuse the project with
the city spirit. A “shared cloud platform”

The valley of technology-driven
connectivity
The project intends to establish China’s
first 3-star green comprehensive bonded
zone, exceeding the standards of LEED
Gold certification. Passive energy-saving
maximise natural ventilation and
daylight, reducing heating and cooling
loads in both winter and summer. These
strategies extend across all scales, from
building layouts and geometric forms to
the intricate detailing of windows.

The rooftop photovoltaic system
employs BIPV (building-integrated
photovoltaics), featuring silver
aluminium panels and cadmium telluride
thin-filmmodules. The design team
leverages parametric tools to standardise
roof segmentation, minimising the use
of non-standard panels and controlling
construction complexity and costs.
Photovoltaic panel placements are
optimised according to roof angles
and orientations to achieve maximum
energy conversion efficiency.With a total
panel area of approximately 84,000 sq m
and an installed capacity of 12,840kW,
the system generates 16,300,000Wh
annually, offsetting approximately 12,800
tons of carbon emissions each year.

Sustainable energy for large public
spaces is provided by ground-source heat
pumps, while independent CRC units
ensure flexible energy use for individual
buildings. The project employs simple,
natural and durable materials such as
bamboo plywood, terrazzo (a traditional
craft now in decline), locally sourced
stone and exposed concrete, embodying
a unpretentious aesthetic. Features like
permeable brick paving and rooftop
greenery reduce surface runoff, while an
underground rainwater recycling system
collects water for irrigating landscaped
courtyards and rooftop gardens. •

functions as the project’s smart brain,
integrating industries, services and
facilities through an interconnected
network of walkways and corridors.
This enhances the operational efficiency
of the entire campus. The design
promotes integration with Phase I of the
Comprehensive Bonded Zone and enables
smooth customs flow through a “one
access controlling two areas” system,
facilitating functional connectivity and
resource sharing.

The valley of human symbiosis
The functional design is diverse and
comprehensive. A comprehensive service
building integrates various amenities
and technical service platforms, offering
shared spaces. The R&D area offers
various modes and its garden-style
design seamlessly blends indoor and
outdoor spaces. The manufacturing
area features courtyard-style factory
clusters, employing a modularised design
approach to adapt to diverse enterprise
needs. Additionally, the storage and
logistics area, connected to Phase I of
the Comprehensive Bonded Zone via an
elevated bridge, ensures an efficient,
circular flow of goods while aligning
with the industry formats.

The project introduces creative
architectural design concepts such as
Phoenix Green Valley and Shared Cloud
Platform, tackling key challenges of the
design brief. It features a modern and
visually aesthetic appearance, clear
functional zoning, versatility and strong
sustainability. The design thoughtfully
incorporates traditional cultural heritage
while emphasising meticulous detailing,
eco-conscious materials and harmony
with the surrounding environment,
exemplifying both innovation and
authenticity.

Phoenix Green
Valley bird’s-eye
view rendering. The
Phoenix symbolises
perseverance and
regeneration, which
is integrated into the
overall layout.

Phoenix Green
Valley facade
design renderings.
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Regulatory bodies are setting ambitious targets to
reduce carbon footprints and promote sustainable
building practices, but many remain unmet. The
real-estate sector is searching for solutions to
achieve these tough goals, sometimes resorting
to negotiating targets down, or even, as in the
United States, incorporating non-compliance
fines in financial plans to pass on to tenants. These
approaches diminish the value of the targets and,
crucially, fail to address the climate emergency.

Unfortunately, the path to compliance is
fraught with difficulties, including inconsistent
policies, the complex nature of emissions reduction
across the stages of a building’s life cycle, financial
constraints, and the slow pace of technological
advancements. In many cases, this next-generation
technology is essential to reaching industry targets,
but not properly understood or implemented
because there is a disconnect between property
professionals and community representatives on
one side, and the technical consultants – such as
physicists and engineers – on the other.

The good news: architects are the connecting
element. We are the pivotal players in the design
and construction process, uniquely placed to
influence the path to net zero by pulling together
the best technical consultants while consulting
with stakeholders. Instead of just delivering a brief,
our role is to proactively create solutions and shape
visions, then implement them. We can understand
the systemic obstacles, evaluate case studies,
foster dialogue on innovative strategies, and set
up collaborative efforts to bridge the gap between
regulatory ambitions and practical application.
This is an important, meaningful opportunity for
our profession – and it’s what we do best!

This is why we created Cagni Williams Energy,
with a mission to drive meaningful change in the
built environment, providing advice and solutions
to enable property owners to meet net-zero goals
via effective technical solutions. From designing
ambient loop heat networks for communities, to
crafting comprehensive energy plans for projects, it
drives progress on challenging, sometimes complex
pilot schemes that otherwise might not succeed.
The intention? To think globally and act locally,
decarbonising the world one project at a time. •

Spec: Roofing and rooflights –
retractable roof transforms venue
46

Architectural education –
more questions than answers
38

Laura Carrara-Cagni
is a founding director
of CagniWilliams
Associates, and the
recently launched
CagniWilliams Energy,
which is helping to
create the Sidney
Street Heat Network
project, a community
ground source heat
pump array serving
more than 300 homes,
two hospitals, a church
and a school, and other
stakeholders. She is
the co-chair of the
Urban Land Institute
Europe Life Science
and Healthcare
Product Council, and
a board member of
Business Club Italia.
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IFWE ARE TO
IMPLEMENTNET ZERO,
ARCHITECTS NEED TO
ROLLUPTHEIRSLEEVES
LAURACARRARA-CAGNI

‘Archite�s are the pivotal players in
the design and con�ru�ion process,
uniquely placed to influence the path
towards net zero’

AG
N
E
S
E
S
A
N
V
IT
O



and due tomake recommendations
for consultation shortly. Part 3 course
directors are holding their collective
breath – having been advised towait
on those recommendations.

Structural changes to education
There is still debate aboutwhether this
reformwill achieve its aims. Speaking
at Interface 3, RIBA’s recent symposium
on education and practice, Lee Ivett,
head of theGrenfell-Baines Institute of
Architecture at theUniversity of Central
Lancashire (UCLAN )was outspoken in
his critique of ‘ill considered reforms…
[and] amisguided obsessionwith
structure.’ Other heads of architecture
are looking at how to adapt.

A late 2024RIBA survey showed
the institutions offering architecture
courses are already feeling disruption,
with over a quarter either planning
major changes, for example a new
MArch, or unsure about their course
plans. Some active options on the table
are integrated degree andmaster’s
programmes,whichwould run straight
through from first to final year, without
a year out in either five or a reduced four
years, and courses combining amaster’s
and professional practice.Most plans are
still underwraps, though theUniversity
of East London hasmade public its
plans for a version of a combined course
bringing together Part 2master’s and
Part 3 professional practice.
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Uncertain futures
The shifting focus of
architectural education
means change is guaranteed,
but beyond that lie more
questions than answers,
finds Eleanor Young

Legal, regulatory &
statutory compliance

Procurement
& contracts

Impact on practice experience
Combined and shorter courses are likely
to lead to less practical experience at
early stages for students of architecture,
and that practical experiencewould
likely be delivered in shorter periods
within the course structures. Thiswould
make for a different sort of profession
andmake the relationship between
practice and future architects, which has
enlivened practices formany years, less
close. ‘We love our Part 1 students,’ says
Sasha Bhavan of small practice Knox
Bhavan. ‘They bring a lightness to the
practicewith their love ofmodels and
exploration, and they bring technology.’

‘Will typical tasks undertaken by
year-out students end up landing on
the shoulders of post-Part 2 students?’,
asks Russell. If practice has to operate
with fewer Part 1 students, will there
be bored Part 2 students orwill AI pick
up the slack? Ivett of UCLANpicks up
the thread: ‘Shouldwe really supply
a student after a four years combined
master’s and pay aminimumwage or
dowe have to step up and paywhat they
deserve?’ Alternatively, will practice
leaders need to set up alternative
progression pathways for recruits?

Reducing the churn of incoming
students, and committing to employing
future architects on a permanent basis
without the ‘try before you buy’ that Part
1 has provided over the years, alsomeans
difficult conversations about under

‘We are going to see change coming
in over the next few years,’ says Jenny
Russell, RIBAdirector of education
and learning. ‘It’ll be a slowprocess
and that is a good thing.’ This decade
of changewill gradually filter down
into practices. It has begunwith the
Architects Registration Board changes
and university responses to them,with
many architecture schools reviewing
their course offer.With new structures
it seems likely the flow of Part 1 and Part
2 students that has defined architectural
practice over the yearswill be reduced.

The background: in 2024 theARB
announced itwas to focus on registering
courses atmaster’s level and above only
(Part 2 and 3). The news,with the tagline
of the end of Part 1, 2, and 3, has had the
unhappy side effect of undermining
the status of architecture degrees.
(RIBAwill continue to use the terms
and recognise architecture courses
at Part 1, 2 and 3, and the value of an
undergraduate degree in architecture,
andmaintain a system that is recognised
worldwide.) Its impact is playing out
in the context of real-terms funding
cuts and fewer lucrative international
students, in an unstable university
sector that is cutting an estimated 10,000
staff to address deficits.

MoreARB changes are to come,with
a commission on Professional Practice
Experience having taken evidence

MArch access course

Integrated Part 2 and 3

Integrated 5-year masters Part 1 and 2

Integrated 4-year masters Part 1 and 2

Number of institutions
■ addressing ■ interested in

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Emerging course types–planned and under investigation

Source: RIBA survey of UK institutions with RIBA-validated architecture courses, 2024
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performance or cultural fit can’t be
dodged by the imminent departure of a
Part 1 student. And that the leeway Part
1 employees give to small practices to
expand or contractwithout the painful
process of redundancy is reduced.

On the upside therewould be less
employee churn and less need for an
annual cycle of training andmentoring.

Perhaps themost significant impact
would be if Part 2master’s students
landed in studios after four or five years
of architecture educationwith barely
any experience in practice. This can
already be an issuewith Part 1 students.
At the symposium, one third year
studentmentioned the consensus at
their table of students: ‘Employers need
to bemore forgiving and foster students
over the experience gap.’

It is hard to discern the future in
this period of change. ‘But itmay be
that studentswill continue to seek out
practice experience and Part 1 jobswill
continue to be advertised,’ says Russell.

What educationwill employees have?
TheARB registration focus onmaster’s
and above comeswith the initial
aim of opening up access to students
who haven’t taken a degree course
in architecture – say fromplanning,
construction or even film. It leaves
decisions aboutwho to accept onto a
master’s in architecture in the hands
of the institution offering it. TheRIBA
survey shows a significant number of
institutions looking at, or interested in

Apprenticeships
Apprenticeships are the training that is
most deeply embedded in practice and
practical experience. There are a small
number of level 6 degree apprenticeships
in architecture, but the majority are
level 7, coveringmaster’s study. At the
RIBA symposiumScott Brownrigg’s
ElizabethAkamo spoke confidently
of her experience going through an
apprenticeshipwith strong support,
accelerated learning and a certain
acceptance ofmistakes.

Yet all the signs are that the
government is focusing apprenticeship
funding on the lower education levels in
its upcoming review. TheRIBA is one
of the voices petitioning it to continue to
support this valuable route. It described
themas ‘an additional access route for
people fromunderrepresented groups
to participate in built environment
professions, ensuring awide range of
voices and experiences are reflected in
the communities and placeswe create’.
Though hardwork for the student,
it changes the story on the cost of
studying,with no fees and the apprentice
supportedwith an income.While there
are only a limited number of practices
offering apprenticeships the losswould
be a blow to themand the investment
they have put into the scheme, aswell as
to potential applicants. •

exploring, architectural access courses
for students transferring into the
discipline atmaster’s level, though the
only one public is KingstonUniversity.

For practices thismeans theymay
want to take a closer look at theCVs
of Part 2 students or even qualified
architects as the cohort comes through,
and perhaps focusmore closely on
what different skills applicantsmight
havewith a thorough interrogation
of their portfolio. Practiceswill also
need to understandwhere unexpected
knowledge gapsmight be – things that
would typically be covered in a degree
course in architecture.

Student loans
Frustratingly for theARB’s intention of
increasing the diversity of entrants to the
profession, the funding does notmatch.
Architecture students in England have
a special deal, so themore generous
degree-level loans (£9,535 a year)
continue through themaster’s course.
But thiswill only apply to those taking
degrees in architecture or architectural
technology. Studentswho have taken on
other undergraduate degreeswill only be
eligible for the loan of £12,471 per course
when they reachmaster’s level – split
over two years. This leaves switchers to
architecturalmaster’sworse off.
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Above ‘We love our Part 1 students, they bring
a lightness to the practice,’ says Sasha Bhavan
of Peckham-based Knox Bhavan.

HOW STUDENTS ARE TAUGHT
In this time of flux in universities, exactly how students
are being taught is up for discussion. Studio space is
always under threat. ‘Architectural education is being
dictated by university estate teams,’ warns UCLAN’s
Lee Ivett, who prefers all learning to be embedded in
studio teaching with practical application. Professor
Alex Wright, head of architecture at the University
of Bath, is determined to safeguard resources for
studio learning. He used RIBA’s education and practice
symposium to float the idea that the broadcast
elements of teaching, primarily lectures, could be
delivered efficiently across institutions with experts
from relevant areas pooling recorded lectures.
Meanwhile Steven Coombs, director of undergraduate
teaching at the Welsh School of Architecture,
raises the alarm about the 50 competencies now
explicitly demanded of students. ‘They don’t fit what
architecture does,’ he says. ‘And we won’t know the
implications until graduates start coming through.’
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Think of sound as the emotions of a
space.While the visual aesthetics are
a feast for the eyes, the space’s sound is
the heartbeat of its soul – it pulseswith
life, sets themood, and gives depth
to eachmoment spentwithin. Sound
shapes ourworld, yet it’s often treated
as a secondary concern in building
design – an issue to be fixed later, not
a key element to be considered from
the start. Butwhat ifwe could design
spaces to sound as good as they look?

Increasingly, architects are
realising that the experience of a
building is asmuch aboutwhat you
hear aswhat you see. This pursuit of
sonic excellence took centre stage at
a January event hosted byRIBAJ in
partnershipwith sound technology
manufacturer L-Acoustics. Leading
architects gathered to share innovative
approaches to optimising sound, from
minimising noise and shaping acoustic

Architecture for the ears

Guest content
L-Acoustics
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Sound is too often the afterthought of building design,
but it’s the invisible, omnipresent element that canmake
people feel inspired and conne�ed to spaces

www.l-acoustics.com
For further information on integrating sound and acoustics,
please visit l-acoustics.com/contact-us
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characteristics to enhancing overall
sound quality. Itwas a call to action.

How can the architectural profession
elevate the importance of acoustics,
both in practice and education?
This challenge alignswith thework
of sound consultant Julian Treasure,
who advocates for ‘conscious listening’
and ‘invisible architecture’. He
believeswe should be ‘designing not for
appearance but experience’, crafting
spaces that ‘sound as good as they look,
and improve our quality of life, health
andwellbeing, social behaviour, and
productivity’. This ideal, however,
often clasheswith reality.

AsHelen Taylor, an education design
specialist andDirector at international
practice Scott Brownrigg, observes,
while there’s growing optimism
around acoustics and inclusive design,
sound remains ‘literally invisible’ in
many architectural conversations.
‘It isn’twell covered in typical
architectural education,’ she explains,
‘and not often part of architectural
discussions unless it’s in relation to
technical standards.’

‘Hearing affects feelings,’
declares Jason Flanagan of London-
based Flanagan Lawrence,whose
experience spans from the Sage
Gateshead to theRoyalWelsh College
ofMusic andDrama.He laments that
acoustics remains ‘a niche subject in
architectural education, compared
with light and sight, especially outside
the performing arts’.

Imagine: airports, railway stations
and foyers designed not just for visual
appeal but for acoustic tranquility –
spaces where sound enhances, rather
thandetracts from, the experience.
Thiswider application of acoustic
principles is crucial, according to Tim
Boot, director at L-Acoustics. ‘We
live in aworld of noise,’ he asserts.
‘At a subconscious level, hearing is
critical, yetwe undervalue it, creating
environments that are not only noisy
but also fatiguing.’ Boot believes the
architectural profession holds the key
to changing this. ‘Great architecture
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key: ‘Retrofitting solutions or dealing
with the failure of poorly designed
environments is farmore costly.’

Performing arts venues lead the
way in acoustic and sound design. ‘You
need a blank slate to create different
acoustic environments,’ TimBoot
points out. ‘But it’s hard to undo noise.’
These acoustic environments are key,
says Jason Flanagan: ‘You need towork
with the performance room to create
the right space for themusic,whether
it’s a chamberwork needing an
intimate interior or a 200-strong choir
in a large church. Each venuemust be
flexible,with a degree of tuneability.’

Natural acoustics often play a
key role. Flanagan explains how
acoustic absorption can be introduced,
noting the growing use of electronic
systems,which ‘affect the historic
fabric less’. Flanagan Lawrence
is currently exploring the use of
L-Acoustics’ Ambiance, an electro-
acoustic enhancement system, in its
transformation of Cardiff’s Grade II*-
listed Old Library.

A tour of the EastWing of London’s
Alexandra Palace, a heritage project
by Feilden CraggBradley Studios,
showcased the integration ofmodern
services in aVictorian theatre. Project
architect Daniel Burt highlighted the
importance of the floor and ceiling,
explaining how the ceiling void’s
‘drum skin’ quality contributed to the
space’s ‘fantastic acoustic character’.
Meanwhile L-Acoustics’ loudspeaker
systems ensure consistent sound
quality,with retractable baffles adding
acoustic versatility.

TimBoot emphasises that
optimal sound isn’t just amatter of
luck. ‘Electronic systems allowus
to dynamically shift acoustics,’ he
says. ‘With a single click, a roomcan
transform froma cinema to a concert
hall, ameeting room to a nightclub.
This finally realises the 20th-century
dreamof themultifunctional room–
no longer a “multi-useless” space. By
carefully integrating architecture,
lighting and acoustics,we can create
truly versatile environments, amajor
advancement for architecture.’ •

is about crafting an experience,’ he
explains. ‘It’s aboutmanipulating all
of the senses. Sowhynot fully engage
sound?’ He emphasises that acoustic
considerations can’t be an afterthought.

‘You need to define the intended
purpose of a space from the very
beginning,’ Boot continues. ‘The sound
in a corporate lobby is just as vital as
the sound in the boardroom. It’s not
about adding sound later; it’s about
designing for sound from the outset.’
He challenges the profession: ‘Ifwe fail
to attune the acoustics of a space to its
function,we diminish productivity
and communication and the emotional
impact that space can have.’

ForHelen Taylor, the importance
of sound resonates deeplywithin
the realmof education. ‘After light,
sound is critical to educational
experience and outcomes,’ she
emphasises. ‘Research links acoustics
to academic performance, and to
physical andmental health – issues
especially crucial for children, young
people, and thosewith disabilities.’
Investing in good acoustics early is

Above L-Acoustics installation at Alexandra
Palace Theatre, London.

OppositeCrafting soundscapes that complement
the rich history and contemporary luxury of the
The Roof Gardens in Kensigton, west London.

L-
AC

O
U
S
T
IC
S
(2
)



The RIBA Journal April 2025 ribaj.com

C
H
R
IS

W
H
A
R
TO

N

When fire ravagedWalworthTownHall
in 2013, the roofswere lost, leaving the
Grade II-listed building open to the sky
and onHistoric England’sHeritage at
Risk register.More than a decade later,
its renovation is done at last as part of a
wider repurposing of council buildings
on theWalworthRoad in London’s
Elephant andCastle.

In collaborationwith architect
Feix&Merlin, developerGeneral Projects
has turned them into flexibleworkspace,
withmost of the ground floor open to
public use in newways, including a café/
restaurant and community centre. The
complex project has taken in the adjacent
formerNewington Library (1892)
andCumingMuseum (1902), which
havemoved to the nearby Southwark
HeritageCentre andWalworth Library,
linking the disparate buildings and
improving access throughout.

For Feix&Merlin, it has been an
exercise in judging interventions in the

historic fabric: howbest to retain traces
of its past, when to reinstate original
designs, andwhen to intervene in a
contemporaryway. It has, says architect
Julia Feix, been ‘a nicemix of leaving and
adding’ as the practice assessed fire and
water damage, and the changes needed
tomake its new incarnation a success.
These include a relocatedmain entrance
addressing the newWalworth Square
around the corner fromWalworthRoad,
achieved by turning threewindows into
doors and creatingwide entrance steps
overlooking the square.

The practice divided spaces into
three categories of heritage significance
and devised appropriate responses.
This included a respectful and scholarly
approach to restoring key historic
areas such as themain staircase, and
former library andmuseum, and amore
contemporary interpretation in some
more damaged areas, like the 1865 town
hall building and its 1902 extension.

Hitting new heights
At Grade II-listedWalworth TownHall, gutted by fire in
2013, Feix&Merlin has worked boldly yet sensitively within
original roof dimensions to create striking spaces using
modernmaterials, reports Pamela Buxton
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This is clear in the café/restaurant at
the new entrance lobby,where traces of
the fire event are retained and celebrated
as part of the building's history. Severely
fire andwater damaged, this has been
opened upwithmany dividingwalls
removed (micro-cement floor inserts
offer reminders of their presence). In
this important new space, perimeter
walls are plastered only to dado level
and left with the evocative traces of the
fire. HaworthTompkins’ BatterseaArts
Centre and Squire’s TheDepartment
Store projectswere key reference points,
it is no surprise to learn. Thewalls' edgy,
distressed texture combines to good
effectwith thewarmth of a series of new
glulam arched columns supporting the
CLT ceiling. The as-found approach to
thewalls has also been used in other
damaged areas of the building.

The boldest intervention is in the
badly damaged former council chamber,
above the café/restaurant space. It has
been repurposed into a spectacular office
space, rising 10.5m to a striking exposed
roof structure, and overlooked by a
horseshoe-shaped gallery.

Feix&Merlinworkedwith structural
engineersHeyneTillett Steel (HTS)
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CLT roof panels. ‘Wewanted to emulate
the roof lightwe couldn’t have, sowent
for Barrisol,’ says Feix.

The temperature of the lighting can
be varied as desired fromawarm2700K
to cool 4000K.Here, as throughout the
project, the CLT and glulam is treated
with awhitewash fire protection. The
flat roof panels in the centre are installed
on a 1:60 pitch to encourage rain run-off.

The othermajor intervention to the
chamber is the newhorseshoe gallery,
which is cantilevered out from thewall,
supported in the corner by diagonal
members. It replaces amuch narrower
original balcony that overlooked the
chamber on one side. The architects took
inspiration froma surviving fragment
of railing, enlarging the decorative
motif to form theCNC-cut, raw steel
balcony front.Workingwith Stephen
LevrantHeritageArchitecture, the
window surroundswere recreatedwith
reference to a surviving remnant.Walls
are repaired in a traditional lime plaster
except in upper areas, where brickwork
is visible. Levrantwas also involved in
the repair specification for other key
heritage areas in the group of buildings,
including the library,museumandmain
staircase. Throughout, a newVictorian-
inspired colour scheme of blue, sage
green and damson has been introduced.

The design team took a different
approach in the new roof for the
adjoining townhall extensionwing of
1902,where the fire began.While again
workingwithin the recreated original
roofline, the space behind thiswas
enclosed to create a lightweight storey of
extra office space.HTS achieved this by
adding a series of glulam columns and

Above Steel-braced glulam trusses span a square
opening to create the imposing new faux rooflight.

Opposite The roof structure, sitting on a concrete
ring beam, seems to hover above the space below.
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beams sitting on the originalmasonry
spinewall of the building. This in turn
supports the newCLT roof, withmore
CLT forming themansard, dormers
and pyramid turrets. Inside, the effect
iswarmand cocooning,with the
distinctive aroma ofwood.

The embodied carbon of all the
CLT and glulam in the former council
chamber and townhall extension is 97t
CO2e. This compareswith an additional
68t CO2e if it had been built in steel
frame and concretemetal decking slabs.
It is the first time the architects have
usedCLT, and they are clearly big fans.
‘I love it. It’s such a beautifulmaterial. I
can’t sing its praisesmore,’ says Feix.

A third lost roof, on the corner of
theWalworthRoad,was reinstated
by the council in a traditional timber
construction design and toppedwith
Welsh slate. Feix&Merlin added
insulation and spruce lining tomatch
theCLT in the council chamber.

After a five-year gestation, the town
hall is off theHeritage at Risk register
and beginning its new life, with space
for 550workers in flexible offices and
co-working desks. The architects
have clearlyworked hard to increase
accessibility from24 to 60 per cent,
linking up the various buildings and
opening up the ground floor space as
much as possible.

Along theway, they’ve risen to the
challenge of destroyed roofs, fire and
water damage, asbestos, and lots of
unknowns to create an appealingmix
ofworkspaces and public spaceswith
contrasting characters.

‘Consideringwhatwe found, it’s been
a fairly smooth ride, says Feix. •

Credits
ArchitectFeix&Merlin
ClientGeneral Projects
Structural engineerHeyneTillett Steel
M&EconsultantREDEngineering
Quantity surveyorQuartz
Heritage architect (planning)Donald
Insall Associates
Heritage architect (tender)
Heritage Architecture
Planning consultantEnvironmental
Economics
ProjectmanagerQuartz
CDMcoordinatorORSA
Main contractorConamar

to create the new roof, which has a
truncated pyramid form.Aswith all
replacement roofs in the townhall, this
follows the original roofmassing and
Welsh slate-clad appearance externally,
but there the similarity ends.While the
lost roofwas built traditionally in timber
and obscured from the council chamber
by a ceiling, the newonewas created in
glulam andCLT and conceived as amain
interior design feature, with a central
grid of illuminated recessed panels
surrounded by timber soffits.

‘Wehad to stick to the original
shape and height, butwanted to keep
it exposed, and for it to be timber,’ says
Feix, adding that the aimwas for it to be
as beautiful as possible. As throughout
the project, CLT and glulam appealed
for sustainability and aesthetic reasons,
with steelwork kept to aminimum.

‘We’re building the originalmass of
the roof, butwe’ve done it in amodern
waywhile using traditionalmaterials,'
says Jonathan Flint, a senior associate at
HTS. ‘Rather than the sawn timber roof
trusses of the 19th century,we‘ve taken a
modern approach to an oldmaterial.’

For the new roof structure, the
engineers used a concrete ring beam that
had been installed immediately after the
fire to secure thewalls in the absence of
the roof. Four glulam two-directional
trusses spring from this to span the
13.5mx 13.5m space, each 240mm
wide,with slender carbon steel tubular
bracing elements to keep the structure as
open as possible in themiddle. The sides
are formed inCLT slabs of spruce.

‘Because it’s quite square, the
arrangement is thatwe have two trusses
in each direction forming the box,’ says
Flint, adding that by using the timber
mostly in compression, and the steel to
take the tension, the design plays to the
strength of bothmaterials. The trusses,
prefabricated byB&KStructures,
arrived onsite by road andwere craned
into place over just a couple ofweeks.

The structure combineswith a
central lighting grid feature.With
a glazed lantern ruled out due to
maintenance considerations, the
architects chose an array of nine
illuminated stretched panels below the
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Until recently, the 1989 Stockholm
GlobeArena had been theworld’s
biggest spherical building. Designed by
architects Svante Berg, Lars Vretblad
andEsbjörnAdamson, its aluminium-
clad, structural steel structure, dotted
with portholes, seems to reference not
just Étienne-Louis Boullée but the 1970s
JapaneseMetabolists.

RenamedAvicii Arena in 2021
after the lateDJ, and in response to
commercial and performance needs, it
reopened in February after extensive
transformation.Most notably, a
vast new internal retractable roof of
folding acoustic panels enables the
space’s scale to be radicallymodulated
according to event. The novel cable-stay
design is by architectHOKwithC.F.
Møller Architects and engineer Schlaich
BergermannPartner (SBP), which
worked on the 1972MunichOlympics’
pioneering lightweight structures. Its
sustainability attributes gowell beyond
minimalmaterial use.

Set 30-43mabove the field of play,
the new curved roof, with its acoustic
and spatial intimacy, enables the city’s
ice hockey teams, and fans, to adopt the
arena. This has freed up the adjacent
Hovet Arena site for demolition as part
of amassive urban regeneration of
south Stockholm’s formermeatpacking
district. As JohnRhodes,HOKdesign
principal and director of sport and
entertainment points out, the design –
which includes new seating and event
viewing configurations – in effect
obviated the need for an alternative
sports venue, and the embodied carbon
and economic cost it would represent. It
also creates a state-of-the-art facility for
live performerswho previouslywould
have had to battlewith the challenging
acoustic and technical limitations of a
cavernous 108m-high space.

‘There’s been real changes to the
event ecosystem,with buildings needing
to bemore flexible inwhat they can
host – and higher performing,’ adds

Second skin for sonics
At Stockholm’s Avicii Arena, amassive new internal
retractable roof enables the venue to rapidly transform in
response to its events schedule, finds Jan-Carlos Kucharek
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Rhodes. ‘The existing arena could have
supported 60 tonnes of kit, butwith
showmanship demands ever-increasing,
it can be nowbemore than 200 tonnes.
There is also a need tomeet turnaround
times, nowmeasured in hours, for
revenue reasons.’ These concerns, and
the existing structure’s heritage-listing,
led to the bespoke tensile net roof design.

NunoGuerreiro,HOKproject
designer, described the found conditions
of a lower ‘bowl’ of 48 huge steel rib
sections on concrete shearwallswith
four ‘hero’ cores supporting numerous
concrete audience tiers. Amassive
hemisphericalMero spaceframemeets
this at the structure’s ‘equator’, and
initial studies looked at using this as the
support for the new roof. ‘Accurate point
cloud studies allowed us to conduct deep
analysis of the structure down to the
foundations but hopes for high levels of
structural redundancy instead revealed
very efficient engineering,’ explains
Guereirro. ‘We realised quickly that
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Opposite The new 80m x 75m cable
net roof and new gondola seating tier,
pictured, bring better acoustics, and
all the action, to the arena’s fans.
Top leftSuspended at the original
building’s ‘equator’ level, the roof
modulates both form and acoustics.
Top right The grid of steel mesh
and steel hatchways makes the roof,

and the tech hanging from its soffit,
easily and quickly accessible.
AboveDrawing of the massive tri-
chord beam transferring the dead
and imposed loads of the roof directly
down onto the existing structure.
Below The new roof can be fully
retracted to reveal the original
spherical roof’s enormity.
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wewould need a lightweight structural
solution thatwould not only support
its own and imposed loads, butwork
with anMEP strategy that could deliver
coolth and lighting to the venue floor.’

This led to the proposition of a
hyperbolic paraboloid surface of pairs
of 45mmdiameter steel post-tensioned
cables, attached back to awave-shaped
steel tension ring; its curvature
generating a self-sustaining and stable
cable net structure. But as SBPmanaging
director Knut Stockhusen outlines,
thingsweren’t as simple as the form.
‘It wasn’t possible to support this ring
directly downwards as concrete tiers
and arena structure got in theway, so
we had to suspend itwithin an inclined
truss connecting back to a larger ‘top’
ring running round the perimeter,’ he
says. ‘This is a compression ring as all
the forces acting here are tensile pulling
against it, putting it into compression.
It shortcuts all forces acting in the
suspended cable net and truss, so that
only vertical load transmits into the
existing building.’ Stockhusen adds that
some concrete columnswere encased
in steel sleeves to take extra load and
transfer it into the existing steel ribs.

The resulting 12mdeep tri-chord
beam is notable for two reasons. First,
with 40mm-thick steel tension and
compression ring sections of 1.1mx 0.5m
and 0.6mx 0.5m respectively, linked
by 320mmdiameter steel trusses, it’s
massive. Secondly, running around
a nearly 350mperimeter, with its
gentle curve supporting the ‘Pringle’-
shaped suspended roof, it nonetheless
appears a thing of great delicacy. Its
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design economywas complicated by
a need for the roof to take account of a
central ‘jumbotron’ display, which is
lowered over the ice rink onmatch days,
requiring a 9mx 9mhole in the centre of
this highly interdependent cablemesh.
‘Hefty beamswere needed on all sides
of the opening to divert the 1,000kN
forces running through the cables,’
notes Stockhusen, acknowledging the
efforts of the roof steel and specialist
subcontractorwho built it, ‘given the
demands of the construction tolerances'.

Rhodes says the idea for the 80mx
75m retractable roof system came froma
previous proposalHOKhad investigated,
alongwith SBP’s realisedHeart of Doha
moving solar shading project; bothwere
shown to the client to argue its viability.
The solution adoptedwas a steel rail
system running below and held up by
the double cable tensilemesh, at 4.5m
centres. HOK’sGuerreiro says the aim
was simplicity. ‘Everythingwe opted for
– rails, winches, chains, hangers, steel

clamps and hinges –were off-the-shelf
items; to cutweight, we ranwith simple
wire connections on lower panel edges
instead of hinges,’ he says. The retraction
systemwas tested as a prototype to
ensure it worked, even on just onemotor,
since in fire scenarios, when the building
must to be cleared in less than eight
minutes, the roof needs to failsafe open
for smoke ventilation purposes.

Each 8.7m2 panel ismade of a 3.84m
x 2.26maluminum frame section,with
a 100mmcore of porous, fire-resistant,
sound absorbingmaterial. ‘The panel’s
“top” side is of acoustically transparent
fabric to absorb low frequencies
bouncing down off the dome,while
the “bottom” is of stretched polymer
material to reflect frequencies above
500Hz,’ explains Rhodes. The ‘Pringle’
formhad other benefits too. ‘When
engineers began testing it, the shape
generatedmuch better acoustics than
a horizontal ceiling – even the angled
position of panels in the “deployed”

position improves the general acoustics,’
addsGuerreiro. In terms of access and
maintenance,HOK’s decision to run
steelmesh over openings between cable
net runs alsomeans thewhole roof is a
walkable surface. ‘Operativeswhowant
to hang tech for shows have a tartan grid
of hatchways beneathwhich steels and
cable trays run, so they can “bridle-in”
andwork at height safely,’ says Rhodes.

The venue’s roof is part of a larger
reconfiguration.Newbleacher seating
layouts improve proximity to the ice rink
and, retracted in concertmode, create
an acoustically attenuatedwall facing
the large ‘mosh pit’. There’s also a pair
of high-level structural interventions.
New seating ‘gondolas’ bring 800 people
closer to the action, freeing-up an
underused corporate boxes level, Rhodes
thinks, for ‘conferencing, a luminarium
or sky garden perhaps’. Formed of four
steeply raked tiers of 12mm thick folded
steel plate, each is supported by steel
struts running back to the perimeter
structure, and serve to hide a large new
MEP ring of servicing,which provides
powerful air cooling via high-velocity
nozzles, and field-of-play lighting.

Their vertiginous addition not only
maintains the venue’s 16,000 capacity
but further serves to spatiallymodulate
this vast but formerly problematic arena,
creating a spectacular vantage point
fromwhich to enjoy the game or concert.
Butwith the elegant roof able to retract
in just 10minutes, it also allows for that
complex intimacy to be exchanged for
the spherical original’s simple shock. •

AboveDramatic, raked
gondola seating and
bars (blue/purple)
freed up the level above
for conference or
entertainment events.

LeftRetractable
roof components
were all off-the-shelf
items, pared down
to facilitate greater
loading capacity for
live event tech.

Credits
ClientSGAFAB for theCity of Stockholm
OperatorStockholmLive/ASMEurope
ArchitectureHOKLondon (S&E) in
associationwithC.F.Møller Architects
Structure engineeringSchlaich
BergermannPartner (SBP)
MEPengineeringRamboll
Acoustics engineeringEfterklang
Specialist lightingLight Bureau
CostAfry
Heritage advisorMattias Eklund
Projectmanagement consultancyLegends
Main contractorNCC
Specialist sub-contractorsMostostal
(steel structure), Taiyo Europe (cable net
and retractable ceiling), Lanaro (panels
andmechanical systems), Alfing (fixed and
retractable seating)
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Above Looking east
fromWick Lane across
the development to the
Olympic park, the variation
of roof forms is evident.
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WickLane is a pioneering co-location
project that integrates industrial and
residential spaces inHackneyWick.
Sited between a conservation area
and strategic industrial land (SIL), it
balances community needswith urban
development. Industrial units act as
buffers, protecting residential quality
while unlocking growth opportunities.
Shared courtyards and lanes encourage
social interaction, and ensure separation
betweenwork and living space.

The development consists of six
distinct buildings, each reflecting
HackneyWick’s industrial heritage
through varied architectural styles, from
a red brickmill-style, a 1960s-esque
framed facade, to contemporary
corrugatedmetal and standing seam
finishes. This carefully curatedmaterial
palette reinforces local identity and
helps integrate suitableworkspaces for
local businesses. By blending industrial
vibrancywith residential liveability,
Wick Lane aims to create a varied
community of peopleworking and living
in close proximity.

>Historical reference and roof shape
Of the four distinct roof types, three are
tonallymatched to the facadematerials,
ensuring a cohesive visual language. The
scheme’s character is largely shaped by
varied roof forms, drawing inspiration
fromvernacular housing typologies and
industrial north-light sawtooth roofs –
references that are embedded in the local
context. This dual influence introduces
an element of intrigue, subtly blurring
the distinction between residential
andworkplace areas. The approach to
the roofscape helps achieve balance,
allowing for a coherent and harmonious
intensification ofmixed-use functions.

The geometry and slope of the
asymmetrical roof form take reference
from anearby derelict gablewall (visible
lower right in image) aligningwith a
newpedestrian route through the site.
This distinctive shape creates vaulted
double-height ceilings inmany upper-
level homes, including four distinctive
‘townhouses’ positioned above a double-
height industrial workspace, and
accessed via an elevated podiumgarden.

Blurring the lines
In east London, dRMM'sWick Lane development combines
industrial and residential space. Its roofing design and
materials, which referenceHackneyWick's heritage, are
key to its coherence, explains senior associateWill Howard
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>↓Refinement of details
Akey design feature common to all
the buildings is integration of hidden
gutters, discreetly sited behind parapets
with concealed hoppers and recessed
downpipes. This detailing enhances
the overall aesthetic, contributing to a
refined and seamless appearance. By
colour-matching gutters, copings and
flashings, visual clutter isminimised,so
buildings read as an architectural collage
when viewed together.

The selectedmaterials, typically
used in industrial construction, tend
to prioritise speed and efficiency.
Application here to residential buildings
required heightened levels of precision
in detailing and setting out, exceeding
sub-contractors' expectations,
particularly in the case of sinusoidal
cladding. Sheetmaterials’ every seam
and curvewasmeticulously aligned
withwindowpods and building corners,
eliminating need for oversized flashings
or cover trims. These details reinforce
the project's identity, dissolving
the perceived boundaries between
industrial and residential spaces. •
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Credits
Architect dRMM
Client andmain contractorTaylorWimpey London
Structural engineerAECOM (planning)/ClarkeNichollsMarcel (executive)
Fire engineerAECOM
MEPPinnacle ESP (planning)/ Venables Associates (executive)
Landscape architectGrant Associates (planning)/JFA (executive)
Energy and sustainability consultantEnvironmental Economics
Heritage consultantTibbalds
QSMartin Arnold
Daylight/sunlightAnsteyHorne

�Material choice
Material selectionwas rooted both in
context and technical suitability as a
roofing and facade system. This creates
a unified expression, and a relationship
between roof andwall.

Four roof types comprise pitched
sinusoidal and pitched standing-seam
cladding, pitched clay roof tiles and
a flat green roof.While pitched roofs
share a visually cohesive aesthetic,
technical construction varies. All use
warm roof construction,with inclined
forms supported by primary steels. The
clad roofs feature a build-up ofmetal
profile sheets, rigid insulation, and a
helping-hand brackets system to secure
the sheeting. The clay tile roof also uses a
steel frame, but the backing structure is
formed using traditional timber battens,
ensuring the project utilises existing
supply chain capabilities and supports
local tradespeople.

The concrete frame’s flat roof is
of conventional construction. The
interplay of flat and pitched roofswas
key in a form-making of variety and
architectural richness.

INNUMBERS

17,241m2
GIA

2,250m2
commercial space

7
storeys

175
homes

4 years 3months
construction period
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What is a flat roof?
With reference to BS6229, a flat roof is defined as a flat or curved roof with
a pitch not greater than 10º to the horizontal, with a continuously supported
flexible waterproof covering on a supporting structure that is both dense
and heavy (for instance, a concrete slab), or consists of framingmembers
supporting a lightweight deck of metal or of timber-basedmaterial.

Main types of flat roof
• Uninsulated – no insulation either under or over the substrate/deck.
• Cold – insulation located under the substrate/ deck. Depending on the
type of substrate/ deck construction, ventilationmay be necessary.
• Warm– insulation located over the substrate/deck, with the
waterproofingmembrane located over the insulation.
• Inverted –membrane located directly on the substrate/deck with
insulation above.
Variousmaterials can be used in the composition of the roof build-up, and
may be used inmultiple combinations:
Membranes
• Main types ofmembrane:
• Liquid applied – either cold (single-component polyurethane (PU)) or
two-component poly (methyl methacrylate) (PMMA), with reinforcement
layer or hot (eithermodified bitumen (with reinforcement layer) or asphalt-
basedmaterial).
• Reinforced bituminous sheet – either styrene-butadiene-styrene (SBS)
or atactic polypropylene (APP) modified. Generally SBS is most suitable
for the UK.
• Single ply – composed predominantly of synthetic polymer involving
either polyvinyl chloride (PVC) or flexible polyolefin (FPO).
There are advantages and disadvantages with each. Seek advice from the
roof systemmanufacturer as tomost appropriate use on specific projects.

Insulation
• Main types of insulation:
• Cellular glass –manufactured from grinding down recycled/waste
glass into a powder andmixing with a foaming agent. Kiln-fired, it creates a
substance of closed-cell micropores, which can be formed into slabs.
• Mineral wool –manufactured frommelting down of rockminerals (such
as basalt, and recycled slag) and spinning them into fibres forming wool-like
textured slabs.
• Polyisocyanurate (PIR) – rigid foammaterial that is formulated from
various chemicals.
• Expanded polystyrene (EPS) – rigid, closed cell, thermoplastic foam
produced from solid beads of polystyrene.
• Extruded polystyrene (XPS) – rigid, thermoplastic foam that is formed
by extrusion.
Insulation can be used to create the falls required, primarily in warm roof
construction. Again, there are pros and cons to the attributes of each type of
insulation – seek guidance frommanufacturers.

The specifier needs to be explicit in terms of use and required
performance so themost appropriate recommendations can be given.
Themain attributes to consider are fire, resistance to loading, thermal
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Checklist: flat roofs
Designing and specifying flat roofs requiresmany considerations, from
practicality and appearance tomaterial selection, performance, cost and
maintenance.Mark Austin, technical director at SpecStudio, runs down
the design aspects to review to develop a thorough, detailed specification

performance and ability to perform if wet. For instance, thermoplastic
products can be better at load resistance, achieving thermal performance
in reduced zones, but are combustible, achieving, at best Class E to
BSEN13501.

We do not advocate the use of polystyrene-based insulation unless there
is no alternative, but where necessary to use it, it should be encapsulated
in non-combustible material. The overall system should also achieve
BROOF(t4) as aminimum.

Surfacing
• Main types of surfacing – can be combinations of the following:
• None –membrane provides the surface.
• Over slabs –may require the expertise of the structural engineer.
• Stone ballast – consider the size and necessary containment to ensure
stones can’t, for example, be picked up by birds and dropped from height.
• Concrete pavers – bedded on over slab, or on proprietary pedestals.
• Natural stone pavers – bedded on over slab, or on proprietary pedestals.
• Timber decking planks – on proprietary support.
• Glass reinforced plastic (GRP) imitation timber decking planks – on
proprietary support.
• Brown/ biodiverse – suitable substrate/growingmedium to nurture
natural colonisation of flora and fauna, often with prearranged biodiverse
features such as log piles. Build-up includes filtration and drainage elements.
Fire breaks will need to be incorporated.
• Extensive green/biodiverse – options as to planting types (plug plants/
seedmixes, pre-grown onmatts) on suitable substrate/growingmediumwith
filtration and drainage. Fire breaks will need to be incorporated.
• Intensive green/ biodiverse – all types of surfacing including but not
limited to soft landscaping such as planting, turfing, shrubbery, trees and
so on, on suitable substrates/ growingmediums. Hard landscaping such as
paving, paths, roads; fixtures and fittings.
It is crucial to be clear about who assumes responsibility for designing and
specifying surfacing. Other considerations include use of ballast for visual
and stability and protection purposes, but correct size and grading is key.

Key considerations
We always align our specifications with the procurement and design
responsibility matrix (DRM).We need to understand if an element of the
design is prescriptive (architect design responsibility) or descriptive
(contractor/sub-contractor responsibility). Final design solutions would
usually be descriptive, but this depends on contractual appointment.

Due diligence should be undertaken with reputable manufacturers to
ascertain themost suitable construction approach for the complexities and
service conditions (including interface detailing), zones (in which any roof
constructionmust fit), required design/service life, and cost constraints.
Designers will need to understand the different approaches to construction
and options to assist when in dialogue with roof manufacturers.

Testing/inspection to allow for
• Offsite testing:
• Independently certified test data.
• Where not for the particular service conditions, testingmay have to
be undertaken.
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• Onsite testing:
• Adhesion/ compatibility testing (prior to installation).
• Incremental inspection at key points of the system installation in the
presence of client, contractor, sub-contractor andmanufacturer for
quality control purposes, before subsequent phases of the installation
are permitted.
• Electronic and flood testing to check workmanship.

Best practice/technical details
• Standards/bodies (general):
• BS6229: 2018– flat roofs with continually supported flexible
waterproof coverings. Code of practice. Considered the primary
overarching standard.
• REPBR504– roofs and roofing. Performance, diagnosis, maintenance,
repair and the avoidance of defects, published by the Building Research
Establishment (BRE).
• BS8217– reinforced bitumenmembranes for roofing. Code of practice.
• Liquid Roofing andWaterproofing Association (LRWA).
• Single Ply Roofing Association (SPRA).

• Standards/bodies (green roofs):
• Green Roof Organisation (GRO) Green Roof Code – code of best
practice for the UK.
• Guidelines for the Planning, Construction andMaintenance of Green
Roofing (FLLGuidelines for green roofs) published by German Landscape
Research, Development and Construction Society (FLL).
• Fire Performance of Green Roofs andWalls, published byMinistry for
Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG).

Key considerations
‘Flat’ roof construction should be proprietary systems by a reputable
manufacturer with independent third-party testing. Necessary performance
should be understood and established, since this will form the basis of
achieving the correct design solution:
• Weathertight.
• Reaction to fire – generally BROOF(t4) to BSEN13501-5, though
building regulationsmay permit lesser performance in certain locations.
Roofing tested to only BS 476 should not be accepted. In some instances, as
dictated by building regulations, non-combustible insulationmust be used.
• Loadings (permanent and imposed) – compliant with BSEN1991,
including to resist wind loads applicable to location.
• Movement.
• Thermal performance.
• Condensation –must not form internally of the waterproofingmembrane
or interstitially.
• Sustainability.
• Acoustics – provide required level of sound reduction.
Consideration should be given to any potential planning restrictions/
requirements (may affect ‘surfacing’ requirements/ stipulations).

Thought should be given to fixtures and fittings interfacing with the
roof, required in the broader building design, and how these need to be
secured/ fixed, to installation of PV panels. Any breach of the waterproofing
membrane should beminimised and appropriately detailed.

Similarly, roof penetrations should beminimised. Penetrations
to be sized and coordinated such that they can be accommodated by
appropriate detailing.

Key contacts
Othermembers of the design team should be liaised with as appropriate in a
range of instances (list below is not exhaustive).

• Structural engineer:
• To ensure that substrate/decking is also accurately specified, including
but not limited tomateriality: concrete (in-situ/precast), profiledmetal with

plywood overlay or concrete infill, plywood decking). Grades of materials
finishes need to be correct for the intended purpose in terms of structure
and also to receive the necessary roof construction. All compliant with
appropriate standards for the associatedmaterials.
• Appropriate gradients/falls will need to be achieved. No ponding should
occur, with consideration given to deflections, coordinated with rainwater
drainage.
• Understand where primary building construction/movement
joints occur so appropriate detailing can be undertaken without
compromising performance.
• Ascertain loads applied to the works when in use: this is a performance
criterion that the roof system needs to achieve.

• Services engineer:
• Rainwater drainage strategy needs to be considered early in the
design phase, comprising the following options and need for integration
and detailing.
• Rapid drainage through gravity or syphonic action, compliant with BSEN
12056 and BS8490.
• Attenuation via ‘blue roof’ principles. Compliant with NFRCTechnical
Guidance Note for the Construction and Design of Blue Roofs, published by
The National Federation of Roofing Contractors and BS8582.
• Integration of photovoltaic (PV) panels and similar type fixtures and
fittings.
• Penetrations of services. Refer to points regarding this raised earlier.
It’s important that installation shall be by operatives recommended/
approved by and trained by the systemmanufacturer, to maximise quality
control through trusted partnerships.

The components of the entire assembly and full installation need to be
covered by a single-source warranty, with approval from themanufacturer
for all materials used in the works. The warranty should include an
insurance company backing, paid as a single premium at the start of the
policy. Guarantees shall be jointly provided by both themanufacturer and
the contractor.

SpecStudio is an independent specification writing team delivering
specifications for architectural and design practices: specstudio.uk
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Flat roof specification checklist
 What is the design responsibility?Will be a performance (descriptive)
specification based on a system, or fully designed (prescriptive)?
 Is the proposed system pre-tested and certified for the conditions of
use intended?
 Has input and advice been sought and received frommanufacturers?
 Any there any planning restrictions/requirements.
 What is the surface finish?
 What are the performance requirements (fire/ acoustic/ wind
loadings/ sustainability).
 Can client warranty requirements be achieved?
 Have quality control requirements been cleared described?
 Have all interfaces and co-ordination with other disciplines been
considered?
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Boost your resilience
With the latest figures showing practices’ profits
falling, a roundtable looked at how architects can
best bounce back and adapt to new situations

‘Resilience’ – bouncing back from
setbacks and adapting to new situations
– translates into the business lexicon as
the ability to continue healthy and robust
operations during times of crisis. The
2020s have beenplenty turbulent, and
they’re not evenhalf done. Resilience is
howwewillmake it through. This concern
is preciselywhy theRIBA’s Business and
CareerResilienceHub exists: to provide
memberswith the tools to succeed.

Current challenges
‘Hands uphowmany of us actually turned
a profit last year?’ askedNixie Edwards,
co-founder ofManchester andBurnley-
basedHad&Co at the recent roundtable.
‘Because all the architectswe knowagree
that 2024was dire… it felt likewewere
back to 2008.’

Statistics support this. According
to theRIBA’s Business Benchmarking
survey, average architects’ profits haven’t
risen since 2019 and, in fact, fell by 2 per
cent last year despite growth in revenue.
All but the largest firmshave beenhit
by a potent combination of goods and
wage inflation, increased fixed costs plus
a dysfunctional planning systemand
Building SafetyAct repercussions. As
HelenaRivera, director ofA Small Studio
summarised: ‘Overheads are a killer… the
landscape for architects in a traditional
contractmanagement role is really
difficult.’

Diversity–of projects and talent
‘Building stuff is the least profitable thing
to do,’ ironically agreedTobias Jewson,
director of 31/44Architects. So, how
are our panellists surviving right now?
Diversification is a key commonality. Saira
Hussain, also a co-founder ofHad&Co,
elaborated: ‘Letting, branding, feasibility
studies, accessibility andheritage
statements…we are nowpushing for
[these different offerings] and selling them
to clients”.

TimFu,whose studio specialises in
AI-informeddesign, offers training and
collaborationwith academia as a ‘safety
net’.Meanwhile, KuldeepGill, director
of technology at TPBennett, noted the
contributionhis firm’s interior design
offering hadmade to profits in 2024.

Nursery and primary
school, Pleine-
Fougères, France
designed by 31/44.
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Below The team of A
Small Studio outside
their base.

‘Diverse representation has
seen benefits in terms of
talent retention and ability to
better understand who we
are providing work for’

Diversity of talent is crucial too.
Gill feels that diverse representation
at board level has seen direct benefits
in terms of talent retention and ability
to better understand ‘who TP Bennett
are providing work for’. Rivera agreed.
‘Resilience is definitely around
diversification,’ she said. Having, until
recently, an all-female team (recruited
on talent, not demographics) alongside
strong corporate social responsibility has
attracted clients who share these values.
‘Clients definitely approach us for our
ethical stance,’ she said.

Winningworkglobally, locally and
socially
According to RIBA head of economic
research Adrian Malleson , £1 in every
£4 made by UK architectural practices
is from overseas – predominantly the
US, Europe (Poland seeing significant
growth), East Asia (mainly China
and Hong Kong) and the Middle East
(Saudi Arabia). For our panellists too,
an outward-facing model is serving
them well. Fu obtains most of his
work from global clients; likewise,
31/44’s Nantes office not only gives the
practice a foothold in Europe but also an
opportunity to collaborate with other
practices seeking to enter that market.

For Had & Co, meanwhile, amplifying
efforts locally, and reinforcing the
practice’s presence with two highly
visible shopfronts, has cemented its
business. ‘We get quite a few walk-
in clients,’ said Edwards, ‘and our
main selling point is that we have
this commercial presence on the high
street … we started off as small-scale
residential but now most of our clients
are developers [and have grown with
us].’ The downside, jokes Hussain, is that
‘even if we hide in the back, if they see our
car parked outside, they drop in for a chat
and we can’t get any work done’.

All participants agreed that social
media played a huge role in gaining
work. Had & Co uses it for visibility,
with frequent posts accompanying its
PR efforts. ‘The work might not come
directly from Instagram,’ said Hussain,
but clients say they ‘saw us on there. The
more we post, the more chance there is

of us being in their thoughts.’ It is seen
as a ‘democratic’ platform that amplifies
smaller voices to the same volume as
large industry players.

This is certainly true for 31/44,
a nine-person practice with a 31.4k
Instagram following. Jewson believes,
however, that social media is primarily
useful as a conduit for meaningful
conversations with other architects.

Fu, meanwhile, said social media
was a direct and successful means of
cultivating clients. ‘It has allowed me
to proliferate my ideas [and build up
brand awareness] which I was able to
funnel into a business model based on my
personal endeavours,’ he said.

Managing expectations and fees
Almost all the participants admitted to
avoiding uninvited competitions as the
unpaid time required to pursue these
opportunities was unviable.

In terms of fees, nearly all of them
bill by the hour, invoicing on a monthly
basis. One studio, however, favoured an
upfront fixed-fee model during stages
1-5, with 50 per cent payable at the
beginning and 50 per cent at the end;
site management is billed weekly. This
transparency has been a selling point for
residential projects as it manages client
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expectations, even if a fewwould-be
clients balk at the cost andwalk away.

The smaller practices said they
spent undesirable amounts of time and
energy trying to analyse incomedata,
track conversions, chase leads and so on.
Rivera said that having a studiomanager
who is not a fee earner had beenhelpful
in balancing these priorities. According
toMalleson, architects estimate that
70 per cent of their time is spent on
billablework but some in the room felt
this figurewas high comparedwith
their experience.

AI andproductivity hacks
‘Administrativework can be an area
whereAI can be leveraged such as
pointing large language tools at local
repositories to capture past experience
and aid future efforts towinwork,’
suggestsMarek Suchocki, Autodesk’s
head of industry associations and
strategy.ManyAutodesk customers
are leveraging theAI andmachine
learning features available in our tools to
eliminate some laborious tasks and also
by creating scripts that can be re-run to
automate routine procedures.Howelse
are architects using it?

Fu is at the forefront here, harnessing
AI as a collaboration tool that allows
clients to participate in designs. AI also
enables the practice to turn around ideas
very quickly, a keyUSP for his clients.
‘Wehave trainedGPT systems that give
client,HR,management advice…even a
“Tim’s philosophy”GPT,’ he said.

He is somewhat rare in this.
According toMalleson, 19 per cent
of architects see themselves as early
adopters of tech and 11per cent as
innovators.While 41 per cent are using
AI in someway, this is often ‘light’ and in
early design stages.Meanwhile, 57 per
cent thinkAIwill improve efficiency
in the design process but only 20 per
cent are pointing resources atR&D, so
‘practices are not always investing in
getting aheadwith it’. Larger companies
can dedicatemore resource to emerging
tech. Therewas a general agreement
that datasets need to be shared between
companies if AI is to be an equitable
resourcewithin the industry.

Rivera uses it for heritage
statements, access statements, local
plan information and similar. Yet
she expressed reservations about
the ethics ofAI in its current state.
‘Howdo younavigate data protection
withGPT?’ she asked. ‘I find this
very uncomfortable.We could be
breaching all sorts of architectural
codes of conduct… Imake sure to edit
out client and site datawherever it
appears.’ For her, ‘this all goes back to
how important is it to run an ethical
practice’.

The future
Twokey themes emerged. The first
concerned training a resilient next
generation.Had&Co regularly takes
onT-Levelwork-experience students
and believes the apprenticeship
model to be an excellent entry into
the profession. ‘Some graduates
have actually said tome: “I don’t
want towork on this, it’s boring”,’
saidHussain. ‘But this is the sort of
work available in the north-east!
Apprentices, on the other hand, know
what to expect fromday one.’

The second emerging themewas
of leveraging digital transformation
as a force for good, even if an agent
of radical change. ‘A smart social
media presence, showcasing, say, use
ofAI and other digital solutions can
enhance brand awareness and let you
competewith larger practices like the
Fosters of thisworld by differentiating
your services,’ said Suchocki. ‘You
maynot deliver the samenumber
of projects but I think thatAI, if you
embrace it, gives a smaller practice the
capability to deliver equivalentwork.’
ThisRIBAJroundtablewasproduced in
associationwithAutodesk, autodesk.co.uk

WHATONE ADVANTAGE CAN TECHNOLOGY
BRING ARCHITECTS IN OPTIMISING
BUSINESS RESILIENCE?
It can level the playing field
‘Social media has given us a democratic way of
having our work seen,’ says Helena Rivera. ‘It
is a good platform to build brand awareness
and find your proper voice.’

It encourages talent
‘Embracing AI can help smaller practices
attract the right talent. By showing that you
use advanced tools and technologies, you can
appeal to the right applicants as well as clients
and get those fees up,’ says Marek Suchocki.

It is a strategic tool
‘What is an architect there to do? Win work
or draw?’ asks Kuldeep Gill. Strategic use of
technology drives growth through efficiency
and innovation.

It shakes up the system:
‘Traditional corporate structures won’t work
in the post AI era,’ says Tim Fu. ‘It is wild how
operations can be run in today’s digital world.’

Studio Tim Fu’s
marina in the
Middle East.

Using technology to give a better sense
of the design with Studio Tim Fu.
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RIBA
ELECTIONS 2025
During 2025 RIBA will hold the following elections:

– Vice-President Membership
Any RIBA Chartered Member is eligible to stand, and the
successful candidates will serve a two-year term from
1 September 2025.

– RIBA Council

– Council Member Seats – 2 seats
Any current Chartered Member can stand for one of the
two seats available. Successful candidates will serve a
three-year term from 1 September 2025.

– Regional Council Member Seats – 8 seats
Any current Chartered Member on the electoral register
for one of the Regions listed below can stand for one of
the seats available in that region. The term of office will be
three years from 1 September 2025.

• RIBA Council Member – two seats
• RIBA East – two seats
• RIBA South – two seats
• RIBA Scotland North – one seat
• RIBA Northern Ireland – one seat

– Associate Member Seat – 2 seats
Any current Associate Member is eligible to stand for one
of the two seats available. Successful candidates will serve
a 3-year term from 1 September 2025.

– Student Members – 2 seats
Any current Student Members or any person eligible to
be a Student Member defined as a student on a RIBA
recognised Part 1 or 2 course or during a year out between
Part 1 and Part 2 and has attained the age of 18 at
the time of nomination. Successful candidates will
serve a 3-year term from 1 September 2025.

Timetable for Elections

• Notice of election: 23 April 2025
• Nominations open: 30 April 2025
• Nominations close: 14 May 2025
• Voting opens: 16 June 2025
• Voting closes: 27 June 2025

To be eligible to participate in this year’s annual RIBA election,
you must be a RIBA Member on the qualifying date. If you
are not a RIBA Member and are eligible for RIBA Membership,
you must have submitted your application online no later
than 23.59 on 14 April, 2025.

RIBA has a commitment to sustainability and using resources
effectively and efficiently. In line with this, the elections
process will be conducted online. Members who wish to
participate in any election must have a registered email
address with the RIBA. If any member has recently changed
their contact details, please update their information no later
than 23.59 on 14 May, 2025. This can be done by accessing
the member portal at www.architecture.com/login.

If you have any questions about any RIBA election,
please email elections@riba.org

The Returning Officer

Note: All times BST (GMT+1)



London North West University Healthcare NHS Trust

In the dynamic and ever-changing landscape of
the NHS, development space is at a premium. At
MTX, we offer innovative solutions that push the
boundaries of healthcare construction onwards,
upwards and outwards.

Take our recent project in North London, where we
added a 32-bed ward above the city's busiest A&E
in just 6 months. With minimal disruption to existing
operational space, our flexible approach allowed
operational and activities to continue seamlessly.

At MTX, we don’t believe
in size-fits-all solutions. Our
tailored approach ensures
your vision becomes a
reality - whatever direction
your project is heading in.
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Future winners –
‘global, hyperlocal’ practice
84

President –
architecture’s definitive skill
67

3:Culture

EdReeve tellsmehewanted to be aphotographer
fromanearly age: ‘I used to close one eye and
frame something through adoor orwindow;when
myparents askedwhat Iwasdoing , I’d saymaking
pictures.’ Theymust havemade amental note;
whenhe turned11 theybought himagreenKonica
Pop35mmcamera andhe’s never lookedback.

Startingwith family and friends, cars and
landscapes, his ambitions grewashe got older
– a birthdaypresent for schoolmateswould be
to shoot their parties and give them the album.
Whenhis father died in 2016, he capturedhis
garageusing themediumhe loved to summona
sense of themanhe’d lost: ‘It said somuchabout

him; his pipe, howhehunguphis tools, nuts and
bolts in tobacco tins, or scribblednotes onboxes.’

Whileworking in SaudiArabia, he took this
twilight shot of Snøhetta’s Ithra: a strange, primal
formrising, he says, from the sitewhere the state
first struck oil. Like delicately balancedpebbles, it
seems ametaphor for the serendipitous geologies
hiddenbelow the sands.Reeve says he struggled
with its facade of fine, stainless steel tubes,which
resulted in a strongmoiré effect; like oil onwater.

Soon after, he’d findhimself in his late father’s
garage,wrestlingwithhis ownefforts to give form
to the ineffable; ‘in away, to do aportrait of him,
butwithout him in it’. • Jan-CarlosKucharek

EdReeve
King Abdulaziz Centre
forWorld Culture
(Ithra), Dhahran,
Saudi Arabia, 2016
Canon 5DsR with
EF24-70mm f/2.8L II
USM lens



Bursaries & Scholarships
• SLBE access bursaries
• SLBE Changemaker Scholarship
• Pomeroy Academy Scholarship
• Worshipful Company of Chartered
Surveyors Scholarship

Applications open now
for 2025 entry
visitwww.cisl.cam.ac.uk/slbe
for more information

Drivemeaningful change
with our Master’s or Postgraduate
Certificate in Sustainability Leadership
for the Built Environment

The University of Cambridge Institute for
Sustainability Leadership offers part-time
courses in Sustainability Leadership for the
Built Environment that develop the knowledge,
understanding and leadership skills needed to
drive meaningful change in professional practice.

Learn global best practices through project-based learning. Embark on a
highly interactive and collaborative learning experience.
Delivering exceptional future-fit built environment projects requires
skill and expert coordination of individuals toward shared vision and
purpose. Our programmes are highly interactive and designed to foster
reflection and debate.
Through the programmes, students learn about emerging global trends,
opportunities, and challenges in the built environment sector and develop
deeper understandings of sustainability and resilience in professional
practice, including health and wellbeing, retrofit and reuse, energy and
carbon, conservation and heritage, stakeholder engagement, and cultural,
political and regulatory contexts.
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Culture
Leader

Will you thinkmeold-fashioned if Iwrite
about churches?Well, you shouldn’t. They
wereway ahead of television or socialmedia,
setting upmass communications in theMiddle
Ages, broadcasting values and summons to
parishioners, farmore effective – if a little
less nuanced – than a town crier. Andwhen
mechanical clocks came along, they added
another application – timekeeping.

Having been brought up in the country and
in theChurch of England, the bells used tomean
tome the beginning of a rather slow, cold, hour
of Sunday service punctuated by the keep-fit
routine: kneel to pray, stand to sing, ‘please be
seated’ to listen; and repeat.

Now I hear drifts of the bells fromacross the
valleywith the samepleasure andnostalgia I
usually reserve for trees and landscape views.
Churches are havens of free indoor space in
villages, galleries of gilded crosses and stained
glass in every town, concert halls in the city,
hymns to carpenters and craftspeople – and a
testament to the power of architecturewherever
you see them.They are redolentwith history and
tradition, evenwhere other traditionsmayhave
hadmore vigour in chapels andmosques.

Church buildings celebrated and glorified
theAlmighty, and brought people toworship
for centuries. Theywere not, however, enough
to keep themajority of the population attending
themeach Sunday. But there is continuity for the
passer-by, spying a stone tower rising up from
the yew tree at a bend in the road, breathing in
the space around them in the city, connecting
with the history as you cut past their iron railings
and oldwalls.

We rarely get a chance to celebrate
quinquennial inspections of churches by
architects. But these, and countless smallS
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interventions to allow awarmerwelcome
accompanied by coffee and a toilet, are the things
that enable church buildings not just to survive
in our landscape but to reach out a hand to the
society around them.TheNational Churches
Trust commissioned independent analysis,
which in 2024 estimated that churches of all
denominations relieve costs and support theNHS
to the tune of £8.4 billion a year. It enumerated
the value ofwarm spaces held in churches, food
banks, the hosting of AAgroups, parents’ and
toddlers’meetings, andmore.

The best of the values built into the ancient
walls of churches persist – and are part of the
fabric of our society. They don’tmerely broadcast;
they create a home for connections between
people,working against the forces of loneliness
and isolation.•

Buildings as
keepers of value
Churches show thatmass communications
predate themodern day, says Eleanor Young

ONLY ONRIBAJ.COM

Three outstanding
extensions to
Grade-II-listed
houses provide
inspiration and
practical insights
House extension
ribaj.com/listed-
extensions

‘Churches are havens of free indoor
space – and a te�ament to the power
of archite�ure wherever you see them’

Below St John the Baptist, Burford,
Oxfordshire, with a parish hall
designed by Clews Architects
alongside it.
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Sixmonths left. The clock ticks, yet still I find
myself engaging in first-time experiences late into
my tenure as president. Lastmonth, Iwas giving
evidence to theHousing andLocalGovernment
Committee, led byMPFlorenceEshalomi. The
topic?TheUKgovernment’s ambition to build 1.5
millionhomes.Abold commitment – but is our
construction sector equipped to deliver?

I introducedmyself by reaffirmingRIBA’s
purpose: ‘to advance the theory andpractice of
architecture, setting and enabling thehighest
design anddelivery standards’. But howdowedo
so in aworldwhere the only constant is change?

Professions are caught between a fast-shifting
technological landscape anddeep systemic
challenges.We’re gearingup to launch a taskforce
aimed at transforming architecture’sworkplace
culture.Why?Becausewe’re stuck in a cycle that
prioritises surviving over thriving. The structures
that shape our industry, fromeconomic incentives
toworkplace hierarchies, havenot evolved at the
pacenecessary to fostermeaningful, sustainable
progress. That leaves uswith amorality gap.

Wehold architecture to thehighest ideals:
good judgement, precision and anunerring focus
onquality. Yetweoften fail to interrogate the
systems that stifle those very attributes.

We should be responsible capitalists, serving
nature, people and the commongood, not just
financialised real estatemarkets. Butwe treat
architecture as if it is removed from thebroader
economic realities that dictate how (and forwhom)
buildings aremade. Inhealthcare,wewouldnever
consider axing regulations that protect patients.
Sowhydidwe accept the erosion of standards
under the guise of speed and cost-cutting?

In the face ofAI’s relentlessmarch, humans
maintain the ability to discern, curate, and
synthesise disparate influences into something
distinct. AI’s composite of perspectives produces
themedian, the average, and the almost-good
enough. But reaching thehighest standard
takes judgement. That iswhere architectsmust
distinguish themselves. ThemoremediocrityAI
generates, the greater opportunity for thosewho
can cut through thenoisewith clarity andvision.

67

Architectural
judgement understands
the interplay of
light and material,
as seen here at the
White Eagle Lodge
temple by James
Gorst Architects.

FOCUS ON THE FUTURE
Last month, we hosted
the Festival of the Future,
a two-day event for
children, young people
and adults, inspiring
the next generation
of city makers. With
over 20 partners, the
programme featured AI in
architecture workshops,
industry debates,
carpentry sessions and
more, offering creative
and practical experiences
for aspiring architects
from all backgrounds.S
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Closing themorality gap

Our ability to commandamargin and to assert
ourwork’s valuehinges on cultivating awebof
historical, cultural, andmaterial references to
informourpractice. Architecture is a discipline,
a critical lens throughwhichwe shape the built
environment. It separates the exceptional from
the acceptable. But discussions of architecture are
too often reduced to aesthetic preference rather
than the rigorous application of good judgement.

Judgement is honed through experience
– experiencing a city, feeling its rhythms,
understanding the interplay of light andmaterial,
and engagingwith the social and economic forces
that shape oururbanity. It cannot be engineered
or outsourced; it is our profession’s definitive skill.

Yet architecture is increasingly treated as
just another commodity in anover-financialised
economy.Ourdesigns shape lives, communities
and ecosystems.The economic system, however,
prioritises short-termreturns over long-term
societal value.As a creative professionwemust
develop tools that communicate these tacit values,
and embedproper feedback loops –mechanisms
to ensure thatwhatwebuild serves not just
markets, but people and theplanet.

The challenge before us is of productivity and
purpose, evenbeyonddelivering those 1.5million
homes.Wemust redefinewhat responsible
capitalism looks like in our industry.Wemust
close themorality gapbetweenprofit andpublic
good.Andabove all,wemust reclaimarchitecture
as a discipline of quality and judgement.•

Judgement and quality can set archite�s
apart from any technological solution and
�art to close the gap between profit and
public good, arguesMuyiwa Oki



RIBA PROFESSIONAL
SERVICES CONTRACTS

An amended suite of contracts for 2024 is now available for the provision of built environment
consultancy services across projects of all sizes and complexities, including a new addition -
Building Regulations Principal Designer PSC 2024.
Produce, manage and sign your contracts online with RIBA Contracts Digital.

RIBA Chartered Members receive a £10 discount
on each digital RIBA Contract purchased.
Find the right contract for your job and buy online:
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Is your gift for visual expression as sharp as
your imagination? Eye Line, RIBAJ’s annual,
international competition showcasing drawing and
rendering skills, is open for 2025 entries. As ever,
we are asking for images, in student and practitioner
categories, which brilliantly convey architecture, in
any medium or combination of media.

We are seeking the finest work, here and
internationally, from those at the sharp end of
representation. Images of all kinds, from hand-
drawn concept sketches to technically proficient
and layered renders, are eligible. ‘Drawing’ includes
any method by which the power of an architectural
idea is communicated, whether of existing buildings
or works of the imagination, and AI entries will be
considered if they are declared as such.

Practitioners and students are eligible to enter
different categories:
• Student category: images made by people in
architectural education, or who are submitting work
executed before final qualification.
• Practitioner category: images made by architects
who are fully qualified and working in practice
or academia, whether for real-world projects or
exploring ideas or experiences.

EYE LINE RULES
We seek the best 2D
representations of a building
design or concept via visual
means. They may be hand- or
digitally drawn, incorporating
collage or any combination
or overlay of methods. Video
and straight photography are
excluded. AI entries to the Eye
Line competition should be
stated as such.
> Enter in either the student or
practitioner category. The RIBA
Journal reserves the right to

reallocate entries to a different
category if deemed necessary.

> Maximum of three images per
entry, from different projects
or all from the same one.

> Joint entries on which more
than one person has worked are
eligible, with authors stated.

> All entries must be uploaded
via the link below. We cannot
accept physical works. Images
must be at 300dpi, file size
maximum 25MB.

> Work must have been produced
within the three years up to the

competition closing date and
must not previously have been
entered for Eye Line.

Enter at: ribaj.com/culture/
enter-eye-line

INFORMATION REQUIRED
> Title of work(s) if applicable,
and medium.

> Name of the author(s) of the
entered work.

> Name of organisation where
author works or studies.

> Email, postal address and
phone number.

> Dimensions of the original work
as presented, in mm.

> Date work was completed.

KEY DATES
Deadline: Friday 9 May 2025,
14:00 BST
Judging: End May 2025
Winners and commendations
published: RIBAJ July/August
2025 and online.
Exhibition opens (provisional):
August/September 2025
Correspondence:
eyeline.ribaj@riba.org

RIBAJ’s annual, international
competition showcasingstudents’ and
practitioners’ drawing and rendering
skills is now open for 2025 entries

Eye Line 2025:
call for entries

Winning entries will be published in the July/
August RIBAJ and on ribaj.com, and we hope
to have a winners’ party and show at the RIBA.
Our colleagues at RIBA’s Drawings and Archives
Collection inspect winners for potential inclusion
in their famous archive.

Last year’s student winner was the National
University of Singapore’s Kun Yi James Lim,
whose fractured plan and elevational images, shot
through by rays of sun, aimed to give expression
to fleeting moments or past remembrances – a
Proustian projection of human experience.
Practitioner winner was Welcome to Tribuneville,
from Luis-Miguel Lus-Arana, a professor at Spain’s
University of Zaragoza. His epic, 3m-long drawing,
showing 60 entries from the 1922 Chicago Tribune
Tower competition, is an obsessive menagerie of
building types and styles, imagining a new, fantasy
quarter for the Windy City.

Every year we are gratified by the originality,
wit and talent in evidence with Eye Line,
our international, free-to-enter drawing and
visualisation award. Practitioners and students –
show us your best work and seize the opportunity
to join a prestigious cohort of past winners! •

AboveRobert Evans,
Design Centre at
CarsingtonWater. Oil
paint on panel 450
x 250mm. Second
place, Practitioner,
Eye Line 2024

2025JUDGES
Mary Duggan
Director, Mary
Duggan Architects
Samantha Hardingham
Independent writer,
designer and educator
Luis Miguel Lus Arana
Winner Eye Line 2024.
Associate professor,
University of Zaragoza
School of Engineering
and Architecture
Bongani Muchemwa
Director, McCloy +
Muchemwa Architects
Jan-Carlos Kucharek (chair)
Deputy editor, RIBAJ



Powers of Ten: play with scale to gain pounds

Sponsored content
RIBAJ/West Fraser design competition 2025
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Create an object, installation, building or urban intervention
that plays on the idea of scale, to create wonder, drama
or even shock. Using SterlingOSB Zero as a material for
transforming spatial perception, you could win £2,500

In 1977, theAmerican architects
Charles andRayEames released a
groundbreaking film. Itwasbased
onDutch educatorKeesBoeke’s 1957
bookCosmicView,which lookedat our
universe, planet– andus– in anattempt
tovisualise theworldwe see, the inner
worldwecan’t, and thedistant oneswe
canbarely comprehend.

The resultwas anine-minute film,
ThePowers of Ten.Openingwith a couple
lyingonapicnic blanket in apark, it is a
study inorders ofmagnitude, zooming
out exponentially to the edges of the
universe, thenzoomingback into their
bodies to the size of an electron. The
Eameses’ clever scale shifts takeus froma
1:1understandingof reality, to revealing
the complexity andmagic of existence.

Architects havehada technical
fascinationwith scale ever since the
Renaissance,when the idea of drawing
buildings as aprerequisite to building
themresulted in anabstraction
that effectivelybrought themodern
profession intobeing. They still occupy
this territory, albeitwith contemporary
technology: like theEames’ film,
architects can ‘zoom in’ or ‘zoomout’ of
their drawings ad infinitum,withno
loss of detail.

Investigating the nature of scale
In our competition’s 10th anniversary
year,we are askingyou toutilise
SterlingOSBZeroboard to investigate
thenature of scale.

Take inspiration fromBorromini’s
arcade at thePalazzoSpada–a
sophisticatedperspectival playon scale
–orThomasChippendaleusing elements
of grandclassical architecture and
incorporating themat far smaller scale
inhis famous 18th-century furniture.
Usingmirrors, in 1909, architectAdolfIM
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Adolf Loos created
a Tardis from his tiny
1909 American Bar
in Vienna.
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Loosmade a tinyViennabar look
enormous,while in 1970s Italy, practice
Superstudio ranblack andwhite grids on
theirQuaderna furniture and imagined
extending themto cover theworld.And
what aboutFrankGehry’s binoculars?!

WhatwouldYOUdo?Using
SterlingOSBZero as yourbasematerial,
wewant to seeyouputtingyour
imagination and ingenuity touse, to
create your ownphysicalmeditation
on thenature of scale.

Itmight be amodel, sculpture, piece
of furniture,mise-en-scene, a building,
a folly–or evenamonument!Whatwe’d
really like is to get a sense of howyouare
playingwith theprinciples of scale to
intrigue, amuse or confound theviewer,
using the simplicity of SterlingOSB
Zero,with othermaterials, perhaps, to
create something that is captivating
and illusory.•

71

WHOCANENTER
We welcome entries from experienced
architects, emerging architects, those
in Part I and II professional training,
diploma and undergraduate architectural
students. Applying to all, we want the
emphasis to be on imagination and fun –
so enjoy yourselves!

JUDGING
Chaired by the RIBA Journal, judges will
look for imaginative responses to the
brief that make best use of SterlingOSB
Zero. We anticipate other materials and

surfaces will form an integral part of
any proposition, but expect SterlingOSB
Zero panels to be the main constituent
of the design. Since this is a conceptual
brief, we do not require entrants to meet
building codes or standards.

In this competition, the winning
proposal will be the one that in the
judges’ view proves the most imaginative,
intelligent or playful response to
interrogating the nature of scale. It may
have a context – or none – but we expect
it to be theoretically buildable and that a
construction strategy could be evidenced.

You should also be able to explain the
specific benefits that using SterlingOSB
Zero brings to your proposal – whether
that be in terms of structure, space-
forming, sustainability or aesthetics.
Find out more about the nature
of SterlingOSB Zero at
ribaj.com/osb-properties

JUDGES
To be announced. The panel will be
chaired by Jan-Carlos Kucharek, RIBAJ
deputy editor, and include Claire Ironside,
marketing executive at West Fraser UK.

DEADLINE
Entries should be received no later than
14:00 BST, Monday 23 June 2025

TOENTER
Go to ribaj.com/powers-of-ten
Entries should be submitted on no more
than two A3 sheets, supplied electronically
as PDFs and uploaded to the official
entry website.

How you choose to describe your
proposal is up to you but may include:
> Plans and sections explaining the
proposal nature, its structure and
material choices.

> 3D or perspectival images that
communicate how any play on scale
is being achieved.

> Any supplementary images (such
as model shots or visualisations)
which entrants feel would best convey
the proposition.

> An explanation of no more than 500
words should be uploaded to the website
entry form, describing the proposal and
in what way it claims to meet the brief.

This image
Kengo Kuma and
Associates’ M2
Building, Tokyo 1991.

Below left
Frank Gehry’s Chiat/
Day Building Venice,
Los Angeles 1991.

NOTES
> The judges’ decision is final. No
correspondence will be entered into
by organisers or judges regarding
entries or winners.

> First prize of £2,500; three
Commended prizes of £500.

> Shortlisted entries will be notified in
writing, with entrants subsequently
invited to the winners’ announcement
and prize-giving event, which will take
place on 25 September 2025.

> By entering this RIBAJ competition,
West Fraser has your agreement to
using your name/company name and
collateral produced by our marketing
agency – videos, interviews, case
studies, images – for our company’s
website, social media, digital and print
media titles.

> Please email questions to ribaj.
powers-of-ten@riba.org
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Future winners is RIBAJ’s annual look at
archite�ural pra�ices showing great promise.
Opening our 2025 showcase, members of IDK
discuss balancing big-hitting cultural proje�s
and grassroots work with Jan-Carlos Kucharek

Destination
unknown

‘We know that when we hand over
a proje�, it will change and adapt –
we ju�want to create a framework
to support that’

Only aweek aftermeeting themdid it dawnon
me that IDK isn’t an acronymof itsmembers’
surnames. Sowhat does itmean?

AGoogle search suggests ‘I don’t know’,
confirmed in an analogueway later, over the
phone: ‘50 per cent it’s an anonymous acronym–
whichwe like,’ says directorMikeLim. ‘But it still
has uswondering,whenwemeet people, if they’ll
think to ask!’ It’s alsowhy it says in its glossy,
zine-like brochure, that IDK’s architecture
‘begins at the brief…built fromconversations’,
with Limadding that ‘it reminds uswe’re not
supposed to have all the answers, thatwe should
focus on the process rather than the outcome’.

In 2023, that fascinationwith process saw this
small practice of sevenwin the open competition
to design theDavidBowieCentre (DBC) in the
Diller, Scofidio +Renfro-designedV&AEast
Storehouse, opening in September. Sited in the
existingHereEast, at 16,000m2 andholdingmore
thanhalf amillion pieces from themuseum’s
collections, East Storehouse is theworking end
of theV&A’smove to Stratford’s QueenElizabeth
Park,whereO’Donnell + Tuomey’s V&AEast
Museumwill open in 2026.Unlike this though,
the Storehouse –wheremany items are intended
to be publicly accessible, even touchable – is being
hailed as the future of curation anddisplay. This
excited IDKenough to enter theDBC competition
and sprinkle their ownbit of stardust onZiggy.

IDK’s Cumbria wellness centre
proposal placed a light steel octagonal
roof on massive cut slabs of local stone

Left IDK directors
(from left) Mike Lim,
James Pockson and
Roddy Bow outside
their Iliffe Yard office.
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Imeet Limand IDK’s two other directors at
its office in the curiouslyDickensian context
of Iliffe Yard, in the shadowof Elephant and
Castle’s burgeoning towers. It’s clear from the
conversation flow and theway one tops and
another tails a line of thinking, that these three
have spent awhile in each others’ company.
Limand James Pocksonmet as Cambridge
undergraduates, bothmeetingRoddyBowwhile
doing theirMAs at theRCA in 2014. Between
them, they’ve notched up years of hard graft in
practice,with Limexhausting himself inOMA’s
HongKong competitions team, Pockson at
Herzog&deMeuron, knee-deep in ‘the big hole’
thatwasTateModern andBow finding his groove
at Lacaton&Vassal. Living in Paris for the last
decade, he now forms IDK’s satellite office.

TheDavidBowieCentre is theirmost
significant project to date. Setwithin the
Storehouse, it will holdmore than 90,000 items
tracing the shape-shifting icon’s rise to fame, and
intends to be as trailblazing as themanhimself.
That’s not just down to the expected audiovisual
shows and curated displays, but also a guiderail
system for Bowie’smany costumes – like one

youmight see in your local dry cleaner, but on
amphetamine. IDK’s stance, aswith cultural and
community projects it hasworked onbefore,was
amulti-disciplinary one,whichmembers put
down inno smallmeasure to spending their RCA
timehanging outwith artists and designers.

‘We founded IDKwith the idea thatwewanted
to do things differently, developing amodel
of practice that didn’t just involve a roomful of
architects,’ says Pockson, looking around, as he
points out the teammembers that are designers
or based in cultural project delivery. Thismight
have resulted in the ‘FunPalace’ overwhelmof the
original competition entry, but the final design
has since been tempered by IDK’s real-world
pragmatismandkeenness to listen.

Limpresents as the firm’s frontman,
explaining theDBCand the impact of discussions
with curators around generating their bespoke
take on a standard pallet racking system to fill
the space. But I sense that Pockson,whoworked
withNissenRichards Studio at theCourtauld,
is leading delivery. ‘Coming fromOMA, I’m
happiest at the conceptual scale,while Jimbrings
an eye for technical detail, andRoddyhas real

Above IDK is helping
young people in La
Courneuve, Paris to
visualise futures for
their urban spaces.
BelowBespoke add-
ons to generic shelving
systems form the
basis of IDK’s highly
accessible exhibition
proposal for the DBC.
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awareness of economyofmeans,’ says Lim. Bow
nuances the generalism: ‘I’d saywe’re a support
ecosystem.Withmost of our jobs, one of us tends
to runwith it, aswe realised the bestwaywas to
trust each other,while knowingwe can rely on
one anotherwhen in need of a different skill set.’

What is clear is that the firm feeds off
collaboration, not just internally butwith clients
and communities that engage it. Bow’s youth
nearBanthamBeachAONB inDevon, sawhim
lead onOutside, a project there that delivered a
much-needed community hub for local residents
and their kids. There, amini skateboardbowl
sits alongside small-scale farming, pottery space
and café.Designed as a simple steel shedwith
corrugatedplastic cladding, there’s enough to get a
sense of the firm’s drive forminimalmaterial use
and loose-fit flexibility.Describing it, Bowreveals
his surfer days: ‘In the surfboard shapingbay,we
ran strip lights at low level so you can register the
needed symmetryusing shadows as a sanding
guide.’ Yes,Outsidemight be about bigger-picture
activities, but IDK is also engagingwithusers to
enable them towork at the scale of the detail.

LikewisewithMeanwhileGardens, sitting by
theGrandUnionCanal, in the shadowofNorth
Kensington’s TrellickTower.Here, IDKhas been
involvedwith local residents since 2018, helping
to create a newvision for the semi-derelict 19th
century industrial building and garden space
that the 50-year-old community association
shareswith a local steel band. ‘Wehad a long
consultation periodwith both to see how the
building could be revised and retrofitted,’ says
Pockson, adding that the study qualified forRBKC
funding – no pro bonohere. The result is a low-
cost proposal of a suspended steel floor over the
existing building roof, allowing for new timber-
framed admin spaces aswell as rooftop gardens,
which has a refreshing contingency. ‘Wehad
to build a business case to the local authority to
prove this hub and its gardenwere critical assets

Left Isometric of the
Meanwhile Gardens
community initiative in
North Kensington.

Below leftOutside’s
café has become an
active centre for the
community.
Below Its’ simple steel
shed form allows for
a variety of flexible
functions – not least a
surfboard shaping bay.
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for Trellick andCheltenhamestate residents, he
explains. ‘We’veworkedwith this community for
years – one of our long-formprojectswherewe go
in deep.’ It’s nowat site survey investigation stage.

With IDK, ideas gestate too. Its Recycled
Warehouse project, housing a client’s Airstream
caravans, had IDKconsidering the sustainability
angle andprocuring a steel portal frame off eBay
‘like farmers do’, with client cost benefits. Though
Lim regrets the project not going forward,merged
with that BanthamBeach ‘loose-fit’ approach, the
ideas have fed into the firm’s Blencathra business
centre in the LakeDistrict. There, hybrid steel
monopitch roofs create elegant, respectful
workspaces in this protected landscape.

In an evolution of this, IDK isworking
onBromyardDepot in ruralHerefordshire,
which also includes the possibility of housing.
The firmhas dalliedwith domesticwork, and
takenpride in it – Pockson showsmeClematis
Cottage, a sustainable retrofit of a 19th-century
farmworkers’ house ‘that’s ameditation onnew
conservation practice’. Its new stone porch, he
adds, ‘is a homage toGimson’s village hall in
Kelmscott!’ But scaling up is in IDK’s sights, and
there is hope that, with the government’s huge
housing targets, a tie-inwith an architect delivery
partnermight be the perfect segue into the sector.

In themeantime, Bow is putting the final
touches to a small exhibition in Paris. Primed
byhis reuse experience at Lacaton&Vassal,
he’sworked for yearswith youth groups in La
Courneuve, a Paris suburb undergoingmajor
demolition andurbanupheaval. ‘La cité du turfu’
(French slang for future) is the result of design
workshops he runswith the teenagers to imagine
newnarratives for their housing blocks andurban
spaces. They’ll be taking over part of the Palais de
Tokyo thismonth (April).

I ask if all this ‘engagement’ results in the kind
of ‘mission creep’ that can harmyoung firms.
But IDK’smembers feel the bestwork comes of
it. That said, they did the hard yards at previous
practices and are aware of not over-committing
themselves. ‘We came out of firms that spent
time and energy ensuring things stayed exactly
as designed,’ says Lim. ‘For us,we knowwhenwe
hand over a project, it will change and adapt –we
justwant to create a framework to support that.’

That humility seems almost out of place
for a driven firm that, Limadds, has another
‘exciting but secret’ cultural project on the cards
– but success here is born out of IDK’s ongoing
grassrootswork. ‘Understanding the impact
architecture canhave on any organisation’s
viability forces us to ask ourselves howmuch
building is actually needed – and stopping there,’
muses Pockson. ‘Our ambition is to get really good
at knowingwhen enough is enough.’•

AboveBlencathra
business centre, Lake
District: simple hybrid
steel sheds, well built.
BelowNot all
architects: Natsuno
Katashima,James
Pockson, Roddy Bow
Tessa Pierce, Jessica
Kendall Mike Lim,
George Ellison.
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A focus on community and collaboration has
helped small Glasgow pra�ice O’DonnellBrown
towards big achievements, reports John Jervis

Outsized influence

Theword ‘strategy’ comesup surprisingly
oftenwhen talking toO’DonnellBrown’s three
directors. Founded inLondon in2013, the practice
has grown in a steady, deliberate fashion to today’s
eight-strong contingent, despite a rapid rethink
after a 2016move toGlasgow.Current projects are
diverse and compelling: from transforming a local
pipe factory into a creative hub, in collaboration
withLoaderMonteith; to delivering ‘GapHomes’
for youngpeople leaving care,withBarnardo’s; to
amajor regeneration of theGovanGravingDocks
on theClyde,withZMArchitecture.

Founders and life partners SamBrownand
JenniferO’Donnell graduated from theGlasgow
School ofArt in 2007, beforemoving toLondon,
withBrown taking a job atTowerHamlets
Council, focusing on education.O’Donnell,who
had spent time fundraising for aNepal-based

O’DonnellBrown’s
three directors (from
left): Michael Dougall,
SamBrown and
Jennifer O’Donnell.

Right The retrofit
of the 1870s Pipe
Factory in Glasgow’s
BarrasMarket focuses
on sustainability,
accessibility
and creativity.
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NGO, travelling there to help develop a school
project,worked at a range of Londonpractices,
notablyHawkins\Brown. She joinedBrownat
TowerHamlets in 2013 as thepair set up shop,
giving ‘an opportunity to testworking together; it
wasn’t a given thatwewouldn’t kill each other’.

According toO’Donnell, theirmutual
experience renovating and extending schools and
nurseries ‘really set the practice’sDNA, in terms
of both community-minded architecture and
workingwith existing buildings’. ThatDNAsoon
proved itsworth. The refurb and extension of
Swanlea SixthForm,TowerHamlets –wrapping
newandold in aunifying layer of dark-stained
timber and thick cladding – gained awards,
‘stretching our skills; galvanising our recognition
ofwhatwewanted to do together’, Brown says.

Onmoving to Scotland for family reasons,
this ‘bedrock of experience’ provedundervalued.
Despite ongoing school projects in the South
East, efforts to break into Scottish education
were frustrated byprocurement barriers. ‘Itwas
hard, aswe’d started to specialise, but it proved
apivot point –wehad to diversify,’ saysBrown.
‘We targeted residential, retrofit and community
engagement, drawing onourLondon experiences.
Our entrepreneurial spirit kicked in –wedecided
to do something about it ourselves.’

‘Weneeded to beproactive, inquisitive and
not afraid to start conversations,’ continues
O’Donnell. ‘It’s something of a point of difference
as a practice.’ Keywas the arrival ofMichael
Dougall in 2019, after a decadeworking on
community housingwithCollectiveArchitecture,
and a stint as the youngest ever president of the
Glasgow Institute ofArchitects. A graduate from
theUniversity of Strathclyde, he broughtwithhim

considerable residential expertise, alongwith vital
insights into how tobuild teams and contacts to
delivermajor developments in the city.

One self-initiated researchproject,
prescient given the impendingpandemic,was
theCommunityClassroom.Emboldenedby
converting its own studio, the practice created
this demountable, adaptable timber structure for
accessible outdoor learning in 2019.O’Donnell
reflects, ‘Wegained somuch confidence inhow
wework, andour approach to relationships and
projects.’ It also resulted in amajor client. Five
apprentices fromBarnardo’sWorkswere involved
in the build, leading to a streamofwork, initially
around establishing, and thendelivering, the
charity’sGapHomes typology for youngpeople
leaving care in theUK.LastNovember, residents
moved into the first cluster in Stirling.

Proactivity and conversations haveproved
rewarding.WinningArchiboo’s 2020Architect
Pitch for post-pandemichousing forged linkswith
HUB,with anEdinburghprintworks conversion
completing this year. A relationshipwithdeveloper
NewCityVision led to its largest completedproject
to date, theFoundry inGlasgow’s Southside – 206
newbuild apartments, due for handover in spring.
And starting conversations has also provedvital
for delivery. The repurposing of the derelict
GovanGravingDocks is a decades-long saga, but
amasterplanhas finally beendrawnup,with 300
homes, a heritage park anddock, an active travel
route and the retrofit of the survivingpumphouse.
Expertiseworkingwith councils and communities
has beenkey, saysO’Donnell. ‘Flipping the
development’s narrative, leadingwithpublic access
before talking about newhomes, starting from
the groundup, actually going out and speaking to
people, building trust…It sounds trite, butwe spent
the best part of a year listening.’

Another key strategy is collaboration: ‘We’re
agile, andhands-on in termsof directors, but
workingwith other practices helps us access new
markets and larger projects, andpunch above our
weight,’ saysBrown.One example: it approached
WhiteArkitekter to forge a joint entry to anopen

Above The self-initiated
Community Classroom
in the garden of the
firm’s previous studio in
Glasgow’s Southside.

Below The
refurbishment and
extension of Swanlea
Sixth Form in Tower
Hamlets was an
important launch pad
for O’DonnellBrown.
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competition organisedby theRoyal Incorporation
ofArchitects, Scotland, for a £15mcultural retrofit
onDumfries’ CrichtonEstate. BeatingHoskins
andCaruso St John (‘a real confidence boost’,
admitsBrown) resulted in a fulfilling relationship
based on shared values,withWhiteArkitekter’s
sustainability expertisematchedby thepractice’s
retrofit experience and local knowledge – early-
stage proposals include earth-based construction.

Retaining external roles also speaks to
O’DonnellBrown’s ethos, and enriches both
projects andnetworks.At present, Brown is
teaching at SheffieldUniversity,Dougall is
an examinerwith theArchitects Professional
ExaminationAuthority in Scotland,while
O’Donnell has just started a second termas a
DesignCouncil Expert, intertwiningherwith
Londondiscourse. This ‘divide and conquer
strategy’ (asO’Donnell jokingly puts it) relates
to social responsibility, but also tonational
ambitions: ‘We’re proud to be based inGlasgow,’
saysBrown, ‘butwant to be regarded as aUK
practice –we’re passionate about being open to
different places.’ School projects inLondonkeep
the firmat the cutting edge ofmaterial passports
and reuse, nowrooted in its processes. ZeroWaste
Scotlandwas brought in to run circular economy
workshops for theGapHomes,whileMaterial
Index is providing audits at theCrichtonEstate.

We finish by talking about a project that
epitomisesO’DonnellBrown– the conversion
of the redundantMillportTownHall on the Isle
ofCumbrae into a community centre, due to
be completed later this year.Kicking offwith
a feasibility study commissionedby a local
charity back in2018, it’s an example of the
practice’s early gambles bearing belated fruit.
‘It’s been challenging,’ saysBrown, ‘helping
an inexperienced groupmanage theproject,
andnavigate the processes. They’vemade103
funding applications andhad49 successful,

which is incredible – it’s grown to a £3.5–4million
undertaking, all runbyvolunteers.’

2025 is a big year for completions, so existing
projects and clients areO’DonnellBrown’s priority.
Even so, the firm is toyingwith the idea of small-
scale development, and is one of three finalists
for theC40ReinventingCities competition to
regenerateGlasgow’s canals, in conjunctionwith
Mikhail Riches. Lookingback,Dougall says, ‘You
can trace fromwherewewere in 2019, towherewe
arenow, in quite a linearway…It’s been about being
a smaller, agile practice, but also playing the long
game.’ The residential and retrofit focus, he says, is
no accident, relating to twovital issues, the housing
crisis and climate emergency: ‘In someways,we’ve
beenquite strategic – these types of projects are
getting commissioned and coverage because they
are so critical. Andwe’rewell-placed to deliver
them, thanks to the experience and expertisewe’ve
developed.’ That progressive focus also plays a role
in engaging the team, praisedby thedirectors as key
to thepractice’s success: ‘They’re so talented’, says
O’Donnell, ‘Wewouldn’t be able to dowhatwedo
without them, so it’s vital to keep themenergised.’

The struggle to penetrate Scottish education
goes on, but forBrown, ‘perhaps themost satisfying
recognition ofwherewe’ve got to is the feasibility
workwe’re currently doing at Smith’sDock,
Newcastle. The client basically punched “dock
regeneration architect” intoGoogle, andourname
cameup’. The strategy, it seems, isworking.•

LeftRejuvenating
the redundant
Millport Town Hall
has been a passion
project since 2018
for O’DonnellBrown.

Right The recently
completed Gap
Homes in Stirling, for
Barnardo’s, provide
accommodation for
young people leaving
the care system.

Right The regeneration
of the Govan Graving
Docks is the studio’s
most ambitious project
to date, involving
extensive consultation.
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Artefact emerged almost impulsively during
the pandemic, but the practice’s founders have
sincemoved purposefully to complete a series
of striking projects, finds Chris Foges

Fast-moving object

Artefact was born on a beach, and in a hurry.
Founders Daniel Marmot and Benedetta Rogers
were working at the same London practice,
and taking on small side projects, when the
opportunity arose to do a new build house
together. With some family and friends in tow,
they took a trip to Southend to consider their
options. In the depths of the pandemic, with the
world already upside down, it seemed a good
moment to take the plunge.

The move might not have been long-planned,
but neither was it precipitous. ‘I’d always been
clear I didn’t want my own practice too early,’ says
Marmot. ‘In your mid-thirties you’ve learned
enough to feel confident about doing the work’.

Both founders had wide-ranging on-the-
job experience. They had delivered small and
large buildings at several firms, most recently
Henley Halebrown. Separately, they’d also done
stints at public realm practice Publica, getting
involved in research and policy development.
There was some entrepreneurial grounding too.
As Studio RO\ST, Rogers had produced self-
initiated or self-built projects including AirDraft
for the Architecture Foundation. Having added
an inflatable enclosure to a disused barge, she
devised an events programme and toured the
structure around the canal network.

‘One thing that characterises our generation
has been the shift away from old-fashioned
architecture towards other forms of socially
engaged practice, from pop-up projects to
offices doing consultation or strategy work,’
says Marmot. ‘We’ve always enjoyed that too,
but when we talked about our business plan, our
priority was clear: let’s build stuff.’

Easier said than done, of course. Four years
on from the commission, their first house has
only just got planning consent, despite evident
sensitivity to its Hampstead setting. Wrapping
around an ash tree, it straddles a step in the site

Visualisation of
Ash Tree House
in Hampstead.

Artefact founders Daniel Marmot,
40, and Benedetta Rogers, 38.
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‘We’re not scared of colour, but don’t
approach projects wondering where
we should put it – it has always been
a specific response to the context’

which will be embanked with earth bags as part of
a diligent sustainability strategy.

In the meantime, though, the pair have
completed a clutch of accomplished domestic
extensions. The immediacy of that work – seeing
something appear on site soon after being drawn
– has been an enjoyable ‘revelation’ after the slow-
burn of estate regeneration at Henley Halebrown.
They’ve also made forays into public building,
including a low-budget community centre in the
undercroft of a 1950s Hackney church.

All of that has been handled by the two
partners, who work from a compact studio on an
industrial estate in South Tottenham. It’s the kind
of place where the customised bicycles of assorted
creatives pack the entrance hall, while skip lorries
thunder up and down the road outside.

Though Marmot and Rogers have different
characters, they explain, there is a shared design
sensibility. They like to look for inspiration in
diverse cultures, and aim to make buildings that
combine a rational, easily-explained logic with
moments of ‘disorder’ that create distinctive

identity. The craft of architecture is a central
preoccupation, as is a curious, critical attitude to
construction. Why, they ask, must we accept the
inevitability of the concrete frame or cavity wall?

They tend to look after their own schemes,
but make time for day-long design workshops
over a roll of tracing paper. ‘We push and pull
in different directions,’ says Marmot, ‘and
then there’s a moment where it crystallises in
something neither of us would have done alone.’

Material samples dotted around the studio
give an impression of recent work in distilled
form. Rich reds and chalky blues show a knack
for harmonising colour. Projects such as the
Pirouette House extension, in Islington, feature
bold but tasteful palettes that jump off the page
or screen – not that the architects had ‘Instagram
moments’ in mind, they hasten to point out.

‘We’re not scared of colour, but don’t approach
projects thinking, “Where shall we put it on this
one?”,’ says Rogers. ‘It’s always been a specific
response to the context.’ In the Triangle House,
an enfilade extension to a 1950s suburban Surrey

Top Pirouette House
extends a 1980s house
in North London with a
‘timber cloister’.

AboveRed-painted
fins sit over pigmented
blockwork and silvered
larch boards at
Pirouette House.

Left Archaic-looking
stone columns are
paired with a timber
roof in a Cambridge
pavilion designed with
Sahra Hersi.

Below The Common
Rooms project added
community spaces
to a 1950s London
church by Nugent
Cachemaille-Day.
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home, blue-pigmented concrete, terracotta
spandrels and a yellow-painted ceiling are
references to the client’s heritage, and were drawn
from the book Caribbean Style. The bright accents
also ameliorate a lean, almost spartan structure.
Walls are constructed from a single leaf of hollow
blockwork, with mineral wool insulation and
render to the outside – a product of the architects’
interest in simple, monolithic construction that
can cut cost and carbon while adding character.

Samples in the studio also point to that line
of inquiry. In one corner there are giant unfired
bricks made of clay-rich earth and chopped straw,
under consideration for the Hampstead house. On
the desks sit bricks of Portland stone, pitted and
veined so that they resemble bars of tasty nougat.

A series of projects exploring mineral
construction began with a pavilion for
Clerkenwell Design Week: a lightweight roof
rested on columns of stone bricks, and a bench
seat made from ‘unloved’ limestone slabs whose
superficial faults would see them rejected for most
uses. For a development site in Cambridge, the
practice proposed an unbuilt communal pavilion
again using limestone, from nearby Lincolnshire,

to give a sense of history and durability to a
temporary structure.

For the Davidson Prize ideas competition
they imagined a sheltered hamlet of affordable
homes on the Isle of Portland. Built from local
stone and seaweed, Bedrock would create both
economic benefit and real cultural connection. It
is ‘mindblowing’, the pair say, that housing on the
peninsula is usually made from products shipped
from around the world and slathered in dismal
pebbledash, when rich resources lie just beneath.

Bedrock hints at the scale of buildings Marmot
and Rogers would like to work on, without leaving
behind the domestic work that allows rapid
prototyping of ideas. They have teamed up with
others to enter European housing competitions,
but at home face the Catch 22 situation where
public clients want to see similar past work.

One recent commission for a pair of houses in
rural Somerset does bring an incremental increase
in scale, and broadens the client list to include
commercial developers. The practice has also
turned down offers, says Rogers, which would
have required expanding the team but held little
architectural interest. For now, the pair continue
to enjoy the energising stimulus of being hands-
on in all aspects of research, design and site work.
After a fast start, growth will come in good time.•

Left A canopy with a
V-shaped column
marks the entrance to
Triangle House, Epsom.

RightSocial housing
imagined for a disused
Dorset quarry features
Balearic-influenced
stone vaulting.

Left The garden
facade of Triangle
House comprises blue
triangular blocks and
pink terracotta tiles.

Right A linked pair
of houses is being
designed for a rural
site near Bruton.

Above Brick from
a Stone, a pavilion
showcasing new
building products.
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From Somerset to Raja�han, ‘global, hyperlocal’
is how di�in�ive pra�ice Studio Saar operates.
That’s thanks to its indu�rial backing and the
impetus of its founders, writes Eleanor Young

Beyond
borders

Notmany architectural practices are part of an
industrial titan. But Studio Saar is one. Based
in the Somerset townof Frome and the city of
Udaipur inRajasthan, India, it is the partnership
of JonnyBuckland andAnanya Singhal, whomet
as undergraduates. It has a highly unusual range
of interests thanks to its founders, from running a
circuit board factory in India tomasterplanning
a community-led settlement on itsUKdoorstep.
‘We’re a confusing practice,’ laughs Singhal.
‘Incredibly smallwithmassive projects.’

Imeet the pair just after a strategy day, andnot
long after theMayday Saxonvale social enterprise
secured ownership of the post-industrial site
wheremore than 260newhomeswill be built –
next to the old SilkMill that is Studio Saar’s base.
They are buzzingwith ideas about urbanwork,
retrofit and the places they care somuch about.
‘We are very local practices in India andFrome: a
global, hyperlocal firm,’ enthuses Singhal.

Below Ananya Singhal
and Jonny Buckland
outside their Silk Mill
base in Somerset.
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I am swept upwith the enthusiasmand energy
asweperch in the practice’swell-decked-out
workshop (‘themeeting room is tricky – you all
have to get up if someoneneeds the loo,’ confides
Singhal later). The detail comes fromBuckland,
with care and attention, and the odd flash of dry
humour,while Singhal’s infectious optimism
sets the tone.He is over in theUKonce amonth. ‘I
don’t get jet lag,’ he says, expanding on this to add:
‘I don’t get hangovers.’

Butwemust backtrack to understandhow
this singular firm came to be.WhenBuckland
and Singhal finished their Part 1, theywent their
separateways, Buckland carrying on through
to his Part 3 throughwork at FCBStudios and
AHMM, then onto humanitarian architecture.
Singhal returned to his family firmSecure
Meters,whichmakes electricmeters that are used
across theworld, as Singhal’s father stepped back
andhe took on anew leadership role. The two
came together again briefly, extending a family
home inHampshire.

As the twoof them talknowabout a recent
Rajasthan agricultural project, Cowshed (2024),
you can see the synergy. Buckland introduces it in
a deadpanway, settingup the joke: ‘It is a brief for
an animal, a herd.’ AndSinghal followsupwith
thepunchline: ‘Wehaven’t had anyone come for
user interviews yet.’

Roll forward to 2015 and toThird Space,
an ambitiousUdaipur public building,with
Singhal’s sister as philanthropic client. Singhal
wanted to be involved, but needed help. So
Buckland joined him, leaving his ownnascent

practice, and spent sixmonths in India on the
project. Third Space is spatially andmaterially
inventivewith a cool pool at its heart, a facade
screen ofmarble cutouts, and above the atrium,
woven cane sales for shading.Dezeen chose it as
itsmost significant building for 2023.

Itwas an intense build, notwithout issues.
The site culturewas reactive and accompanied by
people ‘screaming at each other’. Singhal set up
Saturday lunches for labourers and their families,
taking time to listen to their troubles. At the same
time, he andBucklandworked on Secure Sanand,
a factory inGujurat, and its curving recreation
centre. ‘Itwas 16-hour days,’ Singhal recalls.

Below Third Space was
the first major project
Singhal and Buckland
collaborated on.

Above and right
Studio Saar designed
the Saxonvale
masterplan with homes,
work spaces and a
riverside lido for the
community-led group
that has just won the
site after a long battle.
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Singhal tells how, during this time, he
separated fromhiswife and found the headspace
for the idea of a practice. And so in 2021, Studio
Saarwas founded, as a SecureMeters subsidiary.
‘It’s become a thing,’ says Singhal joyfully.

In India, the practice of 20 is ‘incredibly
challenged’ by the amount ofwork it has for
Secure, for the family and for the trust that
runsThird Space. It is also setting up anurban
planning team to inform the people ofUdaipur
about their city and its possibilities, for example
through its secret stepwells project – locating the
wells thatwere traditionally used formarriages
and festivals, as places to learn to swimor for
women to relax. The practice is analysing
them, looking atwhat conservation they need
andhow tomake them financially sustainable.
‘It is aDoshi kind of sense of responsibility,’
says Singhal, referring to theRIBARoyalGold
Medallist, BalkrishnaDoshi. ‘Froma long-term
perspective that [planningwork]will be amore
important legacy than the thingswehave built.’

On theUK studio’s part, there is one Secure
fit-out project and somehousing inTamilNadu.
But the small teamhas beenkept busywith the
network in Frome and around the SouthWest,
thanks initially to the contacts of the owners

of the SilkMill Studios and loyal collaborators.
‘Wedon’t get phone calls out of the blue – it’s all
coming fromour connections andnetworks,’
says Buckland. The studio does, though, invest to
develop newareas, from its idea of a repurposed
department store inTaunton as a community
spacewhichwon the £10,000DavidsonPrize to its
work on theMayday Saxonvale scheme.

On the books in theUK, Studio Saar has an art
club, reworking a listedmanor house, concept
ideas for a regenerative enterprise,Higher
Farm, and somehousing inDevon. There is also
the exciting prospect of a collaboration on the
Mayday Saxonvale scheme – though that is not
a given, despite all thework that has been sunk
into securing outline planning consent on the
compelling newquarterwith housing,makers, a
lido and space for an expanded school.

They aremodest projects, alongside some loss-
making ones. So howdoes itwork financially? ‘It
would be impossible to be in a positionwhere this
firm is alwaysmaking a loss,’ Singhal explains.
‘Wedo enough for Secure to break even. The fee for
any otherwork goes straight to the bottom line.’

Yet the vision is a bigger one. ‘Wewant towork
onprojects thatmove the story of architecture,’
he continues. ‘Wewant toworkwith clients

Above Third Space is
a dramatic community
building with spaces to
learn and to hang out.E
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who financially can’tworkwith architects, to
be architects solving complicated problems in
novelways and changing theway architecture
is practiced. All that is helped by the factwe are
supported by Secure, and the rest ofwork for
prime clients. It enables us to do thingswemight
not be able to otherwise.’

One novelway is bymarrying upUK-based
expertise – engineering firmWebbYates, and
the StonemasonryCompany –with themany
quarries nearUdaipur. Secure’s newprinted
circuit board (PCB) factorywill have a stone
staircase cantilevering out on both sides as it
wraps around a stonewall, one for the outgoing
shift ofworkers, the other for the incoming shift.
Corbelled stone roofs, over the toilets and guard
house,will be an investment in skill and learning,
with the stone itself relatively cheap. Quarry
waste alsomakes it into a number of Studio Saar’s
buildings as aggregate in the concrete. ‘Wewant
to show theworld, or India, that buildingwith
stone is possible and cost effective,’ says Singhal.

In theUK, the firm is preparing for growth,
reworking its space and building awarmculture
with a larger team. Leaving the Frome studio,
Singhal hugs each colleague before he hops into a
car andhis driverwhisks himoff to the airport.•

‘Wewant to work on projects that
move the story of architecture, solving
complicated problems in novel ways’

Before establishing
Studio Saar, Singhal
and Buckland were
working together on
the SecureMeters
factory and recreation
buildings in Gujarat.

Above The steel of
Studio Saar’s Cowshed
in Rajasthan is 80
per cent reused, with
reclaimed bricks
making up the floor.
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The spiritual leader of the Shia Ismaili Muslims
was an important champion of architecture

Prince Karim
Al-Hussaini,
Aga Khan IV,
1936–2025
Architecture which became an important voice
in expanding the understanding of architectural
discourse of the time, championing the social
and community side of architecture – today an
increasingly integral part of the discipline. The
15 winners of the initial 1980 awards juxtaposed
conservation, slum upgrading, engineering,
heritage and contemporary architecture, and
advanced technology, representing a plurality
of approaches. This was complemented by other
activities, including the establishment of the Aga
Khan Program for Islamic Architecture at MIT
and Harvard – where Aga Khan IV had himself
studied after early schooling in Switzerland.

The award – now in its 16th triennial cycle
– has continued to promote new realities of
architecture from different parts of the world.
Engagement in preserving neglected historic

There is no other discipline in the world that
touches all levels of society – from leaders to
commoners – and has a more direct impact
on the quality of life of every individual than
architecture. And in the realm of global
leadership, few voices have been as consistent and
compelling in championing the transformative
power of architecture as His Highness Prince
Karim Aga Khan IV. His perspective on
architecture transcended mere aesthetics,
positioning it as a fundamental force in shaping
human experience, preserving cultural identity
and fostering societal progress.

From the age of 20, when he became the
49th Imam (spiritual leader) of the Shia
Ismaili Muslims in 1957, one manifestation
of his hereditary responsibilities was a deep
engagement with development to enhance the
quality of life not only for his 15 million followers
but for society at large. And he identified
architecture as an important means to that end.

His engagement with architecture started
with building schools and health facilities in
the most remote places in Asia and Africa, as
well as creating high-quality projects in the
developing world. He saw the lack of dialogue
and understanding between the various parties
involved in projects, and tried to reach his
development goals through promoting research,
dialogue and identifying examples of excellence.

In the 1970s, he embarked on some major
projects, including the Ismaili Centre opposite
the V&A in South Kensington, designed by
Hugh Casson, and the Aga Khan University
and Hospital in Karachi, by Tom Payette. In
1977 he established the Aga Khan Award for

Below The Ismaili
Centre, Toronto,
opened in 2014

Top leftHis late
Highness Karim Aga
Khan IV at an Aga Khan
Award ceremony in
Cairo.
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To inform the RIBA of
the death of a member,
please email membership.
services@riba.org with
details of next of kin

INMEMORIAM

Margaret Elizabeth Rix
ELECTED 1948, TUNBRIDGE
WELLS

John David Bennett
ELECTED 1959, MIDDLESEX

Anthony John Toseland
ELECTED 1962,
HERTFORDSHIRE

Ivan Stephen Marcar
Simon
ELECTED 1964, LONDON

John Greig Flannigan
ELECTED 1981, VALENCIA

Richard Edwin Handley
ELECTED 1989, CHEPSTOW

Andrew John Burton
ELECTED 2004, WIRRAL

Paul James Matthews
ELECTED 2002, CHESHIRE

Richard Patrick Connell
ELECTED 2003, GLASGOW

urban centres and in creating new urban spaces
led to the formation of the Aga Khan Historic
Cities Programme, which has implemented iconic
projects in many cities including the Al-Azhar
Park in Cairo, Humayoun’s tomb complex in
Delhi, and the Babur Gardens in Kabul.

Going through the list of architects and others
involved in the various programmes listed above,
one notices that most of the leading architects of
the late 20th and early 21st centuries have been
involved in various capacities, whether as award
jurors, steering committee members, winners,
teachers or practitioners, and each contributed to
the cause of making a better built environment, so
central to Aga Khan IV’s vision.

To take just a few examples, Fumihiko Maki
designed three projects for him, including the
Aga Khan Centre in King’s Cross, London, while
Arata Isozaki designed universities in central
Asia. Henning Larsen designed a headquarters
for the Nation Media Group in Kenya – one of the
numerous enterprises established by Aga Khan
IV around the world (the agencies of the Aga
Khan Development Network alone have annual
expenditures of around $1 billion). Bruno Freschi
and Charles Correa were responsible for Ismaili
Centres in Canada, and Raj Rewal delivered one
in Lisbon, Portugal. All testified that his vision
led them to designing their projects in different
ways to how they had worked with other clients.
Another important project is to be completed later
this year: the Ismaili Centre in Houston, USA,
designed by Farshid Moussavi Architecture with
engineer Hanif Kara of AKT II.

For Aga Khan IV the essence of architecture
was deeply intertwined with the concept of

pluralism. He believed in architecture as a
powerful medium for intercultural exchange and
understanding. ‘We shape our built environment
– and then our buildings shape us,’ he was
fond of saying, expressing the sentiment that
architecture is not a passive backdrop but an
active participant in the human story.

During his lifetime, Aga Khan IV offered a
compelling blueprint for how architecture can
address some of the most pressing challenges of
our time, creating spaces that not only shelter but
elevate the human spirit.•
FarrokhDerakhshani is director of theAgaKhanAward
forArchitecture and an International Fellow of theRIBA.

Top Aerial view of Al-Azhar
Park, Cairo, in 2006.
This image The Ismaili
Centre in London was
inaugurated in 1985.
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Modernist isolationwing byBurnet, Tait and Lorne
atHospital for InfectiousDiseases, Paisley, 1936

Oneof themost notable recent acquisitions of
theRIBACollections is a large groupof images
representingwhat is left of the photographic
archive of Sir JohnBurnet, Tait andLorne.
Scottish architect JohnBurnet (1857-1938)
opened aLondonoffice in 1905with fellowScot
ThomasTait (1882-1954),whohad recently joined
thepractice.WhenBurnet retireddue tohealth
problems in1930,Tait became theprincipal
designer of the company,whichbecameone of the
most prominent and successful of the interwar
period.Designed soon after its renownedRoyal

MasonicHospital inLondon, theHospital for
InfectiousDiseases inPaisley opened in1936
and consisted of an administrationblock,ward
pavilions, a nurses’ homeandother ancillary
buildings. The cubicle isolationblock in this
imagewas, like all the hospital buildings, finished
inBrizolit, a fine-textured cement render
designednot to crack, and enlivenedbyblue,
yellowandblack tiles. After thehospital closed
the sitewas redeveloped. Its buildings,which are
GradeB listed, have been converted into flats.•
ValeriaCarullo
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