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IssuE 340 EDITORIAL

Cover (and back cover) — 
The British Pavilion at Milan 
Expo 2015 by Wolfgang 
Buttress and Building Design 
Partnership. Photography  
by Paul Raftery.

Blueprint masthead set  
in Reduct by Dylan Kendle. 

This month, at great personal expense, we bring you extensive coverage  
of the newly opened Expo 2015 in Milan. When I say great personal expense, I mean 
literally, rather than due to any great hardship, since we had to pay for our team to 
get in as press passes arrived on the afternoon of the day we all flew back to the UK. 
And that was after the press preview two days before the official opening had been 
cancelled at short notice (hotels and flights already booked). So, on this occasion,  
the Italians lived up to their organisational stereotype (more on the corruption in the 
main feature on page 48). Somewhat surprisingly, after all this, the actual event was 
99 per cent there. Getting in through the airport-like security was a breeze and once 
in, bar the odd pile of building rubbish and stacks of empty pallets around the backs 
of the pavilions, it all looked like it was ready for business.

So what was it like? Expos are a slightly strange beast in this day and age of mass 
communication. Back in 1851, when the world converged on London for the Great 
Exhibition, things were very different and the sense of marvel as countries strove  
to show off their achievements and identity must have been very fresh. Thoroughly 
post-empire, we have 24-hour news and the internet to tell us everything we need  
to know about anywhere and anywhen.

So now it comes down to the pavilions being a distillation of a country and an 
advertisment for tourism. The content of Ireland’s pavilion was little more than that, 
with four large screens showing footage of the lush island and a chap playing a harp 
in the middle (was this subtle Guinness advertising?). The national bombast is still 
here as well, particularly in the size of the footprint you take up, with China and 
Qatar shouting loudly ‘look at me’ on that front.

The UK chose to go down the route of showing off Britain’s quiet creativity, with 
by far the best pavilion again (following up Heatherwick’s Seed Cathedral from 
Shanghai Expo 2010) and a nod to the central expo theme of food and feeding the 
world, via the content centred around bees, that got deeper the more you delved. 
And while we’re on the subject of the theme, Feeding the Planet: Energy for Life, how 
can you have a (Herzog and de Meuron-designed) slow-food focal area highlighting 
some of the iniquities of industrialised farming and then, an apple’s throw away, 
McDonald’s sitting proudly on the main walkway, with Coca-Cola lurking in behind. 
That jarred. All this said, it was fascinating to see the different ways the countries 
chose to portray themselves, and in our 25-page feature you can get a flavour of the 
Expo itself and, if it whets your appetite, it’s on until Halloween. 

Johnny tucker, editor
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LISTEN

Instead of positing Garden Cities as the answer to the nation’s 
housing woes, perhaps we should look to densifying what we’ve 
already got, says Ken Shuttleworth, founder of Make Architects 
and chair of Future Spaces Foundation

Ken Shuttleworth

our citieS, including 
london, are by global 
StandardS SparSely 
populated... we muSt 
explore every option 
poSSible to denSify  
what we already have

The housing crisis in the UK is reaching breaking 
point. We are now looking at a housing shortage  
on a scale not experienced in this country since the 
end of the Second World War and, what’s worse, 
there is no real solution on the horizon. Much of the 
current Government narrative around how to tackle 
the shortage focuses on a version of the Garden 
City, a planning model originally developed by 
Ebenezer Howard in the 1890s that was built within 
the context of late-Victorian population levels, 
industrialisation and technological advances. But  
at a time when we have a projected housing 
shortage of one million homes over the next 25 
years, this model is clearly no longer fit for purpose. 
Policy makers need to shake up their thinking and 
look beyond a Garden City-orientated solution 
— and fast.

In 2013, I set up the Future Spaces Foundation, 
bringing together a panel of experts from diverse 
fields to explore a wide range of socio-economic, 
demographic and technological factors that affect the 
way we live and work and the impact they have on 
the spaces we live in. Its latest report, Vital Cities not 
Garden Cities — the answer to the nation’s housing 
shortage? critically examined the Government’s 
announcement of funding for 250,000 homes in 
Garden Cities, finding that this would leave a 
shortfall of around half a million homes between 
now and 2020. What’s more, if used as the sole 

solution, it calculated that 67 Garden Cities would 
be required just to fulfil the housing need in London 
and the Home Counties over the next 25 years. 
Clearly this is unrealistic, and serves as an example of 
the inherent inefficiency and unsustainability of this 
low-density model that is currently being positioned 
as the solution to the nation’s housing woes.

Contrary to popular opinion, our cities, including 
London, are by global standards sparsely populated. 
Before we even consider bulldozing greenfield sites 
I strongly believe that we must explore every option 
possible to densify what we already have. Dense,  
or as I prefer to call them, vital cities, are efficient 
environmentally and economically, and by 
incorporating smart design can enable communities 
to thrive in a sustainable way. 
The argument usually put forward for the 
development of greenfield land to meet housing 
demand has been the lack of, or difficulty in opening 
up, brownfield land — but the FSF found that local 
authorities in England with housing shortages have 
enough brownfield supply to provide houses for the 
population for an average of eight years. Perhaps 
surprisingly, the largest supply of brownfield land is in 
London — which also has the largest housing shortage 
— where there is potentially enough development 
land to meet demand until the late 2020s.

As part of its study, the Future Spaces 
Foundation applied an economic model to test 

what the value could be of applying a higher-
density model to two case-study towns facing 
housing shortages: Birmingham in the West 
Midlands and Guildford in Surrey. In both cases, 
higher-density settlements were found to foster 
better transport infrastructure, knowledge 
exchange through industry clusters and greater 
economic activity. What’s more, this type of 
development can bring tangible economic benefits 
— the FSF calculations show that investment in new 
homes required for Birmingham alone up to 2035 
will be worth £11.6bn to the local economy and 
support 10,000 permanent direct construction jobs 
in the area over the period.

We live on a small island with a fast-growing 
population and we simply cannot afford to continue 
catering for this growing demand via low-density 
houses on greenfield land. Although of course there 
is no one-size-fits-all answer, I firmly believe that in 
the most part, densification of our existing urban 
areas must be the priority to meet future challenges. 
Far from being the dystopia that they are 
sometimes perceived as, dense — or vital — cities, 
can provide real benefits to communities. We need 
to change the mindset that we have in this country 
that means we see ‘dense’ as a dirty word; 
densification of existing settlements is not only vital 
for giving us the amount of housing that we need, 
but it is vital for keeping these spaces thriving.
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LISTEN

London’s population is escalating at an unprecedented rate. With a 
million more Londoners expected in the next decade, housing has 
become the most urgent issue on the city’s agenda. But how much of the 
capital’s present course of development consists of ill-conceived, quick-
fix measures, asks Ellis Woodman, recently appointed director of the 
Architecture Foundation

Ellis Woodman

crossrail Will 
transform thE 
prospEcts of sEvEral 
outEr london boroughs 
vEry radically indEEd. 
you can currEntly buy  
a thrEE-bEdroom housE 
in thamEsmEad for lEss 
than £180,000, but... don’t 
bEt on that bEing thE 
casE for long

On 2 February the Greater London Authority 
revealed the city’s population had reached 8.6 
million — a level that it had not supported since the 
eve of the Second World War. Conscription and 
evacuation programmes reduced the number during 
the war years, while planning policies encouraging 
relocation to new towns impacted on it further in 
the decades that followed. By the beginning of the 
Eighties it had fallen to 6.6 million: a drop of as 
much as a fifth during the course of 40 years.

It was not until the Nineties that the trend 
began to reverse. Immigration and increasing life 
spans played a part in that change, but by far the 
most significant factor has been an escalation in 
birth rates. The tendency shows no sign of abating.  
In the next decade it is expected that the number  
of Londoners will expand by a further million again 
— equivalent to the population of Birmingham.

The question of where they are going to live is 
now the most urgent issue facing the city. In March, 
the Mayor of London published the latest edition of 
the London Plan, in which he made a commitment 
to build 42,000 homes a year — an increase of 
10,000 on the target given in the previous edition 
but which still represents a 7000 shortfall in relation 
to anticipated demand. 

The urgent need for housing is giving rise to 
some highly questionable planning decisions. The 

green-lighting of a proposal to build 3500 residential 
units at Convoys Wharf in Deptford represents just 
one example. Welcome as the redevelopment of this 
long-derelict riverside site may be, the introduction 
of a project of such scale in an area with no Tube 
line and where the small overland station is already 
crammed at peak hours invites serious doubts as to 
its sustainability. The London Borough of Lewisham 
shared those anxieties, but after its negotiations with 
the developer ground to a halt the Mayor called in 
the planning decision and approved the project. 
Only 15 per cent of the homes have been designated 
as affordable so the development will clearly function 
in part as a commuter enclave. The 1800 parking 
spaces being provided are certain to be well used.

A recent regulatory change enabling the 
conversion of workspace to housing without 
recourse to planning approval represents another 
ill-conceived, quick-fix measure. The stratospheric 
escalation in house prices that London has 
experienced in the past five years has prompted 
developers to take up this opportunity in droves.  
I spoke recently to an architect based in a workspace 
in Kentish Town which is one of hundreds now set 
to be transformed into homes. In looking for new 
premises he was shocked by his inability to find 
equivalent desk space anywhere in the entire 
London Borough of Camden.

Inevitably, however, it is outer London that  
will experience the greatest change as the city 
addresses the challenge of housing its expanding 
population. When Crossrail comes into operation  
in three years’ time, it will transform the prospects  
of several outer London boroughs very radically 
indeed. You can currently buy a three-bedroom 
house in Thamesmead for less than £180,000, but 
with journey times to Canary Wharf set to be 
reduced to as little as 11 minutes, don’t bet on that 
being the case for long.

But is the delivery of new commuter districts 
really the extent of London’s ambitions for its 
development? The city’s origins lie in a series of 
villages which, over the course of the 19th century, 
converged into a metropolis. That polycentric 
organisation still underpins the way many of us live 
in London. We belong to small communities of diverse 
demographics that depend on the presence of office 
and manufacturing space as well as functions of 
value to the city as a whole. Many of us are still even 
able to walk or cycle to work. The capital’s present 
course of development represents a significant 
threat to those fragile human ecologies We may be 
densifying the city’s form but we risk reducing it to 
a more monocultural, not to say suburban, 
condition than we enjoy today. London needs 
homes but more than that — it needs communities.
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LISTEN

Erik Spiekermann has gone back to basics — writing out things by hand, 
and then transcribing before others get to see. It not only avoids the 
potential embarrassment of ‘sending’ too quickly, but gives him a second 
chance to edit and interpret his own words, he says. Founder of 
MetaDesign and FontShop, Erik Spiekermann is a teacher, author, designer 
and partner at Edenspiekermann
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ERIK SPIEKERMANN

oNcE thE PIEcE IS 
wRIttEN, tRANSfERRINg  
It INto A foRM lEgIblE  
to othER PEoPlE 
REquIRES tyPINg My owN 
tExt, wRItINg It AgAIN AS 
It wERE. tyPINg It AddS 
cRItIcAl dIStANcE. I AM No 
loNgER juSt thE AuthoR, 
but thE INtERPREtER  
of My owN thoughtS

Today, this column is handmade. I recently went 
back to writing everything by hand — except emails 
and other online stuff. And even there, sometimes  
I wonder whether adding a second layer of editing 
may not be useful. We have all experienced the 
press-send-button-immediately issue. A second 
look, printing an important message and reading  
it offline (!), even sleeping on it may often not only 
avoid embarrassing typos (every other person writes 
my first name as Eric instead of Erik, which really 
upsets me and exposes the sender’s lack of concern 
for other languages and thus, by association, me) 
but also prevent sending quite a few of those 
seemingly important missives altogether. I have 
certainly been guilty of shooting emails from the 
verbal hip, so to speak, and in doing so annoying, 
insulting and upsetting many recipients.

While handwriting and then transcribing 
messages intended exclusively for electronic 
communication sounds interesting but ridiculous, 
adding that additional layer of thought and control 
has served me well when it comes to writing pieces 
intended for publication, regardless of the final 
medium. Writing by hand with a pen instead of 
pecking at keys creates what these days we call  

a flow. It needs my full attention. Nothing comes 
between me and the paper, except the pen. 

Characters emerge from its tip, forming the words 
that line up in my mind. The line formed by the pen is 
my line of thought. There are no leaps — writing by 
hand is a linear activity. One thought follows another, 
just like the characters merge into each other. You 
cannot take back what you have written. Even  
if you cross it out, it’s still there. No delete button,  
no backspace. Carefully writing with a pen becomes 
an image of careful thinking. It takes concentration,  
in mind and body. Writing with a pen forces you to 
stay put. No wonder that calligraphy was and is 
practiced by Zen monks to quiet their minds.

Once the piece is written, transferring it to a 
form legible to other people requires typing my own 
text — writing it again, as it were. This is where the 
edits happen: what flows out of my mind tends to be 
unstructured ramblings. A brain dump. Typing it 
adds critical distance. I am no longer just the author, 
but the interpreter of my own thoughts. Submitting 
them to a shift in media makes me a reader, like my 
intended audience. Now, what might have been  
a rubbishy thought in the first place will not 
automatically be upgraded to great philosophy  

by the mere act of typing and editing. But using the 
infamous copy-and-paste method, I can reorder 
may flow of thought into something that an 
audience might find easier to follow. I can add 
subheadings, divide the text into paragraphs, add 
italic or bold accents. 

The printed form, by definition, is always meant 
for many recipients, what we call one-to-many. Type, 
even the rudimentary mono-spaced characters of a 
typewriter, adds a level of interpretation — which 
can be useful — but it also adds a layer of alienation. 
By the time my text reaches its final form in this 
column, through another edit by the editor, setting it 
in another typeface to a specific column width and 
fitting it to the magazine’s layout, it will look nothing 
like my original manuscript. And it shouldn’t. 

Hopefully my thoughts managed to survive  
the shift from my brain to paper via my fountain  
pen into print. I am always surprised (often not 
positively) when I see my published work. Sleeping  
on it might have sharpened the argument and 
enhanced the form. Writing by hand first and  
by machine afterwards has now hopefully added  
that extra level of thinking, and it doesn’t take a 
whole night away from the deadline.
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Lindner Interiors Ltd
Lindner House
317 Putney Bridge Road
London SW15 2PG
Phone + 44 (0) 208 246 6200

Create your unique room atmosphere with Lindner – Be inspired. 
Design and performance should not be compromised by function. Lindner heating and cooling technologies are 
tailored to your needs with maximum effi ciency - both in cost and performance. The chilled ceiling is silent and 
extremely energy cost effi cient.  Thanks to decades of experience and in-house R & D and testing facilities, Lindner can 
offer you the ideal solution for creating a pleasant room atmosphere – tailor-made for you. www.Lindner-Group.com
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ON THE DRAWING BOARD

Due to start on site this year, Steven Holl Architects’ masterplan for the 
Museum of Fine Arts in the Museum District of Houston, Texas transforms 
the 14-acre campus into a pedestrian-friendly urban space. The existing 
buildings by William Ward Watkin, Mies van der Rohe and Rafael Moneo, 
and a sculpture garden by Isamu Noguchi, will be joined by a new building 
for 20th- and 21st-century art and a new 7,400 sq m home for the Glassell 
School of Art. Steven Holl and senior partner Chris McVoy discuss the 
project with Cate St Hill

Steven Holl Architects

How did the project come about?
We were invited to submit for the project in 2010, 
and were one of 10 shortlisted firms interviewed in 
April 2011. We presented a very initial concept for 
the museum building, which is remarkably close  
to the final design. From this interview, we were  
one of three teams shortlisted for a competition  
to make a full concept design, which was presented 
in January 2012. 

We realised the museum had an opportunity to 
reimagine its campus. Rather than follow the brief, 
which called for a seven-storey parking garage 
north of the existing Glassell School, we proposed 
two levels of underground parking to free up the 
ground level for art and landscape. To achieve this 
we needed to build a new Glassell School integrated 
with the campus, framing a new sculpture plaza to 
replace the existing Seventies’ school building. 

Education has been a key mission of the 
museum since its founding, and the new school 
provides more space and state-of-the-art facilities 
to advance this mission. The selection committee 
saw the great benefit for the future of the museum 
with this approach, and we were chosen.

How will the new structures be integrated with the 
existing buildings on the campus? Was it a challenge 
to unify them into one coherent masterplan?
The architecture of the existing MFAH campus is an 

important part of its collection. The original 1924 
neoclassical stone building is of modest scale and 
integral to Hermann Park. The Law Building with 
the architecture of Ludwig Mies van der Rohe is  
a subtle composition of transparent glass and steel. 
The Audrey Jones Beck Building by Rafael Moneo  
in stone is in contrast to the Law Building directly 
across the street. 

Within this horizontal collection of stone (1924), 
steel and glass (1958, 1974), and later stone (2000), 
we envision a horizontal architecture in translucent 
glass. The curved glass elements will have a soft 
texture, alabaster-like. At night the glowing 
translucent walls will be reflected in the water 
gardens and provide an open invitation to enter the 
museum. In complementary contrast, the new 
building will provide a strong contribution to the 
existing unique collection of MFAH architecture. 

How does the new Nancy and Rich Kinder Building 
for 20th- and 21st-century art and Glassell School of 
Art building respond to Isamu Noguchi’s sculpture 
garden next door and the surrounding landscape?
The new museum architecture is characterised by 
porosity, opening the ground floor at all elevations. 
Seven gardens slice the perimeter, marking points 
of entry and punctuating the elevations. All the 
street edges of the museum building will be open 
and inviting, celebrating qualities of an urban 
campus. The existing administration building and the 
new Glassell School of Art will enjoy new sculpture 
plaza views, uniting them as campus buildings.

Horizontal activity, transparency and porosity 
will unify and integrate the new MFAH as an 
integrated campus experience. The lush Houston 
vegetation, refreshing sound, and reflections in 
water are all part of a new campus experience 
elevating the surprise and poetry of art.

Work on site starts this year. What is the first task?
Construction begins this year on the new Glassell 
School, the Sculpture Plaza and the two levels of 
parking below them. Once the garage is complete 
in 2017, the site for the museum building is cleared 
to begin construction. It will be completed in 2019.

1

3 4

5

1 – Steven Holl  2 – Chris McVoy
3, 4, 5 – Model views and sketch for the new Nancy and Rich 
Kinder Building
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You might have heard of Finnish practice ALA 
Architects before, perhaps because it has a very 
familiar name — the same acronym as another firm, 
London-based Amanda Levete Architects (or 
AL_A). In fact, it was the Finns who preceded the 
former Future Systems partner: ‘We were first, she 
came later,’ says practice co-founder Samuli 
Woolston. ‘We actually visited her in London after 
she started her company to let her know — does 
she realise that we have the same name?’ ALA, set 
up by Juho Grönholm, Antti Nousjoki, Janne 
Teräsvirta and Woolston after meeting at university, 
refers to the Finnish word ‘ala’, meaning area or 
field of business. ‘It also means we’re at the 
beginning of the phone book!’ jokes Grönholm. 

After entering several competitions together, 
the four partners went in at the deep end with their 
first big project  — a new theatre and concert hall in 
Kristiansand, Norway (known as Kilden Performing 
Arts Centre, won in 2004) — and officially formed 
the company in 2005. The 15,000 sq m centre, 
completed in 2011 and expanded by the practice in 
2014, dramatically cantilevers out towards the city’s 
harbour with an undulating CNC-milled wooden wall. 

It was an ambitious start for the practice, 
proving open architecture competitions can open 
doors for young architects, at least in Scandinavia: 
‘At the time we were quite selective with what we 
entered and really tried hard; we took a big risk and 
made quite an investment time-wise and money-
wise — we all had to empty our bank accounts. 
Luckily the investment paid off,’ notes Grönholm. 

Since then the practice hasn’t looked back, 
honing its skills with a series of big public and 
cultural buildings, and racking up several accolades 
in the process — the prestigious Finnish State Prize 
for Architecture in 2012 and two nominations for 
the Mies van der Rohe Award in 2013 and 2015. Last 
year it completed the renovation and extension of 
the modernist Sixties’ City Theatre in Kuopio, 
Finland, while current projects include a regional 
city theatre in Lappeenranta, eastern Finland (due 
to finish in October) as well as five new subway 
stations along the western extension of the Helsinki 
Metro. There are also renovation projects of two 
Raili Pietilä buildings — the Dipoli student union 
building at the Aalto University in Espoo, 
completed in 1966, and the Finnish Embassy in New 
Delhi, built in 1986. 

Its biggest project to date will be the new 
Helsinki Central Library, won through an 
international competition and due to start on site  

in late summer for completion in 2018. Similar to 
Kilden, the three-storey building features a soaring 
wooden arching form that creates a column-free 
public space below. ‘We made a tremendous effort 
with that competition; we worked for a year on it 
beforehand. We already knew the site extremely 
well and we ended up with a very ready 
competition entry,’ says Grönholm. 

 Looking to the future, ambitions are higher 
than ever for the young practice; the partners may 
be just shy of 40 — babies in architecture terms 
— but they’ve already expanded the practice to 45 
employees. ‘We’d like to be the obvious Finnish 
choice for invited competitions around the world. 
You get Snöhetta (Norway) and 3XN (Denmark) 
and practices like that invited into big, major public 
building competitions, and we’d like to be the 
Finnish one,’ says Woolston. 

But what do they think of the competition for 
the new €130m Guggenheim Helsinki, that 
attracted more than 1,700 entries from 77 
countries? Says Grönholm: ‘One of the very 
important criteria for us entering a competition is 
— “Is it going to be built or not?” It’s a very 
ambitious and interesting project, but we evaluated 
that the chances were so small that it wasn’t worth 
taking part in the competition. It would be fantastic 
if they could get it built, but it seems unlikely…’ CSH

MEET 
ALA Architects

Who Juho Grönholm, Antti Nousjoki, Janne Teräsvirta and Samuli Woolston plus 45 staff
WhAT Architecture practice
Where helsinki
WheN Founded 2005
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1 – (L-R) Woolston, Grönholm, Teräsvirta, Nousjoki 
2 – Helsinki Central Library
3 – The Kuopio Theatre (2014)
4 – Kilden Performing Arts Centre (2011)
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The ArT of repeTiTion
A selection of the competition designs for a 
new pedestrian and cycle bridge across the 
Thames between Nine Elms and Pimlico

From a latticed mountain to a spaghetti junction of 
neon lighting, more than 70 teams from across the 
world entered a design competition run by 
Wandsworth Council for yet another bridge across 
the Thames. This bridge (which has the support of 
Mayor of London Boris Johnson) would span the 
river between Nine Elms and Pimlico, plugging the 
wide gap between Vauxhall and Chelsea bridges. 

Four finalists were selected by a jury including 
Graham Stirk and chair of CABE at the Design 
Council, Pam Alexander. The next stage of the 
competition will see the shortlisted teams develop 
their initial ideas into detailed designs, with a 
winner expected to be announced in late autumn.    
1 Buro Happold with Marks Barfield Architects, J&L 
Gibbons Landscape Architects, Gardiner and Theobald; 

1 5 9

2 6 10

3 7 11

4 8 12

shorTlisTed

shorTlisTed

shorTlisTed

shorTlisTed
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2 Bystrup Architecture and Design Engineering with Robin 
Snell & Partners, Svend Ole Hansen, Aarsleff and AF 
Lighting; 3 Ove Arup & Partners with AL_A, Gross Max, 
Equals Consulting and Movement Strategies; 4 Ove Arup 
& Partners with Hopkins Architects and Grant Associates; 
5 Ove Arup & Partners with HOK and LDA Design; 6 Zaha 
Hadid Architects with Leonhardt, Andra und Partner, 
GrossMax, Access, Modus Operandi and Soundings; 
7 Lifschutz Davidson Sandilands with Expedition, Kim 
Wilkie, Beckett Rankine, Speirs + Major, Gardiner and 
Theobald, Tom Barton and Weidlinger;  8 Stufish with 
Atelier One; 9 EPR Architects with Jane Wernick 
Associates; 10 Ney & Partners; 11 Hewson Consulting 
Engineers with Architects of Invention and Engenuiti;  
12 Rafael Viñoly Architects with Eckersley O’Callaghan, 
Hyland Edgar Driver, DP9, Steer Davies Gleave and Turner 

& Townsend; 13 COBE with Arup and Core Five; 14 Ove 
Arup & Partners with Next Architects; 15 Witteveen+Bos 
Raadgevende Ingenieurs with ipv Delft, Adams Hendry 
Consulting; 16 Zwarts & Jansma Architects with OKRA 
Landscape Architecture, Royal HaskoningDHV and 
Knippers Helbig Advanced Engineering; 17 UNStudio with 
Buro Happold, Gustafson Porter, Speirs + Major, Futurecity, 
Goudappel Coffeng; 18 Fletcher Priest Architects with 
Arup and GenGeo; 19 Jon Sealey and Yu Jordy Fu of the 
Institute of Architecture Design and Research, Chinese 
Academy of Sciences (ADCUS); 20 soma ZT with BGS 
ZT; 21 Balmond Studio with ADF; 22 Foster + Partners 
with Buro Happold; 23 Bollinger + Grohmann 
International with Studio Roland Snooks; 24 Ove Arup & 
Partners with Studio Bednarski, ipv Delft, Studio Fink, 
CityDesigner, Comedia, Charlotte Rowe Garden Design.

13 17 21

14 18 22

15 19 23

16 20 24
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Furniture and lighting for
architects and interior designers.

Exceptional product knowledge
and an appreciation of good
design come as standard.
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TELSTAR HOUSE
Eastbourne Terrace, 
Westminster 
b.1961, d.2006
Following a fi re in 
2003, this slab 
tower was replaced 
by a building by 
Fletcher Priest 
Architects 

CONCOURSE HOUSE
Lime Street, 
Liverpool 
b.1969, d.2009
This 15-storey 
square-plan tower 
next to Lime Street 
Station hosted 
a 15m-wide 
mechanical spider 
installation in 2008

ORBIT HOUSE
Blackfriars Road, 
Southwark 
b.1962, d.2004
The 12-storey 
building, once home 
to the India O�  ce 
Library, was 
replaced by 
Will Alsop’s 
Palestra building

DRAPERS GARDENS
Throgmorton 
Avenue, City of 
London 
b.1967, d.2007
Built for NatWest, 
this 100m-wide slab 
with curving 
balconies was said 
to be Seifert’s 
personal favourite

RIVAL LAMPS 
FACTORY BUILDING
Brighton 
b.1947, d.unknown
One of the fi rst 
buildings Seifert 
completed after 
returning from 
service in India 
and Burma in the 
Second World War

ESSOLDO 
PADDINGTON CINEMA
Great Western 
Road, Westminster 
b.1957, d.1994
The cinema fi rst 
opened in 1912 
but was rebuilt by 
Seifert (the facade 
retained) after the 
Second World War 

ROYEX HOUSE
Aldermanbury 
Square, City of 
London 
b.1963, d.2004
One of fi ve near- 
identical 69m-high 
London Wall towers, 
Seifert’s had precast 
H-beams and was 
built quickest 

NEW LONDON BRIDGE 
HOUSE
5 London Bridge 
Street, Southwark 
b.1965, d.2010
Like Centre Point, 
this 94m-high tower 
was developed by 
Harry Hyams and 
had distinctive 
dinosaur legs 

ATV CENTRE
Broad Street, 
Birmingham 
b.1969, d.2014
This ‘state-of-the-art’ 
studio was the fi rst 
created with colour 
television in mind, 
and was built with 
ATV’s HQ, now the 
listed Alpha Tower

WEMBLEY HOTEL & 
CONFERENCE CENTRE
Wembley 
b.1977, d.2006
It was the fi rst 
purpose-built 
conference centre 
in the UK and 
hosted the 1977 
Eurovision Song 
Contest

90 LONG ACRE
Covent Garden, 
Westminster 
b.1982, d.2014
These o�  ces were 
the only structure 
that was built to 
comply with the 
GLC’s Seventies’ 
plan to redevelop 
Covent Garden

INFOGRAPHIC
Richard Seifert’s lost buildings

This issue revisits two Richard Seifert towers currently being brought back to 
life — Centre Point and the South Bank Tower, both in London — we also look 
back to some of the less fortunate of his buildings that didn’t manage to 
escape the bulldozers
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The V&A’s latest exhibition ‘All of This Belongs to You’ uses spectacular 
commissions, recent acquistions and historical objects to propose a critical, 
democratic discourse around issues of publicness, privacy and ownership.  
Shumi Bose finds the ethos of the show to have its roots in the museum’s  
radical past, as well as pointing the way forwards for its East London future...

Project
All of This Belongs to You
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When the civil servant Sir Henry Cole helped to set 
up the Victoria and Albert Museum in 1857, he 
embedded some pretty radical ideas within its 
ethos. Hot on the success of the Great Exhibition 
and capitalising on the interest in industry and 
innovation, Cole’s ideal was to create a space for 
public appreciation and discourse, surrounding the 
objects and artefacts increasingly informing 
19th-century life. This was to be done both through 
British Empire acquisitions and the advances to 
contemporary domestic and civic life. 

Where extant institutions such as the British 
Museum would largely be used by gentleman 
scholars, the Victoria and Albert was the first 
museum or cultural establishment to be open  
in the evening — it also had artificial lighting and a 
public cafeteria — meaning that the ordinary 
working man or woman could visit the collection 
after a day’s toil. If not educational in the academic 
sense, its purpose was nevertheless to encourage 
the capacity for public discernment: to stimulate a 
discourse around design and public life. 

The museum’s current exhibition, All of This 
Belongs to You, takes a similarly radical, self-

appraising stance, engaging the long narratives 
around its historic as well as its recent ‘rapid 
response’ acquisitions. The exhibition is spread 
around the museum; as well as four specially 
commissioned pieces and displays, a range of ‘civic 
objects’ have been selected from the V&A’s 
permanent collection. The dispersed exhibition and 
accompanying events examine the museum’s role 
as a public entity, providing not only the possibility 
of appreciating interesting objects, but an chance 
to interrogate the subject of ‘publicness’.

The spirit of AOTBTY is best encapsulated in 
the display of Edward Snowden’s hard drives, 
which held documents leaked to The Guardian 
newspaper and were subsequently ordered to be 
destroyed by the UK Government. A security 
guard’s hi-vis jacket is mounted alongside a display 
on the ongoing King’s Cross redevelopment (see 
page 164), at the entrance to the architecture 
gallery. A couple of acquisitions from the last 
Venice Biennale take the discussion further afield 

— including the Italian Limes project by Studio 
Folder, which focuses on the constant GPS-driven 
negotiation of the Austro-Italian border.

Issues around privacy, security and 
responsibility around ownership and data, have 
never been more prevalent. All Of This Belongs To 
You uses objects from diverse fields to frame 
questions around the contributions of art, 
architecture and design to civic life. 

The museum’s biggest object — a full-size cast 
of Rome’s Trajan Column — is also the subject of 
the show’s largest special commission. The Ethics 
of Dust by New York-based academic and artist 
Jorge Otero-Pailos has used conservation latex  
to take a ‘meta-cast’ of its internal structure. The 
resulting ‘ghost’ column is illuminated from within, 
easily holding its own in the spectacular surrounds 
of the Cast Courts. Or at least it seems to hold its 
own — in fact it hangs from the ceiling, but the 
genius stroke of ‘standing’ the pillar on a highly 
mirrored, shallow plinth baffles the eye. 

Elsewhere, British architecture practice MUF 
proposes what it calls ‘reverse restitution’ in the 
museum’s Medieval and Renaissance gallery, not  

1 – An illuminated sign, by Neon Invitation, welcomes visitors to 
the exhibition

1
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Project
All of This Belongs to You

by restoring displayed objects to their original 
locations but rather by bringing the ongoing 
narratives behind their historic contexts back into 
the museum. Modest videos show the continuing 
life of churches and related charitable associations; 
in the absence of the exquisite icons long removed 
to the august environs of the museum, benevolent 
activities continue on site, enacting the humanity 
represented by the removed religious sculptures. 
MUF has also inserted soft furnishings and 
communal seating in the gallery, which challenge 
museum conventions and allow the space to be 
inhabited in different, more informal ways. 

Long narratives and archival histories are also 
mined in James Bridle’s Five Eyes — named for  
an alliance of global intelligence bodies — an 
installation in the climate-controlled tapestry rooms 
on the third floor. Amid the hum of air-conditioning 
sensors, five vitrines show objects assembled and 
juxtaposed by a contemporary tool — a digital 
algorithm — that sifts through the stacks of files 
and information relating to more than 1.4 million 
artefacts in the V&A collection. The algorithm 
indenties common threads in the archival data of, 

for example, a nutcracker, an aboriginal boomerang 
and a feathered tiara.

Curated by Corinna Gardner, Rory Hyde and 
Kieran Long, the triumvirate who comprise the 
museum’s architecture, design and digital 
department, All of This Belongs to You is 
particularly interesting in terms of its attitude.And 
indeed, it is an attitude indicative of the V&A as an 
institution, moving forward. This is particularly so in 
light of its prospective new outpost in 
‘Olympicopolis’ — the new cultural hub planned for 
The Queen Elizabeth Park in East London (E20). 
The plans for the area also include a studio and 
theatre for the Sadler’s Wells dance company and 
new campus buildings for the London College of 
Fashion and University College London. 

Developed in collaboration with the London 
Legacy Development Corporation, the cultural 
quarter will be the site for a  20,000 sq m space for 

the V&A, complementing its historic home on 
Exhibition Road. Alongside permanent galleries, the 
V&A E20 will host the UK’s first museum space 
documenting ‘the full breadth of digital design’, as 
well as studios hosting residency programmes for 
emerging artists and designers. Construction is due 
to start in 2018 and the building is currently in 
phase two of a design competition. 

V&A director Martin Roth has professed the 
aim of creating ‘a new model for museums of the 
future, where reserve collections and archives are 
visible and accessible all of the time, and the public 
can really be engaged with their national 
collections’.

It is this idea of public engagement — in terms 
of a critical reflection of ownership, responsibility 
and the role of design in the contexts of everyday 
life — that is bravely tested in the current exhibition, 
which runs over the UK election until 19 July. As a 
statement put forward by a publicly funded 
institution, the show’s provocative title is a reminder 
that there are questions to be asked and 
opportunities to be had when you realise that ‘all of 
this’ really does belong to you.

2

2 – The Ethics of Dust, a giant latex cast by Jorge Otero Pailos of 
the interior of 19th century cast of the Trajan Column in Rome  
3 – Remnants of an immaterial act: the destroyed MacBook Air 
used to report data leaks revealed by Ed Snowden
4 – Algorithmic connections in James Bridle’s Five Eyes
5 – The Tory Tea mug by John Tams Ltd, 1995 is a ‘Civic Object’
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Part of The Senator Group

allermuir.com

Design - John Coleman

Mollie
—

A luxurious and satisfying design, displaying both classic 
and contemporary elements, Mollie is a versatile design 

that can enhance a vast array of interior style.

Visit us: 15-17 June 2015
Senator showroom Suite 10-146
Allermuir showroom Suite 3-123
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FLOOR TILES: PARK BLACK 59,6x59,6 CM

WALL TILES: ASCOT OLIVO 22x90 CM

BASIN:  RAS 40X40 CM

BRASSWARE: URBAN SINGLE LEVER BASIN MIXER, BLACK FINISH BY NOKEN

INSPIRE YOUR SENSES
PORCELANOSA BATHROOMS
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Going to Milan for the Expo? You’ll be missing a real treat if you don’t head off to 
the Convent of Santa Maria delle Grazie to see Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last 
Supper in a whole new light, thanks to Italian manufacturer iGuzzini, which has 
‘adopted’ the painting. Entry is strictly controlled for just 15 minutes, but it’s most 
definitely worth it, says Cate St Hill

Project
The Last Supper relit
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When Leonardo da Vinci painted the Last Supper 
(Il Cenacolo in Italian), depicting the moment Jesus 
announced that one of his 12 disciples would betray 
him, on the walls of the refectory of the Convent of 
Santa Maria delle Grazie in Milan in 1495, he built a 
rod for his own back, or at least for the backs of its 
future guardians. Instead of using traditional fresco 
techniques, where the paint is applied quickly while 
the plaster is still wet (meaning a fresco cannot be 
modified as the artist works), da Vinci decided to 
experiment with a new method that would allow 
him to continue perfecting the details of the 
painting long after the plaster had dried. He sealed 
the stone wall with a double layer of dried plaster 
and then added an undercoat of white lead before 
painting with oil and tempera. 

Unfortunately for him, this also meant that the 
work became extremely fragile very quickly, in fact 
within just a few years of it being completed in 
1498. By 1517 the painting was starting to flake and 
by 1556 da Vinci’s biographer declared it ‘ruined’, 
the figures unrecognisable. It is remarkable then 
that it has survived until today, despite an eyesore 
of a doorway being cut through the painting in 
1652, French revolutionary troops scratching out the 
eyes of the apostles in the 18th century and the 
refectory being partly destroyed when the ceiling 
and east wall of the building collapsed during the 
Second World War (the wall with the painting was 
saved thanks to the resident Dominican monks who 
placed sandbags to protect it). By the 20th century 

it had faded substantially and underwent a 21-year 
restoration that removed the clumsy attempts at 
restoration made previously. 

Now 500 years on from it starting to 
deteriorate, The Last Supper’s conservation is more 
important and more complicated than ever. The 
windows to the left of the painting have been 
boarded up, the room is carefully climate controlled 
and visitors are only allowed to visit for strict slots 
of 15 minutes (you have to make your way through 
two ‘chambers’, resting a while in each to allow the 
dust to settle and not disturb the painting). 
Lighting too is a fine balance between illuminating 
the painting for visitors and protecting the room 
from additional heat and humidity. 

This spring, Italian lighting company iGuzzini 
replaced the fluorescent tubes installed at the end 
of the last restoration with a new lighting design 
featuring latest-generation luminaires that bring to 
life the colours of the painting. ‘The objective was 
to obtain a lighting system with uniform light, not 
invasive, and that helped viewers understand and 
get to know the work of art, highlighting each 
detail,’ says Giuseppe Napoleone, director of the 
Last Supper Museum. ‘We wanted a light that 
respected the history of the architecture and the 
iconography of the space. The new light seems to 
enhance the space in a discreet and efficient 

manner, without forgetting its holy character.’ 
The Palco floodlights that are used to 

illuminate The Last Supper — positioned low down 
and hidden behind a barrier — are modelled on the 
shape of a paintbrush and are fitted with 
continuous spectrum CoB (Chip on Board) LEDs 
that were calibrated with a high blue radiation 
presence and a warm light tone to complement the 
pigments of the painting. The reds and blues now 
seem more vibrant, while the energy consumption 
(and consequently heat emitted in the room) has 
been reduced massively, by 86 per cent from 345W 
to 47W. ‘As soon as you enter, you perceive a 
penumbra, which you quickly get used  
to and which naturally, through suggestive 
illumination, not aggressive, takes your eyes 
towards Leonardo’s masterpiece and the other 
painting [on the opposite wall], that both seem to 
live in their own light,’ says Napoleone. 

This year all lights seem to be on Milan — there’s 
the extravaganza of Milan Expo 2015 (see page 48)  
as well as the annual Milan Salone (see page 204). 2015 
was also announced by the UN as the International 
Year of Light. iGuzzini is illuminating numerous 
areas of the Expo, from the central Cardo and 
Decumano avenues, to the squares, water walkway, 
pedestrian areas and nine pavilions, including 
Foster’s UAE pavilion and Libeskind’s Vanke 
pavilion (see page 60). There’s even an app to 
guide you around the areas of Milan lit up by 
iGuzzini. Its slogan: Light is Back. 

1, 2 & 3 – Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper, in a convent in 
Milan, is now restored, much protected and newly lit by iGuzzini
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Noah
British craftsmanship at its best 
designed by Samuel Wright

See Noah at our NEW London showroom 20 Old Street, Clerkenwell
Open from 19th May

www.oceedesign.com
Ocee Design 
Design House, Caswell Road
Brackmills Industrial Est.
Northampton, NN4 7PW

London Showroom
20 Old Street
Clerkenwell
London, EC1V 9AB

t. 01604 674674
f. 01604 674673
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The Quakers have seen The Light in the 1923 home of the Religious Society  
of Friends in Euston Road, London thanks to a dramatic rooflight being installed 
and other major interventions by John McAlsan + Partners, reports Cate St Hill

Project
Friends House — John McAslan + Partners

London’s Bloomsbury is well-known for its historic 
squares and gardens — it is said the famous 
Bloomsbury Group ‘lived in squares, painted in 
circles and loved in triangles’. But it may come as a 
surprise to learn that the site of Friends House 
— the home of the Religious Society of Friends, also 
known as Quakers — on the bustling Euston Road, 
opposite the station and just behind Gordon Square 
and Tavistock Square, was also a two-acre, 
tree-lined garden. 

In 1923 there were no planning laws protecting 
open spaces in London when Quaker architect 
Hubert Lidbetter won a competition to design a 
long, rectangular building for the Friends in brick 
and Portland stone (he later won the RIBA Bronze 
Medal for the building in 1927). The controversy led 
to the setting up of a Royal Commission on London 
Squares in 1928, while a pamphlet from the London 
Society, titled London Squares and how to save 
them, bitterly stated that the Friends’ Society had 
‘been the first to set the bad example of shutting 
out light and air in one of the best-planned areas in 
central London’.  

While the square has been long forgotten,  
a renovation project of the building, by John McAslan 
+ Partners, has aimed to bring much-needed light 
into the previously dark and dingy meeting rooms. 
The central space of the Large Meeting House, 

originally designed for yearly Quaker gatherings and 
now renamed simply The Light, has been brought 
back to life with a dramatic rooflight inspired by 
American artist (and lifelong Quaker) James Turrell. 
‘Originally there was a flat ceiling with recessed 
lights so it was very dark and enclosed,’ says project 
architect Leanna Boxill. ‘The idea was to make the 
facilities more modern, increase light into the space 
and also make it more comfortable for Friends and 
[other] users by integrating air conditioning.’ 

The triangular rooflight, made of perforated 
white aluminium with a toughened, double-glazed, 
aperture at the top, to limit heat loss, mirrors the 
continuous, tiered, oak veneer seating below, creating 
a calming, well-balanced space. On a spring day this 
year the light was flooding in. Previously the much 
darker wood panelling stopped abruptly, creating a 
separation between the gallery seating, stage and 
floor space. ‘The idea is that you now have a straight 
run of seating all the way up to the top. The whole 
space is identical if you split it down the middle,  
so it has a lovely symmetry to it,’ says Boxill. 

The space, which can accommodate more  
than 1,000 people, will continue to be used for 
conferences as well as Quaker meetings, now held 

every two years. Flexibility is key — a system of roof 
blinds controls the levels of daylight for different 
functions, while the first four rows of seating can  
be turned around and pushed under the rows 
behind to create a much larger floor space for 
exhibition stands, tables and orchestra and dance 
events. Says Boxill: ‘That was the main intention,  
to make it a great space for Friends but also  
a space that can be used by everyone.’

The flooring also used to slope down from the 
gallery, becoming flat in the centre of the space. John 
McAslan + Partners has levelled the floor to allow 
disabled access and is installing a new lift to bring 
people straight in from street level. With a mind to 
sustainability and the Quakers’ vision for a low-
carbon, sustainable home, insulation has been added 
to the underside of the roof structure and air-
handling units have been introduced to allow efficient 
heating and cooling of the meeting spaces, where 
before there was little, if any, temperature control. 

Elsewhere, smaller meeting rooms, corridors 
and toilets have been updated. Wherever possible, 
the practice has reused existing elements, for 
example old benches from the Large Meeting 
House have been cut down for use in the corridors, 
while the original timber has been retained in areas 
under the new seating too, hidden away just in case 
they want to reuse it in the future. 

1 – The Large Meeting House at Friends House has been opened 
up with a James Turrell-inspired rooflight 
2 – The space is now known as The Light
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CURATED DIARY

1  Velázquez
Grand Palais, Paris
Until 13 July
diego Velázquez is one of the most important 
figures in the history of art, and his work has 
influenced artists and styles through the ages. 
Manet called him the ‘Painter of painters’. The rarity 
of his paintings, scarcely more than 100, makes  
it difficult to pull together a full retrospective, and  
makes this show an important occasion. i have 
made homages to his work, such as Magdalena,  
and the strange conceptual formality of his work,  
in tandem with its emotion, carries with it a 
contemporary sensibility. grandpalais.fr

2  SleepleSS – The bed in hiSTory and 
conTemporary arT
21er Haus, BelVedere, ausTria 
Until 7 June
This exhibition looks at the historical as well  
as iconographic significance of the depiction  
of the bed. it is perfectly located in the city of 
sigmund Freud, who specialised in dreams. it brings 
together paintings, sculptures, drawings, photos 
and video works spanning from Old Masters to 
present-day artists. a dark fluffy Baselitz, Tracy 
emin’s ‘other’ bed, and the moody realism of  
liliane Tomasko’s bed painting, make 
this exhibition shine. 21erhaus.at

3  anTon corbijn: hollandS deep
GeMeenTeMuseuM, THe HaGue
Until 21 June
This major retrospective shows anton Corbijn’s 
evolution as a self-taught photographer and reveals 
the vast range of his subjects and techniques. it starts 
with his grainy photos of musicians in the seventies 
and eighties and shows how he experimented with 
techniques and materials in later series. in the 
2001–2002 series a.somebody, Corbijn creates 
pictures of Jimi Hendrix, Kurt Cobain and sid 
Vicious against the background of his own birthplace 
strijen, where they’d never been — the pictures are all 
of Corbijn, as his dead heroes. gemeentemuseum.nl
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4  Mapping MeMories 
House of egorn, Berlin
Until 6 June
Mapping Memories is the inaugural show at House of 
egorn. The space is a new project by shanghai-born 
londoner sharon Zhu, and is located just opposite the 
neue nationalgalerie. The artist roster has a strong 
focus on latin America and Asia, and many of them 
work at the crossroads between painting, installation, 
music and performance. opening just before this 
year’s Berlin gallery weekend in May, the first 
exhibition features young artists Vivien Zhang (China), 
Yi Dai (China) and Hyojun Hyun (Korea), all of whom 
studied in the uK. houseofegorn.com

5  Follow the heart
CAfA, Beijing, THen lAnZHou AnD jAKArTA
Open April onwards
follow the Heart is my first retrospective and is on 
tour in China. The exhibition brings together works 
from five decades and includes night and Day, my 
Wall of light paintings, as well as early sketches and 
photography. The biggest piece is a new 20m 
sculpture, China Piled up, made from corten steel. it 
has the feel of Chinese calligraphy, transformed into 
empty boxes. This is essentially a show of painting, 
and since shanghai and Beijing are models for 22nd- 
century possibilities, it implies that painting will travel 
into the future unfettered. museum.cafa.com.cn/en

6  Marlene DuMas: the iMage as BurDen
TATe MoDern, lonDon
Until 10 May
‘secondhand images’, Marlene Dumas once said, ‘can 
generate first-hand emotions.’ she is one of the most 
prominent painters working today. Her intense, 
psychologically charged works explore sexuality, 
love, death and shame, and she often links up 
popular culture, art history and current affairs.  
i saw her work 15 years ago in Barcelona, and then  
i thought that she and luc Tuymans had invented  
a new species of ‘weakened’ or ‘pathetic’ portraiture, 
that would open an expressive window for figurative 
painting. tate.org.uk

sean scully
sean scully is an abstract painter who divides his time between new York, 
Barcelona and Munich. Born in Dublin in 1945, he moved to england in 1949 
and established his studio in new York in the eighties. His work is held by 
public collections worldwide including MoMA, Tate Modern, and the solomon 
r guggenheim Museum. He is the first abstract painter from the West to have 
a retrospective in China, currently on show in Beijing. sean scully’s new series 
landlines will be shown at the Venice Bienniale and at the national gallery of 
ireland in spring. This summer, the 1,000-year-old cathedral st Cecilia overlooking 
the hills of Barcelona will reopen, with scully’s work permanently installed. 
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blueprint for the future

The UK manufacturing industry could be set for a return to glory, if  
three niche markets are recognised and embraced, and a platform is  
given to the skills of designers and architects, says James Woudhuysen.  
A co-founder of Blueprint, James Woudhuysen now speaks to and writes 
for an international audience on the future of innovation
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James Woudhuysen

ThRee ImPoRTanT neW 
nIChes haVe emeRGed, 
Beyond The PuReLy 
dIGITaL aRena, WheRe 
desIGneRs and 
aRChITeCTs mIGhT 
useFuLLy sTRuT  
TheIR sTuFF

It’s 30 years since manufacturing last had centre 
stage in UK politics, when the Westland Helicopters 
affair broke. Now, manufacturing is conspicuous by 
its absence from political debate. But it remains 
important, accounting for 70 per cent of UK R&D. 
Where could it go next? 

Large foreign firms, which do 54 per cent of 
R&D in the UK, dominate UK manufacturing. And UK 
R&D spending as a percentage of GDP is well below 
that of German, Scandinavian, American, Japanese 
or Korean efforts. Ironically though, today’s foreign-
owned makers of cars and trains, along with big UK 
brands (Rolls-Royce, Dyson) and a raft of mid-sized 
manufacturers, now look more innovative than for 
many years. And three important new niches in 
manufacturing have emerged, beyond the purely 
digital arena, where designers and architects might 
usefully strut their stuff.

 
NICHE 1: Civilian drones, satellites and structural 
electronics. In the military arena, BAe Systems 
makes Taranis unmanned combat aircraft 
demonstrators. They are based on 1.5 million hours 
of work among 250 UK firms, including QinetiQ and 
GE Aviation. Worrisome; but civilian companies 
such as Vulcan UAV could also have success, 
surveying progress in sectors such as construction 
and agriculture. 

In space satellites, the Government hopes to raise 
Britain’s share of the world market from six to 10 per 
cent — £40bn — by 2030. There’ll be plenty of clever 

engineering design to do here, space experiments 
included. In electronics, look out for the structural sort 
— systems that, directly integrated into aircraft and the 
like, can bear loads, save weight, or be made to form 
clever kinds of skins. Imperial College, for instance, 
has teamed up with Volvo in structural electronics, 
building a supercapacitor battery into the lid of a boot.

NICHE 2: Exploiting carbon and other materials. 
Speak it softly, but the UK is well placed to put 
carbon to work. Far from being ‘dirty’, this element 
can be manipulated to offer product designers 
new capabilities. Take Cambridge Nanosystems, a 
UK-based spinout from Cambridge University. 
Backed by a £500,000 grant from the Technology 
Strategy Board, it wants to make five tonnes a year 
of one-carbon-atom-thick graphene in an ultra-
pure state. How? By using a patented plasma 
chemistry system to crack the methane emitted 
from landfill sites. Then the company hopes to 
develop applications of its graphene — including, 
perhaps, 1mm-thick indoor radiators warmed by 
electric current and painted on to walls.

Carbon isn’t the only material that will change 
the face of British design. The Coalition put £235m 
into funding the new Sir Henry Royce Institute for 
Advanced Materials Research and Innovation, to be 
HQ’d at the University of Manchester. In time, we 
can expect designers to realise some dramatic 
spin-off from the institute’s enquiries, which will 
cover everything from metals to soft materials.

NICHE 3: Oil and gas systems. Whether you hate 
carbon in all its forms or can see the upside in it, 
the engineering skills built up around Britain’s base 
in hydrocarbons aren’t going to go away. Even with 
a spell of low oil prices.

Begin with pumps and valves. Here, Weir 
Group applies its proprietary models in 
computational fluid dynamics to improve the 
products it supplies, not just to the world’s oil  
and gas producers but also to power stations, 
refineries, process plants and miners. Designers  
of such systems will certainly benefit from the 
exploitation of shale gas and oil in Britain — if the 
new government allows that to happen.

Then there are the manufacturers that are 
orientated to the UK’s £9bn business in subsea oil 
and gas. Here Newcastle-based Soil Machine 
Dynamics makes remote-operating vehicles. SMD’s 
QTrencher 1000, for instance, uses high-flow and 
high-pressure jetting to lay both cables and 
small-diameter pipes up to 3m beneath the seabed. 
We can expect more designers to gather round the 
interfaces for such Remote Operated Vehicles.

Finally, diesel generators are ripe for attack by 
design. What they add to the nation’s CO2 and to 
its particulates is relatively small; what they do to 
keep hospital surgeries and City dealing rooms 
alight when the National Grid or local power 
supplies fail is disproportionately large. The 
interfaces on these increasingly sophisticated 
systems? Still a long way from the 21st century.
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The Colour at Work collection merges fi elds 
of colour and pixelated pattern to create 

the framework for your open canvas. 
design is energising

ATLANTA • BEIJING • CHICAGO • GUADALAJARA • HONG KONG • LONDON • LOS ANGELES • MELBOURNE • MEXICO CITY • MIAMI
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Products 
2015 Product of The Year
Lighting Product
Public, Leisure or O� ice Furniture
Surfaces

Projects  
Bar or Restaurant
Drawing
Hotel
Leisure or Entertainment Venue
Public Sector
Public Space Schemes
UK Project
Lighting Design
Mixed Use Development – NEW
Museum or Exhibition Space
Retail Space
Workspace Environment
Global Project

Awards Night 
25 November 2015

To Enter 
www.fxdesignawards.co.uk

Entry deadline 
24 July 2015. Submission enquiries 
to Anna King 07780 956291 
entries@fxdesignawards.co.uk

Seat Reservations
fxawards@btinternet.com
+44 (0)7803 148 194

Special awards 
Breakthrough Talent of the Year
Product Designer of the Year
Interior Design Practice of the Year
Outstanding Contribution to Design
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048 – 072

Milan Expo 2015
Johnny Tucker, Herbert Wright, 
Veronica Simpson and photographer  
Paul Raftery, converged on Milan 
Expo 2015 on day one and two to 
bring you these 25 pages of coverage

074 – 088

Coup de Grâce — 
The rise and fall of Pruitt 
Igoe 1956–1972 and beyond
OMA partner Reinier de Graaf 
reflects and revisits the site of Pruitt 
Igoe in St Louis, Missouri, 42 years 
after its demise 

090 – 102

Make it live
In the third part of her ‘geek tech’ 
series, Veronica Simpson looks at the 
makeathons, interactive workshops 
and festivals that are feeding the 
cross-fertilisation across disciplines

104 – 118

A degree of success
Australian John Wardle Architects 
and American practice NADAA  
have collaborated on the new 
architecture faculty at the  
University of Melbourne

120 – 132

Zonzo, the city where you 
can get lost, and the 
wasting of time
With an exhibition on Spanish 
footwear brand Camper opening  
at London’s Design Museum, 
architectural historian Francesco 
Careri contemplates the art  
of walking the city

134 – 146

The colonel’s recipe for 
success
Herbert Wright tracks the progress 
of Centre Point and the South Bank 
Tower, two of Richard Seifert’s tallest 
tower blocks that are currently being 
transformed into apartments

148 – 162

Le Corbusier — Ideas  
and Forms
On the 50th anniversary this year  
of Le Corbusier’s death, architecture 
historian and author of Le Corbusier: 
Ideas and Forms, William JR Curtis, 
reflects and reassesses the relevance 
of the Swiss-French architect today

164 – 176

Pond Life
Artist Marjetica Potrč and 
architerture practice Ooze architects 
discuss their project for Britain’s first 
naturally filtered bathing pond, in 
King’s Cross, with Shumi Bose

178 – 194

Dim sum towers
Johnny Tucker visits Thomas 
Heatherwick’s new building for the 
Nanyang Technological University  
in Singapore, nicknamed by the 
students Dim Sum Towers for its 
round, bulbous form
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MILAN EXPO 2015

Words Veronica Simpson,  
Herbert Wright and Johnny Tucker

Photography Paul Raftery
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Milan Expo 2015 is intended to be a wide-ranging 
exploration of the theme ‘Feeding the planet — energy 
for life’. Many of the 140 pavilions touch on this topic, 

though with varying degrees of rigour, skill and 
invention. Others simply use the Expo as an immersive 
advertisement for their region’s cuisine and landscape. 

In the next 23 pages we bring you a taster of the  
best that the show has to offer

MILAN EXPO 2015
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The long gestation of Milan Expo 2015 has not been an easy 
one, marred by tales of corruption, confusion (over purpose and 
vision), high-profile departures and public protests over the waste 
of vital resources. Negative publicity has been rife, not just from 
Italy’s strident No-Expo campaigners struggling to stomach the 
doubling of the Expo construction bill (currently estimated at 
€1.3bn/£930m) in a time of austerity, but also from civic leaders 
from various recession/poverty-afflicted nations who question the 
justification of having a presence at this global trading and 
promotion party while their countries’ economies are barely 
functional. Right up to the ‘soft’ opening (1 May — with the official 
opening delayed until 9 May) the world’s media was awash with the 
usual horror stories of vital infrastructure not in place and pavilions 
unfinished. But the actual experience of it come opening day was 
far better than we had been led to believe. Perhaps there is 
something to be said for lowering expectation. 

Trains were disgorged into a splendidly spacious new Rho 
Fiero station, with clear routes through and up to the vast 
numbers of security gates where people queued no longer than 
10 minutes, even at peak time on Saturday morning (2 May) 
when the Milanese joined the tourists in their thousands to see 
what kind of a fist their nation had made of this giant national 
showcase. A vast and muscular network of airy perforated steel 
staircases, walkways and bridges lift visitors up and funnel them 
round into the Expo site. And the site itself, with each pavilion 
laid out along a clear ‘fish spine’ of an avenue from tail to tip,  
is legible and navigable (though pity the pavilions off the side 
routes, which were too easy to overlook). 

It is a huge shame that the vision espoused by the initial 
Milan Expo team of Jacques Herzog, Stefano Boeri, Ricky Burdett 
and William McDonough of an Expo underpinned by strong and 
thematically rigorous content rather than flourishes of architectural 
excess has clearly been diluted or completely ignored by many 
of the nations present. They campaigned for an entire Expo 
dedicated to showcasing bold or pragmatic solutions to the 
current imbalances in food production and consumption, and the 
practices and policies that fuel them. The ‘obsolete vanity fair’ 
Herzog wished to avoid — of countries going all out for flagrant 
self-promotion — is in evidence at every turn. But several of the 
pavilions’ interior exhibitions are genuinely trying to get the 
sustainability conversation going, albeit with a massive diversity 
in the levels of insight, information or clarity of communication.

There are even a few that have managed to deploy all their 
architecture and design talents in the service of one big and 

worthwhile idea: the UK, for example, with its subtle, 
inspirational journey through the life and environmental legacy 
of a bee; and Austria’s message about the value of air quality and 
the possibility of ‘re-greening’ the urban environment was 
conveyed with near-miraculous efficiency through the creation 
of a moist, fragrant slice of Austrian forest into the overheated 
environment of the Expo. 

Even if individual pavilions were largely incapable of toeing 
the Expo’s ‘party line’ and stay on topic, you might hope that 
the key issues would be reflected in the Expo management’s 
selection and deployment of partner brands. Not so much. Let’s 
not even attempt to justify the presence of Coca-Cola, likewise 
McDonald’s, with a gut-busting mammoth of a pavilion, the size 
of four football pitches. There is also something slightly galling 
— though more understandable, given their strength as Italian 
brands — about the prominent and repeated exposure being 
given to Baci, Ferrero and Nutella. Would it be churlish  
to say that luxury chocolate items entirely lacking in nutrition 
surely have no place promoting the hell out of themselves at an 
Expo nominally dedicated to a re-examination of our 
relationship to food — who has too much of it, who doesn’t have 
enough, and how we can rebalance the distribution? 

It was similarly off-putting to find a winsome, white-shingled 
barn of a structure belonging to the only bank allowed a pavilion 
on the Expo site. What’s a bank doing at ‘feeding the planet’ Expo 
Milan 2015, but the structure is seductive. Created by Michele  
di Lucchi (also creator of Pavilion Zero), the €2.5m confection  
is shaped like a barn, held up by 13 fir ‘portals’ and covered in 
6,370 polished white wood shingles, inspired by ancient rustic 
dwellings. The bank’s MD apparently set aside €30m for 250 
cultural performances and debates (opera, piano recitals, dance, 
et cetera) and will host 400 companies in their networking spaces 
during the Expo’s six months; presumably it was tax deductible. 
Perhaps the Italian government was simply grateful that the bank 
was stepping in to provide the kind of cultural entertainment  
its own echoing coffers couldn’t stretch to. 

The Expo, however, is not just about pavilions and pointless 
diversions. It provides each participating nation with an 
unparalleled opportunity to network, mingle and share 
knowledge with key figures from its neighbouring Expo 
residents’ political, civic and commercial elite, and set the 
agenda for wider discussions on the way the planet’s resources 
are harvested and maintained.

The American pavilion — a pumped-up structure on steroids 

Milan Expo 2015 offered an indigestible banquet of 
overblown audio-visual gimmicks and kitsch excess,  

with huge inconsistencies of architectural and design 
innovation and liberal helpings of blatant self-promotion. 

And yet there was much to intrigue and entertain.  
Veronica Simpson reaches for the Rennies….

MILAN EXPO 2015 OVERVIEW

Previous page – The entrance 
to the central walkway on to 
which the pavilions face
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PAVILIONS

— has been honest enough to admit in its exhibition content  
to the self-inflicted ailments that American fast-food culture has 
encouraged — albeit along rather parsimonious ‘we must teach 
everyone how to eat better’ lines rather than ‘wow, we really 
messed up our own and increasingly the world’s eating habits 
with this fast-food invention’. Hats off, however, for going far 
and wide in its examination of food production, food culture 
and policy in its exhibition within the pavilion. A Corriere della 
Serra newspaper special on 2 May rather waspishly pointed out 
that a third of the food produced in the world is never eaten, 
and the USA — the land of giant portions — is one of the worst 
offenders. It allegedly destroys 60 million tonnes of food every 
year – $160bn of the $400bn of produce wasted each year. 

There was a prevalence of meaningless technological 
flim-flammery. Giant, pop-promo-like footage of indigenous 
scenery on vast LED screens was substituted for content in many 
cases. Interactive elements were usually purely for distraction or 
immersive effect, rarely to further insight or interest in the 
underlying issues. One of the most affecting interactives was 
from Save the Children, whose simple village of pavilions invited 
you to go on a ‘day in the life of’ journey with a child by picking 
out their name on a wristband. Then, by following a sequence  
of onscreen dialogues/discussions with volunteers you could 
discover how their life is impacted by the issues over food, 
malnutrition and emergency services typical of their region. 

There isn’t much disclosure on the sustainability of any of 
the pavilions, their construction or operation. The organisers 
boast about so many having being made of wood. But there  
is no information on where the wood was sourced from, how  
it got there and where it’s going when the show is over…

There are some innovations aimed at supporting a more 
ethical Expo: for example, the creation of ‘clusters’ — large 
pavilion villages dedicated to one food-related topic (rice, 
coffee), with smaller cubicles offered to relevant producing 
smaller or poorer countries. 

There is also a small cluster of pavilions in an area dedicated 
to ‘civil society’. Hundreds of Italian welfare organisations are 
scheduled to converge here for a presentation of the ‘Living 
Earth Manifesto’ on sustainable and small-scale agriculture, 
developed by the vice president of the Slow Food Movement, 
Vandana Shiva. Despite her public criticisms of it, she told  
the Corriere della Serra: ‘The Expo, with all of its contradictions, 
remains a key moment for discussion.’ The Slow Food movement 
also has a trio of pavilions – the simplest of wood structures 

designed by Herzog & de Meuron for education, refreshment 
and lectures. Carlo Petrini, the Italian figurehead for the 
movement is planning to invite ‘thousand of farmers, breeders 
and fishermen from all over the world to the Expo…who, when 
put together, [are] the largest food multinational on the planet’. 
They at least will be able to contribute to the debate.

LEGACY
So what’s going to happen to this one million interconnected 
square-metre site with relatively strong infrastructure? 
Waterways and planting will remain. But who will look after 
them if no actual use for the site has been found? A university 
and innovation district has been proposed but not agreed. 

There will be a big event at the end of the Expo, in October, 
presenting the Charter of Milan — a document about the right  
to food, the fight against waste, and a commitment to greater 
environmental sustainability, painstakingly developed by the 
Italian government, institutions, business and associations;  
it will hopefully be signed by many of the visiting nations.

An army of volunteers, particularly young Italians, are 
working on the Expo, with each volunteer doing five-hour  
shifts for a maximum of two weeks (many of them are under 24). 
They will be exposed to many ideas and cultures as ambassadors 
and visitors, and that will leave its mark.

We can only hope that the countless debates, discussions 
and opportune encounters between food producers, policy 
makers and consumers will help to further the debate and  
the spirit of international co-operation.

On that final point, here is one last, heart-warming story 
revealed by John Kennedy, the commissioner for the Irish 
pavilion, sited next door to the unfinished Nepalese pavilion. 
Apparently all the Nepalese workers left for home the minute 
they heard about the atrocious earthquake that hit at the end  
of April, in order to help with the relief and reconstruction 
effort. The Italian workers immediately volunteered to finish  
the job for them. And apparently were doing so. 

What did Kennedy, who has commissioned four Expos  
for Ireland in the past two and a half decades, think of this  
one? He said: ‘I have great confidence in Italy’s capacity  
to pull itself together. Good Expos have been less than certain 
at this stage before.’ Let’s hope he’s right and the participating 
nations will have something to show for all the fuss (including 
the opening-day riots in Milan city centre), the expense and  
the effort. VS 
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UK 
Design and Architecture Wolfgang Buttress,  
BDP Manchester 
Area 1,910 sq m
–
It was a brave move for the UK to choose a design 
from an artist rather than an architect, but then 
again the boundary between their disciplines  
can blur. And it was a strong statement for 
Nottingham-based artist Wolfgang Buttress  
to home in on a single, pivotal issue at the heart  
of our food security — the plight of the bee, the 
great unsung hero of the food chain, on whose 
pollination a third of our national food supply 
depends. We’ve followed the story of Buttress’ 
concept (Blueprint 338, January/February) and 
Stage One’s fabrication of its highlight, the virtual 
Hive (page 198). Now, in Milan, the pavilion is ready. 
How has it turned out? 

The experience starts at the entrance to the 
100m-long plot, where visitors are greeted by trees 
and peek-holes in walls that reveal information 
about bees. Interestingly, everything is in English, 
Italian... and Chinese. Visitors pass into a meadow, 
landscaped by architecture practice BDP and 
planted with British species, and walk through  
it along paths channelled by Corten steel walls, 
bringing plants and pollinators at eye-level. The 
topography is surprisingly diverse — a veritable hill 
rises up by the path’s start — and the growth is 
already lush. Ahead looms the 14m cuboid-shaped 
sculptural structure, solid yet ephemeral, made with 
40 tonnes of aluminium. You can walk right under 
it, and look up into the Hive at its heart, a spherical 
void 9m across. One storey up, beside the food bar 
and mini-plaza, a platform extends so you can 
actually stand inside the Hive. Motion detectors, 
developed by Dr Martin Bencsik at Nottingham 
Trent University and linked to a real hive, trigger 
lights and soundtrack samples by the likes of 
Spiritualized and Sigur Rós; when the bees are still, 
a note like the end of Day In The Life on Sgt Pepper 
fills the place.  

This is a carefully crafted synthesis of art, 
science, architecture, music and — in the meadow 
— nature itself. There is certainly nothing else like  
it in the EXPO. It is more than a spectacle. The 
experience is almost metaphysical. HW
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Italy 
Architecture Studio Nemesi & Partners, 
Proger SpA and BMS Progetti 
Area 13,200 sq m
–
The Italian structures are all over the Expo, and include 
the long, two-storey Eataly restaurant buildings that 
look like American motels, the 37m-high flower-power 
tower, the Tree of Life, by Orgoglio Brescia, and 
various regional displays in buildings along the Cardo, 
the Expo’s north-south avenue. But the main national 
display is in Studio Nemesi’s Palazzo Italia, a building 
that on the outside looks like a six-storey office block 
partially wrapped in a white Bird’s Nest-style outer 
skin. There is 9,000 sq m of this exterior Italian 
concrete, developed with high recycled content and 
an active ‘biodynamic’ ingredient to absorb pollutants.

From in its slightly unfinished inner atrium, the 
building can be read as a deconstructivist composition 
of four volumes linked in a ring, which effectively start  
a floor up, above bases of the white-weave concrete, 
then spread gently with height towards a high-tech 
metallic roof canopy with photovoltaic glass. The 
metaphor here is trees. 

As for the exhibition, it’s a great trek through 
various displays, including a mysterious dark room 
with thunder and flashes representing chaos, 
spectacular mirror rooms filled with luminous images 
of Italy, and vitrines with holograph-like animations 
about Italian food technologies (the UAE has similar 
displays). It’s a strange mix of the inspirational, the 
intriguing, and the absurd (‘A World Without Italy?’ 
leads to a European relief map... with no Italy). 

The Palazzo Italia is a curious, bulky feature on 
the Expo skyline, but quite an adventure inside. HW

aUStRIa 
Architecture and design Klaus K Loenhart, 
Terrain of Graz 
Area 560 sq m
–
Austria is up there with the Brits for transplanting 
something rather special of its terrain into this Expo. 
But where the UK pavilion brought a meadow, the 
Austrians planted a mini forest, in the interests of 
inspiring us to think about the air we breathe. 
Architect and landscape architect Klaus K Loenhart  
of the team Terrain of Graz has devised a space where 
architecture, nature, culture and research meet in one 
experiential journey. A pathway through vegetation 
leads into this timber structure, raised off the ground 
on concrete feet to improve air circulation. Mounds of 
earth have been deposited in the heart of the building 
and planted with mature Austrian trees, ferns and wild 
flowers. The forest path leads up to the black walled 
enclosure of the first floor, where a change in air 
quality is tangible. It feels cool, moist; the scent of pine 
and earth stimulating nostrils. Apparently, the pavilion 
creates 62.5k of oxygen an hour, without filters or air 
conditioners — enough for 1,800 people in an ideal 
climate. Long benches along the walls invite sitting 
and savouring the plants and the atmosphere. A 
triangle of pond-like water is for contemplation. 
Nearby there is a digital viewer on a swivel that allows 
you to search the immediate flora. Wherever it is 
pointed its screen reveals a close-up of the area in 
question, and a description of the relevant plant 
species. The simplest of graphics explain the science 
as well as the purpose of the pavilion: ‘This air-
generating station is one solution to 21st century 
urban environmental conditions. This pavilion could 
be: your school, your office, your…’ VS
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Russia
Architecture SPEECH
Area 3,200 sq m 
–
It must be galling for Russia that just beside and in 
front of its dramatic ski-jump canopy cantilevering 
30m out from the entrance, the wooden pavilion  
of tiny Baltic republic Estonia sits solidly with a 
parallel upward canopy. Russia’s Expo website is 
fronted with a rendering of its pavilion that doesn’t 
just airbrush the Estonians out, but views it from 
empty space actually occupied by the Estonians.  

The Russian pavilion is a striking design that  
in itself rises way above such issues. The highlight  
is that curving canopy. It is mirrored with stainless 
steel, reflecting the generous boardwalk and people 

on it with the clarity of Foster’s Vieux Port mirror 
(2013) in Marseilles, but with more height and  
an echo of the heroic reach-for-the-stars thrust  
of Kolchin and Barshch’s Conquerors of Space 
Monument (1964) in Moscow. The mirror continues 
arcing down across the glass-sided reception, which 
is big enough for a modest-sized orchestra to play 
in. Your correspondent witnessed Levin Anatoly 
conduct students of the Tchaikovsky Conservatory 
College. They should have played outside, where  
I stood, but it was raining. That canopy came in 
handy, and the performance was wonderful. 

Beyond the reception, exhibition rooms show 
info about Russia and its food in panels and 
projections. There are fun elements — a bar 
surrounds a big sci-fi chemistry set of pipes and 

steam-punk tanks, and cookery demonstrations are 
held in a giant open-book-shaped shelter. Further 
afield, a cafe has a wide art-deco seating bay, 
modelled on the Trans Siberian Express. The 
L-shaped upper floor is clad with vertical wooden 
ribs, and plant and plants share the roof. 

The Russia Pavilion, designed by SPEECH’s 
Sergei Tchoban with Alexey Ilyin and Marina 
Kuznetskaya, is strongly contemporary. But Tchoban, 
co-designer of Moscow’s Federation Towers, knows 
he follows in the footsteps of great constructivists 
such as Konstantin Melnikov and Boris Iofan, who 
gave Soviet pavilions a ‘clear silhouette, a strongly 
accented entrance... and a minimum of meticulously 
designed expressive elements’. Tchoban has 
delivered all these, and a Russian triumph. HW
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Brazil
Architecture Studio Arthur Casas and 
Atelier Marko Brajovic
Area 4,133 sq m 
–
It’s confusing. Save the Children is in a modest 
single-storey building and, next to it, people are 
walking, climbing and even trampolining on a vast 
net strung across an open-ended hollow 
rectangular tube of Corten steel. In fact, this is the 
Brazilian pavilion next door, and it gives the UK fair 
competition for the most open structure in the 
Expo (unless you count the Dutch pavilion as  
a structure). Some 10m high and 12m across, with  
a boardwalk floor, its walls are a lattice of squares, 
some with a mesh, others open. The net flows into 
the structure, with enough space underneath for 
boxes of Brazilian plants to grow, and a raised, fixed 
ramp runs along one side, perhaps echoing those  
of Brazilian modernists such as Lina Bo Bardi or 
Paulo Mendes da Rocha. 

In fact, there is an enclosed volume, half the 
size of that already open, accessed towards the 
back, because the pavilion is an L-shape. It 
promises minimalist white spaces showcasing 
subjects like Brazilian bio-technology. In the 
meantime, the pavilion is a stage for communal 
activity... or at least, a lot of clambering. HW

58

B340-048-P-Milan-ph.indd   58 06/05/2015   10:47



HOLY SEE 
Architecture Quattroassociati Architetti 
Area 747 sq m
–
The Vatican came up with one of the most striking 
and inspiring pavilions. A largely concrete structure 
by architecture practice Quattroassociati Architecti, 
it offers a partially collapsed origami cube with a 
triangular tear at its apex and slim metal lettering 
pinned to it (designed by Ginette Caron and Masami 
Moriyama) spelling out in Latin and other languages 
the pavilion’s theme: ‘Not by bread alone’. This was 
one of few spaces to present food issues in a global 
political and social context, as well as exploring the 
social and collective significance of food and 
mealtimes. ‘Food is not only portrayed as 
nourishment for the body, but as a gesture of 
nurturing, a meal and a convivium; a moment of 
encounter and communion, education and growth,’ 
the publicity declares. At the entrance, stirring 
reportage images of war, famine, loneliness (the 
scourges of modern society) are laid out on a 
rendered concrete wall. On the next wall there  
is a framed Last Supper by Jacopo Tintoretto  
and around the corner three screens tell of ‘the 
commitment of the church and of pope Frances  
to fight hunger…’

No matter whether the visitor is believer or 
aetheist, there’s a commendable simplicity and 
integrity to the presentation. The bare concrete 
interior walls and floors bring a humility to the 
lyrical Le Corbusier shapes, curving inwards and  
up to a small skylight. In the centre is a huge 
interactive table, a universal symbol of the place 
where people work, eat, discuss and learn. The 
interactive gimmickry is superficial — you move 
your hand over the table and suddenly another  
pair of hands pops up on the film and magically 
removes a bowl of food, plays the xylophone, 
moves a chess piece, types on a laptop. On the way 
out is a collection box – voluntary, of course. VS

EcuadOr 
Architecture Zorrozua y Associados 
Area 800 sq m
–
The three-storey rectangular volume that is 
Ecuador’s pavilion by Bilbao-based practice 
Zorrozua y Associados is simple to the point of 
being almost basic, but its vividly patterned facades 
grab the eye like nothing else on the Expo’s Decumano 
axis. The exterior is hung with a curtain of coloured 
beads in traditional, indigenous stripes and simple 
motifs representing ‘sumak kawsay’ (living well in the 
Quecha language). The effect is warm, honest, and 
surprisingly independent of ambient-light conditions. 

On the first floor, Ecuador has opted for 
complete wall projections that show its four zones 
of Ecuador, including the Galapagos and the capital 
Quito. It has more biodiversity per square kilometre 
than any country in the world, and the images are 
stunning. But there are smells as well, courtesy of 
special display units that not only project 
holograms inside vitrines but also have a sniffing 
grid as well. The smell of tuna and cocoa may be 
familiar — but how about the Andes roses that 
grow 2m high? Only one post offers no smell —  
it demonstrates where the equator is. Ecuador has 
chosen to show its geography as much as its food, 
but the restaurant below has plenty of the latter. HW
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Vanke PaVilion 
Architecture Libeskind Studio 
Exhibition design Ralph Applebaum 
Area 870 sq m (12m high)
–
In some ways it seems slightly incongruous to have 
someone like Daniel Libeskind — the man working 
at Ground Zero in New York and also responsible 
for the Jewish Museum in Berlin — creating a 
temporary corporate marketing pavilion for  
a giant Chinese property developer.

That said, the Vanke Pavilion, near the centre  
of the Expo site, is certainly one of the best at the 
show both in terms of the Libeskind structure and 
the content within, created by exhibition designer 
Ralph Applebaum.

As ever Libeskind, who has an apartment and  
a studio office in Milan, looked to find a narrative 
connection as his starting point and found it in his 
love of the paddy-field-stratified hillsides of China. 
The form was wrought using ‘Euclidean geometry’ 
and physical modelling, and the mention of 
parametric modelling elicits a strong negative 
reaction. ‘I love the Chinese landscape, the 
incredible mountains and formations, and I have  
a big collection of books of Chinese art, and this 
was my starting point,’ says Libeskind. ‘But then, 
when I finished the project, everybody saw the 
dragon and then I discovered that the symbolism  
of the dragon underlies the symbolism of the 
mountains — they are the living earth — so it was 
very appropriate, even though it wasn’t something 
in my mind.’

It was probably the final touch of cladding the 
structure in red, scale-like, ceramic tiles that led 
people to that conclusion. It feels like a coiled 
reptile: a sleeping dragon — Vanke, while barely 
known outside China, is the country’s largest 
residential real-estate developer…

Inside, subtlety abounds as multiple small 
screens hang from bamboo poles (a scaffolding 
reference) above pools of reflecting water.  
The screens show a Koyaanisqatsi-like film shot 
specifically for the pavilion, which addresses  
the fact that ‘in the past 10 years a population 
equivalent to the total of the United States flowed 
from the country to the urban area.’

Libeskind is currently working with Vanke on 
the Zhang Zhidong and Modern Industrial Museum, 
in Wuhan, China’s first privately funded museum. JT
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France
Architecture XTU
Area 3,600 sq m 
–
As you navigate through a small entrance maze of 
plant beds, jazzy cartoon videos (by Les Films d’ici) 
with pedagogic messages play to you from screens 
mounted on trailers. But despite their fizz and 
colour, the wooden structure of France’s pavilion 
behind them is even more alluring: a three-storey 
volume defined by vertical wooden fins, with 
curved corners and great arch-like incisions that 
reveal a wooden structural lattice and open into the 
interior-like cave-mouths. 

Inside, there are more video trailers, but again 
they have competition. Every curved square of the 
gorgeously flowing ceiling is stuffed with the 
produce of France — wine, cheeses, legumes, 
cooking pans and more. This is a foodie’s magic 
grotto! ‘We wanted to make a building that looks 
like a market,’ explained Anouk Legendre, half the 
partnership of Paris-based eco-architecture practice 
XTU. The ceiling reflects ‘the shape of hills and 
valleys’ upside-down, she adds. Above the second-
floor restaurant and terrace, the roof is green. 

The structural frame and most of what you see 
is made from 1,600 cu m French wood (spruce and 
larch) in thousands of pieces, including 750 curved 
sections. Even the orthogonal structural frame, 
notched to create the internal vaults, is wooden.  
The pavilion pushes what can be made from 
3D-modelled designs, computer-led carpentry and 
invisible joining. This puts France up with the likes 
of Norway at the cutting-edge of wooden-building 
technique. It also gives the Expo a truly organic 
building that is simply unchallenged for its 
curvaceous elegance. HW

SOUTH KOrea 
–
Korea’s undulating white structure is meant to 
represent the ‘Moon Jar’, a traditional pottery vessel 
in the shape of the moon. The contents are an 
art-led meditation on the health and sustainability 
benefits of Korean food culture. Glowing white, 
temple-like rooms whose walls follow the contours 
of the building, offer up a range of arty installations. 
One has a magnetic white wall covered in black 
letters that spell out ingredients, but which can be 
picked off and rearranged; another room in praise 
of fermentation is adorned with a giant 
fermentation jar and a black projected tableau of 
sliced vegetables. A meditation on storage is 
offered in a darkened room with a walkway through 
a field of jars whose lids/contents pulsate with 
projected light. These are intended to represent the 
ancient tradition of underground storage (Onggi). 
Not much in the way of information, but a bold 
declaration of Korea’s confidence in creativity. And 
a great appetiser for the Korean restaurant you pass 
on your way out. VS
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TurkmenisTan 
Architecture Tilke 
Area 1,500 sq m
–
From Stalin’s time onwards, Soviet republics had 
pavilions in Moscow’s VDNKh Park, and they remain 
today. Their architecture is usually a hybrid of local 
influence and Stalinist baroque — Turkmenistan, for 
example, has an Islamic patterned, tiled screen 
facing out from a portico. The ex-Soviet pavilions 
often sell local products, such as books and food. 

It’s fantastic to see that Turkmenistan is 
sticking to the formula at Expo 2015. The pavilion 
may look kitsch with its fountains, blue tiles and 
golden Islamic motifs, but there are major updates. 
A side of the box building has a two-storey-high 
triangular screen to show Turkmen nature and 
people, the roof is green, and best of all, a scroll of 
Turkmen carpet lights up with LEDs beside the 
door! Such enchantments make the McDonald’s  
next door seem vulgar...

When your correspondent visited, the place 
was closed — the country’s president, Gurbanguly  
Berdimuhamedow, would open it personally, soon. 
But I shuffled a full 15m in. The president, maybe 
5m tall, waved from a poster. Glorious carpets hung 
below a central circular balcony lit in gold. And 
either side, shelves were being stocked with fruit, 
and women waited patiently to sell books. This 
pavilion is a time warp, and it carries dignity  
we can scarcely know. HW

LiTHuania 
Architecture JAS 
Area 950 sq m
–
Designed by JAS, a group of young architects from 
Kaunas, the Lithuanian pavilion is a stripped-back, 
modernist affair composed of two cubes joined by 
a series of interconnecting walkways. The name 
‘Balansas’ — balance — is intended to evoke the 
connection between tradition and innovation, 
echoed in the positioning of the two cubes, 
seemingly ‘balanced’ at either end of the structure. 
In the first cube encountered (to the rear), metal 
floor tiles and matte-black walls decorated with 
graphic flowers contrast with the glowing white 
metal grille of the exterior panels. At its centre is  
a white globe embedded with circular text panels. 
These are presented in a consistent woodcut ‘folk’ 
style, relating the story of the influences on 
Lithuania’s agriculture and food culture, including 
the arrival of the then pope’s niece Bona Sforza  
of Milan, who married King Sigismund the Elder  
in the mid-16th century, a union that proved to be 
massively influential on food, etiquette (for 
example, she introduced the fork) and culture.

Over the bridge, the other white cube presents 
an all-white, whimsical shop interior with similar 
graphic presentations, where current food 
specialities are offered with an array of craft items. 
Screened documentaries reveal the investigations 
into food production by Lithuanian universities, 
representing the food of the future. The pavilion  
is designed for easy installation and dismantling, 
and the roofs of both cubes are covered in grass  
for insulation and heat reduction. VS
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SLOVENIA 
Architecture SoNo Arhitekti 
Area 800 sq m
–
The outline of SoNo Arhitekti’s jagged, prismatic 
wooden structure is intended to evoke a ploughed 
field, in a pavilion designed to showcase the 
region’s diverse landscape and robust approach  
to healthy living. The slogan ‘I Feel Slovenia. Green. 
Active. Healthy’ is expounded in a variety of 
exhibition rooms that are big on white space and 
dramatic set pieces and light on useful information. 
A bee-related installation features a couple of film 
screens and an entire wall of pulsating hexagonal 
mirror tiles. Another area promoting Slovenia’s light 
aircraft industry with one of its Pipistrel light planes 
suspended from the ceiling, along with a wall full  
of wooden propellers. Visitors are offered an 
opportunity to blow into a funnel. Those who do so 
are gratified by seeing the propellers move slightly. 
The idea is to convince us of how much less 
carbon-hungry light aircraft technology is than 
commercial aircraft. Something of a no-brainer  
as an exhibition. But a striking building. VS

SLOW FOOD 
Architecture Herzog & de Meuron
Area 1,118 sq m
–
Herzog & de Meuron had a chance to show how 
effectively and cheaply good exhibition content 
could be housed in the Slow Food section of the 
Expo, commissioned by the movement’s founder 
Carlo Petrini. Sited on a triangular plot at the far 
eastern end of the Expo’s central boulevard, these 
simple, open wood pavilions are triangulated to 
evoke an ‘atmosphere of refectory and market’, 
according to Jacques Herzog. They provide a humble 
and welcoming base for a huge programme of 
educational activities and talks. The single-storey 
pavilions are designed to control traffic volumes 
and flows, allowing visitors to engage easily with all 
the activities, from lectures to workshops. Strewn 
with simple benches and tables, the rustic but 
beautifully crafted communality of a traditional 
Lombardian farmhouse is the desired aesthetic. The 
first pavilion provides a few non-digital, hands-on 
interactives: an opportunity to write personal or 
political messages about food and the Expo in a 
large visitor book; another to sniff or handle the 
contents of a series of boxes to test your food 
sensory abilities. At the end is a documentary with 
a logo declaring ‘another world is possible’. The 
second pavilion offers slow food treats — cheese, 
meats, juices, wines, with room for their enjoyment. 
A third pavilion is the ‘slow food theatre’, for events 
and lectures. In the centre are low, planting beds 
with vegetable seedlings already throwing up green 
shoots. At the end of the Expo, the structures will be 
dismantled and reused as Italian school garden sheds 
as part of the Slow Food’s educational programme. VS
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Chile
Architecture Cristián Undurraga, 
Underraga Deves Arquitectos
Area 1,910 sq m 
–
Chile’s pavilion takes a striking form: a four-storey, 
78m-long box defined by open diagrids of thick 
structural pine beams, floating one storey above 
ground. Below it is Chile’s reception, food retail and 
restaurant. The exhibition area is a three-storey 
opaque box within the outer box. It is accessed by  
a travelator that tunnels through the structure, 
evoking a mine shaft (Chile has many), but filled 
with a sad song. 

Inside the inner box, Chile has taken the 
cinematic approach to showing off its countryside, 
and a little of its digital wizardry too. Big deal, you 
may say, but with scenery as spectacular as Chile’s, 
projected on an epic-sized screen, it’s hard not to 
be impressed. A ramp between the inner and outer 
boxes takes you down to the ground floor food area.

The portfolio of Santiago-based Underraga 
contains a similar-looking building, but tall not long: 
the 15-storey Torre Consistorial Las Condes (2003), 
in his home town. In Milan, he has brilliantly bridged 
the modernist box form with contemporary 
parametric design in that diagrid, and made  
it a carbon-neutral structure. The box makes  
a powerful statement, and with the cooking below, 
it smells good too. HW
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United ArAb emirAtes
Architecture Foster + Partners 
Area 4,386 sq m
–
The Emirates’ 140m-long site starts with an 
entrance apron that channels visitors into a sinuous 
passage between 12m-high, mud-coloured walls,  
as if along a wadi, but also referencing the shaded 
(and somewhat straighter) streets of Foster’s 
Masdar campus in Abu Dhabi, modelled from 
traditional Arab cities. The walls are rippled like 
sand dunes but are actually GRC (glass-fibre 
reinforced concrete) panels pre-cast in China.  
At two points down this trail are arrays of cubical 
vitrines, like jewellery showcases. In them, delicate 
and magical animations are projected on angled 
glass to look like holograms (similar is found  
in Italy’s pavilion), showing ideas such as dates  
as a future food, making biofuels or eating fish.  
Visitor groups pause at these points, heightening 
the anticipation of their quest for the whatever  
lies at the head of the wadi. At last it appears,  
85m from the start — a great drum clad in with 
coppery diamonds!

This is actually an auditorium, screening a film 
about the adventures of a young Sara that span 
deserts and decades. It’s slightly silly, but very 
charming. Beneath is an exhibition, including 
models of a vast planned photovoltaic farm. The 
UAE takes ‘Energy for Life’ seriously, although it has 
distance to cover from oil dependency (a resource 
that Dubai, the most successful emirate, actually 
doesn’t have). Adjoining the 15m-high drum are 
offices, doubtless to be busy with meetings about 
Expo 2020, which Dubai will host. By then, the 
whole pavilion will have been reinstalled in Masdar. 

The UAE Pavilion is neither a Disney attraction 
nor a desert adventure, but it does offer 
entertainment and education, both lightly. The 
central feature of the passage through desert  
walls may feel like a studio set, but in high  
summer its cool air will be welcome and requires  
no plant machinery. HW
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Germany 
Architecture Schmidhuber and Milla & Partner 
Area 4,913 sq m
–
The German Pavilion, half-hidden by colourful 
Ecuador in front of it, is large but doesn’t shout out. 
A ramp gently rises 10m to a complex structure,  
in which white forms curve either side of a terrace 
boardwalk and sun terrace. There is a sense of flow 
taking you past the five white forms which open  
out like flowers — these are the ‘solar trees’, with 
printed photovoltaics mounted on a fine mesh  
in their material. On the other side, more fabric 
structures cover roof-like buds emerging from the 
soil. The wood-clad, naturally ventilated building 
below houses displays of ideas about water, soil, 
climate and biodiversity, and a theatre for 250 
people. Back outside, one side of the ramp defines 
a sheltered seating area and amphitheatre, facing  
a separate stage area for musicians. 

Germany’s theme is Fields of Ideas, and they 
are in abundance here, notably in green technology. 
But the big idea of replacing nature to demonstrate 
nature-friendly ideas leaves the experience of the 
building a little lifeless. Biomimetic trees are clever, 
but real trees are so much warmer. HW

USa 
Architecture James Biber Architects 
Area 3250 sqm
–
If anyone missed the Expo’s food theme, there’s  
a knife, fork and plate replacing the stars in the 
American pavilion’s massive flag signage above  
the expo’s axial boulevard, the Decumano. Obvious 
it may be, but it does show the Americans are 
taking the theme seriously. President Obama talks 
about food for every table from a big video screen 
at the top of a ramp to the airy first floor and,  
as ever, just his telepresence warms the pavilion  
up. The whole place is a vast, open, rectangular 
barn, and the long east wall is made of vertical 
hydroponic farm patches on hinged panels  
that curiously pivot. The top level is an open  
terrace with a cafe, under steel girders. 

As James Biber of New York-based Biber 
Architects explained to Blueprint: ‘Recent US 
Pavilions tend to be hermetic, opaque. That seemed 
less and less American.’ By contrast, this is ‘open, 
very porous, multivalent’. He dismisses the wooden 
pavilion trend as as ‘a knee-jerk reaction to 
sustainability’. Biber is essentially a high-tech 
architect and this building puts its steel structure 
out for all to see, not unlike Biber’s Harley-Davidson 
Museum in Milwaukee (2008) (although that is 
opaque). There are even shiny ventilation pipes 
erupting through the boardwalk flooring, which 
uses wood from Coney Island. The waving farm 
panels aside, the metal is also tempered with a 
small aquatic garden and, at the back, oak trees. HW
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HOLLAND 
Architecture & area See text
–
Carlo Ratti was meant to be designing the Dutch 
pavilion — the online world is awash with images of 
a 1,600 sq m sustainable-farming pavilion, featuring 
a huge, tilted agricultural field with self-driving 
tractors navigating over its surface. The fact that 
this pavilion has failed to materialise (and who 
knows what 11th-hour catastrophes may have 
befallen it) may go some way to explaining the low 
maintenance offering we have from Holland, though 
it scores highly in sociability and reusability. 

With the theme ‘share, grow, live’, Holland 
presents not so much a structure as a festival 
landscape. Mobile food vendors offer Dutch food 
and drink delicacies (including seaweed burgers), 
interspersed with small learning pods filled with 
information on advances and innovations in Dutch 
farming technology and animal husbandry. Further 
information soundbites are provided on blue and 
green lollipops scattered around the planting, 
learning ponds, and seating areas. It is clear you are 
being encouraged to sit and enjoy the food, the 
ambience and maybe engage in conversation with 
one of the friendly pavilion helpers/guides. 

At its heart is a small stage with an all-day 
programme of live music. At the end of the site  
is a cluster of containers, one of which is offered  
as a possible ‘growtainer’ — mobile miniature 
allotments that, it is suggested, could be placed  
in car parks or disused sites. In this way, we’re told, 
people could even ‘pick up some fresh lettuce on 
the way to the supermarket’. VS

SLOVAKIA 
Architecture Karol Kállay
Area 1,010 sq m
–
Quirky in the extreme, the Slovakian pavilion greets 
the visitor with three dismembered white heads 
frolicking in a pool of water — apparently inspired 
by a famous baroque water sculpture. Architect 
Karol Kállay’s theme was: ‘Slovakia. Recharge 
Yourself’. The interior design resembles a cross 
between a machine and a forest, and houses 
conceptual presentations of Slovakian ‘energy  
in traditions’. 

This kicks off with a display of metalwork  
(a metal tree with bells on it), instrument-making 
(another tree whose branches appear to be flutes); 
stonework (the pendulous bosoms and voluptuous 
torso of the tiny sculpture Venus of Moravan, 
allegedly 23,000 years old). There’s also a large 
bird made of spoons and knives and a giant  
painted egg. 

There are individual information points 
displaying Slovakian innovations, including Jozef 
Karol Hell’s revolutionary water-pumping system,  
a ‘solar hug’ recharging bracelet, the ‘aeromobil’ 
flying car, and a presentation on bioplastics.  
A baffling final ‘installation’ offers the bodies of 
several naked female mannekins, on which people 
are invited to ‘write inspirational messages’ —
apparently the work of artist Alex Mlynarcik. VS
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China 
Architecture Tsinghua University + Studio Link-Arc. 
Chief architect Yichen Lu
Area 4,400 sq m
–
In a field of pavilions competing for wow-factor, 
China knew it had to deliver that big time. It has 
pulled it off with a vast wavy roof covered with 
panels that evoke bamboo leaves, under which  
a luminous wheat field spreads. The pavilion is 
entered through a sunken garden, where perhaps  
a thousand flowers bloom, tellingly all neatly 
contained in dense banks. 

The roof has something of the flow of Zaha 
Hadid’s Heydar Aliyev Centre, and although it looks 
like wood, it is essentially a steel structure with 
wooden elements. Surprisingly, chipboard lines the 
gallery wall above the wheat field, which is also 
spanned by a bridge. The wheat is aluminium rods 
mounted with LEDs that create great waves of 
colour and even pictures to a stirring soundtrack. 
It’s a change from the projections so many pavilions 
have, but has a lot less resolution. 

China projects a lot of soft power in this 
pavilion, with its ‘Land of Hope’ theme. But has  
it found confidence in Chinese architecture, so  
long in the shadow of Western trophy projects?  
The architect here is Chinese but Yichen Lu actually 
heads up New York-based practice Studio Link-Arc, 
as well as teaching at Tsinghua. 

He readily says that the pavilion was designed 
in New York (and that it cost half as much as 
Vanke’s pavilion). Just as with the wheat field  
and the structural material, things begin to blur  
on closer examination... HW
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IRELAND BELGIUM CZECH REPUBLIC

Architecture Ireland’s Office of Public Works,  
led by principal architect Ciaran O’Conner 
Exhibition design Event Communications 
Area Undisclosed 
–
Ireland’s elegant elliptical curl of a louvred wood 
structure manages to evoke farm buildings and 
animal enclosures, reinforcing the theme of 
sustainable Irish farming, quality produce and 
tourism. A sequence of large A/V screens lines the 
entrance hall, depicting lush scenes of Irish farms, 
livestock and landscapes, variously drenched in rain, 
mist or sunshine, and accompanied by a rolling 
soundtrack of bleating lambs, downpours and 
thunder. Clusters of gauzy white ‘clouds’ are 
suspended over the screens, shifting in colour as 
the films move on from soft yellow sunrise through 
inky midday stormclouds to a pale-pink dusk. Their 
point, says Ireland’s Expo commissioner, John 
Kennedy, is to reveal the abundance and sustainable 
nature of Irish farming. ‘Ireland at the moment has  
a population of five million but feeds 20 million. We 
produce far more food than we can consume. It has 
a growing season 12 months of the year. The cattle 
live in the field and eat green grass. Ireland is the 
biggest beef exporter in the northern hemisphere. 
We intend to increase not only the output but the 
value of beef.’ Ireland carbon footprints all its farms 
to ensure that, ‘even with increased output, it’s still 
carbon-footprint friendly’. With a view to expanding 
its meat and dairy markets — especially to China, 
which has had scares recently with imports of 
questionable produce — Ireland is introducing its 
‘origin green’ hallmark at the Expo. VS

Architect Patrick Genard & Associados 
Area 2,717 sq m 
–
Belgium’s wood-and-glass pavilion greets the main 
thoroughfare with a generous, landscaped, open 
auditiorium for performances and relaxation, with  
a handy nearby vending cart for Belgian frites and 
waffles. The sprawling pavilion itself was designed 
by Patrick Genard & Associados, to represent 
different aspects of Belgian heritage and expertise. 
The main entrance building is a barn-style dwelling. 
Screened footage at the entrance shows Belgium  
as a place of artists, creativity, innovation and 
hospitality. A gangplank leading down to a lower 
ground floor reveals a ‘cave’ filled with glowing 
circular aquaria and showcases on futuristic 
farming, from insect harvesting and aquaponics to 
fish farms run on algae and mushroom fields 
fertilised with coffee grounds. The visitor then 
emerges up the DNA helix-inspired staircase into 
the central atrium hospitality area, topped with 
what looks like a diamond-faceted glass dome. 
Genard’s background in luxury hotel and restaurant 
design comes to the fore here: tubular, copper light 
fittings sparkle over a beer and sandwich bar; 
elsewhere, a gleaming, scientific-looking ‘food lab’ 
provides more refined fare, while a circular, central 
desk allows visitors to browse through Belgium’s 
attractions and innovations on small screens. 
Visitors exit past a series of display cases of 
sparkling diamond jewellery, offering souvenirs 
several cuts above the usual hats and T-shirts 
(imaginary subtitle: ‘if you need to ask the price, 
you can’t afford them’). VS

Architecture Chybik + Kristof Associated Architects 
Area 1,362 sq m 
–
Water is a major inspiration for the Czech Republic’s 
pavilion. For a country that features three major rivers, 
as well as a number of thermal springs, the pool at the 
front of the pavilion evokes the region’s strong spa 
culture. With a lounging deck and a gleaming 
sculpture by Lukas Rittstein (half car, half bird, 
intended to evoke the co-existence of nature and 
technology) immersed in the water, it creates an 
enticing spot to sit and sample Pilsner Urquell served 
from the adjacent bar. The white house beyond is built 
of Koma modules, offering a system of progressive 
construction, easy to dismantle and reassemble. 
Intended as both a house and an experience, the 
all-white interior has the polish and dazzle of a James 
Bond villain’s lair, enhanced by a dramatic LED light 
sculpture dangling down the stairwell. Two exhibitions 
inside communicate through conceptual artworks 
rather than information panels. The Laboratory of 
Silence recreates a mixed Czech forest, with real trees 
and plants regularly scanned by robotic projectors 
that beam 3D images of the plants on to the curving 
wall behind them. The Laboratory of Life on the floor 
above is inspired by the Czech scientists who 
unravelled the genetic codes of agricultural plants; 
these codes are projected on to large-scale artistic 
renderings. A huge sculpture of an animal (part dog, 
part horse) represents Czech expertise in the field of 
veterinary medicine. This art-oriented, information-lite 
approach also extends to a room dedicated to 
promoting Czech tourism. But it all adds up to a very 
cool place to hang out. VS 
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COUP DE GRâCE: 
ThE RisE anD fall Of PRUiTT iGOE 

1956 – 1972 anD bEyOnD

Words Reinier de Graaf

74

B340-074-P-Pruitt Igoe-ph2-jm.indd   74 05/05/2015   15:39



Forty years on from the demolition of the St Louis Pruitt 
Igoe development — ‘the death of Modern architecture’ 
said Charles Jencks — there is hardly a physical trace of 

the 33 slabs of housing designed by Leinweber, Yamasaki 
& Hellmuth. But the issues that led to its demise, political 

not architectural,  are ever present 
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Surrounded by trees, we are struck by the strange scent  
of autumn: sun-dried leaves mixed with the stink of rot. 
Underneath our feet lies a brownish carpet of foliage and litter. 
We plough through shrubs, hoping to look out into the open 
again, but the longer that takes the more we lose any sense of 
space and time. Is the wilderness in which we find ourselves 
post- or pre-urban? Are the occasional fragments of rubble 
evidence of an earlier occupation? Just as we begin to question 
where we are, we reach the edge: a vast plane opens up in front 
of us. There was a city here once, this much we know. But there 
is little evidence of it left. A lonely church, with no apparent 
community to serve, is the only human artefact remaining. 

July 15, 1972 (3:32PM): The first building of the Pruitt Igoe 
housing estate in St Louis, Missouri, is demolished through a 
planned implosion. Less than 18 years after it opens in 1956,  
the estate is considered beyond redemption. Despite, or rather 
because of, its demolition Pruitt Igoe makes history. If we are to 
believe the critics, it wasn’t just a block of flats that received its 
‘coup de grâce’ on that July afternoon, but the whole of 20th-
century, avant-garde thinking. The demolition is featured live on 
national television, and definitively acquires cult status once it 
features in the 1983 film Koyaanisqatsi, with a soundtrack by 

Philip Glass. In The Language of Postmodern Architecture, 
Charles Jencks writes that: ‘Modern architecture died in St Louis, 
Missouri on July 15, 1972 at 3.32pm (or thereabouts) when the 
infamous Pruitt Igoe scheme, or rather several of its slab blocks, 
were given the final coup de grâce by dynamite,’ a view further 
adopted by artist Peter Blake (Form Follows Fiasco, 1977) and 
writer Tom Wolfe (From Bauhaus to Our House, 1981).

Not only is modern architecture considered finished in 
stylistic terms, the project’s failure quickly also becomes a symbol 
of modernity’s failure to address the city. In 1976, Colin Rowe and 
Fred Koetter, with explicit reference to Pruitt Igoe, write that: 
‘The city of modern architecture has been rendered tragically 
ridiculous. [...] The city of Hilberseimer and Le Corbusier, 
celebrated by CIAM and advertised by the Athens Charter:  
the former city of deliverance is everyday found increasingly 
inadequate.’ It is not difficult to complete Rowe’s list. After 
Pruitt Igoe, it isn’t just Le Corbusier or Hilberseimer, but also 
Team X, the Japanese Metabolists, Constant’s New Babylon, 
Yona Friedman, Archizoom as well as any other visionary 
movement which ‘have been rendered tragically ridiculous…’ 

The prevailing reading of events around Pruitt Igoe is 
enough to make any architect uncomfortable. The repeated  
use of the demolition footage sends a clear message: Dear 
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4 (opposite page) – Within  
18 years of being built, the 
blocks of public housing had 
been reduced to rubble

3 – The blocks are 
spectacularly demolished  
by explosion

2 (previous page) – Today 
nature has recaptured the 
cleared land
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architects, when it comes to solving societal issues, do not get 
above yourselves — it will (literally) blow up in your face. And 
still there is a strange disjunction between the powerlessness 
that emanates from the imagery of Pruitt Igoe’s demolition and 
the blame that is attributed to the architecture. Surely if 
architecture’s power to fix societal issues is limited, then so 
must be its power to create them. One cannot help but wonder 
whether the critics, with their singular focus on architecture as 
the culprit of Pruitt Igoe’s demise, made themselves part of a 
cover-up. What lies beyond the truism that modern architecture 
died in 1972? What story is buried under the rubble left after 
Pruitt Igoe’s demolition? 

January 14, 1947: While most American cities recover from the 
Great Depression, St Louis is one of only four facing a declining 
population. Its housing stock has been deteriorating since the 
Twenties. Middle-class residents are leaving and their former 
residences are occupied by the poor. Slums threaten to engulf 
the city centre. At the request of Republican Mayor Aloys P 
Kauffman, the City Planning Commission devises a development 
plan for the next 25 years to bring (the right) people back to St 
Louis through private-sector gentrification in the city’s poorest 
neighbourhoods. The De Soto Carr neighbourhood is one of 

these designated for renewal; the initial plan calls for three-
storey blocks with a public park. 

Things take a twist in 1949 when the Housing Act is issued, 
which makes federal funds available for slum clearance, urban 
redevelopment and public housing — creating a construction 
wave across the USA. St. Louis’s new mayor, Democrat  
Joseph Darst, seizes the opportunity and revises the existing 
development plan, quipping ‘We’ll take Manhattan’ in reference 
to the high-rise structures imagined for the future. 

In 1950, St Louis receives a federal commitment for 5,800 
public housing units; De Soto Carr is slated for public housing  
at densities higher than the original slum dwellings. Half of the 
units are allocated to a relatively modest tract of land, the design 
of which is commissioned to the architecture firm Leinweber, 
Yamasaki & Hellmuth. Minuro Yamasaki, who later designs  
New York’s World Trade Center, is the project’s main designer. 

He conceives a neighbourhood of 33 eleven-storey slabs — 
2,700 units to house 15,000 people. The widely acclaimed 
design is marketed with great confidence; in 1951, Architectural 
Forum runs an article, Slum Surgery in St Louis, in its praise. 
Architectural Record applauds the unique design features such 
as skip-stop elevators and glazed internal galleries, intended to 
create ‘individual neighbourhoods’ within each building.

5
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The area is planned as a racially segregated development, 
named for Wendell O Pruitt, a black military pilot, and William 
Igoe, a white congressman; both men were from St Louis but 
would never meet in their lifetimes. However, racial segregation is 
deemed illegal by the Supreme Court (following the ‘Brown v 
Board of Education of Topeka’ decision) in 1954; by the time the 
project is completed in 1956, Pruitt Igoe is destined to become one 
of the first models of a racially mixed inner-city neighbourhood. 

In 1957, occupancy rates peak at 91 per cent and it would  
be fair to say that before its eventual demise, there are a number 
of good Pruitt Igoe years. Footage from a Fifties’ documentary, 
made shortly after the project’s completion, paints an almost 
euphoric picture about the increase in living standards: Pruitt 
Igoe is labelled as ‘a cure for the disease, rising above the 
polluted slums, lifting its residents out of poverty... Here in 
bright new buildings on spacious ground, they can live, with 
indoor plumbing, electric light, fresh plastered walls and other 
conveniences that are expected in the 20th century’.

Meanwhile another trend takes hold in the American city: 
industrial bases move out, and residents follow. The 1949 Housing 
Act is distinctly vague; while ample funds are available for 
affordable housing, it remains ambiguous where these homes 
should be built. Inner-city regeneration is facilitated through 

high-density developments; this regeneration is undermined  
by subsidising the private sector to build low-cost, single-family 
units in the suburbs. 

By the mid-Fifties the suburban lifestyle has become the 
dominant trend in the USA, celebrated through TV shows like 
Father Knows Best and Leave it to Beaver. Losing the battle 
against urban flight, by the mid-Sixties St Louis has lost half  
of its mid-century population. The white middle and upper 
classes leave the city; those who cannot afford to do so stay 
behind. It is a strange irony that in the decades immediately 
following the Brown decision, racial segregation is perpetuated 
through the free market: white neighbourhoods in the suburbs, 
black neighbourhoods in the inner city. 

This trend drastically affects the Pruitt Igoe project. 
Occupancy rates start to fall, and in 1965 only 2,500 of its 
original 12,000 inhabitants are left. Average tenant income 
declines as unemployment grows, and a disproportionate 
number of families on the estate live on welfare. Pruitt Igoe  
is increasingly inhabited by the poorest strata of black society; 
segregated and publicly vandalised, it begins to resemble the 
slums it replaced. In 1965, the Architectural Record publishes  
a second article on Pruitt Igoe, A Case History of Failure, now 
labelling as hazards many of the features praised in its 1951 

6

5 – Site plan for the Pruitt 
Igoe housing project in St 
Louis, named after black 
Second World War pilot 
Wendell O Pruitt and white 
congressman William Igoe

6 – The 33 housing blocks 
under construction, with the 
aim of housing some 15,000 
people in 2,700 units
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article: ‘The undersized elevators are brutally battered, and they 
reek of urine from children who misjudged the time it takes to 
reach their apartments. By stopping only on every third floor, 
the elevators offer convenient settings for crime. The galleries 
are anything but cheerful social enclaves. The tenants call them 
gauntlets, through which they must pass to reach their doors.’ 

Pruitt Igoe’s deteriorated living conditions make national 
press in February 1969 when its residents begin a rent strike — 
the first of its kind — in protest. The 1949 Housing Act ruled that 
maintenance for public housing should come from tenants’ 
rents — but the falling number of tenants has created insufficient 
funds, causing the buildings’ dilapidation. The rent strike 
continues for nine months. 

Eventually Pruitt Igoe’s residents have a short-lived moment 
of political engagement. Much of this takes place in the context 
of a backlash against government spending: ‘The government no 
longer has an open check book!’ is the phrase attributed to 
Housing and Urban Development Secretary George Romney 
(Mitt Romney’s father, chairman of American Motors, and 
presidential candidate in 1968). Public housing is increasingly 
seen as un-American, a communist erosion of the free market. 
In the end, forces against Pruitt Igoe prove too strong. On July 
15, 1972, the first of the 33 blocks is brought down by explosives. 

November 11, 2014: We head east on Highway 70 from Lambert 
Airport, in the direction of downtown St Louis. We turn off the 
freeway at Grand, taking a few turns to get to the junction  
of Jefferson and Cass, the north-east corner of the site where 
once the Pruitt Igoe housing estate stood. ‘We need to fix  
St Louis,’ the Washington Post declared recently, portraying  
a town where urban decline and the demise of civic values are 
inextricably linked. 

There is an eerie sense of abandonment to these streets, not 
quite the same as the post-apocalyptic, post-urban condition of 
Detroit, but somehow calmer, more accepting. In Detroit, the 
scarce remains of the city — the ruins — provide the ‘shock 
effect’, but in St Louis the shock is mostly created by the absence 
of a ruin. One would never know that this rural town has 
organically sprouted where at one time there was a city.

St Louis constitutes a revolution in reverse: the city is not 
the apotheosis of human civilisation, but simply a passing phase 
in the way man chooses to settle the planet. After a few traffic 
lights we arrive at our destinations. Despite our heightened 
anticipation, reaching the site is strangely underwhelming.  
In as much as there is an experience, it is one of an absolute lack  
of spectacle, especially given this place’s legendary significance. 
This supposed burial ground of modern architecture is free  

7

8 – Before its demise there 
were a number of good Pruitt 
Igoe years

7 – Aerial view of a 
fresh-faced Pruitt Igoe
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9 – Children play among the 
high-rise blocks
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of ceremonial aura. Where there were once 33 buildings, there  
is currently a weird urban forest: a green relief in a context that 
needs no such thing, a void within emptiness. 

Not too long ago a documentary was made about the deeper 
reasons for Pruitt Igoe’s failure. In the opening scene a former 
resident recounts a recent visit to the site, where he was 
attacked by a dog. For a brief moment, even 40 years later, he  
is overcome by the fear he felt living there. All of the former 
residents interviewed in the documentary relay a similar story: 
good memories of the early years, when Pruitt Igoe meant a 
considerable ‘step up’, followed by the dystopian latter years.

Still, the most surreal part of our visit is not the complete 
absence of any evidence of Pruitt Igoe; rather, it is the complete 
disappearance of the city around it, transformed into a boarded-
up, urban wasteland. The street grid hardly serves any 
buildings: the streets have names, but numbers resemble 
complex mathematical sequences — 2, 14, 38, 152... Amid these 
empty streets, the weird forest symbolises not the failure of 
America’s public-housing programme, but rather the losing 
battle for the American city altogether… What was accomplished 
by blowing up the 33 slabs of Pruitt Igoe? It did not solve St 
Louis’s housing crisis, this much is clear. A 2010 documentary, 
The Hidden Homeless, suggests that for every recorded 

homeless person in St Louis, there are three to four more 
unaccounted for, pushing numbers well beyond anything in the 
city’s history. Last year, the rise in homelessness in Missouri was 
more than 14 per cent, well above the national average. 

And there is the crime. One of the main reasons cited for 
the demolition of the Pruitt Igoe estate was the excessive rate of 
violent crime. Recent successes notwithstanding, St Louis has 
seen a steady, uninterrupted rise in violent crime for the past 
decades. The recent IBM Smarter Cities grant for $400,000 
awarded to the city is as much a recognition for the St Louis 
police as it is an indication of the intensity of crime in this city. 

Indeed, for some time St Louis and IBM have been partners 
in (fighting) crime, using predictive analytics and computer 
technology to help forecast likely acts: ‘Stopping crime before  
it happens’. (At this point it would not be unfair to say that IBM 
largely awarded itself.) Nevertheless, last year St Louis ranked  
as the fourth most dangerous city in the USA, with more than 
1,800 violent crimes per 100,000 inhabitants, ranging from 
assault to shooting, from arson to robbery. 

In recent years, petty crime — or rather penalising petty 
crime — has become a major source of municipal revenue. This 
is also known as the ‘money ball approach’. At present, St Louis 
derives up to 40 per cent of its annual revenue from fines and 

10 & 11 – Baseball and 
playground games took 
place at Pruitt Igoe, which 
enjoyed a few ‘good’ years 
before lack of maintainance 
took its toll 

12 – Full of promise, with laid 
lawns and planted trees, in 
the early days of Pruitt Igoe
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fees collected by its law enforcement agencies, fining anything 
from loud music to unkempt property; even a fine for wearing 
saggy pants has been proposed. (Proceeds are in turn used  
to pay for the services of IBM.) On our way back to the airport 
we drive through Olive Street. We pass the new offices of the  
St Louis Police Department. We have read that the building was 
bought in 2011 from Wells Fargo, financed through so-called 
‘criminal asset forfeiture funds’. It seems the ‘money ball 
approach’ is paying off.

IBM’s partnership with the city of St Louis is part of a larger 
trend, whereby former public tasks are increasingly claimed by 
private corporations. In the face of the public sector’s supposed 
failings, an increasing number of tech companies rise to the 
occasion to take its place. The ‘Smart City’ becomes the new 
‘city of deliverance’, addressing anything from the well-being 
and safety of citizens, overcrowding, pollution, inadequate 
infrastructure to the need for continuing economic growth.

The rhetoric of the Smart City echoes that of several 
traditional 19th-century philanthropists. But for all the elevated 
language of its manifestos — and there are many — the Smart City 
is driven by the pursuit of business interests, something that 

stands in stark contrast to the grand urban visions of the 20th 
century, which celebrated the city as a public phenomenon. 
Some 40 years after the demolition of Pruitt Igoe we are 
confronted with a wholesale sell-off of public services, in which 
the city inevitably becomes the ‘cadavre exquis’ of various 
private interests. During the last years of Pruitt Igoe the refusal 
of the authorities to take their responsibility met with the rent 
strike of the residents; but this time, there is nobody left to 
protest and nothing left to protest against. 

Today the same issues are ever present, with still no 
adequate repertoire to deal with them. Thinking of Pruitt Igoe, 
one wonders: was it really the buildings that bothered us, or was 
it something else? Does its failure serve as an uncomfortable 
reminder that the American dream — even at the moment of the 
great civil rights movement — was not available to all? In historic 
terms the demolition of Pruitt Igoe seems to sound the death 
knell of political resignation rather than of buildings, where 
Charles Jencks’s ‘coup de grâce’ becomes exactly that: a mercy 
killing, not of a movement in architecture, but of a commitment 
to progress in solidarity — a sigh of relief. After Pruitt Igoe, we 
should simply stop trying. 

13

13 – Early aspirations for the 
housing development and  
its demise are summed up  
in this promotions badge, 
now battered and dirty
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Kin
Designed by Paul Crofts, the Kin collection in  
solid surface seamlessly combines elegant form  
and practical function. Comprising of four distinct  
desk shapes to meet various spatial requirements.
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MAKE IT LIVE

Words Veronica Simpson
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Experimental collaborations between designers, 
artists, scientists and technologists are not just 
about speculation and provocation. A growing 

community of makers is translating ideas 
from science fiction to the real world
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There’s a brave, new, multidisciplinary, collaborative and 
innovative scene happening in design right now, and getting 
involved has never been easier — not just via Google, YouTube and 
email but through a rapidly expanding range of opportunities for 
sharing ideas, inspirations and skills at ground level. From a 
proliferating menu of worldwide makeathons through dedicated, 
multidisciplinary workshop spaces (Bristol’s Pervasive Media 
Studio, London’s Makerversity at Somerset House) to global and 
interactive conferences and festivals, what today’s Skype-happy, 
digitally connected, creative community seems to like best of all 
is an opportunity to have some face time with as broad a 
spectrum as possible of potential collaborators and conspirators. 

When the Future Everything festival launched in Manchester 
20 years ago, it was a lone creative voice in the unremittingly 
techie geek wilderness, exploring the cultural and social 
implications of this fledgeling phenomenon. Now, Future 
Everything is a major yearly event on the experimental digital 
artist/hacker/maker calendar, with offshoots in Moscow and  
a thriving portfolio of consultancies and co-creations bubbling 
along nicely. Future Everything founder Drew Hemments — along 

with other digitally-minded British designers, artists and 
innovators — is regularly sent out (Brazil, India, Russia) by the 
British Council’s impressively zeitgeist-grabbing, creative 
economy unit to showcase the UK’s skills and homegrown talent 
in a field that Hemments describes as ‘the most urgent, 
interesting, significant movement or space in design globally.’ 

For some time the UK has been at the movement’s epicentre, 
believes Hemments. ‘The most interesting and challenging work 
has come out of a group of studios which are using design as a tool 
to think about futures in different ways.’ The studios Hemments 
name checks — Superflux, for example — are among the leaders of 
the speculative design pack, which provoke and interrogate social 
and cultural issues through design fictions and pithy installations 
at conferences, exhibitions and symposia (see Blueprint 336, 
September/October 2014). But there is also a growing body of 
designers and studios using experimentation and exploration 
across disciplines to create products and services that are bringing 
genuinely new and exciting dimensions to art, music, education 
and entertainment, or solve practical, everyday problems.

Fully realised projects range from the avant garde to the 

2

3 (opposite page) – From  
The Unseen are sculptural 
feathered capes in black 
leather impregnated with 
atmospherically sensitive 
chemicals that change colour 
with shifts in conditions

2 – A pop-up city, City 
Fictions 1 was part of the 
2014 Future Everything 
annual festival

1 (previous page) – 
Make:Shift:Do weekend 
workshops include events  
at the RSA — a Fab Lab 
(shown) and The Great 
Recovery
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everyday. For the avant garde, the go-to innovator of the 
moment is Lauren Bowker, whose extraordinary couture creations 
come laced with chemically enhanced pigments that allow them to 
change colour according to environmental factors, from wind and 
light to heat or humidity. Bowker, via her studio and lab The 
Unseen, has brought her alchemical skills to bear on a fascinating 
array of projects, from testing the wind resistance of Formula 1 
racing cars to assisting neurological research with her heat-
responsive Swarovski helmet (see Incubators’ profiles, page 85).

For the everyday, you couldn’t get much more practical than  
a jacket that helps commuters fight the risk of infection from 
flu-laden fellow travellers: this spring sees the launch of innovation 
consulting firm gravitytank’s Germinator Transit Jacket — an 
antimicrobial fleece. It was developed as a speculative idea 
through in-house research just over a year ago and is now ready 
for pre-order (for this May), thanks to being snapped up by San 
Franciscan clothing company Betabrand.

One of a number of established American innovation 
consultancies, gravitytank appears to be unusual in prioritising  
its own research and development. And this is what marks out  

the most exciting practices in the field. They are led by curiosity, 
by the desire to answer questions that they find arresting, arising 
from the way we live today, the fascinating possibilities opening up 
in areas of science and technology, or from their own particular 
passions — just as artists and crafts practitioners do — rather than 
being driven by the kind of commercial, client-facing approach 
typical of the design industry at large. 

So, it is fitting that the Crafts Council is one of several 
leading UK arts institutions that has stepped forward to stake its 
claim on the movement. As far back as 2011, the Crafts Council 
hosted exhibitions which explored this fascinating territory, 
such as Lab Craft — Digital Adventures in Contemporary Craft, 
and The Power of Making (with the V&A). In November 2014, it 
launched the first of its biennial conferences dedicated to 
experimental, cross-disciplinary making, under the banner 
Make:Shift, accompanied by a weekend of workshops under the 
Make:Shift:Do heading. Annie Warburton, creative programmes 
director at the Crafts Council, says: ‘In one way, I think [this 
movement] is new. In other ways I think it’s always been 
happening. Makers have always been experimenting with 

4 5

4 & 5 – Psoriasis, from 
Tamsin van Essen’s Medical 
Heirlooms, and a piece  
from her Erosion series, 
respectively. Van Essen’s 
work as a ceramicist has 
been inspired by human

disease and decay. As part  
of the Crafts Council’s 
Parallel Practices initiative, 
she spent three months in 
the labs of Guy’s Hospital, 
investigating muscle and  
cell development  
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6 – At a weekend 
Make:Shift:Do workshop,  
part of the Crafts Council 
Innovation Programme aimed 
at providing opportunities 
for cross-fertilisation 
between disciplines
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processes and materials.’ She points to Nineties’ explorations of 
recycling and sustainability. But Warburton agrees that ‘there’s 
an acceleration of makers both innovating in their own practice 
and working across sectors — such as biology and tech, medicine, 
engineering and architecture. Makers are facilitating and 
catalysing innovation because of the making skills they have in 
their hands. That’s something 3D designers don’t always possess.’

Make:Shift is part of the Crafts Council’s Innovation 
Programme, intended to increase opportunities for craft makers  
to cross-fertilise with other disciplines. Another new strand is the 
Parallel Practices residencies, run in partnership with the Cultural 
Institute at King’s College London, partnering makers with medical 
and scientific academics. Tamsin van Essen (see Incubators’ 
profiles), a ceramicist whose vessels have long explored the 
aesthetics of decay and disease, has been working in the lab at 
Guy’s Hospital with Professor Malcolm Logan and his team, 
looking at limb development and cell patterning, staining samples 
to examine different stages of growth to reveal exciting 
transformations as tissue structures are revealed. Her three-month 
immersion has given her ‘a rich library of stuff to draw on’. 

Residencies of this length are a luxury, she says, in that ‘you 
develop a relationship with the people you’re working with. 
You’re not hovering on the edges’. In turn, her models and casts 
helped to visualise, clarify and give three dimensions to 
processes that usually take place in a petri dish, arousing 
conversations and mutual insights along the way.

For any visual artist, time and opportunities for 
experimentation are vital. For those at the craft and art end, the 
journey of discovery is as important as the end product. But for 
the majority of designers, it’s an uphill struggle to translate 
experimental output into viable products. This is where the UK’s 
Design Council hopes to step in. Last December it launched its 
Spark initiative with an event at the Science Museum in London. 
The idea is to nurture and launch a new wave of British inventors 
with a £300,000 innovation fund and accelerator programme. 
This spring, the Spark investment panel will announce a shortlist 
of 10 products from an expected 200 applicants. The 10 
shortlisted teams or designers will receive a £15,000 investment 
sum, and go through a 20-week programme of mentoring and 
support, at the end of which three finalists will be handed 
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£50,000 to take their ideas to the next stage. The suggestion 
apparently came to the Design Council from an anonymous 
inventor, who felt that all the development money for innovation 
was going into digital technology and not enough into physical 
inventions. Spark programme lead Iria Lopez is keen to ensure 
that creative teams are given the expertise they need to ensure the 
success of products — ticking boxes for desirability, viability and 
feasibility. She agrees that the timing is spot on, given the 
upsurge in innovative and multidisciplinary making. One of the 
reasons why this trend is emerging now, she thinks, is because 
‘the world is becoming more and more complex and 
approaching such a high level of complexity requires many 
different perspectives. It requires a systemic approach. You need 
to understand all the components of the problem.’

For practitioners, one of the most compelling aspects of this 
new design movement is being able to work with a variety of 
professionals across a broad range of projects. Nowhere is this 
facilitated more effectively than at Bristol’s Pervasive Media 
Studio, where engineers, coders, designers, writers, artists, 
dancers all share studio space, some hot-desking and some 

permanently based among the 40 desks within the Watershed 
arts centre (see Incubators’ profiles, page 85). Tom Metcalfe, one 
of the resident designers/producers, says his experience there has 
proven that ‘the more different the expertise and knowledge, the 
more interesting the output. That [range of potential disciplines] 
has not really been done anywhere else. Here, it’s at the point 
where it’s a given: of course we’re going to work with people 
who are different from us; of course we’ll be collaborating.’

‘Reciprocal illumination’ is the phrase Richard Sennett coined 
to illustrate the beneficial dynamics of collaborative work. The 
phrase was repeated by professor Roger Kneebone during his 
fascinating talk at the Make:Shift conference. As a top surgeon, 
Kneebone has been increasingly shocked by the lack of manual 
skills displayed by his otherwise highly educated surgery students, 
so he devised a programme of workshops with tailors, jewellers, 
ceramicists (experts in handling ‘thin materials on the verge of 
collapse’) and instrument-makers to illustrate how surgery is 
part science, part craft. The experience — for him and his students 
— has been transformational. He concludes: ‘Cooperation is how 
best to experience difference. All parties gain from it.’ 

8 (opposite page) –  
The Material Lab studio’s 
premises are in Great 
Titchfield Street, London

7 – The Communication Quilt, 
designed to help children 
cope with a long stay in 
hospital, is being developed 
by recent graduate Josh 
Barnes, funded in a residency 
by Pervasive Media Studio 
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THE UNSEEN
The Unseen is a ‘materials exploration 
house’, according to its founder Lauren 
Bowker, but it’s something far more 
intriguing. From its shop in Somerset 
House — a white, classical room filled 
with antique desks, stuffed birds, 
ancient books and the scent of burning 
sage — The Unseen promotes an 
extra sensory but invisible connection 
with the material world around us. 
Having studied fashion initially, Bowker 
was drawn to the world of chemical 
engineering and, with the help of Prof 
Raymond Oliver — head of interactive 
materials at Northumbria University 
— she has developed a range of 
chemically enhanced pigments that 
‘can sense the world around us’, 
including the award-winning carbon 
emission-sensing PdCl2. 

Displayed in the shop are 
sculptural, feathered capes of black 
leather impregnated with 
atmospherically sensitive chemicals 
that make the leather change colour 
with shifts in environmental conditions. 
Since launching the shop and a 
basement studio in Somerset House’s 
Makerversity complex last year, Bowker 
has assisted with F1 racing technology 
— coating a car with atmospherically 
sensitive ink to reveal where wind 
impacts on the design when it is 
blasted in a wind tunnel. More recently, 
Bowker’s team has created a 
decorative headpiece in collaboration 
with Swarovski, impregnating 
Swarovski crystals with heat-sensitive 
inks that react very differently 
according to the brain energy patterns 
of whoever is wearing it. This has led to 
a piece of research with King’s College 
Neurology department to see what is 
causing these diverse reactions. 

FUTURE EVERYTHING
Future Everything calls itself an 
‘innovation lab for digital culture and an 
annual festival’. It began in Manchester 
in 1995 as an artist-led festival for 
exploring digital technology and has 
grown to become a cultural leader in 
the field, championing the role of 
grassroots innovation in the digital 
creative economy. Founder Drew 
Hemments is regularly despatched 
abroad to represent the British Council 
creative economy team, and recently 
launched a shared events and 
exchanges programme in Moscow 
under the Future Everything banner. 

Hemments and his team are now 
working with the UK’s Met Office and 
international climate science groups to 
create better predictive ‘climate services’ 
to assist business and industry. Says 
Hemments: ‘It’s about what will be 
happening next summer or in 10 years’ 
time. That matters for investment, for 
farming, for construction or forestry. 
We’re the only non-science group in 
this project, bringing our expertise as 
artists and designers to areas that 
have massive social impacts.’ 

In March 2014, Future Everything 
helped set up Manchester as the third 
city in the world to create its own 
Smart Citizens — a bottom-up, 
open-source community — after 
Barcelona and Amsterdam. Using free 
sensors, via sponsor Intel, Mancunians 
have been trained to harvest data from 
their homes — primarily environmental 
data such as air composition, light 
intensity, sound levels and humidity 
— but with the potential to expand 
their reach across the Smart Citizen 
network and eventually tailor aspects 
of the programme to suit their own 
particular needs or those of their city.  

PERVASIVE MEDIA STUDIO 
Bristol’s flagship cultural and 
entertainment venue, the Watershed, 
has been setting the agenda for 
multidisciplinary creative collaborations 
since 2008, when it set up the 
Pervasive Media Studio to run 
programmes exploring digital and 
interactive media within the arts. The 
studio offers free desk space for a very 
eclectic community of creatives, from 
artists and musicians to scientists  
and pioneers of digital interactivity 
— including Blueprint Award for 
Design winner 2014, Chloe Meineck 
— as long as they are willing to share 
their skills, knowledge and 
enthusiasm according to the office 
ethos of ‘professional interruptability’. 

From the 40 desks within the 
Watershed’s collaborative workspace, 
around 120 residents fall under the 
studio’s umbrella, with a third 
permanently located there and others 
hot-desking or based in alternate 
making, office or teaching space. 
Since the launch of REACT, a 
programme that brings together 
practitioners and academics to 
explore and prototype new ideas, 
products and services, the 
collaborative pool has widened 
dramatically to include the 
universities of West of England, 
Bristol, Bath, Exeter and Cardiff. 
Residents meet daily in the studio  
or at Friday lunchtime talks and  
open collaboration sessions. 

In this way, practitioners can 
supplement their own commercial 
activities with any number of 
collaborative and experimental 
initiatives alongside their peers. 
Recent studio initiatives include 
Shadowing by Jonathan Chomko  

and Matthew Rosier, which ‘gave 
memory’ to Bristol’s city lights, 
enabling them to record and play back 
the shadows of those who passed 
underneath (part of Playable City, 
another Watershed strand). Also in 
2014, studio resident Laura Kriefman 
(aka Guerilla Dance Project) 
developed the performance Kicking 
the Mic, along with composer Lee 
Malcolm. Wearing a fully reactive  
LED dress while dancing, and 
incorporating feedback and 
manipulation of the sounds gathered 
while she was performing, Kriefman  
and Malcolm created a three-way 
conversation between the audience, 
the dancer and the environment. 

Research and arts grants play  
a key part in supporting the 
programme. For example, the EPSRC 
funded the recent Being There 
project deploying cutting-edge 
robotics in public spaces to interact 
with passers-by and encourage 
people to meet and share ideas.  
The studio also funds residencies, 
including a recent three-month one 
for Josh Barnes, a recently graduated 
3D designer who is developing his 
Communication Quilt project. 
Designed to help alleviate the 
loneliness and boredom of children 
spending long stays in hospital,  
the Communication Quilt uses 
Augmented Reality (AR) technology 
to facilitate peer-to-peer 
communication. Each animal 
embroidered on the quilt can be 
linked to a friend or family member, 
who can leave messages via a smart 
device. Barnes recently launched  
a Kickstarter campaign to develop  
a specialist app for this project. 

9 (opposite page) – The  
Pervasive Media Studio’s 
project Shadowing in Bristol 
recorded and played back 
the shadows of those who 
passed underneath the  
city’s lights

10 – Lauren Bowker’s The 
Unseen studio is producing 
more affordable goods, such 
as candles, that change 
colour according to heat, 
light or atmospheric shifts

11 – During the Future 
Everything festival weekend 
last year a pop-up city 
appeared in NOMA 
Manchester, which imagined 
aspects of a future city. 
These included a public 
realm investigation (Hello 
Lamp Post) of sentient  
street furniture

Practitioners:
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MATERIAL LAB
You could see it as a brilliant marketing 
initiative from its sponsor Johnson 
Tiles, but Material Lab has become 
a valuable resource for innovation and 
experimentation for the architecture 
and design community since it started 
nine years ago. There is a workshop 
at Johnson Tiles’ HQ, but it’s the 
standalone material library and studio 
space in central London’s Great 
Titchfi eld Street that has become the 
main hub for creatives, clients and 
manufacturers to meet and devise 
solutions. Some of the biggest global 
surfacing brands have come on board 
as collaborators, including Dulux Trade, 
Formica Group, Karndean 
Designfl ooring, modulyss and Tektura. 
Working across the spectrum — retail, 
commercial, residential and hospitality, 
as well as set design, artworks and 
installations — the Material Lab team 
acts as consultant and designer on 
a wide range of schemes and, in the 
past two years, has developed both 
its library of materials and it approach 
to material research. 

It has focused on exhibiting and 
documenting young graduates and 
artisan surface designers (all accessible 
via its website full of useful content 
and videos), while sourcing new and 
innovative materials. The team recently 
developed the pop-up Roadshow Tour, 
taking its most exciting materials 
to major cities including Edinburgh, 
Birmingham, Bristol and London. 
It has hosted exhibitions in the studio 
showcasing British manufacturers, 
both artisan and established, and has 
become a strong presence at various 
design festivals, in the UK and Europe, 
supplying materials and hosting live 
making events. 

GRAVITYTANK
San Francisco-based gravitytank is 
a veteran on the innovative making 
scene, at 14 years old. With o�  ces 
now in San Francisco and Chicago, its 
team includes around 40 designers 
from across all disciplines, 15 
researchers and 15 strategists, with 
backgrounds in everything from 
computer science through cognitive 
science to marketing. In addition to 
consulting work, it also combines its 
talent to solve real-world problems 
via product or service design.

Through in-house research it 
developed Straphanger antimicrobial 
commuter clothing, about to be 
launched by a San Franciscan clothing 
company. The fi rm has also attracted 
the support of the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, winning its Records 
for Life contest seeking e� ective child 
immunisation for developing countries. 
Its solution, Pasteur, comprises an 
immunisation booklet with intuitive 
layout for tracking records, a booklet 
holder featuring the child’s photo and 
educational cards. The prototype will 
soon be in use across nine countries. 

The team has also brought its 
design, strategic and user-centric focus 
to assist the launch of an innovative 
home-security product, Scout Alarm, 
a low-cost, highly responsive and 
tailorable monitor that provides 
real-time data to its customers via an 
app. Gravitytank has also spun out its 
own startup, SkillScout, to reinvent the 
hiring process for entry-level jobs. 
Through an online platform that posts 
videos of both job description and 
applicants, SkillScout aims to cut out 
the blind alleys that so many 
employers and employees go through 
before locating the right work/worker.

TAMSIN VAN ESSEN
Ceramicist Tamsin van Essen is 
a multidisciplinary practitioner, with 
a growing following for her exquisite 
vessels, inspired by the biological 
processes of disease and decay. 

Her fi rst degree was in theoretical 
physics, but she then studied ceramics 
at Central Saint Martins, and then the 
RCA, attracting accolades for her 
Medical Heirlooms degree show and 
dissertation, ‘Art and Science, what’s 
the point?’ She decided there is one, as 
she teaches on CSM’s new art and 
science MA and runs workshops at 
Imperial College London. These are 
the brainchild of a dermatology 
professor in response to the current 
generation of students’ typical lack of 
3D tactile skills, thanks to an education 
based entirely on two-dimensional 
media: books and screens. Through 
exercises in drawing, sensing and 
feeling, and being asked to replicate 
skin conditions in clay, the workshops 
give them a deeper understanding of 
tissue behaviour and skin diseases. 

Van Essen has just completed a 
three-month residency under the Crafts 
Council Parallel Practices initiative, 
immersing herself in the Muscle 
Signalling labs at Guy’s Hospital, 
working alongside scientists staining 
and examining tissues to identify cell 
and muscle transformations. Ceramic 
explorations arising from her 
experiences were shown on a table 
she had in King’s College’s Gordon 
Museum, facilitating conversations 
and insights with her medical cohorts.

She is also embarking on a 
collaborative initiative with crafts 
practitioners, historians and writers, 
to explore and mirror each others’ 
approach to research and craft. 

12 – gravitytank has 
developed antimicrobial 
clothing for commuters, 
called Straphanger, which 
is about to be launched 

13 – Tamsin van Essen’s 
worktable at King’s College’s 
Gordon Museum. The 
ceramicist is collaborating 
on the show The Making 
Enhanced, for this year’s 
Collect exhibition, and for 
another event combining 
ceramics, choreography and 
architecture at the Siobhan 
Davies Centre later this year

14 – The Johnson Tiles-
sponsored Material Lab 
has become a valuable 
resource for innovation 
and experimentation in 
architecture and design

12 13

14
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a degree of success

Words Michael Holt
Photography Peter Bennetts
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A collaboration between architecture practices John 
Wardle Architects (Australia) and NADAAA (USA) for 

the new Faculty of Architecture, Building and Planning 
at the University of Melbourne aims to give a sensitive 

response to the institution’s heritage campus and 
former School of Architecture with its 19th-century 

facade, while realising a ‘built pedagogy’
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Following an international design competition, Melbourne 
practice John Wardle Architects teamed up with Boston-based 
NADAAA as design partners for the new Faculty of Architecture, 
Building and Planning building (FABP) at the University of 
Melbourne, Melbourne School of Design. It is a curious 
collaboration in which the partners operated across all aspects 
of the project, necessitating a 24-hour working cycle operating 
between Melbourne and Boston, thus maximising the abilities 
to meet pressing deadlines and even enabling the project to 
move ahead of schedule.

The project responds to planning principles set out in the 
2008 University of Melbourne Parkville Campus masterplan and, 
given the scope, was produced on a relatively tight budget. The 
building comprises six levels and includes myriad programmatic 
aspects; the workshops look on to a north-facing courtyard to 
capture maximum sun exposure (the other way around to the 

northern hemisphere); a series of exhibition spaces gather 
around the building’s western entrance; a library o� ers views to 
a landscaped area on the southern edge of the site; and studio 
spaces surrounding the atrium o� er multiple views of the 
heritage campus. An array of gallery spaces on the � rst storey 
also allow for views down to the lower level, visually connecting 
the building’s users and animating the interior. 

Given the heritage campus and former architecture school 
building, the project required a sensitive touch. The design 
collaboration has considered the former architecture school’s 
situation on site as well as navigation around the current 
incarnation, namely in the sequencing of spaces. The entry 
enables users to meander through the ground-� oor level which 
then splits, providing access down into lecture theatres or up 
into a large atrium and adjacent studio spaces. But while the 
building now o� ers multiple circulatory paths, it is not as 

3 (opposite page bottom) – 
The six-storey building 
includes workshops and 
studios, exhibition spaces 
and a library

2 (opposite page top) – 
The building opens on to 
a north-facing courtyard 
on the Parkville Campus

1 (previous page) – The new 
Faculty of Architecture, 
Building and Planning at the 
University of Melbourne

1

Cross Section

Japanese terrace
RHDS
Workspace
Project space
Study/CRIT
Studio Hall
Large exhibition space
Foyer
Entry airlock
Entry courtyard
Medium lecture theatre
Large lecture theatre

1
2
3
4
5
6
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9
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11
12
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3
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3
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7

8 9 10

11 11 12
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successful as the former faculty building, which facilitated an 
understanding of the activity beyond these relatively public areas.

At the opening ceremony, held in December of last year, 
many of the guest speakers discussed the new building as ‘built 
pedagogy’, a project that more broadly encompasses the 
university’s values, already stout within its remit. It is intriguing  
to consider the building as representing the core values of an 
institution, especially in the shifting nature of further education 
with off-site learning and altering typologies of the library,  
workspace, and so on. This building, though, seeks to address 
the notion of collaboration — the doyen’s phrase of 
contemporary architectural programming. Clients seem focused 
on collaboration, open-plan learning spaces and the merging of 
components such as library and cafe. Granted that the project’s 
legibility in programme and method may seem to reflect the built 
form as a means of communication or mode of education, but in 

reality is this more a marketing tool than genuine intent? While 
intricately detailed, the building’s design features are simply the 
manifestation of concise architectural and construction methods 
rather than coincidentally representing core institutional values.  

Most notably, the library’s sculptural laminated veneer 
lumber (LVL) beams provide users with a true architectural 
sensation, while the basement’s fenestration beautifully exposes 
the retaining walls, again exemplifying the idea of raw 
architectonic resolution. Such powerful architectural expression  
is also prominent in the envelope, where each facade embraces 
difference so as to respond significantly to the site context. For 
instance, the elevation of the 19th-century Renaissance Revival 
facade of the former Bank of New South Wales required tactful 
restoration both in design and construction (The bank building, 
built by Joseph Reed in central Melbourne, was demolished in 
1932 and the facade gifted to the university). The design team was 

4 (opposite page) – The 
school’s busy Design Hall,  
a large flexible space with 
studios looking on to it

5 – The hall’s defining feature 
is a geometric, laminated 
veneer form that hangs just a 
few metres short of the floor

5

6 (following page) – Multiple 
openings offer views across 
the heritage campus
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8 9

10 11

7 (opposite page) – The 
timber-coffered ceiling filters 
natural light and helps with  
ventilation

8 – Tilted glazing lets light 
deep into the library below

9 – The ceiling comprises 
perforated plywood panels 
that dampen noise

10 – The density of 
perforations increases 
towards the base of  
the structure

11 – Multiple paths and stairs 
help navigate students 
around the building
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Ground Floor First Floor

not phased by the integration of a relic facade and instead pulled 
back the surface into the building to create a tutorial area, situated 
above the full-height volume of the exhibition space. Not only 
did it understand this as programmatic potential, the design team 
has also detailed it out to address the connections as designed 
features rather than cumbersome additions. As such, the 
application of a plaster surface conceals the supporting steel 
structure on the existing facade.

The signature moment for the entire project is the Design 
Hall, a large � exible space that caters to students’ needs for vital 
studio space. Not only is the hall the most distinguishing feature, 
it also represents the epicentre of the building. It is enclosed to 
the west side by the aforementioned former Bank of New South 
Wales facade and overlooks the courtyard to the east side.
Internally � nished with a timber- co� ered ceiling that mediates 
natural daylight and assists natural ventilation, it is a veritable 

collection of innovative structural and service systems. The 
voluminous form hangs just a few metres short of the � oor, 
providing a visible diversity within the atrium, while o� ering 
private, internalised space in the working studio within.

But it is the building’s ceiling that is the de� ning element 
in the design. The co� ered ceiling — a panelling system comprising 
perforated components to enable acoustic dampening — clad 
in plywood is a comparable aspect that can be seen across 
a number of other projects from both sides of the design team 
in John Wardle Architects and Nader Tehrani’s NADAAA.

Notably in NADAAA’s work the ceiling is an animated, 
undulating � nish, not merely a planar surface concealing services. 
The designers experiment with the form and con� guration of the 
ceiling to engage the user both inside and outside. The earliest 
examples can be found in Upper Crust (2001) and the Inter-faith 
Spiritual Centre (1998), where a metal-plated, suspended ceiling 

Second Floor

12 (opposite page) – The 
building opened its doors 
to students in December

1
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shows intricate detailing that poetically focuses the user’s attention 
on the ceiling’s downlights. Both projects come under the office’s 
previous name, Office dA, with other notable projects including 
Bina Osteria/Alimentari (2008), with its facetted timber surface 
providing the sense of a ceiling plane. Tehrani, whether in 
collaboration with former Office dA director Monica Ponce de 
Leon or with NADAAA, has always sought to express materials 
and texture, showcasing dexterity in material use with subtle 
moves of contortion either in facade or vertical partition. This 
continues to the ceiling plane. Examples can be found in those 
projects mentioned, but also in the Gwangju Urban Folly (2011) 
— a nest structure of individual steel bars, conjoined to form  
a fluid surface blending column and ceiling plane together —  
or Bin 26 (2006), where the ceiling is formed through the 
decorative implementation of recycled wine bottles.

A case point in relation to the University of Melbourne project 
could be found in Office dA/NADAAA’s Georgia Tech Hinman 
Research Building (2011), where the staircase appears as a 

carapace draped from the ceiling. The building’s robust material 
palette is embraced and the architects introduce a dropped 
ceiling plane to reduce the vast scale of the building volume. 

John Wardle Architects also offers intriguing ceiling design 
resolution, most notably in the Urban Workshop (2007), where 
the stepped profile allows for light distribution; and, in the lobby 
at 500 Bourke Street (2012), albeit more conservative in form.

Where previously ceilings are suspended to conceal structure 
or services, or expose each as a redeeming design feature, the 
ceiling in the design teams’ collaboration suggests that it is an 
element that could be noted as habitable volume. The ceiling has 
often been overlooked as a design feature, though — the suspended 
ceiling was more convenience than anything, and the exposure of 
what lay beneath was simply the inversion of the dropped ceiling. 
While the design team has had to manage a historic campus 
setting and heritage facade, it has thrust the ceiling into full view, 
accentuated by the bulbous Design Hall seemingly hanging as a 
globulous notation to the structural heft of the ceiling plane. 

13 – The building lit up  
at night
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ZonZo, the City Where 
you Can Get Lost, 

and the WastinG of time

Words Francesco Careri
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Francesco Careri, founder of architecture collective 
Stalker and research network Osservatorio Nomade — 

that carries out walks in the ‘indeterminate’ or 
void spaces of the city — ponders the meaning of Zonzo, 

a city of flaneurs as described by Walter Benjamin. 
The text is taken from The Walking Society, the 

wide-ranging catalogue that accompanies the Design 
Museum’s exhibition on Spanish footwear 

brand Camper, entitled Life on Foot
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1 – Odd shoes that match:   
A 1992 poster for the  
Camper Twins concept

1
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Flânerie 
In the early years of the past century, out of the sight of 
architects and planners, a new city began to grow within Old 
Europe — the city of ‘Zonzo’. This was a city in which you could 
walk around and get lost, and where the first doubts about the 
promises of the Modern Age began to be harboured. 

In Italian andare a Zonzo means ‘to waste time wandering 
aimlessly’ or to ‘lose time’. It is used, for example, in phrases such 
as ‘instead of working s/he “va a zonzo”’. ‘Zonzo’ is the city of 
flâneurs as described by Walter Benjamin, a time-wasting activity 
which could be seen under the windows or along the boulevards 
or passages in Paris at the end of the 20th century and fits perfectly 
within the context of those streets where artists roamed aimlessly, 
seeing the act of wandering the city as a form of urban art.

We can trace a line between the relationships built up 
between the visual aspects of the city and different experiences 
linked to walking — experiences and practices that have offered 

new ways of seeing those hidden transformations of the Western 
city, which we have decided to term as Zonzo. If in the first 
instance the zonzo-like wanderings of the flâneur were a way of 
creating anonymity among the crowds on the big streets of the 
new modern city, this activity soon changed into a search for 
other kinds of places, for zones which had, in some way, been 
missed by the modern world and which openly resisted that 
very project. Zonzo became something elsewhere: a zone where 
the city hid its waste and where — in a process which in some 
ways was out of control — new urban spaces and new forms of 
living could be seen. Andare a Zonzo also took on the meaning 
of going to a zone — and it might be that the very word zonzo has 
an onomatopoeic relationship to the Italian word zona, and the 
Greek word zōnnýnai that means ‘go around’ or ‘wander 
around’; this is a verb that is absolutely central to the language 
of the Athenian peripatetic philosophers. In Paris, the ‘zone’ 
means those areas on the edge of the industrial city where even 

1988 1989Back when everyone 
thought of shoes as 
functional, rational, 
symmetrical objects, 
Camper came up with 
the concept TWINS — 
two different shoes that 
form a perfect couple
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today there are flea markets, where chance is still a key factor and 
where you can still come across strange objects. And it is here, 
between the exterior and the interior periphery, that in 1927 
George Lacombe shot his film La Zone, which tells the story of an 
area in continuous entropic transformation as in the image of an 
uninterrupted flow of rubbish on which an entire people fed itself. 

Visits
It was precisely that zone which came to be seen as the symbolic 
place by those artistic vanguards who were looking for a new 
aesthetic practice through which they could experiment with 
the idea of overcoming art itself. Zonzo was an ideal place to 
build the basis for a kind of anti-art, to experiment with 
aesthetic activities that did not lead to objects which could be 
sold but instead to real experiences such as visits and walks in 
the city. The walking in Paris described by Benjamin in the 
Twenties began to be used as a form of art which inscribed itself 

directly in terms of space and in real time without producing 
material works as such. The Parisian dadaists in 1921 started to 
elevate the flânerie tradition into an aesthetic operation centred 
on the city, by organising a first visit to the church of Saint-
Julien-le Pauvre, ‘a church which was little known, surrounded 
by a kind of terrain vague surrounded by palisades’. The aim of 
the visit was to pay attention to ‘places which have no reason to 
exist’: banal places where interventions could be seen as a kind 
of nomadism – without leaving any traces, or ‘works’. This visit 
was one of the first urban happenings in the history of art.

Déambulation 
After this first step the dadaist group carried out a long series  
of déambulations in open countryside with chance movements 
between two cities, while later on the focus was increasingly on 
the city as an object — and this can be seen in the first surrealist 
novels of [André] Breton and [Louis] Aragon. In Le Paysan de 

1993 1994 1995

1996 1997 1998
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2 – Camper poster, 2003 3 – Camper poster, 1986 4 – Camper poster, 1999 5 – Camper poster, 1983

2 3

4 5
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6

6 – Camper poster, 1982
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Paris, Aragon described the city from the point of view of  
a peasant faced with the dizziness of the modern world as 
provoked by the growing metropolis. This is a kind of guide  
to Zonzo, where the marvels of everyday life are found within 
the modern city, and where unknown and banal places are 
hidden from the tourist. During a noctural deambulazione,  
the Park of the Buttes-Chaumont was described as a place  
‘where the unconscious of the city is nestled’. 

This was the first time that it was claimed that the city  
might have a dark side, an unconscious zone which had not 
been part of projects by planners and administrators. From 
these first deambulations came the idea to produce new forms 
of cartography, those influential maps based on changes in 
perception gained from moving through the urban environment. 

Breton wrote about the possibility of designing maps in 
which the places that we like to visit are coloured in white, and 
those we try to avoid are in black, while the rest is in grey, 

representing areas which shift between attraction and repulsion. 
He proposed a street map where ‘if we pay a little attention, we 
can see alternating zones of well-being and malaise, and we can 
measure the longevity of each’. This was also the beginning of a 
new kind of science: psycho-geography.

Dérive
The term dérive first appeared in the Formulaire pour un 
Urbanisme Nouveau, written in 1953 by the 19-year old Ivan 
Chtcheglov, alias Gilles Ivain, who, safe in the fact that ‘the 
rational enlargement of psychoanalysis to the benefit of 
architecture is taking on increasing urgency’, described  
a changing city with a continual variation in its inhabitants  
in which ‘the main activity will be a continual drift’; ‘This 
continual change of landscape [would] lead to a complete  
sense of loss’ through neighbourhoods whose names 
corresponded to successive emotional states. 

1999 2000 2001

2002 2003
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In 1956 Guy Debord wrote Théorie de la dérive, in         
which the next stage from the surrealist ‘deambulazione’        
was made clear.

The dérive is a constructed operation which accepts the 
possibility of chance, but is not built on chance — and it has 
some rules. These are set out in advance, in line with psycho-
geographic mapping — and the extension of the area of enquiry 
can change from a street to a neighbourhood and can even reach 
‘a whole large city and its peripheries’. 

The dérive must be undertaken by groups made up of  
‘two or three people who have arrived at the same level of 
consciousness, so that the meeting of minds between these 
different groups can help arrive at objective conclusions’. The 
average length of these events was defined as one day, but they 
could last for weeks or months, depending on the influence  
of the weather, the chance of taking a break, or the use of taxis 
for when people got lost.

New Babylon
The first city to take on Zonzo as a personal model was New 
Babylon, in the work of the situationist Constant [Nieuwenhuys]. 
This was a project which lasted from the end of the Fifties right 
up to the start of the Seventies. 

New Babylon is a nomadic city — a utopia that was born 
from the acts of walking and getting lost, and that tells a tale 
showing how people on this earth could live in another way. 
This is a new habitat for a new kind of nomadic humanity — free 
from the slavery of work and free from the slavery of a sedentary 
existence. The enormous quantities of models, maps, drawings 
and writings that make up the unbreakable space of New 
Babylon is a revolutionary project for an entire society that will 
one day return to its nomadic roots — a fascinating urban idea 
which anticipates the mega-structures of the Sixties — a political 
manifesto that intends to remind everyone they are free to move 
without borders and barriers. When people no longer have to 

2004 2005 2006

2007 2008 2009
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7

7 – Camper poster, 1982
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8

8 – Camper poster, 1977
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work, they will no longer need a � xed abode, and they can begin 
to move freely in space and to explore all the corners of the globe, 
and will have limitless time at their disposal in order 
to pursue their dreams — and working lives will become creative 
activities. Homo Faber will become Homo Ludens, as described by 
Johnan Huizinga at the end of the Thirties. That which is useful will 
give way to the most creative activity of all — games. Every art will 
start to work together in this future Great Game — the 
transformation of space that will call itself Unitary Urbanism. New 
Babylon will thus be a large-scale collective work, the fruit of the 
nomadic creativity of the neo-Babylonians, a new and free society 
which will start to build and rebuild its own space forever. 

Constant’s New Babylon was a complex infrastructural 
system made up by enormous urban sectors that covered the 
landscape like an enormous shapeless spider web in order to 
allow for continual migration towards new adventures. If you 
look in the folds and corners of our cities today you might think 

that New Babylon is already a reality. These new spaces 
abandoned in the Zonzo world present themselves as a New 
Babylon lacking in all kinds of mega-structural and hyper-
technological features. These are spaces that are di�  cult to read, 
which penetrate the consolidated city and show themselves in 
a way like that of a nomadic city that lives inside the sedentary 
city. This is a sequence of linked sectors that are no longer raised 
above the land, but immersed in the city. Transitional spaces 
have grown in Zonzo’s folds, transformational landscapes which 
have continuity in time and space — seas covered by multitudes 
of people that are hidden from the city. The nomadic city lives 
in osmosis with the sedentary city; it feeds o�  its waste and 
o� ers in exchange its own presence as a new kind of nature. 
New Babylon’s adventures can be a useful way of thinking of 
those Zonzo zones which, in the Twenties, wanted to escape 
from the Modern project and that in recent years have started to 
question the contemporary project of the global, neo-liberal city. 

2010 2011 2012

2013 2014
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Life on 
foot 
Camper 
at the 
Design 
museum

exhibition Design
Jason Holley — Universal Design Studio
Camper has always been a compelling brand to us as it has 
proved to be a great patron of architecture and design, with  
an incredibly strong visual identity communicated consistently 
through all of its outputs, whether through product, campaign 
or store interior.

It is a rare example of a brand that is an independent family-
run business, which is rooted in a culture, but achieving an 
uncompromising and consistent global image.

At a time when many retail brands were creating identical 
store interiors globally, Camper was foregrounding the 
importance of place and of design in its environments, with  
each store having a unique concept and using different designers, 
both established and emerging. This individual approach to each 
location created a strong coherence to its identity, displaying  
a consistency of attitude, rather than a consistency of design. 
This approach to a global roll-out was ahead of its time and 
something that many brands are currently pursuing as they 
move away from identical-looking global interior fit-outs.

The attitude that prevails through all of its outputs displays 
characteristics of lightness, play and humour, with a focus on the 
role of the unexpected, positioning Camper as the non-conformist.

The challenge for the exhibition was how to condense the 
company’s 40-year history into one space while articulating these 
key characteristics. Translating this attitude into the exhibition 
environment started with the shoe itself, with the stories 
condensed into individual iconic shoes that speak of Camper’s 
approach to design, making, production, sustainability and history.

We used Camper’s ‘Walking Society’ as the starting point for 
our spatial concept. The Walking Society was a sort of anti-
campaign intended as a cultural statement about life in the 
Mediterranean and the importance of walking. This idea of 
walking, and of travelling through the exhibition, led us to the 
creation of a raised, folded ground plane, dissected by pathways 
that created a landscape through which visitors could wander. 
Conceived as a space for the modern flaneur, we have created 
moments of surprise and distraction to lead visitors through the 
space and reveal Camper’s stories.

Material inspiration came from Camper’s commitment to 
sustainability and from the use of recycled rubber tyres in the 

soles of the shoes. We chose a recycled post-consumer black 
rubber surface to clad the raised landscape, which will permeate 
the entire gallery space and provide the backdrop against which 
the content and graphics are transposed.

Taking its cue from the Walking Society, the second part  
of the exhibition is a survey of the latest design research related 
to walking. Envisaged as a contemporary and speculative 
physical consideration of what life on foot will mean in the 
future, as society responds to changing social, cultural and 
physical environments, the exhibition contains projects  
by artists, designers, and architects, all grappling with this 
theme but from different perspectives.

Overall, the exhibition landscape creates an 
uncompromising spatial and visual experience that  
encourages the visitors to wander, discover and speculate  
on the history of Camper and the future of walking.

graphic Design
Kirsty Carter — A Practice For Everday Life
The graphic design for Life on Foot is intended to have an affinity 
with Camper — while not feeling too brand-heavy. To achieve 
this we’ve reinterpreted aspects of the Camper identity outside 
of their usual context, combining them with other elements to 
create a distinct visual and structural approach. The entrance 
uses the Camper bridge in a playful but subtle way, directing the 
visitor to focus on the feet of other people in the space. The 
surface treatments throughout the show encourage a similar 
focus; for example, the famous Pelotas sole has been adapted 
into a large floor pattern, provoking visitors to think about their 
feet and the act of walking. This same motif is echoed in the 
round, coloured fixings used within the display—one of a range 
of playful touches and unexpected details that are incorporated 
into the design. The section titles of the exhibition take inspiration 
from traditional finger-post wayfinding systems, with the 
directional arms displaying key works and the structures also 
supporting section panels. We devised a minimal display system 
than plays on the use of a ‘line’ that travels through the 
exhibition, guiding the visitor and creating a flow between the 
different thematic areas. Captions are slotted in to this ‘line’, and 
elsewhere modular shelving offers flexibility and the opportunity 
to display the exhibition in different venues in the future. 

9 – Entrance to the Life  
on Foot exhibition at  
the Design Museum,

9
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himacs.eu

HI-MACS® – THE NEW GENERATION. Inspired by Architecture.

Information and samples can be obtained from: 
Alex Gray, phone 01892 704074, e-mail ukoffice@himacs.eu 

HI-MACS® is the perfect Solid Surface  
material for an architect to use when  
creativity is required! The unique moulda-
bility and virtually seamless jointing  
coupled with its translucency and a 15 year 
warranty mean that HI-MACS® can be  
used in a wide variety of sectors including 
any Residential and Commercial projects.
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HI-MACS® is the perfect Solid Surface 
material for an architect to use when 
creativity is required! The unique moulda-

Creativity meets its Material.
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the Colonel’s ReCipe foR suCCess

Words Herbert Wright
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Richard Seifert’s second- and third-tallest office towers 
are simultaneously being transformed into flats. The 
teams working on Centre Point and the South Bank 

Tower could not be more different, but both find the 
key to delivering 21st-century landmark projects in 

the original Seifert designs themselves
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CENTRE POINT
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Colonel Richard Seifert, the most successful British 
commercial architect of the 20th century, was credited with 
changing London’s skyline more than any other architect since 
Christopher Wren. His office towers were widely hated, but 
gradually they have won over critics and public alike, even 
eliciting love. Some of the best have been lost (see page 31),  
but now two are being reborn as upmarket residential towers 
within transformative, mixed-use developments that reconfigure 
their sites. Each deliberately exploits rather than obliterates  
the Seifert legacy. 

Developer Almacantar has assembled a cross-disciplinary 
team for Centre Point, with RIBA Award-winning Rick Mather 
Architects, Conran and Partners, and pattern-making fashion 
legend Eley Kishimoto. The tower itself will look almost as it did 
when built. Name-checking the great Brazilian sculptural 
modernist, then the pioneering Italian who engineered Milan’s 
similar-sized Pirelli Tower, Rick Mather Architects’ partner Gavin 
Miller says of Centre Point that ‘we don’t see it as a brutalist 
building. It’s far more exotic, more like a Niemeyer or Nervi’. 

Less than 2km away, King’s Reach Tower is being extended 
and renewed for developer CIT into the South Bank Tower  
by architecture practice KPF, the global high-rise design titan 
responsible for the tallest towers in Hong Kong, Seoul and 
Shenzhen, as well as the almost-built Pinnacle, which would 
have been second only to The Shard in London. Chris 
Richmond, associate director at CIT says that the South Bank 
Tower ‘does not “erase” the memory of the Seventies’ building, 
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4 – King’s Reach Tower, here 
photographed in 2003 from 
New Zealand House, was 
111m tall. The Oxo Tower  
and Sea Containers House 
are to its left

1 – (previous page) 
King’s Reach Tower, now 
transformed into the South 
Bank Tower, and Centre 
Point, remain major presences 
on the London skyline

2 – Richard Seifert, by Rex 
Coleman for Baron Studios, 
1962. During the Second 
World War Seifert served 
with the Royal Engineers, 
attaining the rank of colonel

3

3 – The South Bank Tower, 
here under construction, 
reaches 151m above street 
level. The Oxo Tower and Sea 
Containers House are to the 
left, with The Shard behind

4
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5 – Centre Point from Oxford 
St in the Sixties. Until 2015, 
the only change to its look 
then was the installation of 
crown lettering in the 1990s
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but has added a new layer of renewal and adaptation... a 
modern and innovative representation of Seifert’s original 
design intent’. John Bushell, KPF principal, says the South Bank 
Tower is ‘a generational rebuild... we’re not tinkering’.

But first, what’s the story behind these towers? Bartlett-
trained Richard Seifert’s first major London project, Woolworth 
House (1955) with its Royal Festival Hall-like facade, was 
considered old hat, but his buildings soon became cutting edge. 
Initially he was at least as interested in building technology as  
in style. When Seifert designed one of five office towers in a City 
of London tightly masterplanned London Wall, it looked exactly 
the same as the others, but was the cheapest to build because  
of its pre-cast concrete H-frames behind the glass curtain walls. 

Rapidly rising speculator Harry Hyams developed that 
building, and he commissioned several more to follow. Centre 
Point is the best known. Hyams had made an unwritten deal 
with the London County Council, which wanted a traffic 
roundabout at St Giles Circus, but Compulsory Purchase Notices 
served to acquire the site were stuck in legal proceedings. Unlike 
the LCC, Hyams could buy-out properties at market rates, and  
in return for delivering the site for the road scheme, he was 
allowed to build offices there with twice the designated 
maximum plot ratio. The whole scheme had to be in place 
before a new Town & Country Planning Act made it illegal to 
grant planning approval on unsecured sites. Seifert submitted 
architectural plans just days before it became law in August 1959. 
It took Hyams until 1962 to gain the whole site, by which time the 

roundabout plan had been dropped. At 117m high, Centre Point 
was London’s tallest office tower when completed in 1965, but 
would remain empty for 15 years. Hyams thus avoided paying 
rates and let the capital value bloom, because it was based on 
potential rents which were rising fast. That made him a bête 
noire to the public. Centre Point was famously squatted in 1974. 

The original Centre Point design, although influenced by  
the Pirelli Tower, was far plainer than what was built, but more 
imaginative ‘expressionist’ high-rise forms were emerging from 
Seifert’s practice. His practice partner George Marsh is often 
credited with designing the remarkably slender 34-storey sliver 
of Centre Point, which was described as London’s first Pop Art 
building. But crucially, it was Seifert who in 1961 sketched the 
pre-cast concrete T sections that create Centre Point’s unique 
grid facade, and also carry its load, instead of a central core like 
every other skyscraper of the time. The hypnotic facades they 
create are an extraordinary, enduring alternative to the flat 
curtain walls of the time.  

There are also other strange exterior concrete features, such 
as the first-floor, cantilevered, ribbed cage above the exterior stairs 
that were beside inaccessible fountains by Jupp Dernbach-Mayen 
on the Charing Cross Road, and the zig-zag corrugated cornice. 
On the site’s eastern side is Centre Point House, a six-storey 
rectangular housing slab mounted on a three-storey podium 
with a facade grid of staggered concrete squares. Completing the 
ensemble and connecting the tower and housing along New 
Oxford Street is a breath-taking, 80m-long, triple-height, 

9 – The northern end of the 
South Bank Tower atrium. 
Seifert’s original fins and 
step-back at the base are 
retained

6 7 8

9

8 – The South Bank Tower 
has different rooflines, just as 
Seifert’s King’s Reach Tower 
previously had

6 – John Bushell,  
principal, KPF

7 – Anabel Fernandez, 
architect, KPF
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10 – New public realm spans 
from Centre Point House 
(right) to one of Stanton 
Williams’ ‘Cheese’ Tube exits 
(left)

13

14

11 – The podium of Centre 
Point House (right), becomes 
a two-storey space behind 
the restored brise soleil, 
above ground-level retail

13 – Gavin Miller, partner, Rick 
Mather Architects

14 – Tom Holberton, associate, 
Rick Mather Architects

12 – New affordable housing 
is contained behind a 
south-facing concrete ladder 
facade. Renzo Piano’s Central 
St Giles is on the right

12

11

10
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15 (right) – Seifert’s original 
plan envisioned a taller, 
glassier King’s Reach Tower 
and riverside blocks (right) 
which were later replaced by 
Sea Containers House

SOUTH BANK TOWER

Residential

Retail

Residential amenity

O�  ces
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glass-sided, structurally independent ‘bridge’. It is held aloft 
with enough clearance for London buses by some of Seifert’s 
trademark tapering ‘dinosaur leg’ piloti, which also stand 
beneath the tower and are mosaic-clad. Centre Point was 
Grade II listed in 1995.

By the Seventies, Seifert had parted ways with Hyams, and 
expanded his client base and practice, but was beginning to 
su� er a backlash from the Royal Fine Arts Commission, the 
forerunner to CABE. It increasingly opposed planning consent 
to his schemes, or demanded cuts in heights. It did this with the 
original Seifert scheme for the South Bank, which envisioned a 
surprisingly glassy tower behind a long Barbicanesque riverside 
block with barrel-roof skyline elements. The latter was replaced 
by Sea Containers House, designed by American William Platner, 
while Seifert’s tower was redesigned in 1972. An island T-shaped 
podium building connected with it via a � rst-� oor walkway, 
which opened into a shadowy brick-paved garden to the east, 
below a residential block, Rennie Court. The lead architect was 
Seifert partner Reginald Jenkins. The 30-storey, 111m-high King’s 
Reach Tower was � nished in 1978 and publishing � rm IPC moved 
in. That made it the nerve centre of Tharg from planet 
Quaxxann, who allegedly edited IPC’s 2000AD comic there. 

This was another Seifert tower unlike any other at the time, 
with its exterior vertical � ns drawing in demurely to become 
columns at the base, a subdued colour scheme of smoked glass 
and brown spandrels, two opposite corners rounded o�  in 
a square plan, and a stepped-roof pro� le with the core rising 

highest. It anticipates Seifert’s 183m-high Tower 42, completed 
in 1980, also co-designed by Jenkins.

Seifert questioned high-rise living (though he designed it for 
Glasgow and Brighton), but much has changed since his time. 
At Centre Point and King’s Reach Tower, � oorplates are too 
narrow for today’s corporate tenants, and their ceiling heights 
are tight at under 3m. Both towers emptied. In 2013, English 
planning laws restraining change of use from o�  ce to residential 
use were relaxed, but the market was ahead of the changes. CIT 
bought King’s Reach Tower for £60m in 2010 and Almacantar 
bought Centre Point for £120m a year later. Both announced 
their interest in residential conversion. 

Centre Point itself will become 84 � ats, between one and 
four per � oor. Contractor Brook� eld Multiplex moved in this 
January, and as it clears each � oor, it’s been laser-scanning it 
so the architects can do a virtual test-� t to a millimetre tolerance 
(� ve to 10 times � ner than when it was built). Spandrels are 
being replaced with glass. The � rst � oor will have a swimming 
pool, and the exterior stairs will be brought inside to access 
a � oating walkway between dinosaur legs in the tower, which 
will be revealed when a mezzanine landing is cut away. Terrazzo 
� ooring and marble inlays are being retained. Some interior 
black granite is being replaced with wood panelling, but will 
be reused outside. 

Nowadays, as Almacantar’s development director Kathrin 
Hersel notes: ‘The world is not about tra�  c, it’s about public 
realm’. Centre Point was grounded in a tra�  c scheme, its 

CENTRE POINT

Residential

Retail

Residential amenity

A� ordable housing
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intended roundabout actually running around the tower and 
under the bridge. That public realm (covering car park and plant) 
extends south from the Centre Point ensemble to create a new 
plaza that Miller describes as ‘of an order with Trafalgar Square 
or Leicester Square’. Crowds will surge, especially when Crossrail 
opens at the end of 2018. Between the tower and Charing Cross 
Road two new glass entrances (‘the Cheeses’ by Stanton Williams) 
to Tottenham Court Road Tube station are already emerging. 

Not surprisingly, a key element is retail... 4,200 sq m of it. 
The space below the bridge will be partially enclosed to create 
two new restaurant units, its vast first floor will acquire an axial 
mezzanine level to offer a total of 1,270 sq m (it’s ‘all about 
display and visibility’ says Hersel), and the second floor will 
open on to outdoor terraces either side. Rick Mather’s work on 
the South Bank Masterplan came in handy — Miller talks of ‘the 
idea of taking buildings that didn’t touch the ground’. 

Retail continues under Centre Point House, the more 
boutiquey ground floor permeated with passages from the plaza 
towards Renzo Piano’s Central St Giles to the east. Between first 
and second floors in the podium box below the housing, a 
ceiling slab is coming out to make another long double-height 
space between the concrete staggered-squares facades, which 
will become fully glazed brise soleils. There is also new build:  
13 units of affordable housing will be stacked above where the 
rockers’ pub The Intrepid Fox was. They are framed by a ladder 
of cantilevered concrete facing St Giles Church, informed by the 
balcony bays in the existing housing facade — and an Eley 

Kishimoto pattern (see box). Another of its patterns marches 
across a wrap covering the entire tower to hide construction 
work. Disorientated West End visitors will miss the 3m-high 
crown lettering proclaiming CENTRE POINT that lights up at 
night, but only until works finish in 2017. 

In fact, London’s actual geographical centre point is south 
of the river. A few minutes walk away from it, Seifert’s next-
tallest tower has now overtaken Centre Point in height. Topped 
out by contractor Mace last September, 11 new floors now make 
the South Bank Tower 151m high — about what Seifert wanted in 
the first place. As at Centre Point, it’s not just about the tower. 
The South Bank Tower project is a mixed-use development 
covering the whole block, designed to extend the South Bank 
success story a block inland, and reconfigure public access to it.  

The east-west section of Seifert’s six-storey podium building 
curves gently with Stamford Street, and a wing extends north. 
Unlike the tower’s, the floorplates are big — ‘we thought, what 
fantastic space’, says Bushell. So, above the ground floor the 
office function is renewed, but with an arc of three extra floors 
curving around the tower, stepped back in the south to mark 
Seifert’s original massing. A big surprise is the nine-storey-high, 
600 sq m atrium in the gap, offering a north-south passage 
through the site, and an entrance in the west. Its north opening 
is like a nine-storey crevasse that opens into a glass-topped 
space, with panoramic lifts accessing offices. Although it’s 
private land, this is an ‘unrestricted’ public way. For Southwark 
Council, the ‘entire thing was giving access from the hinterland 

16 – The top floors of the 
South Bank Tower will 
contain duplex apartments
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Just a stone's throw from Brixton Prison is a global 
epicentre of designer cool. Step into the shabby-chic 
interior of an old, white, industrial building, and you 
are in a slightly trippy, bohemian dimension that 
feels like another era. This is the artisan studio base 
of Eley Kishimoto, pattern-making magician. Since 
1992, the partnership has scaled the heights of the 
fashion world, working with names such as Louis 
Vuitton and Alexander McQueen, and reached out 
into industries from mobile phones to motorbikes. 
Now Eley Kishimoto is on the Centre Point team. 

Wakako Kishimoto, looking both serious and 
seriously hip in a woolly jumper that somehow 
combines stripes and flowers without clashing, and 
Mark Eley, a big, warm, beardy bloke bubbling with 
energy, sit down to talk about it. It was Hat-trick 
Design, engaged by developer Almacantar to brand 
Centre Point, that first approached the duo. The 
idea was to create a 'market asset' from patterns 
inspired by Seifert's building, extending to a fashion 
collection. Centre Point looms in both their pasts 
— as a Brighton fashion student, Eley staged a show 
there, while Kishimoto was at Central Saint Martins, 
just across the Charing Cross Road. 

“PRIVATE VIEWS”   REPEATING EXAMPLE  

COPYRIGHT © 2014 ELEY KISHIMOTO APPAREL LTD

‘When you look closely at it, it’s a really crazy 
design,’ she notes. Eley says: ‘It’s incredibly relevant 
to our natural handwriting,’ because architecture 
has ‘some kind of repetitive understanding.’ They've 
previously worked with 6a architects and Studio 
Weave, and are part of Rick Mather’s short-listed 
competition team for the East London intellectual 
quarter Olympicopolis. Eley wistfully wonders  
if ‘maybe I’m just one of those sad people who  
try to be an architect without the qualification’.

After they showed their first patterns, Eley 
reports, ‘Conran took it away and started developing 

carpets and having ideas about the interiors, and 
Rick Mather started doing things with the retail, and 
also the idea of the facades for the [affordable] 
housing comes from this. So it’s become a visual 
language to hold the disparate companies together.’

They've made some 20 patterns for Centre 
Point (neither can remember the exact figure), 
drawing on two elements of it. Kishimoto explains: 
'One is directly influenced by the detail of the facade 
of the building… sometimes a bit flatter, sometimes 
a bit more three-dimensional.’ The second is ‘the 
notion of why the location is essential’. The one that 
everyone will see first is Private Views, because it’s 
printed on the full-height wrap that's covering the 
skyscraper during construction works. ‘It’s subtle, 
minimalist,’ says Eley. And it offers ‘some prettiness 
rather than the monstrosity of an elevated building 
site. We're hiding it with a coat and that gets back 
to the fashion thing.’

Buildings in restoration get graphically 
represented on the screens that cover the work, but 
this is something else. Is it art, asks Blueprint, like 
Christo and Jeanne-Claude plain-wrapping buildings 
including the Reichstag (1995)? Maybe. Eley ‘totally 
adores’ their work. Eley Kishimoto is driven to keep 
its hands-on studio work ticking, but Centre Point 
‘allows our spirit to open up’, Eley says.     

ElEy Kishimoto 
and Centre Point

18 19 21

20

17 – Mark Eley and Wakako 
Kishimoto at their South 
London base

18 – Centre Point under 
construction, 1964. Modular 
concrete design and the use 
of a jump crane added a new 
floor every 11 days

19 – It’s a wrap! Centre Point 
gets covered for construction 
work, April 2015

20 – Concrete ribs ending  
in hexagons are mounted on 
Centre Point’s western facade

21 – The pattern Private 
Views is the one that goes 
big-time on Centre Point’s 
wrap. Mark Eley describes  
it as ‘subtle, minimalist’
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to the river’, says Bushell. The ground floor will also feature 
 a swimming pool and 3,400 sq m of retail. 

The new arc of 10th-floor roof is a key offering for the  
191 apartments in the 30 floors of tower above it. This will be  
the residents’ sky garden and be accessed by a bridge. KPF 
architect Anabel Fernandez talks about where the practice’s 
wavy landscape design came from: ‘We looked at a map of 
Roman London and realised that the river came up [to here].’  
A zinc-clad pavilion will sit on the south-west corner. Further, 
the first-floor garden under Rennie Court will be re-landscaped.  

Brown spandrels are replaced by dark-grey powdered 
aluminium, but the pre-cast concrete fins on both podium and 
tower facades remain key to the look. They’re getting cleaned, and 
some facing the atrium need additional steel plating to take three 
new podium floors-worth of loading. But there are new fins, mainly 
of anodised aluminium. The original square tower plan with 
alternate corners rounded off is now extruded upwards, but the 
memory of the Seifert design has been subtlely yet clearly marked 
where pairs of new fins start above each old fin. Fernandez 
describes it as an ‘interlocking language between old and new’.

Structurally, the Seifert tower is all about heavy pre-cast 
concrete. Above it, the KPF tower is light steel. Floors 40 and  
41 contain two duplex penthouses and, above that, roof 
photovoltaics and a central 42nd floor for plant. The roofline 
staggers in sections, just as Seifert’s did. Unlike Make’s 
abandoned 2005 plans, which would have made it shiny blue 
and flat-topped, KPF’s South Bank Tower looks Seifertesque. 

KPF has good atrium form in London, especially the 2008 
works on the 1932 Unilever House across the river. As for extending 
the tower, Bushell compares it with its Tour First extension at  
La Défense. A 1974 block reached 159m, but since 2011 folds 
upwards around a 231m-high spire. (Although not curving, it 
looks rather like London’s Pinnacle would have). With the South 
Bank Tower, KPF has also bounced back in style after high-
profile partner Lee Polisano walked away from its London office. 

Seifert always strove to save construction time. Bushell says 
that rebuilding Seifert saved a year compared to demolition and 
new build. That should give a strong message to developers 
eyeing other vulnerable towers remaining from the Sixties and 
Seventies. John Madin’s 80m-high Colmore Row tower (1975)  
in Birmingham may be brutalism at its blockiest, but just as 
opinion is warming to its style, it is set to be replaced by cold, 
stepped, glass slabs by Doone Silver. And rebuilds need not 
obliterate the past, such as Chipperfield’s imminent reworking  
of Howard Fairbairn’s solid, brutalist Portland House does in the 
Victoria district of London (1963) — curiously it’s set to imitate  
a lost Seifert masterpiece, Drapers’ Gardens. 

Just like half a century ago, an initially exciting generation  
of glass towers has become unexceptional, ubiquitous and 
unstoppable, transparent yet blind to location and context. 
Centre Point and the South Bank Tower maintain diversity in the 
skyline, have character and memory, and prove there’s a future 
for classic, post-war, high-rise design. Colonel Seifert had the 
best recipes for it. 

21 – A rendering shows the 
South Bank Tower and podium 
including its arc of new office 
floors. Its roof is a residents’ 
garden with pavilion
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Le Corbusier: 
ideas and Forms

Words William JR Curtis
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Marking the publication of the second edition of his  
book Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms, nearly 30 years 

after the original was released, author and  
20th-century architecture historian William JR Curtis 

explains why the work and thinking of the architect  
is still as relevant today as ever, possibly more so...
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There is no single key to the enigmatic world of Le Corbusier. 
As well as being an architect and an urbanist, he was a painter,  
a sculptor, a writer and a designer of furniture. A founding 
father of modern architecture, he was constantly inspired  
by nature and tradition. His buildings move us directly through 
their control of form, space, light, material and proportion,  
but they also crystallise a vision of the world. They are like 
constructed myths combining utopian visions for the future with 
reminiscences of an idealised past. Le Corbusier is a figure of 
vast historical dimensions who presents multiple facets and 
identities. His works are but visible fragments of a much larger 
universe of ideas and forms. Each generation discovers 
something fresh in Le Corbusier’s creations and they are 
constantly being reread in unexpected ways. His individual 
examples and general precepts continue to inspire other 
architects in places remote from the point of origin.

Le Corbusier’s buildings communicate before they are 
understood. Most people who have been to the Chapel at 
Ronchamp (1954) come away moved by the building’s intangible 
presence, its interior inhabited by light and shade, its unfolding 
concave and convex forms, its dialogue with the landscape and 
horizon. Even those who think they know Le Corbusier’s 
architecture from the evocative black-and-white photographs of 
his Oeuvre Complète are forced to revise their opinions when 
they see the buildings firsthand. No photograph or drawing can 
replace the experience of ascending the ramp of the Villa Savoye 
(1929) through different intensities of space, light and transparency, 
or the sensation of floating above the surroundings. From 
reproductions it is impossible to grasp how the Capitol in 
Chandigarh (1951—65) seems to pull the vast Indian sky down to 
earth and to launch the eye towards the foothills of the Himalayas.

To understand Le Corbusier properly it is necessary to find 
the right balance between the exceptional order and experience 
of his works, and the general principles which inform them: 
there is a constant oscillation between individual statement and 
type. The Villa Savoye, for example, is a unique and inimitable 

work but it also crystallises the architect’s ideas about the 
modern dwelling, is virtually a demonstration of his Five Points 
of a New Architecture and is like a machine-age temple distilling 
certain essentials of classicism. The Pavillon Suisse (1931)  
is a student dormitory raised up above the ground on piloti but 
it is also an urbanistic manifesto like a slice of the collective 
housing from Le Corbusier’s utopian city, the Ville Radieuse.  
Le Corbusier was forever trying to define ‘standards’ at all 
scales, from that of day-to-day objects to those of architecture 
and the city: he hoped to crystallise forms embodying the spirit 
of the age. Certain of his inventions, such as the Dom-ino 
structural skeleton in reinforced concrete of 1914, were 
fundamental to his architectural language, later becoming part 
of the collective unconscious of modern architecture.

Le Corbusier referred to his own life as a ‘recherche patiente’ 
— a patient search. In his paintings, sculptures, buildings and 
urban schemes, he reverted time and again to a limited range  
of types and motifs, which underwent constant transformation  
as he discovered new combinations of form and content.  
He defined a vocabulary of individual elements that could be 
fused into new unities in response to the intentions of each 
unique work. His creative process involved a perpetual oscillation 
between reason and intuition, perception and abstraction.  
For him drawing was a way to penetrate the inner working  
of things and the spirit of phenomena as diverse as buildings, 
boats, clouds, shells, trees, hands, machines and organisms. 

Particular observations and insights captured in sketches 
would be gradually translated into symbolic motifs and spatial 
ideas, which nourished all of his activities. Painting was a daily 
discipline through which he probed simultaneously the outer 
world of the senses and the inner world of memories, images 
and dreams in search of the roots of form. Le Corbusier hoped 
to understand the underlying order of nature and, through a 
kind of abstraction, to transform this order into his architecture.

Le Corbusier’s art was influenced by major 20th-century 
developments from cubism to surrealism and beyond. His debt 

2 – Chapel of Notre Dame du 
Haut, Ronchamp, France 
1951—54. The outdoor   
chapel and altar in front 
of the east facade

1 (previous page) – Le 
Corbusier, with Le Poème  
de l’Angle Droit, a series of 19 
paintings and corresponding 
writings composed by him

‘The first condition of design is to know what 
we have to do; to know what we have to do is to 

have had an idea; and to express this idea we 
must have principles and a form, that is, 

grammar and a language.’
Eugène Viollet-le-Duc

3 – Les Heures Claires, the 
Villa Savoye, Poissy, France, 
1928—29. View across the 
meadow to the south-west 
facade
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to Picasso was immense, especially concerning fragmentation, 
spatial ambiguity and collage. He stole things from the world 
and submitted them to alchemical changes, translating them 
into the stuff of his imagination. Grain silos, automobiles and 
steamships insinuated themselves into the aesthetics of purism 
and into the machinist forms of the works of the Twenties.  
A root found on a mountainside would gradually turn into  
a bull’s head in a painting then re-emerge in a wooden sculpture 
only to take on another form in the profile of a building.  
A Roman ruin sketched during his youthful travels (the 
Serapeum at Hadrian’s Villa) would rest in his memory then 
come to the surface 40 years later when designing the top-lit 
towers of the Chapel at Ronchamp. 

More than any other modern architect Le Corbusier 
engaged with the past but he transformed it in surprising ways. 
Metamorphosis was central to his way of seeing, thinking and 
inventing. His drawn lines could suggest several things at once 
— musical instruments, bottles, women, landscapes, buildings 
— yet they also had a life of their own as abstract hieroglyphs. He 
compressed complex thoughts in apparently simple forms.

When Le Corbusier died he left behind his oeuvre, his 
writings, a sizeable legend and a legacy of notebooks, drawings 
and letters that he must have known would eventually disturb 
the over-tidy picture. Much (though not all) of this evidence was 
stored in the Fondation Le Corbusier in Paris, which opened to 
scholars in the early Seventies. It took time for the 32,000 
drawings to be catalogued and reproduced and for the tightly 
guarded sketchbooks to be published, but the effect was 
considerable because it permitted a more accurate understanding 
of how the architect thought and worked. The few serious historical 
accounts of Le Corbusier written before all this material became 
available had to rely on the buildings themselves, on the depleting 
number of people who had known the architect firsthand,  
on the stray published sketch or drawing, and on the version  
of Le Corbusier created by the man himself in his numerous 

publications. Little wonder that the architect began to resemble 
a monumental cliché hedged in by set-piece interpretations.

Without fresh insights, history degenerates into an arid 
scholasticism or, worse still, a shadow of passing fads. The challenge 
posed by the vast fund of information available on Le Corbusier 
is to know what questions to ask. Over the years the architect 
has gradually been liberated from his own legend and from the 
over-simplistic narratives created for him by the early historians 
of modern architecture. The original ideological frameworks have 
dropped away, allowing a much longer view. Immediately after 
his death there was a temporary eclipse and in postmodernist 
polemics of the time, Le Corbusier was treated as a diabolical 
figure supposedly responsible for all the ills of modernism. The 
construction of a more complex figure beyond the positive and 
the negative caricatures is due in large part to research in the 
vast archive of drawings and documents held in the Fondation.

Before the opening of the archive there was a lack of reliable 
primary documentation. Now there is almost the opposite 
problem: a surfeit of information, which is not always 
accompanied by insight into the significance of historical events 
and architectural forms. Art historical investigation involves  
a constant to and fro between interpretation and fact, between 
theories and evidence, but there is no substitute for a deep 
reading of the work itself. Le Corbusier’s buildings are 
themselves primary documents which can be penetrated for 
their underlying structures of thought and imaginative content. 
One needs to reconstruct the conditions, conventions and 
concepts surrounding the commissioning, creation and 
reception of a work. But it is also necessary to evoke its 
presence, unravel its levels of meaning, reveal its debts  
to the past and show how intentions are structured in form, 
material and detail. Architectural ideas possess a character  
of their own, different from literary ones, and to understand 
them one needs to engage with the architect’s internal world  
of correspondences, the patterns of his spatial and visual 

4 – Various pages taken from 
the legacy of notebooks that 
Le Corbusier’s left behind for 
posterity

Architectural ideas 
possess a character  
of their own... and to 
understand them one 
needs to engage with 
the architect’s internal 
world...
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thinking. To penetrate this world is an art in itself. 
The cult of unrestrained genius does an artist such as Le 

Corbusier an injustice. His work becomes so much more 
interesting if one understands how he gave order to the diverse 
demands of clients, sites and building tasks; if one can sense 
how he interpreted different cultures and societies; if one can 
reconstruct the struggles to reconcile the real and the ideal; if one 
is able to grasp at least some of his intentions and the alternatives 
that were considered; if one can see how he worked with others 
and realised ideas in construction using structural means. 

Le Corbusier worked from general to particular and from 
particular to general when solving problems. His mind was well 
stocked with ideas, devices, configurations and images gleaned 
from tradition, from painting, from direct observation, and, of 
course, from his own earlier works, including ideal projects. To 
penetrate the anatomy of his style is to understand the internal 
rules of appropriateness governing the relationship between 
forms and forms, forms and functions, forms and ideas; it is also 
to see why one configuration rather than another was used.

When presented with a new job Le Corbusier was in the 
habit of letting the matter rest in his subconscious for a period  
of incubation. One can only guess about the ‘life of forms in the 
mind’. Probably the new problem was made amenable to 
schemata that were well embedded. Old elements and new 
would combine as an amalgam around dimly felt intentions.  
Le Corbusier’s inventions were sometimes triggered by 
analogical leaps of thought between disparate phenomena,  
such as when he sensed the relevance of cooling towers to the 
Parliament Building in Chandigarh, or the pertinence of a crab 
shell to the roof of Ronchamp. At the right moment, images would 
float to the surface where they could be caught, condensed and 
exteriorised as sketches. For Le Corbusier, intuition played a 
central role in establishing the ground rules of each new project 
and in giving it its essential life. There were, however, many stages 
in the ensuing design process that did not necessarily proceed 

along a straight line from genesis to final building. Rational 
analysis played a part, of course, as did the input of collaborators.

Le Corbusier’s vocabulary was composed of elements such 
as the piloti, the ramp, the brise-soleil and so on, which recurred 
time and again. In turn these were governed in their overall 
disposition by systematic ‘grammatical’ arrangements such  
as the ‘Five Points of a New Architecture’. At another level  
there were preferred formal patterns — ways of putting together 
curves, rectangles and grids, for example — which would help  
to channel a solution towards its destination. To penetrate the 
design process with the help of drawings is to sense how old 
forms could be agitated into new combinations and to see how 
and why breakthroughs in vocabulary were made; it is also to 
sense how many levels of meaning were compressed together 
through a prodigious abstraction.

‘Form’ for Le Corbusier was an active, volatile, living force 
that animated the systems of a structure, lending tension and 
complexity to all the parts, that were nonetheless held together 
in a tight unity by a dominant Gestalt. In Vers une architecture 
he suggested that ‘to fix a plan is to have had ideas’, and that  
a good plan is an abstraction, a crystalline thought form, an 
emblem dense in meanings. But fixing a plan was also a matter 
of compressing together many formal layers and orchestrating 
their hierarchy in a manner appropriate to intentions. It is for 
this reason that one feels Le Corbusier’s buildings bursting with 
an inner life, a tension which radiates through details as well  
as overall configurations. As in a piece of music, themes rise, 
fall, repeat, reinforce and are felt in ever-changing juxtaposition. 
To move through a Corbusier building is to sense how various 
schemes of order may give way to each other while still 
contributing to the dominant image within. 

The design process offers clues concerning the genesis of 
forms, it is also the arena of transactions between the architect 
and the client. Le Corbusier’s clients were an extraordinarily 
varied group, from the provincial watchmakers of La Chaux-de-

5 (opposite page) – 
Chandigarh, India, 1951–65, 
the Parliament Building, 
designed with Pierre 
Jeanneret

‘Form’ for Le Corbusier 
was an active, volatile, 
living force that 
animated the systems  
of a structure, lending 
tension and complexity
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Fonds to the chic upper-middle-classes of Paris; from the Soviet 
government to the Catholic Church; from the Salvation Army  
to Harvard University. It is important to understand what these 
people saw in Le Corbusier, and what he saw in them. As well 
as being responses to human needs in a utilitarian sense, Le 
Corbusier’s solutions were idealisations of institutions. In fact 
they were fragments of his own utopian dream, his aspiration 
towards a new harmony between men, machine and nature. 

Le Corbusier’s quest for an ideal involved him in both 
futurism and nostalgia. His social outlook does not fit 
comfortably into any ideological pigeonhole. It was a blend of 
idealistic and realistic, of authoritarian and egalitarian, of poetic 
and pragmatic. It comprised a Rousseauesque conception of the 
inherent moral good of man with a tragic sense of the transience 
of life. It embraced a historicist idea of social progress through  
a sequence of epochs, and an obsession with the archetypes 
behind institutions. It implied a naive environmental 
determinism, as if the right architecture could on its own 
generate human betterment. In this vision the artist was to play 
a lofty role. Like Plato’s ‘philosopher kings’ he was supposed to 
paint a picture of the ideal state in the form of a perfect city.

It is perhaps necessary to distinguish between Le Corbusier’s 
‘visionary politics’ — the utopian content of his architecture —  
and his political affiliations and activities, because there were  
some contradictions between the two. The brief admiration  
for capitalism in the mid-Twenties was followed by a flirtation  
with the international Left, a conversion to syndicalism and an 
uncomfortable proximity to the extreme Right in the early Forties. 
In the post-war years Le Corbusier was happy to help define India’s 
new democratic institutions at Chandigarh, and to grapple with the 
roots of Christian belief at Ronchamp and La Tourette. Some of the 
dancing about was probably opportunism, but at the heart of Le 
Corbusier’s world view was the conviction that the plan, his plan, 
was an automatic blueprint for a better civilisation, and that its 
inherent qualities would outweigh any political compromises 

necessary for realisation. He put the end above the means. 
Le Corbusier’s buildings and projects have served as 

prototypes for several generations of architects around the world 
and continue to provide inspiration. To situate his contribution 
historically it is more necessary than ever to gauge how his work 
has been read and reread by others. It has functioned as a mirror 
but also as a lens: helping later architects to find themselves and 
define their proper direction; supplying a focus upon types of 
architectural problem and relevant solutions. Whether defining  
a language for concrete, designing collective dwellings, 
constructing monuments or reinventing the sacred in architecture, 
Le Corbusier established exemplars that are hard to avoid. Each 
individual finds something new in these primary statements and 
each then proceeds to transform them, either superficially or in 
depth. Le Corbusier’s buildings take their place alongside other 
‘canonical’ works of a diverse modern tradition, which is still 
being extended and developed. There is nothing deterministic 
about this process, which involves constant reinterpretation and 
sometimes loops back over decades.

To understand Le Corbusier properly it is above all crucial 
to maintain a historical perspective, for this was an artist who 
altered the ground rules of architecture itself. He supplied visions 
of modernity and new ways of looking at the past. His buildings 
haunt by their presence and his mythologies still hold the 
imagination. When penetrating the artist’s underlying thoughts 
and images, it is best to be aware of longer-range themes at 
work. As Le Corbusier recedes further into the past he seems  
to be very much with us, and ever more in need of a balanced 
assessment. To have any chance of succeeding, the historian has 
to describe the inside and the outside of events simultaneously, 
identifying with the actors while maintaining an objective stance. 
Le Corbusier is now a major part of our history. He stands 
immutably between us and the more distant past. It seems to be 
a good idea to understand the principles behind his work before 
canonising him, decrying him or just leaving him alone. 

To understand Le 
Corbusier properly it 
is above all crucial to 
maintain a historical 
perspective, for this  
was an artist who 
altered the ground rules 
of architecture itself

7 – The Parliament building 
(1951—1965) Chandigarh, 
India, designed by Le 
Corbusier and Pierre 
Jeanneret, his cousin

6 – The Convent of St Marie 
de la Tourette (1956—1960) 
near Lyon, Le Corbusier’s 
final building

9 – The Maison du Brésil 
(1957), in the Cité 
Universitaire complex, 
Paris, was designed  by Le 
Corbusier and Lúcio Costa

8 – Detail, Villa Savoye 
(1928—1929). This building 
was a manifesto for Le 
Corbusier’s ‘five points’ of 
new architecture
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This piece is an edited extract from 
the new introduction to Le Corbusier: 
Ideas and Forms, by William JR Curtis, 
second edition. It is published by 
Phaidon, £100 phaidon.com
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What are some of the major changes in your book since it was 
first published in 1986?
Revising a book in depth is almost as difficult as writing it in the 
first place. Some years back I realised that revisions were 
necessary, taking into account my own and other people’s 
research and discoveries. Since the appearance of the first 
edition there had been innumerable monographs, exhibition 
catalogues and articles dealing with Le Corbusier’s life and 
architecture. Fresh information had been unearthed in archives, 
much of it still requiring interpretation. It was necessary to cut 
through the mass of detail and redraw the larger picture. 

The second edition, even more than the first, delves into  
Le Corbusier’s processes of invention and transformation, 
exploring his architectural thinking. There are five new chapters 
in all, the end matter has been completely redone, and there is  
a detailed bibliographical note. All the existing chapters have 
been extended or otherwise modified in some way to permit  
a closer analysis of buildings, to include more historical detail  
or to correct inaccuracies. More is done to convey the 
experience of his buildings, their spatial and material qualities, 
their social context and technical realisation. The prior 
speculations about Le Corbusier’s architectural language have 
been developed further. The book now digs deeper into the 
artist’s structures of thought, his family of forms and the rich 
symbolism of his creative universe. 

What about broader shifts in the world of architecture and  
in the assessment of Le Corbusier?
When I formulated and wrote the first edition, there was  
much loose talk about the ‘death of modern architecture’.  
Le Corbusier was demonised by so-called ‘post-modernists’ as if 
he were responsible for every rotten tower block and every ugly 
downtown of bland skyscrapers around the world. ‘Modernism’ 
was presented as a rootless functionalism by lightweight 
architects whose idea of dealing with the past was sticking ugly 
imitations of pink keystones and classical pilasters on facades. 
So it was necessary to counter the caricature of the ‘modern 
masters’ by showing how figures like Le Corbusier, Mies van der 
Rohe, Alvar Aalto and Louis Kahn, transformed the past and 
compressed many levels of meaning in their work. 

By the time I wrote the second edition, the climate had 
changed completely with the emergence of a string of neo-
modernisms (many skin deep) and the appearance of iconic star 
architecture of the most superficial kind, manipulating images 
and indulging in empty gestures. Le Corbusier had been 
transformed into a sort of ‘brand’ and there was now the 
opposite problem of disentangling him from an uncritical  
and promotional ‘Corbumania’. 

Many of your own photographs have been used in the second 
edition of Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms. Can you say more 
about your ideas of photography?
You need to grasp what a book is about from the word go. The 
very first image on the front of the jacket is a detail of the Villa 
Savoye at Poissy, a photo which I took roughly 30 years ago.  
I should explain that, in addition to being a historian and critic,  
I am also a painter and photographer. From my point of view, 
buildings themselves are primary documents and I try to capture 
the experience and ‘aura’ of them in my photographs while also 
conveying something essential about their underlying order. 

Are there aspects of Le Corbusier’s life or work that are still 
misunderstood or controversial?
There are many hundreds of books on Le Corbusier but the 
number of these that really understand him is relatively few. 
This is a vast historical figure full of contradictions and his work 
contains many polarities. During his lifetime Le Corbusier 
challenged the status quo so came in for a lot of opposition.  
He was attacked by traditionalists of every stripe who accused 
him of being a soulless functionalist. Then he was attacked by 
hard-line functionalists of every description for his lofty notion 
of architecture as a timeless ‘pure creation of the mind’. Several 
of his most sublime schemes, such as that for the League of 
Nations Headquarters in Geneva (1927) or that for the Palace of 
the Soviets in Moscow (1931), were blocked as a result of 

Now read oN...
With the second edition of his book,  
Le Corbusier: Ideas and Forms, now  
out, nearly 30 years after first being 
published, author William JR Curtis 
tells Blueprint why the original was in 
need of a major revision and what has 
been added in to this latest version
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Toyo Ito in more recent years. Or, take a basic Corbusian concept 
such as the ‘free plan’. This was reinterpreted in one way in 
Aalto’s Villa Mairea in the late Thirties, and in another way in 
SANAA’s Louvre Museum in Lens. Le Corbusier’s individual 
works still stir others to invention while his generic types still 
hold out relevant lessons in places far from the points of origin.

Frank Gehry insists that he could never have been Frank 
Gehry without the example of Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp. On the 
other hand, the very different Tadao Ando also insists that this is 
one of his primary inspirations. The former ‘read’ the Chapel for 
its explosive curves and dynamic interaction with the landscape. 
The latter ‘read’ the same thing for its meditative interior space 
and its sublime light. 

That is the power of Le Corbusier’s architecture: it touches the 
mind and the senses at a deep level. He opened up new visions of 
the future for some, new perspectives on the past for others. Many 
of those who have understood Le Corbusier most profoundly end 
up producing works that look very different from his. One thinks 
for example of Louis Kahn who understood that Le Corbusier 
transformed substructures from the past and who also aspired to 
an architecture of modern monumentality. When Le Corbusier 
died in 1965 Kahn declared: ‘Who shall I work for now?’

Why is Le Corbusier still relevant today?
Why are Shakespeare, Beethoven, Picasso still relevant today? 
First and foremost because they were great artists whose works 
continue to inspire us. Their creations are like collective myths 
that stir our imaginations while revealing universal aspects of 
the human condition. 

Le Corbusier was similar to Picasso, for while he was one of 
the inventors of modern architecture, he never lost sight of the 
lessons to be learned from diverse world traditions. In 1929, the 
same year that he designed the Villa Savoye, one of the 
canonical works of modernism, a ‘machine à habiter’ relying on 
the reinforced concrete frame and making allusions to biplanes, 
ocean liners and cars, he declared that the past was his only real 
master. In a true sense of the word he was ‘radical’. That is, he 
was revolutionary while returning to roots. 

professional jealousies or ideological dogmas. He was, as they 
say, ‘ahead of his time’. 

At a more modest scale there were many conflicts over Le 
Corbusier’s buildings because they were sometimes more poetic 
than practical. The Villa Savoye leaked badly within months of 
being completed. Le Corbusier was an idealist who stretched 
technology to limits and did not always find the best ways of 
constructing his buildings. The ‘béton brut’ or naked concrete of 
his late works was highly controversial at the time but opened a 
new sculptural, almost archaic, direction for modern architecture. 

Le Corbusier’s Unités d’habitation in the Fifties were also 
extremely controversial, the one in Marseilles being described  
as ‘la maison du fada’, the house of the madman. Now people line 
up to live in one of the standard duplex apartments there, and in 
fact the Unité in Marseilles is a pleasant place to live. It is simplistic 
to blame all the ills of poor-quality housing blocks on Le Corbusier 
as these have usually been devalued versions of a formula without 
all the amenities. Meanwhile, the Unité concept still has many 
lessons to teach. One needs to treat Le Corbusier’s ever-powerful 
examples critically, extending the good and rejecting the bad.

In your book you suggest that Le Corbusier functioned and 
continues to function as a ‘mirror and a lens’ for others. What 
did you mean by this? 
A ‘mirror’ because later architects seem to find themselves by 
reflecting off Le Corbusier’s examples; a ‘lens’ because through 
his prototypes they are better able to perceive generic problems 
and solutions. A chapter called ‘On Transforming Le Corbusier’ 
in the second edition deals with a favourite theme: the way in 
which he has influenced others, or perhaps the way others have 
reread him by reacting in different ways to his seminal buildings 
and projects. 

It is striking how a basic idea such as Le Corbusier’s 
Dom-ino skeleton of 1914 (arguably the genotype of his own 
architectural language) has been reinterpreted in completely 
different ways by later generations of architects, from Niemeyer 
in Brazil in the Fifties to Lasdun in his National Theatre in the 
Sixties, to the New York Five in the Seventies, to Koolhaas and 

10 – William JR Curtis, author 
of Le Corbusier: Ideas and 
Forms
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The 
Corbusier
Tree

balsa, just wasn’t strong enough.
So Moser’s thoughts turned to Cassina, the 

company with a long heritage of creating Le 
Corbusier’s furniture. The company jumped at the 
opportunity to use the wood and brought in designer 
Jaime Hayon to look at what could be done with it.

‘There was only a little bit of wood and it was 
very complicated, in fact it’s awful to work with!’ 
explains Hayon. ‘While I doing this project I got so 
inspired by who Le Corbusier was and why he 
planted this particular tree, that to begin with I 
didn’t know whether to link my ideas to how 
important Le Corbusier was or how important the 
tree was to the house. So I did exercises in both.’

In the end he went for a more sculptural, 
playful, personal route that looked to the tree for 
its narrative. Key to the designs was also maximizing 
the use of the wood so there was very little waste. 
The result is a collection of Cassina accessory 
items: A tree-swing-shaped shelf, some bird houses 
to store phones and keys and suchlike, and a bird 
that can hold your letters and business cards. And 
before you ask, no, the bird isn’t a crow… 

11 – The newly planted 
Paulownia, the tree mid 
growth and the stump

12 – The sapling discovered 
growing in the wall next to 
the lake

13 – The three different 
product designed by Jaime 
Hayon for Cassina

In 1924 a small house was built for Le Corbusier’s 
parents on shore of Lake Geneva in Switzerland. It 
was built to plans created by Le Corbusier and by his 
cousin, Pierre Jeanneret. According to the modern 
curators of the building, ‘foreshadows three of the 
“five points for a new architecture”: the use of the 
roof as a sun deck or garden, the open plan and 
the ribbon window. Truly a “machine for living”.’ 
Le Corbusier’s mother continued to live there 
celebrating her 100th birthday in the building.

In the garden, Le Corbusier himself planted five 
trees including a Paulownia in 1925, that was intended 
to create a roof over the ‘green room’ — two walls 
one closing off the view to the lake  but with a square 
glassless window framing a specific lake vista.

Then one fateful day a few years ago surgeons 
were brought in to trim the tree. Something went 
wrong, fungus entered the cuts and it began to die 
and eventually had to be cut down. It was by this 
point the last surviving tree of the five he planted. 

Villa Le Lac curator Patrick Moser, was 
heartbroken by the turn of events and sought ways 
to keep the Corbusier lineage of the tree alive. 
Cuttings — 50 branches — and seeds were taken, 
but all attempts to create a descendant failed. It 
was the end for the tree and a replacement 
Paulownia, with no link to Corbusier, was planted.

‘Four months after we planted the other tree, 
I discovered a little sapling growing out of the wall 
by the lake. It had grown naturally from a seed 
dropped by the original’ enthuses Moser with true 
delight in his voice. ‘It is a descendent of the 
original. This had become like a sacred tree as it 
was the last one left.’ That tree is now being 
nurtured and will replace the other when it is hale 
and hearty.

So what of the tree that was cut down? Moser 
had the exciting idea of using it to create pencils. 
What architect wouldn’t want a pencil made using 
wood from a tree planted by Le Corbusier? Caran 
d’Ache and Faber Castell were contacted, but the 
news was not good: the wood, which is light like 

11

12 13
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Pond life

Words Shumi Bose
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This summer, visitors to the King’s Cross Pond Club will 
be able to take a dip in Britain’s first naturally filtered 

bathing pond, located squarely in the middle of one  
of London’s busiest construction sites. Aquatic plants 

will purify the water, even as the neighbouring diggers 
and cranes busy themselves with concrete and dirt.  

Shumi Bose speaks to artist Marjetica Potrč  and Ooze 
architects, whose collaborative projects allow a glimpse 

of alternative ways of living
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London’s King Cross has experienced phenomenal changes 
in the past decade. When I moved to the city at the turn of the 
millennium, the area behind the dual tramsheds of King’s Cross 
and St Pancras train stations was an unsavoury wasteland, home 
to not much more than a karting track, a couple of rave clubs 
and a smattering of prostitutes. Today, it is a veritable forest of 
cranes and towers, residential and commercial. 

Where the go-karting track once rutted the ground, now 
stands the House of Illustration and (under construction at the 
time of writing), a cookery school and a Waitrose supermarket. 
On an adjoining site, the Stanton Williams building for Central 
Saint Martins College of Art and Design lords it on the 
Technicolor-fountained stage-set of Granary Square, flanked  
by showy new towers from the likes of David Chipperfield 
Architects and dRMM. In fact, there will be soon be around  
50 new buildings here, on a site some 67 acres in total.  

Amid all the deafening construction noise, this spring the 
King’s Cross Pond Club offers its visitors a unique opportunity 
— to swim in the country’s first ‘natural’ bathing pond. Most 
bathers will come into closer contact with an organic, aquatic 
environment than ever before: the water is purified by a living 
filtration wetland and submerged water plants in a closed-loop 
process, even as the very fabric of the city rises all around. Right 
in the middle of the redevelopment, and surrounded by building 
sites, the temporary pool is an art installation designed by 
Holland’s Ooze architects (Eva Pfannes and Sylvain Hartenberg) 
and Slovenian artist Marjetica Potrč. Surrounded by new and 
careful planting, it currently forms a green oasis among the 
hoardings and the diggers; if this summer is anything like the  

last one, the pond will have an eager crowd of swimmers for the 
few months of its duration. 

But eager bathers will have to learn a sense of balance: the 
Pond Club operates a strict exclusivity policy by natural design. 
The project’s full title is Of Soil and Water: King’s Cross Pond 
Club, and it is the gradual, biological filtration system through 
soil, water and plants that will govern the capacity (max. 100 
bathers) and limits of the Pond Club — a botanical disciplining of 
consumption. More than providing a photo-friendly community 
attraction during the summer, the Pond Club is about teaching, 
through a poetic experience, harmony between consumption or 
utility and natural, biological systems. 

The commentary linking personal behaviour to larger, 
communal or global structures is a typical juxtaposition in the 
work of both Potrč  and Ooze architects. ‘Like everything in life, 
you must have a mission,’ says Potrč, her fluting voice rising 
passionately as she discusses her trajectory from architect to 
artist and back again. Having studied architecture in Llubjana  
in the early Seventies, the younger Potrč was herself somewhat 
lacking in a mission, finding the system of inheriting top-down 
wisdom to be oppressive, and that normal architecture practice 
was ‘boring’. A transformative visit to an early edition of 
Documenta, the contemporary art festival in Kassel, exposed  
her to minimalist art at its height: Richard Serra, Carl Andre  
and other giants of the field had a profound impact and 
encouraged her to take up further studies at the school of art. ‘I 
realised that the ideas that civilisation works on are the same, 
whether for architects and for artists — but when I finished my 
Masters in art, architecture returned.’ 

2

3 – As this model imagines, 
the project will allow UK 
bathers their first dip in a 
naturally filtered pond 

4 – The water is purified by a 
wetland ecosystem – a living 
filter – and is renewed every 
24 hours

1 (previous page) – Of Soil 
and Water: Kings Cross Pond 
Club takes shape on 
London’s shifting ground

2 – Sun decks, parasols and 
lifeguard seats form an 
unlikely juxtaposition with 
brownfield muck and HGVs
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3

FILTER ZONE

REGENERATION ZONE

SWIMMING ZONE

PUMP

SKIMMER

BIOFILTER

PHOTOSPHATE ABSORBER

CYCLE 01 - Skimmer - minimum 2h/day
CYCLE 02 - Phosphate absorber - 24h/day
FILTERED WATER - Renewed every 24 hrs
INCOMING WATER - Supply from the main
INCOMING WATER - Filtered

4
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Since then, Potrč’s work has divided more or less neatly into 
three strands, with narrative drawings, which she uses to explain 
complex socio-spatial predicaments, and 1:1 scale gallery 
installations based on field research, which she calls her 
‘architectural case studies’. The third strand, with the most 
real-world impact, includes the projects on site, which vary from 
permanent infrastructures to temporary installations, from early 
prototype houses and schools in Caracas, Amazonia and Soweto 
to collaborative community gardens in Amsterdam, Bordeaux 
and London. Often the work will reflect concerns regarding 
energy and technology, but always with a social concern, 
deriving from the on-site projects. 

Potrč’s first solo exhibited work in London, at the Barbican 
Curve gallery in 2007, was a full-scale hut transplanted from 
Acre, Brazil. For all its ad-hoc material quality, the intelligence  
it displayed was in its real-world conjunction of space, power 
and technology. At the time, the local government in Brazil had, 
in consultation with independent tribal rainforest communities, 
devised a strategic ‘power kit’, consisting of solar panels, 
satellite dishes, and local schools that doubled up as social hubs. 
Potrč’s field research and subsequent gallery installation 
depicted how these tools allowed communities to build 
resilience, coexisting with contemporaneous global cultures on 
their own terms. Always, her works comment on the negotiation 
between scarcity of means and resources, and the possibility of 
a beneficial engagement with a community in public space. Yet, 
if all of these parameters sound well suited to civic architecture, 
Potrč certainly finds a strident freedom in producing artworks 
— or what she calls relational objects — rather than buildings. 

Architects often like to believe, intellectually at least, that 
there can be some commonality with the artistic world. But  
as a young practitioner, Potrč found the expanded, fluid 
definition of roles to be not quite as prevalent as one might have 
thought. ‘I showed my first drawing series, the narrative about 
the Caracas Case Study, at the Venice Biennale of Art,’ she recalls 
— at the particularly polyphonic Dreams and Conflicts edition  
of 2003, directed by Francesco Bonami and a record seven 
co-curators. ‘Some architects were actually angry, like how 
could I talk about the city as a sort of anthropologist?’, she adds. 
Indeed, at the start of working on a collaborative community 
project in Caracas (involving the socially transformative act of 
installing a dry toilet for — and with — the community), Potrč  
was confounded by the motley team assembled there. ‘There 
was a writer, a photographer, designers, a sociologist. I thought, 
“What is this?” But it was great; together, your thinking is much 
stronger. This was where I found the way I wanted to work.’

Although collaborative, multidisciplinary practices might 
seem normal now, one generation down the line the same 
problems of pigeonholing were faced by Eva Pfannes and Sylvain 
Hartenberg, of the Rotterdam-based practice Ooze architects. 
‘We were always interested in working with other specialists, 
and also across different scales, so that starting from a small 
scale you devise an urban strategy from within. We had been 
trying to make collaborative work, but developers would say 
things like ‘Are you this or that? Artist or architect? We don’t 
understand what you’re doing!’ says Pfannes. Her partner 
Hartenberg is quick to follow up: ‘Working with Marjetica,  
we realised the value of open-ended process, which is more 

5 (previous page) – The pond  
will act as pastoral neighbour 
to Central Saint Martins 
College as well as several 
residential and office towers

6 – Forest Rising, an 
installation at the Barbican 
in 2007, demonstrated 
Potrč’s work in Acre, Brazil

7 & 8 – Potrč’s practice of 
narrative drawing explains 
complex poetic ideas with 
approachable vitality

8
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prevalent in the art world, and which is not acceptable in  
a normal framework of a developer or in the production of  
a city — at least, before the crisis.’ 

 Pfannes, Hartenberg and Potrč first collaborated on a 
project in west Amsterdam in 2008, a former Garden City touted 
as the largest of Amsterdam’s postwar developments. Half a 
century after its original intention, the area experienced much 
neglect and rising crime, to the point where its abundant green 
spaces were often fenced off. The architects were approached  
by a coalition between the Chamber of Commerce and several 
developers to renew the public spaces and give visibility to  
local independent entrepreneurs. But rather than allowing the 
architects to develop a strategy, the consortium seemed to have 
a foregone conclusion in mind. ‘We were asked to develop some 
small kiosks,’ recalls Pfannes. ‘Some funny design structure that 
would give them the answer.’

Instead, the party of artists and activists adopted one of the 
‘kijkgroen’ or looking-only garden spaces, and set themselves  
on a mission to open it. A disused butcher’s shop was also 
deployed as a community kitchen, so creating another closed-
loop system. ‘The idea was that you would cultivate food and 
cook it,’ Hartenberg explains, ‘with people taking ownership of 
the running of this kitchen. At some point we had a vision for 
the whole of west Amsterdam across five years, with lots of 
micro projects, but this was a vision, and it didn’t have the 
political will behind it.’ Potrč’s participation was supported by 
Amsterdam’s Stedelijk Museum, then under refurbishment: ‘We 
created a community garden that developed beautifully.’ But 
even here, the slippage from art practice to community 

infrastructure gave cause for concern. Friends and sponsors of 
the Stedelijk would drop by and, on seeing nothing more than a 
happy community of gardeners, would bemusedly ask where the 
artwork was. This was really interesting for us. I started to 
understand that you really need new words for a new kind of 
practice. It’s not enough saying it’s about temporality, or 
process. That’s when we started using the term relational object.’

Since devising that first project, The Cook, the Farmer, His 
Wife and Their Neighbour in Amsterdam, Potrč and Ooze have 
worked on several collaborations across the world. Last year, 
they collaborated on their Wind Lift for the Folkestone Art 
Triennial, a highly ambitious ‘relational object’ that enabled 
visitors to ride a wind-operated lift 25m off the ground to the top 
of the Foord Road Viaduct, a majestic but neglected piece of 
19th-century infrastructure. Again, the Wind Lift accomplished 
parallel intentions: proximity and appreciation of the historic 
infrastructure; an unprecedented ‘uplift’ and engagement — in 
social and moral terms — for the equally attention-starved 
neighbourhood beside the project, and an exposure of our 
relationship with natural systems, in this case the wind. 

Operating through a turbine that collected wind energy,  
the lift could only ascend if enough power had been collected; 
the number of rides depended entirely on climactic conditions. 
The co-dependency of closed-loop natural, climactic and 
environmental systems and hard-core engineering infrastructure 
is, in itself, a highly commendably feature in the work of Ooze. 

Another Ooze-Potrč  project, notable in terms of certain 
shared technologies with Of Soil and Water: King’s Cross Pond 
Club, was Between The Waters on the Emscher tributary in the 

9

10 – Potrč and Ooze first 
collaborated on a project in  
a former Garden City, West 
Amsterdam, in 2008

11 – As garden spaces were 
opened up, independent 
traders found new economic 
and cultural vibrancy

9 – The Wind Lift at last 
year’s Folkestone Art 
Triennial provided ‘uplift’ to 
the neighbouring estate as  
well as unprecedented views
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Ruhr valley in 2013. As the title suggests, this time the ‘object’ sat 
between two bodies of water; one a canal containing sewage and 
other untreated effluents, and another being the Emscher, a 
clear tributary of the Rhine. Again, a system of careful planting 
of aquatic and submerged specimens allowed natural aerobic 
process to filter the dirty, untreated water, rendering it pure  
and safe to drink, wash in or even use to brew a craft beer. The 
‘object’ in this case was a structure spanning the active planting 
filter, with a conspicuous, one could even say rather theatrically, 
positioned toilet at one end. The proximity of the toilet 
viscerally demonstrated the notion of understanding and 
transforming waste through biology and closed-loop ecologies  
into a purified resource, used for recreation and leisure. Setting 
aside the deeper and more vital social ambitions of its projects 
for just a second, the technical requirements in the ambition of 
its projects — to render toxic water potable through plants, to lift 
groups of people to the height of a viaduct using the power of 
wind alone — these things require serious risk and expertise to 
create their theatrical and inspiring results.

Things have changed since the start of the new millennium, 
when collaborative practice had not quite found its USP within 
the rapid, booming engines of construction and regeneration. 
Now, participatory practice is seen as necessary for sustainable 
development, involving a range of participants and stakeholders 
from local community to municipal institutions. Although 
consultation processes are often about gaining consensus and 
being risk-averse, the sort of collective engagement that Potrč  
and Ooze are interested in fostering has deeper intentions, 
especially in relation to public space. As Hartenberg insists, the 
open-endedness of dialogue with a wide-ranging spectrum is 
essential. ‘Nowadays, there’s a lot more discussion of involving 

both architects and others much earlier on, so that the liability is 
shared,’ he says, recalling the effort of dealing with landowners, 
developers, curators, contractors and endless peripheral parties 
in London, the most risk-averse city the team has ever worked 
in. ‘You need this, actually, because the normal process has 
failed. You need these processes to overcome future problems. 
You could call it top-down or bottom-up, but it’s really about the 
ability to integrate a lot of complexity and to work with it.’ 

‘With the pond we have created a relational object, which has 
the ability to change the culture of living,’ Potrč states, seriously, 
with no hint of overstating the project’s ambition. ‘It’s not easy, 
because there are rules of engagement; the pond is open to all but 
it is restricted, there are limits.’ This idea of understanding the 
boundaries between man and nature, and adapting our behaviour 
to enjoy the interplay, is the crux of the King’s Cross Pond Club.  
The experience of swimming in a natural pool amid roaring 
construction will be thrilling and odd, but the deeper message,  
says Pfannes, is ‘about the balance between ourselves, and what  
we call nature — between our human bodies or the natural water 
and land body. You can’t take it for granted; you have to change 
your behaviour and understand how to live with it. The natural 
filtration of the pond, and understanding how the plants work  
to clean the effects of the water: this is at the core of it.’

‘Public space is primarily a social agreement,’ Potrč concludes. 
‘We try, especially architects try, to forget about this and just 
design the elements. In our projects we try to create a new social 
agreement, which means questioning what is public space. 
Today, we talk about public space in abstract ways: digital, 
private, or accessible... But if you try to organise a community-
run public space, you see what it really means. It’s about the 
social activation of space, as a symbol of understanding.’ 

12

12 – Ooze & Potrč’s ‘relational 
object’ at EmscherKunst: a 
toilet at one end and filtered, 
potable water at the other
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Dim Sum TowerS

Words Johnny Tucker
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The Thomas Heatherwick Studio has just completed   
a building for the Nanyang Technological University in 

Singapore, with the specific intention of it not being 
anything like any other university building in existence 

so far. With the Learning Hub’s stacks of  circular 
spaces, its  nickname of Dim Sum Towers, given by the 

students, seems particularly apt
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Picture the scene: students wandering around campus 
beneath umbrellas trying to be cool. You may have imagined 
Leeds, Manchester or Cardi�  or some other slightly sodden city. 
But this campus is immaculately manicured, full of exotic plants 
and trees and the umbrellas are there to help the students to 
literally be cool, de� ecting the beating sun of Singapore that  
gives the city state an average daytime temperature of 28 degrees.

The campus is Nanyang Technological University, 
Singapore, masterplanned by metabolist Kenzo Tange, with 
a green lung park at the heart of it (which now has a building 
in it by Singapore architect CPG Consultants). Into this 
essentially rectilinear world has now dropped an alluringly 
curvaceous building that has already been dubbed ‘dim sum 
towers’ by students. The tag is good, as it does look like a series 
of bamboo steaming baskets stacked one on top of the other.

This is the new Learning Hub and it’s the � rst multistorey 
building by the UK’s Heatherwick Studio. This scheme was 
headed up by Thomas Heatherwick and project architect Ole 

Smith and the studio worked with lead architect and 
sustainability consultant CPG —  the former Public Works 
Department of Singapore — to deliver the project). While its 
nickname is apt, there’s also something very British about it, this 
virtually all concrete building, with its striated exterior, not 
pockmarked by fenestration, with multiple entrances into an 
interior where all of the services are completely exposed — from 
the outside, you can’t help thinking that it’s a rather voluptuous 
take on the British brutalist car park.

The Learning Hub is a new kind of university building. 
While it does contain a library and theatre space, the majority is 
made up of 56 rounded rooms in 12 separate stacks, over eight 
storeys, connected to a large concrete � oorplate, giving the 
building 14,000 sq m of � oor space. The rooms themselves, 
which will be used by every faculty at the college — and all 
33,000 students — are spartan and are not meant for teaching. 
They are spaces for discussion and exploration. Information will 
be reviewed by students online before they set foot in the 

3 (opposite page) – The 
planting will eventually form 
a green curtain in the atrium

2 – Heatherwick Studio’s 
project architect Ole Smith 
worked with Thomas 
Heatherwick on the scheme

1 (previous page) – The new 
Learning Hub has been 
dubbed Dim Sum Towers 
by students
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Learning Hub — they won’t be ‘taught’ here. 
‘We used to go to university because that’s where all the 

books were or all the computers were for accessing knowledge,’ 
says studio founder Thomas Heatherwick. ‘There’s been a digital 
revolution and now we all have our gadgets within arm’s reach, 
and you can just stay in bed and get a PhD. I think we were 
driven by a desire to see if we could make a new kind of 
university space which was about the social function — how you 
bring people together, because that’s the primary reason to be 
at university.’ Lecturers may take issue with that statement, but 
this new building is all about bringing different and disparate 
perspectives together to make new connections and that’s 
where the areas outside the room, but within the building, are 
just as important. 

In the central atrium are a host of spaces where students 
can informally interact with each other; where students can  
get away from the structures of subject and start having those 
interdisciplinary ideas and relationships, be they educational, 

entrepreneurial or even physical — at the groundbreaking 
ceremony Singapore’s Education Minister joked that he hoped 
the building might even increase the birth rate. Nanyang 
university’s senior associate provost (undergraduate education), 
professor Kam Chan Hin enthused: ‘These days a lot of the new 
things are happening at the intersections between disciplines 
and by bringing students together like this. We believe it will 
give rise to a lot more creativity and innovation.’

What the building’s commissioners are trying to do may  
be innovativeedge-thinking, but in many ways the building itself 
is quite simple, deliberately so. The curving rooms reflect the 
brief, which called for no corners. ‘The project really evolved 
from taking these rooms and then bringing them together in 
stacks and then making lots of nooks and crannies between 
them,’ says Heatherwick. ‘We were trying to make a building 
where you didn’t have to have a fire alarm in order to be able to 
meet people! There are different types of space that can capture 
and hold you and so the building evolved not as one big 

5 – This permeable  
building has no front  
or back, and has 12  
entrances over five levels 

4 (opposite page) – A mesh 
is used on the emergency 
stairs, helping to give  
a rhythm to the facade

5
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structure, but instead as 12 buildings coming together 
collaborating, I guess.’

This building also had to have the very highest green 
credentials and, in many ways, that drove the basic idea of the 
structure and the choice of material. One large, air-conditioned 
building would not have achieved Singapore’s Green Mark 
Platinum environmental award, which this one has. In fact this 
building has no air conditioning. The individual rooms do, 
however, have a state-of-the-art (and very effective) cooling 
system that uses chilled water piped in from a plant in another 
building and simple convection using a gap between the inner 
and outer walls to circulate the cooled air.

Outside of the sealed rooms, the inner meeting and 
circulatory spaces — deliberately designed not to funnel students 
from one place to the next — are all open to the elements, 
though there is a glass roof over the atrium. The emergency 
stairwells have been integrated into the building rather that 
being an afterthought. Large steel doors, with glass-reinforced 

concrete panels, held open on electromagnets (ready to close at 
the hint of a fire) lead to the staircases, which are enclosed with 
mesh, to help keep out Singapore’s frequent drizzly rain. In turn 
these give a variety to the rhythm of the exterior, softening the 
towers of concrete baskets.

The building sits on a site that rises through 3.5m allowing 
you to enter directly at two different ground levels. There are  
12 entrances in total, including three walkways on three different 
levels that connect it to the adjacent structure. This is, as 
Heatherwick puts it, ‘a very porous building’.

The facade has a bulbous uniformity about it, presenting  
a similar face from every angle, deliberately avoiding any front 
or back hierarchy. To an extent, some of the facade’s uniformity 
also comes from the solution to the brief that required a great 
deal of off-site prefabrication to allow for fast on-site construction 
(one of the Green Mark requirements is to have a low level  
of on-site man hours). Each dim sum steamer, on each level  
of each of the 12 stacks (in effect the backs of the curved rooms) 

6

7 (opposite page) – The 
atrium is a key focus of the 
project and has that 
upmarket-hotel appeal

6 – The internal atrium is 
open to the elements but  
has a glass roof to keep 
out the rain
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is made up of 13—16 panels, all of which are unique. There are 
1,050 panels in total and, despite the variations, they were made 
using one ingenious (can a Heatherwick story ever be written 
without that word?) mould. Parametrics were involved and for 
manageability the panels were honed down to 10 different radii 
(though each has a different pattern, hence the uniqueness). 

Inside the building, 12 stacks scallop out into the internal 
space to form the dramatic and defining atrium, that puts you  
in mind of a high-end hotel. This will also feature planting from 
rails, which will see greenery cascading down through the space. 
One dominating element in the atrium is the log-like curving, 
structural, concrete columns. Although they appear to curve, 
each one of the separate 62 columns is in fact straight between 
each floor. As well as appearing to curve, each column’s surface 
ripples organically: ‘We’re so used to the circular, cylindrical 
column — it’s the default in young offenders’ institutes, in 
hospitals, in luxury apartments, in art galleries. We just 
wondered whether we could have a slight effect on that  

concrete and we realised that there was one inch of love that we 
could give that concrete without affecting the core cost of the 
column itself,’ says Heatherwick. ‘We developed these moulds 
where they tried to maximise that one inch of manipulable 
surface before you’d have to change the shape of the reinforcing 
bars in the middle of the columns. That allows us to have these 
columns that have undulations on them the size of a human belly, 
so that the inner pervert in all of us can give it a little stroke.’

This is all part of a push by Heatherwick Studio to humanise 
the building. The exterior concrete panels are warmed up with  
a touch of red/black pigment. Inside, the concrete wall panels 
received more red pigment, making them look like terracotta. 
The use of off-site, prefabricated, concrete panels in the first 
place is pragmatic, addressing the project costs, the Green Mark 
requirements (no need for painting or plastering time on site) 
and the building’s longevity. ‘The challenge became how could 
we give love to concrete that can feel quite loveless in European 
projects, and also try to not put paint all over it, which is the 

9

8 (opposite page) – 
Parametric modelling 
allowed Heatherwick Studio 
to reduce the 1,050 facade 
panels to 10 basic radii

9 – This mould was use to 
create all the facade panels.  
It can be adjusted to the 10 
different radii and allow for 
different surface patterns

10

11 12

10 – These are some of the 
moulds that were used for 
the internal concrete panels, 
which used pigment to give 
them a terracotta-like hue

11 – One of the tutorial rooms. 
In the original scheme these 
didn’t have glass-walled 
entrances and were open  
to the atrium

12 – Some 700 abstract ink 
drawings by Sara Fenelli 
were applied to the panels  
in such a way as to avoid  
the eye noticing any repeat
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default. By having the raw columns, the raw structure, the raw 
floors, if we come back in 20 or 30 years, there should be 
nothing that needs to be replaced,’ says Heatherwick.

The studio brought in Italian illustrator Sara Fenelli who  
set to work creating 700 ink illustrations of a ‘deliberately 
ambiguous’ (apart from the word ‘amor’) biological/
astronomical nature. These were in turn mixed and matched 
into various panels to avoid the eye seeing any repeat, and then 
silicon moulds were used for casting. As well as the pattern, the 
surface — as with the columns — clearly features the air-bubble 
pockmarks from the moulding process, which Heatherwick 
believes adds to the individualisation, taking it away from anally, 
super-smooth euro-concrete. The studio knew from the outset 
that constraints on time, cost and local talent meant ‘smooth’ 
would never be an option anyway. 

And the attention to materials and exploring their 
properties and abilities doesn’t end there, as you’d expect from 
Heatherwick. Elsewhere, the project features hardwood 

handrails on balconies, phospher bronze on lifts (though 
Heatherwick hopes the students will use the stairs) and railings. 
Even here, costs meant that 10 per cent of the railings would 
have to be mild steel, so the studio spent a long time placing  
the steel among the brass, to create the right rhythm, and make 
a feature out of a constraint.

The overall outcome, Heatherwick decides, is that this big 
concrete building ‘has a handmade feel’. He adds that it’s  
‘a response to the sterility that we perceived in much of UK 
post-war architecture that seemed to be very cold… how do you 
somehow give a soulfulness to a new building so that it doesn’t 
have to wait a hundred years to have some character?’

Although there was a token group of students on display 
working in one of the rooms when I visited, this building is 
crying out for people to come and bring it to life. Its spaces are 
unlike anything in the rest of the campus and it’s not difficult to 
envisage that the students will quickly colonise it, right down to 
the most intimate spaces… 

13

14 (opposite page) – The 
curvaceous, organic form 
stands out against its 
rectilinear neighbours

13 – For cooling, piped-in 
chilled water passes through 
the panels at the top of the 
wall; convection does the rest
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Inside Heatherwick Studio is an 
exhibition that opened in Singapore 
and will travel around Asia. It’s curated 
by the Royal Academy’s Kate Goodwin 
and here, after having delved deeply 
into the practice, she gives a first-hand 
account of what it’s really like inside 
Heatherwick Studio
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Heatherwick Studio refutes being categorised within a single 
discipline, having worked across product and furniture design, 
installation and infrastructure, architecture and urban planning.  
It notably defines itself as a studio — expressing that this is a place 
where things are created as well as imagined. When the studio 
began 20 years ago it focused around a workshop where ideas 
were generated through material and practical experimentation. 
Although now much changed, the workshop remains an 
important space that continues to act as a place for both testing 
aspects of projects to help inform discussion with consultants 
and creating artful models to express the design intention. 

The essence of its creative process is very similar whether 
designing a chair, a bridge or a building; it will seek an inventive or 
original idea that can drive and shape a design. Throughout the 
design process it exhaustively questions, analyses and re-analyses 
its output, assessing it against a concept in open studio pin-ups. 
Thomas Heatherwick’s own training in 3D design still informs this 
process with ideas tested in material form and at different scales. 

The size of the projects the studio now works on has drastically 
increased, and as a result it has rapidly grown in recent years. 
There are two moments in its recent history that have resulted in 
the greatest shifts. In 2010 when the UK Pavilion at the Shanghai 
World Expo catapulted the studio on to a world stage, and in 2012 
when it designed the celebrated Olympic Cauldron, had its first 
exhibition at the V&A, the New Bus for London hit the streets, and 
it published a substantial monograph on its work. It is now a studio 
of 170 people that includes a high proportion of architects 
alongside designers and makers. Heatherwick himself recognises 
the challenges such growth presents to maintain the studio culture 
and design ethos, often talking of the studio as a project in itself. 

Having spent four months observing the studio as part of 
exhibition research, it was its sense of ambition that I came most to 
admire. I saw this even demonstrated as it created new models for 
the exhibition responding to ideas I wanted to express. It never let 
constraint hold it back — imagination and ideas drove projects, not 
practical parameters, and the result was spectacular. 

This spread – Views of the 
exhibition, which includes 
some incredible new models 
of some of the key pieces of 
the studio’s output, including 
a demi-Seed Cathedral
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After a personal tour around the 
Learning Hub building and Nanyang 
campus in Singapore, Johnny Tucker 
sits down with Thomas Heatherwick to 
investigate the genesis of the project 
which was won through a competition

THOMAS 
HEATHERWICK

Blueprint: The project was done in a really short 
time scale and to an extent you were making it up  
as you went along. Was the modularity built into  
it when you did the original competition entry?
Heatherwick: When we won the competition,  
we hadn’t got an exact cladding system for the 
learning modules in place, and that emerged from 
the very particular Green Mark buildability scoring 
system they have here in Singapore. We didn’t know 
about this at the beginning and we had to respond.

There’s so much romance attached to creating 
imaginative ideas, but most of your ingenuity is 
usually used in responding to the practical 
restraints of budgets and building codes, and the 
performance of the building. So we had to find a 
way of using the same mould to create all 1,050 
panels. One guy spent eight months drawing those 
panels. We could have made them all identical, but 
then it wouldn’t have had the spirit that the 
project needed to have.  

Blueprint: Tell us about the horizontal striation 
patterning.
Heatherwick: In a lot of our projects we’re trying 
to maximise the three dimensionality and create  
a human scale of detail. The horizontal bands also 
have a visual weight, that’s stronger than the 
vertical panels. If you just had the vertical it would 
feel like we weren’t taking advantage of the 
curvaceous nature of these tutorial rooms. The 
horizontals are stronger ,and then making those 
stop and start gave it the variety, otherwise it 
would have looked remorseless.

When you go up to new buildings their 
surfaces often feel so dead. We were trying to build 
in detail that would add meaning for the students 
— as well as hiding the craftsmanship challenges of 
having a very low budget. We knew we were not 
going to be able to get that kind of bare-faced 
Tadao Ando beauty.

Blueprint: Five years ago it was the Shanghai Expo 
Seed Cathedral. What has happened to Heatherwick 
Studios in the past half a decade, and are you now an 
architecture practice?
Heatherwick: Never! The really exciting thing for 
me is the studio. We are now 170 people and it has 
moved from being very about much me, to now 
being a team of very good people. These are 
interesting times where there are real possibilities 
and greater awareness of the real value that good 
architects and designers can bring, and Blueprint 
is definitely part of that!  
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15 – Five years after the 
Shanghai Expo Seed 
Cathedral masterstroke, 
Thomas Heatherwick feels 
the studio is not just about 
him anymore

Blueprint: What was your original thinking for the 
competition entry?  
Heatherwick: We didn’t want to build one big 
building. The existing university buildings remind 
students that they are 1 of 30,000, that they are 
small. And we really wanted to reinstate that 
human scale, so instead of doing that standard size 
of university building, we decided to divide that 
into 12 units [each] the size of a terrace house and 
then connect them in the lightest possible way. It 
also meant we could stop them at different heights 
to emphasise the separation and have a garden on 
one as well — to give an outdoor learning terrace.

Blueprint: Then you won. What were the key factors 
that influenced the creation of the Learning Hub 
from the outset?
Heatherwick: The big thing was ‘What’s 
university for?’ The tutors and professors here 
would say to us: ‘It’s to meet people.’ It’s all about 
meeting your future business partner, meeting 
someone you’re going to have an amazing idea 
with, someone to start up a charity with or have  
a political initiative with. In that context the 
existing university environments, of miles and 
miles of corridors, seem the least likely place you 
are going to meet people. I remember when I was 
at college it was only if you had a fire alarm that 
you’d get to meet with other people in the 
building, and so I used to love fire alarms! We were 
trying to make a building that didn’t have to have 
fire alarms for you to be able to meet people. 
There are different types of spaces in the building 
that can capture and hold you.

The other half of this project was about 
changing the master-and-servant relationship 
between the wise guru at the front of the class and 
the slaves who bow before them. We were also 
ordered to have no corners in the classrooms, 
which we obeyed, as you can see. The context  
of the university felt so unorganic, and in a way 
this building was a response to the immediate 
surrounds that felt very monotonous. It’s corridor-
led Machine Age architecture and I felt our role 
was to be fresher and to create a break.
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1 – Parts of the Hive are laid out ready for 
transportation to Milan
2 – The Hive comprises some 115,000 
aluminium components
3 – More than 30,000 nodes connect the 
cuboid lattice of the Hive 

In the depths of rural North Yorkshire, 
unbeknown to many, a team of some 
100 people have been beavering 
away creating this year’s UK Pavilion 
for the Milan Expo 2015. Here, three 
aircraft hangars are home to Stage 
One, the design and engineering 
company that has helped bring to life 
some of the greatest feats of design 
in recent years, from multiple 
Serpentine Pavilions to Heatherwick 
Studio’s kinetic Olympic cauldron. 

Since September it has been 
piecing together the complex jigsaw 
puzzle that is Wolfgang Buttress’ 
pavilion — a beehive-inspired, 14m 
cuboid lattice that looks on to a 
40m-long meadow and orchard. It’s 
the result of five months of intense 
on-site build and an overall design 
process that started before Buttress’ 
competition entry was even chosen. 
(Rather unusually for such a project, 
Stage One undertook the contract to 
build the pavilion without setting 
eyes on the designs and was invited 
to help choose the winning scheme 
from the shortlist of entries.)

‘We’re very keen to say we’re 
makers, we’re good at complex — 
innovation runs through everything 
we do,’ says Stage One’s sales and 
marketing director, Tim Leigh. ‘We 
undertake projects without knowing 
at the start how on earth we’re going 
to achieve them. We like working 
with young, ambitious practices that 
come up with hare-brained schemes; 
we learn from them and they learn 
from us.’ The Hive, of 32 layers and 
115,000 aluminium components, is 
effectively a ‘giant Meccano set’ that 
has been bolted together on site.  
‘We came up with a very clever way 
of taking the design and making sure 
it could be built on site without any 
welding. There was always quite  
a nice creative bashing of heads in  

Process
For the Milan Expo 
this year, artist 
Wolfgang Buttress has 
created a multimedia 
Hive inspired by the 
British bumblebee. 
Cate St Hill met 
manufacturer Stage 
One at its workshop 
in Yorkshire before 
the complex structure 
was taken to Milan 
by Cate St Hill

1 3
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4 – Each part is numbered ready for loading
5 – The Hive is effectively a ‘giant Meccano set’ 
made up of 32 layers
6 – The parts were transported to Milan as 
individual components and assembled on site
7 – The spacers that connect the nodes
8 – Milling the nodes
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terms of how Wolfgang saw the 
pavilion coming together and how we 
anticipated it working. Working in an 
environment which has 160-odd 
countries present means that it’s a 
very busy site. Although we’re used 
to working on sites with lots of 
overlay, such as the Olympic Park and 
so forth, it’s tricky. Is it similar in 
construction terms to anything else 
we’ve done? No, absolutely not.’

Work started on site in Milan  
in November. The first task was to 
prepare the site, removing 300 tonnes 
of water and replacing it with 200 
tonnes of aggregate. ‘When you think 
of Milan, it’s sunny and great, but 
actually during the winter it’s not 
really, it’s grim. What you’ve got to 
remember is that this Hive is pretty 
heavy, it’s about 50 tonnes, so we 
had to make sure that the groundwork 
was in good order.’ Then the steelwork 
went in for the ‘accommodation 
block’ behind the Hive that features 
an auditorium space for conferences 
and one-off events. Meanwhile, back 
in Tockwith, Yorkshire, fabrication  
was well under way for the various 
parts, from mirrored, louvred panels 
that form the perimeter of the 
pavilion to the 30,000 nodes that 
bolt the Hive together. 

Each layer of the Hive has different 
lengths of rod and cords, which all 
required different manufacturing 
techniques, to form a 9m-wide 
spherical void for visitors to enter in 
the centre. The parts were transported 
to Milan as individual components, 
each numbered to describe exactly 
where they should be positioned. 
‘You can have two different nodes 
that essentially look the same, the 
only thing that differentiates them is 
their number. Given that there are 
115,000 pieces it was really important 
the truck got there and we didn’t find 
a piece missing!’ says Leigh. Once 
inside the pavilion, there’s more than 
1,000 LEDs that ‘buzz and pulsate’ 
—they’re activated by accelerometers 
that monitor vibrational activity of 
bees in real UK beehives, part of 
research work by Dr Martin Bencsik  
at Nottingham Trent University. 

The last thing to go in was the 
orchard of British fruit trees and the 
meadow planted with native British 
floral species. Paths and routes, 
referencing the ‘bee’s dance’, run 
through the meadow leading to the 
Hive, itself raised to create a sheltered 
area underneath for visitors to pause 
in. ‘The idea is that the visitor is at a 
bee’s eye level within the meadow so 
it really feels like they’re in among it, 
so that it’s not just one of many 
pavilions,’ says Leigh. 

The parts were transported 
as individual components, 
each numbered to describe 
exactly where they should 
be positioned
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10

9 – Paths and routes weave through the 
meadow to the Hive
10 – The finished pavilion

Timeline

11 April 2014: 
Stage One appointed as contractor

Remainder of April: 
Final review of submitted designs

2 May: 
Wolfgang Buttress entry chosen

19 May: 
Design revealed to public

June – September: 
Design development

September: 
Fabrication begins

17 November: 
Work starts on site in Milan

31 March 2015: 
Completion of main components 

of the pavilion

1 May: 
Milan Expo 2015 opens
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Milan 2015
Johnny Tucker was  
in Milan for Design 
Week and its lighting 
component Euroluce, 
and serves up his pick 
of this year’s crop

Perhaps it was the biennial presence 
of Euroluce, the lighting show, at the 
Fiera this year, but it felt as though 
there was a real buzz to the 
showground. Unusually, it felt 
stronger than what was going on 
around the show in the city itself.  
The Tortona area, in particular —  
with a couple of exceptions — felt 
particularly flat.

During the week, for overall 
encompassing vision, Tom Dixon and 
Lee Bloom (who follow a similar 
model, in terms of manufacturing  
and selling their own products)  
were particularly strong, with Bloom 
launching more than 20 new pieces  
in a theatrical department-store 
environment complete with his own 
London cab and doorman. Moooi too, 
if you’re a fan of its slightly dadaist 
output (which I am) put on a virtuoso 
show in Tortona (one of the exceptions) 
and, in fact, Marcel Wanders’ (Moooi 
founder) work for Hi-Macs was 
another of the area’s highlights (not  
to forget his Alessi eggcup and spoon, 

complete with hammer…)
Michele De Lucchi with Andrea 

Branzi set a brief for interior design 
students at the Design Faculty  
of Milan Polytechnic that was  
in many ways an antidote to the 
rampant manufacturing and 
marketing that is Milan Design Week 
these days. Lucchi and Branzi asked 
MA students to study the aesthetics 
of misery, resulting in beautiful  
if voyeuristic models of favellas  
and the like, all displayed in an 
exquisite palazzo. It had something  
of the Dario Fo twinkle about it.

Elsewhere, Sodastream now  
has the technology in place to 
become huge. Initially coming  
back to take on the fizzy bottled-
water market, the machine,  
designed by Yves Behar, now has  
way more fun about it. Available  
from early next year, Sodastream  
Mix will be able to carbonate 
anything from milk to cocktails. 

And it’s the latter that  
is being maximised with a visual 
interface and app to upload fave 
cocktails to the machine and  
share successes with your cocktail 
community. It should open up a big  
new market for the company,  
as well as appealing to the  
cocktail professionals. 

We’ll whip you up a Blueprint 
Special when it becomes available,  
but until then, here is our five-page 
pick of the week that was, with 
Euroluce on the fourth and fifth pages.

1

2

3

4

1 – Moooi, Arion by Marcel Wanders. 
A large rocking horse/unicorn for adults, with 
a vaguely sado-masochistic feel about it 
2 – Moroso, Teo by Arelier Oi. The French 
consultancy took its inspiration from bridges 
for this stand-out sofa system
3 – Cappellini, Anemos by Antonio Facco. 
Assuredly simple and muscular table and 
chairs from a new face
4 – Alessi, Egg Cup and Spoon by Marcel 
Wanders. The cup is OK but the spoon with 
weighted hammer is genius
5 – USM Rethink the Modular exhibition, 
Karlsruhe College of Arts and Design/BLESS. 
Forget using just your thumbs: typing with this 
machine was way more physical and fun
6 – Lee Bloom, Crescent Lights. Lee Broom 
created a department store setting for his 
launches — a real Milan highlight
7 – United Nude, Reinventing Shoes by UN 
Studio. A sort of Alexander McQueen meets 
architecture vibe to these 3D-printed shoes
8 – Fritz Hansen, Sammen by Jaime Hayon. 
The Spanish designer continues to mine a rich 
vein for Fritz Hansen, now finding his own 
gaps in its collection for this dining chair
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9 10

11

9 – Hi-Macs, Rational and Emotional Worlds 
installation by Marcel Wanders. A typically 
understated piece from Wanders 
10 – Knoll, Pilot by Barber & Osgerby, Front 
on, this surprisingly comfortable office/home 
crossover chair presents an uncompromisingly 
strong outline, and turns to pure finesse when 
viewed from the side
11 – The Aesthetics of Misery (Michele De 
Lucchi/Andrea Branzi student brief). This 
tongue-in-cheek brief turned the normal 
design focus on its head (see main text)
12 – Clarks Rebooted by Kacper Hamilton. A 
reimagined desert boot with an associated 
artwork where Mass = Time (scales and sand), 
from the talented Hamilton
13 – Sodastream Mix by Yves Behar. You will  
be able to carbonate just about any liquid and 
share the result via social media

13

12

206

B340-204-R-Milan-ph.indd   206 01/05/2015   13:08



Discover emerging design
Part 1 24–27 June 2015 
Part 2 01–04 July 2015 
London N1 
 

Book Tickets
newdesigners.com 
 
#ND30yrs

Untitled-4   1 25/03/2015   17:11



Euroluce at Salone 2015

It was the biennial Euroluce year at 
Salone and a strong one at that. 
Artemide (and its company Danese), 
Foscarini and Flos were the real 
standouts. At the end of last year, the 
family-run business of Flos was sold 
to a private equity firm, and architect 
Patricia Urquiola believes that has led 
to a lightness of touch from CEO 
Piero Gandini for Euroluce this year:  
‘I know Piero well and I think the Flos 
ensemble is sophisticated. He is 
trying to be very light in a conceptual 
way at the moment. From the 
beginning of the project, for my 
pieces, Serena, we wanted to have a 
strong range of materials from metal 
to wood to dichroic films. These are 
prototypes and we are going to play 
with them — this is just the beginning. 
It’s a system that’s very easy to 
compose with and create a family.’

14 – Fontana Arte, Yumi by Shigeru Ban. A 
precise and sculptural large light from the 
Japanese architect 
15 – Flos, Ether by Philippe Starck. Starck has 
come up with the goods yet again 
16 – Danese, Les Danseuses by Atelier Oi. The 
flamenco-like skirts twirl mesmerisingly as fans
17 – Kappes, Continuum. Japanese Satelite star 
of last year does it again with a revolving wire 
in a captivating kinetic light (in Satelite) 
18 – Flos, Serena by Patricia Urquiola. The 
naissance of a new range from Urquiola
19 – Artemide, Chlorophilia by Ross Lovegrove.
An organically elegant lightness of touch
20 – Foscarini, Caiigo by Marco Zito. This 
mimics the mist rising from the water in Venice 
and is truly beautiful in the flesh
21 – Foscarini, Kuraghe (Jellyfish) by Nichetto 
and Nendo. Unusually for Foscarini this 
delicate light is paper, not glass

14
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16 17
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Alberto Ponis is an outsider in more 
ways than one, in the first place 
because he is not from Sardinia, but 
rather from the town of Nervi near 
Genoa in which he regularly lives and 
works during the off-season. In the 
second because, while he was trained 
in Florence, he came to his maturity 
as an architect in the ‘swinging’ 
Brutalist London of the early Sixties, 
first in the office of Erno Goldfinger 
and then in the practice of Denys 
Lasdun, when Lasdun was designing 
the Royal College of Surgeons. 

Moreover, it was in London that 
he was introduced to Sardinia via a 
certain Anglo-Italian elite, focused 
about the Italian banker Dino Da 
Ponte, who was then engaged in 
developing the island as an unspoilt 
Mediterranean retreat, virtually 
untouched by time, except for a 
massive fortress built by Napoleon 
that was subsequently to be much 
admired by Ponis. 

This Anglo-Italian enthusiasm  
for Sardinia, championed in the late 
Sixties by the flamboyant Karim Aga 
Kahn, led to the creation of the ersatz 
Costa Smerelda style ostensibly 
enriching the island without 
destroying the windswept granite 
grandeur of its coast or the sparsely 
populated green expanse of its sheep 
farming interior; a landscape of rolling 
hills, dotted here and there by trees 
and by pitched-roofed, stone-walled 
stazzi; a local vernacular hinterland 
equivalent to the barrel-vaulted, 
megaron of the Mediterranean coast. 

Roofed with terracotta tiles, the 
expandable stazzi farm houses, 
growing cell by cell across the 
landscape, would become one of the 
main inspirations behind the self-

Exhibition
The Inhabited 
Pathway: The Built 
Work of Alberto 
Ponis in Sardinia

Edited by Sebastiano Brandolini
Published by Parks Books, £50
Review by Kenneth Frampton 

firma, and in so doing providing for 
kitchen counters or banqueters 
depending on the height of the 
sectional displacement. All the 
plastered corners are rounded and 
soft as in the Peloponnese. 

Equally important as the main 
title suggests is ‘the inhabited 
pathway’, that is to say the labyrinthic 
stone route that leads in an uncertain 
and mysterious manner from the car 
port, kept at a safe distance, to the 
surprise of the house itself, first 
visible as a tiled roof and invariably 
poised before a precipitous cliff 
dropping many metres into the sea. 
Here and there is the inevitable 
chimney, a limited terrace or pool 
and, in some instances, the stepped 
crescendo of a stone stairway, bereft 
of handrails, rising before the void 
with no house in sight.

With these sublime works  
Ponis returns us to an infinite 
Mediterranean that has no clear 
boundary in either space or time, for 
we are at once with Pikionis before 
the Athenian Acropolis or with 
Coderch amid the pines of Casa 
Ugalde, or here, to take it to the 
ultimate point, with Curzio Malaparte, 
writing in the middle of the night in 
Capri, on top of his terrifying rock.

consciously simple, topographically 
inflected, single-storey houses 
featured in this book. However, in all 
of this Ponis was, at the same time, 
an insider, in that he had been 
brought up in the sophisticated, 
provincial culture of Italy, experienced 
when he was young through the 
small but exceptionally cultivated 
textile factory run by his father. 

This was Ponis’ so-called 
‘Bauhaus-in-miniature’, wherein 
architects and textile artists would 
design fabrics together. Equally 
felicitous is the fact that Ponis was 
introduced to Sardinia in 1963 by his 
Neapolitan cartoonist friend Enzo 
Apicella, who he first met in London. 
As much an amateur botanist, painter 
and photographer as he would be the 
resident island architect, Ponis in 
effect became the self-appointed 
custodian for the entire isolated 
landmass as he went between the 
seasonal Anglo-Italian elite 
vacationing along the northern coast 
and the grimly silent green emptiness 
of the interior. 

Although Ponis retains a profound 
respect for this autochthonous 
otherness, his contribution to the 
emerging coast culture of the island 
has been in terms of a dozen or so 
modest modern houses built amid 
what is essentially a hostile rock-
strewn, granite landscape. Of this 
subtle and discreet achievement, 
Sebastiano Brandolini informs us that 
Ponis regards these houses as 
‘incidenti di percorso’, mixing up the 
past participle of the verb incidere 
meaning ‘to happen’ or ‘to occur 
unexpectedly’ with the word percorso, 
meaning trail, route, flow or stream. 

The etymological dialectic 
characterises only too perfectly the 
essence of these houses caught 
between the unavoidably challenging 

topography of the approach, as it 
invariably winds its way along an all 
but imperceptible seam between two 
rockscapes and the self-effacing, 
bunk-like character of the houses 
themselves, invariably covered in 
local Roman tiles. 

At their most sophisticated these 
houses consist of roofed emplacements 
where the plan itself is predicated on 
quadrants or circles or, alternatively, 
is stacked in the form of terraces 
across the site. There are also one or 
two works, such as the Casa 
Scalesciani, the so-called Casa di 
Ivan, where the plan form is totally 
organic, accommodating itself 
directly to the micro-topography of  
a closely knit site. There is the further 
exception of the partly hexagonal 
plan of the Casa Coaster. 

Irrespective of the ever-varying 
plan form, all of these houses are 
single-storey works with gently 
pitched, tiled roofs and white-
plastered, micro-domestic landscapes 
within, stepping up or down the terra 

Ponis’ contribution...has 
been a dozen or so 
modest modern houses 
built in a hostile, rock-
strewn, granite landscape
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1 – Casa Gostner, on top of a high rocky peak 
2 – Casa Scalesciani has an organic form
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Exhibitions
Le Corbusier: 
Mesures de l’homme

Pompidou Centre, Paris
Until 3 August 

Le Corbusier: 
Panorama of a 
Lifetime’s Work

Until 13 June Galerie Eric Mouchet, Paris
Until 25 July Galerie Zlotowski, Paris
Review by Cate St Hill

Le Corbusier lived out his final days, 
almost always naked, in a tiny, 
spartan cabin — Le Cabanon — built 
on a rocky outcrop by the sea at 
Roquebrune-Cap-Martin in southern 
France. A far cry from his white, 
open-plan villas — veritable symbols 
of modern architecture — and his 
post-war, concrete, vertical cities,  
the 15 sq m back-to-basics hut was 
wrapped inside and out in wood and 
contained just a slim bed, a table, 
hand basin and toilet. It was a few 
metres from here that he was found 
drowned following one of his daily 
swims in the Mediterranean in 1965. 

Central to the design of the cabin, 
and much of Le Corbusier’s other 
work, was the essential, universal 
measurement of the average man — 
183cm, or 226cm with one arm raised 
— The Modulor. And it is through the 
idea of human proportion that a new 
retrospective at the Pompidou 
proposes to refocus and reread the 
Swiss-born architect’s prolific oeuvre, 
50 years after his death. 

The exhibition, encompassing 
some 300 pieces, highlights the 
omnipresence of the human figure 
— both geometrically and spiritually 
— in everything from the distorted 
female bodies of his colourful 
paintings, through the flexible, 
ergonomic furniture that was 
designed to adapt to the movements 
of the body, to the humanist city of 
Chandigarh that converged on a 
monument of an open hand. 

With countless exhibitions,  
books and studies gone before, it is 

inevitably difficult to say anything 
new on the great architect — on the 
surface this looks just like any other 
gone-before retrospective. Yet while 
it covers well-trodden ground and 
ticks the boxes with familiar, crowd-
pleasing projects (Villa Savoye, Cité 
Radieuse, Ronchamp and so on),  
it does offer a journey through the 
thinking behind Le Corbusier’s work 
as architect, urban planner, furniture 
designer and painter. 

Decades after his reputation was 
blighted by criticism and controversy 
over the isolating effects of his 
monolithic high-rises, the exhibition 
paints him as a measured, perceptive 
man, concerned with human gestures 
and thought. Moreover, it shows how 
he made a profound impact on not 
only the appearance of modern 
architecture but also, perhaps more 
importantly, the way it is inhabited.

The sequence of 10 rooms begins 
with a look at the purist movement 
Le Corbusier spearheaded with 
Amédée Ozenfant, in which they 
advocated an ‘industrial, mechanical 
and scientific spirit’. Their intentions 
were encapsulated in their periodical, 
L’Esprit nouveau — published 28 
times between 1920 and 1925 — in 
which Charles-Edouard Jeanneret 
used his pseudonym Le Corbusier for 
the first time. 

Still-life paintings of everyday 
objects, with their geometric forms 
and smooth, ordered lines, were 
designed to be easily read, predicting 
the spatial compositions of Le 
Corbusier’s architecture — in 
particular the early villas (Villa La 
Roche, Villa Savoye, and so on), 
themselves a manifesto for the 
seamless movement of the body 
through space. 

The central room dedicated  
to the Modulor presents 50 or so 
drawings as well as the nifty, 
rolled-up measuring tapes Le 
Corbusier made to ensure his 
buildings complied to the strait-
jacketed human-scale system, 
regulating a standard across his work. 
Here and there, little Modulor men 
are stamped on to drafts of technical 
drawings or roughly hinted on 
sketches. They informed studies  
of apartment buildings and housing 
units that ultimately took shape in  
his ‘bottle crate’ structure of the Unité 
d’habitation in Marseille. 

That said the exhibition is at  
its best when it moves away from 
monochrome architectural models 
and drawings towards Le Corbusier’s 
lesser-known artworks. He dedicated 
half of every day across a 45-year 
period to painting. His wife, Yvonne, 
was his favourite model. One 
captivating room is dedicated to 
paintings from his so-called ‘Women’ 
period — vivid, contorted female 
figures, sliced and recomposed, 
almost make you feel like you’ve 
accidentally stumbled into a Picasso 

Le Corbusier dedicated 
half of every day across  
a 45-year period to 
painting. His wife, Yvonne, 
was his favourite model
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1 – Le Corbusier at Le Cabanon 
2, 3 & 4 – Still lifes of everyday objects,  
1919 and 1920
5 – Etude pur la cheminee (1918)
6 – Le Corbusier the artist at work on Femme
7 – Presenting his sculpture Femme
8, 9 & 10 – Deux Femmes (1948); Taureau 
(1956); Deux femmes nues à la plage
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exhibition. Sometimes Le Corbusier 
would abandon the canvas and work 
directly on to the wall, as shown by  
a previously unseen (to the public) 
mural taken from the wall of his 
friend and architect Jean Badovici’s 
house in Vezelay (1936) (though, 
there’s no mention of the infuriation 
this technique caused at E-1027 with 
its architect Eileen Gray…). 

Le Corbusier’s artwork is also  
the subject of another small but 
perfectly formed exhibition not to be 

missed, spread across Galerie 
Zlotowski and Galerie Eric Mouchet 
just across the Seine. Here off the 
beaten track and away from the 
crowds you can get another, more 
intimate, glimpse of his collages, 
tapestry cartoons, paintings and 
engravings. Depicting music-hall 
dancers and racy nudes, they show 
another side to the multifaceted 
architect, seemingly at odds with the 
purist picture he set out to create at 
the beginning of his career. 

Back in the Pompidou show, 
works from his ‘acoustic’ period 
entitled Ubu and Ozon feature bizarre 
characters resembling giant ears. 
They continue with the idea that the 
senses come together in a spatial 
experience that produces a feeling  
of harmony. While everything in  
Le Corbusier’s world was measured, 
including his image, another mural 
— this time from his own Rue de 
Sevres studio (1947) — shows the 
creative possibilities outside the 

self-imposed constraints of the 
Modulor. Black lines curve freely around 
the canvas and blocks of brilliant, 
primary colours shout for attention. 
This is Le Corbusier unclothed. 
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Time was when the environs of 
Glastonbury provided a quiet haven 
for the off-festival, dog-on-a-string-
toting, crystal-gazing types of 
Somerset. But over the past year  
the gentle folk of Avalon have been 
rubbing shoulders with a new crowd 
of visitors. The bucolic Bruton 
outpost of Hauser & Wirth (crucially 
augmented by the wonderful Roth 
Bar and Piet Oudolf gardens) forms 
an essential cultural fulcrum for a 
muddy-but-well-heeled set of art 
lovers, collectors and creative types 
who have lately escaped to the 
country (see Blueprint 336, 
September/October 2014). 

Even the stones of the famous 
nearby henge have gained a new 
neighbour. The paleolithic-like egg 
form of last year’s Serpentine 
Pavilion, designed by Chilean 
architect Smiljan Radić, has found  
a more suitable permanent home, 
perched a little way from the 
buildings of the renovated gallery at 
Durslade Farm, and gaining more 
mystical gravitas in its pastoral 
setting. Indeed, the recent acquisition 
of the Radić pavilion has marked the 
start of an architecture season at 
Hauser & Wirth Bruton, comprising  
a programme of events in the pavilion 
itself, a haunting sound-and-space 
installation by artist Susan Philips 
within the gallery, and a cracking 
display of architectural drawings. 

Land Marks is an exhibition of 
drawings gleaned from Drawing 
Matter, the collection of patron and 
recent RIBA honorary fellow Niall 
Hobhouse, whose archive is 
conveniently housed in his own 
Somerset farm conversion nearby. 
Curated by an esteemed pairing of 
youth and experience — Markus 
Lähteenmäki, an accomplished young 
art historian, and Nicolas Olsberg, 
curator and former director of the 
Canadian Centre for Architecture  
in Montreal — Land Marks assembles  
a stunning selection of drawings and 
objects looking at interventions 
between land and structure. 

Exhibition
LAND MARKS: 
Structures for a 
Poetic Universe

21 March – 21 June 
Hauser & Wirth Somerset
Review by Shumi Bose

the most polemic drawings of the 
late-20th century, focused on  
a visionary integration with 
landscape. The drawing displayed 
here shows a design for the Perpetual 
Savings and Loan Association of 
South Dakota: approaching from one 
side, a client making a deposit into  
a secure savings account would 
encounter a pristine, neoclassical 
facade. However, should one need to 
take a loan from the bank, one would 
be obliged to enter through the lowly 
back door, set down into the ground, 
humble and even degenerated. 
Though this might seems like a stark 
critique of the complicity between 
architecture and capitalism, Wines’ 
claim comes more directly from 
context; the primarily agricultural 
make-up of South Dakota informs its 
economic and material reality. 

Despite the political acuity of 
many of the works on display, there  
is no overarching thesis that smacks 
you in the face here. It might have 
been simpler, for example, to plot  
a chronological course through  
a selection of the beautiful images 
and objects here — even maintaining 
a rough theme of landscape. But  
in the curators’ thoughtful, subtle 
arrangements unexpected relationships 
are drawn between the most iconic 
big-hitters of architectural history and 
production, while lesser-known oddities 
become revelatory in terms of man’s 
artistic practice of negotiating the land.

Works on display include thrilling 
sketchbooks from the development 
of Superstudio’s Continuous 
Monument, side by side with Ugo La 
Pietra’s early photomontage,  
anticipating the network culture of 
today. Carlos Diniz’s eye-wateringly 
beautiful pen-drawings of New York’s 
World Trade Center, from the office of 
Minoru Yamasaki, sit beside some 
truly exquisite, tiny drawings of 
funerary architecture from the 
Freud-shadowed practices of 
fin-de-siecle Vienna. 

With the quality of archival 
materials available — Hobhouse’s 
carefully accumulated collection is 
truly mind-expanding — it might be 
hard to imagine how such a display 
could be anything other than 

beautiful. But the curators set 
themselves a specific, and therefore 
tougher, challenge. 

Taking a cue perhaps from the 
repositioning of the Radić pavilion  
in the natural landscape, the works 
selected for Land Marks seem to be 
those that comment on a particular 
tension between nature and gesture, 
natural and formal, construct and 
context. Cedric Price’s Bathat 
proposal for Battersea Power Station 
seems like a throwaway crayon 
sketch, but it actually calls out to the 
viewer: preserving only the iconic 
chimneys of the power station, it 
proposes a radical demolition of the 
brick volumes beneath, asking us to 
think about what it is we really care 
to retain. 

Monochromatic drawings by 
Louis Kahn show the prevalence, 
through the 20th century, of ideal, 
platonic forms: the cone, cube, and 
sphere, while one of Eisenman’s 
House VI drawings demonstrates his 
endless meditations on just one of 
these. Elsewhere a geodesic dome  
is scaled down to become prismatic 
lampshade, made by Buckminster 
Fuller (as a wedding gift for none 
other than Princess Margaret and  
Lord Snowdon), scintillates as it 

hangs from a wooden rafter. Outside 
in the gallery’s ‘piggery’, some earthy, 
ochre pillars demonstrate the modern 
regionalist Álvaro Siza Vieira’s 
consideration of human scale and 
form, while at the end of the 
exhibition’s trajectory, there is an 
astounding collection of stones, 
pebbles and rocks, lovingly collected 
and labelled by John Ruskin himself. 

Exploring ideas and works that 
sit between building and sculpture, 
the selection on display attempts to 
look at the territory ‘between the 
useful and the sublime’. For example, 
a typically kooky, unbuilt vacation 
house designed by the now late 
postmodernist Michael Graves, is due 
to its relationship to site, brought into 
dialogue with a stunning colour-
pencil drawing of Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s Eaglefeather house in stone 
and timber. Lloyd Wright considered 
it among his tasks to ‘complete the 
work of nature’, and many visitors will 
know his iconic design for 
Fallingwater — but the lesser-known, 
unbuilt Eaglefeather in Malibu is 
much more cinematographic — 
fittingly, as it was designed for 
Hollywood director and screenwriter 
Arch Oboler. 

A personal favourite of mine 
comes from the first section of the 
show: a work by James Wines of 
SITE, an architecture and 
environmental design firm founded  
in 1970, and responsible for a few of 

The exhibition assembles 
a stunning selection of 
drawing and objects 
looking at interventions 
between land and structure

1 – Installation view with Buckminster Fuller’s 
Geodesic Perspex Chandelier (1960), a gift for 
Princess Margaret and Lord Snowdon 
2 – Light, shade and platonic forms in Louis 
Kahn’s Study for a mural (1951-1953) 
3 – The Perpetual Savings and Loan 
Association Bank, South Dakota by SITE (1980)
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London was one of Alexander 
McQueen’s greatest muses: the 
fashion designer and couturier, born 
the son of a taxi driver in the city’s 
East End, would draw inspiration from 
everything from its history to its club 
scene to Brick Lane. Having cut his 
teeth as a tailor’s apprentice on Savile 
Row, McQueen went on to study at 
Central Saint Martins, and could often 
be found in the V&A, trawling its 
archives for inspiration: ‘It’s [the V&A] 
the sort of place I’d like to be shut in 
overnight,’ he once said. 

It is perhaps fitting then that  
the V&A has brought McQueen back 
in the form of Savage Beauty, the 
sell-out exhibition that saw record 
attendance at the Met in New York,  
a little more than a year after his 
suicide in 2010. Taking up three of the 
V&A’s major galleries, the exhibition  
is a feast for the eyes and an assault 
on the senses. 

Some 240 outfit ensembles and 
accessories are ordered thematically 
in a sequence of 10 rooms that are  
as bewitching as the items on display 
and as theatrical as the staging of his 

Exhibition
Alexander McQueen 
Savage Beauty

Victoria and Albert Museum, London
Until 2 August
Review by Cate St Hill

fashion shows. Visitors are taken  
on a sensorial journey deep into the 
psyche of the troubled designer, 
traversing from light to darkness,  
from silence to noise and from soft 
romanticism to sinister fetishism. 

The exhibition begins relatively 
calmly, lulling you into a false sense  
of security, with a brightly lit concrete 
box and a simple grouping of tailors’ 
mannequins on wheels. You get 
a glimpse of the designer’s dark 
imagination though: his early, 
‘bumster’ trousers — relatively 
shocking at the time in the early 
Nineties — ride so low that a 
‘builder’s-bum’ is revealed on the 
wearer. Visitors then enter a 
sumptuous, gilded room that looks 
like something straight out of 
Versailles — and this is where the 
show really begins. 

McQueen’s work was driven  
by a paradoxical fascination with life 
and death, beauty and the macabre. 
‘People find my things sometimes 
aggressive, but I don’t see it as 
aggressive,’ he once said. ‘I see it  
as romantic, dealing with a dark side 
of my personality.’ Here, next to the 
Gothic-inspired Horn of Plenty 
collection from A/W 2009, where 
mannequins wear black S&M masks, 

are pieces from McQueen’s final, 
unfinished collection. Referencing 
Byzantine art, religious iconography 
and Old Master paintings, the 
collection — posthumously titled 
Angels and Demons — was shown  
in an ornate Paris mansion a month 
after his death. The centrepiece is  
an exquisitely crafted, high-necked, 
gold-feather jacket with a burnished 
metallic skullcap — a phoenix rising 
from the ashes.

The show proceeds to a gloomy 
cave-like space, built of layer on layer 
of skulls and bones, which picks up on 
themes of primitivism in McQueen’s 
work. It’s a Jungle Out There (A/W 
1997), for example, was inspired by 
African gazelles and featured several 

garments fashioned from skin and 
horn, while Eshu (A/W 2000) was 
shown to the beating of tribal drums 
and included a synthetic, horsehair 
dress, beaded and cinched at the 
waist with a slim belt. 

This leads to a grand, wood-
panelled room that explores 
McQueen’s obsession with his Scottish 
heritage and ancestry, best shown in 
Widows of Culloden (A/W 2006), 
based on the final battle of the 
Jacobite Risings in 1745. Tartan-clad 
mannequins and rousing music 
reaches a crescendo with the 
exhibition’s next room – The Cabinet 
of Curiosities, a double-height gallery 
filled to the brim with glossy, black 
display cases showing off more than 

Taking up three of the 
V&A’s major galleries, the 
exhibition is a feast for 
the eyes and an assault  
on the senses
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1 – A glass box similar to the one used for the 
dramatic climax of the Voss show (S/S 2001) 
2 – The double-height Cabinet of Curiosities 
shows some 120 accessories and creations
3 – McQueen’s final, unfinished collection, 
titled Angels and Demons (A/W 2010)
4 – One of the calmer exhibition rooms, titled 
Romantic Naturalism
5 – A dark, cave-like space shows McQueen’s 
interest in primitivism 

120 creations and fetishistic 
paraphernalia. There are feather 
headdresses, carved-elm bodices, 
leather prosthetics and 3D-printed 
shoes as well as 27 screens showing 
all of McQueen’s shows. You could 
spend hours gazing up at the 
glittering creations and still find 
something new. 

The most magical section of the 
exhibition recreates the dramatic 
finale of the Widows of Culloden 
catwalk show in 2006. Suspended  
in a glass pyramid, in a room of its 
own, a 3D hologram shows Kate Moss 
slowly writhing around in a billowing 
gown of white organza to the 
haunting tones of the theme music  
to Schindler’s List. In fact, for the 
show itself, McQueen used a century-
old technique called Pepper’s Ghost 
that involved mirrors and projectors, 
deceiving even 21st-century viewers 
into thinking it was a digital reverie.  

Next there is a mirrored room 
with slowly spinning mannequins and 
eery music — you could almost be in 
a giant jewellery box. At the end of 
the room, though, there is a padded 
chamber with four, richly feathered 
dresses. It looks almost like any other 
display case, until the lights dim,  
a nauseous noise starts, like when  
a life-support machine flatlines, and 
an image of a 20-stone nude attached 
to a breathing tube and wearing a 
demonic mask is revealed. 

This was the ending to the Voss 
(S/S 2001) show. For that, the glass 
box shattered completely and real 
moths fluttered about her, leaving the 
audience to ponder notions of beauty. 
McQueen liked to shock the fashion 
world — he once said in a BBC 
documentary that he would rather 
people be disgusted by his shows 
than have no reaction at all:  
‘If you walk away and you forgot 
everything you saw, then I haven’t 
done my job properly’. 

Here in the exhibition, these 
aren’t just garments hanging loosely 
on a hanger or a mannequin: the 
drama of his fashion shows is brought 
vividly to life — even if you don’t know 
his work or you’re not into fashion, 
you’re promised a showstopper.  

The last room shows McQueen’s 
last fully realised collection, Plato’s 
Atlantis (S/S 2010) — a futuristic 
vision in which the ice caps have 
melted and humanity has to live under 
the sea. It ends with a haunting quote 
from him: ‘There is no way back for 
me now, I’m going to take you on 
journeys you’ve never dreamed were 
possible.’ He certainly did that — I left 
and remembered to breathe again.
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When the Belgian city of Mons 
(population 93,000) was designated 
European Capital of Culture 2015 
(along with Czech town Pizen), it 
already had more historic assets than 
many a city 10 times as large, and 
three UNESCO World Heritage 
listings. But like a Belgian chocolatier 
whipping up a selection of pralines 
and truffles, Mons has reinvented and 
created new temptations, including 
five new museums, a concert hall,  
a restored van Gogh site and more 
than 15 urban installations. The 
museums got off to a great start with 
50,000 visitors on the opening Easter 
weekend. But are Mons’ new cultural 
offerings as irresistible as a box of 
Belgian chocolates?  

Mons is a town of tight, steep- 
roofed brick houses and narrow lanes 
centred on a grand historic square, its 
fabric embedded with great buildings 
marking styles from medieval-gothic 
to contemporary (the latest is 
Libeskind’s MICX conference centre). 
But it is also a working-class town 
— Wallonia, Belgium’s French-
speaking south, was second only  

Culture City
Mons 2015 European 
Capital of Culture

Until January 2016
Mons, Belgium 
Review by Herbert Wright

to England to industrialise, and then 
to decline after the Second World 
War. Yves Vasseur, the Capital of 
Culture programme’s artistic director, 
wants a ‘metamorphosis of spirit’. He 
admits that ‘we have a lost 
generation who will not become 
cultural ambassadors. But their 
children and grandchildren will’. The 

big idea, he says, is ‘Mons: Where 
technology meets culture’.

Some museums have taken this 
literally. Just behind the town hall is 
the €4m Musée du Doudou, a 
handsome, red-brick, four-storey 
building from 1625, now converted by 
architecture practice Sofateliers into a 
museum about the town’s yearly 
festival, the Ducasse. Otherwise quiet 
for 51 weeks a year, Mons has always 
turned out in droves for its ritual, 
colour, sound, fantasy and frenzied 
affirmation of local identity. It starts 
with honouring the seventh-century 

relic remains of Saint Waudru, and 
culminates in a great staged battle 
between St George and the dragon, 
or ‘doudou’. But what if you can’t 
make the Doudou? No worries 
— now, panoramic screens replay  
its crescendo all year round. It’s  
an emerging trend, offering a bridge  
to what’s nearby but beyond reach. 
Stonehenge Visitor Centre has 
another example of being there 
virtually, taking you to the centre 
of the stones. At least this trend  
is localised at source... for now. 

At the Artothèque, an €11m 

Like a Belgian chocolatier 
whipping up pralines  
and truffles, Mons has  
reinvented and created 
new temptations...
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1 – Watching the virtual Doudou event at the 
Musée du Doudou
2 – Reflections at the Mons Memorial Museum 
3 – Books are spewed from a window in Alicia 
Martin’s installation Biografias  
4 – Artothéque’s ‘sloping fault line’, between 
the new-build box and the 17th-century chapel
5 – Mons’ new concert hall is called Arsonic
6 – Silex’s, the neolithic site museum at Spiennes

installations (until September, some 
permanent) pop up everywhere. 
Calvin Dussart and Charles Myncke, 
students from local college Art2, have 
filled blank windows with Hollywood 
poster images from the Fifties, and 
called it True Story. Élodie Antoine’s 
Sloths hang out in a tree in the Place 
du Parc. By the municipal government 
offices, Inject Love’s City Says No is  
a heart-shaped array of ‘forbidden’ 
notices. Most dramatic of all, a college 
building spews books out of a window 
in Alicia Martin’s Biografias. Belgium 
was once a surrealist superpower —
some of these artworks brilliantly 
revive that spirit of strangeness.  

The other thing that pops up 
everywhere is glimpses of Mons’ 
magnificent 87m-high Belfry. Although 
finished in 1672 to Louis Ledoux’s 
uniquely baroque design, it counts  
as a new museum. Bureau Dupire-
François’s €7m works have not just 
restored this sentinel of civil liberty,  
but put exhibition space throughout 
its height. Accessing the vertiginous 
top to behold the jumbly town, its 
centuries and structure, as readable  
as a book, is simply breathtaking. 

As Cultural Capital, Mons has 
sexed up its assets, added more, and 
injected contemporary creative sparkle 
into the mix, including a diverse events 
programme. It all beats any chocolate 
selection. The digital dimension may 
wow, but Mons’ revitalised sights and 
sites, and perhaps the Doudou itself, 
will outlast the digital overlay.
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project, technology plays a different 
game with cultural assets, in this case 
the city’s eclectic collection of art and 
artefacts. A new volume has been 
inserted into a tall, 17th-century 
chapel interior, and stairs lead up the 
narrow gap between the old wall and 
the new steel truss, described by 
architecture practice Gigogne as  
‘a sloping fault line’, but only the 
ground floor is open to the public. 

The architecture is outstanding 
but displays are initially puzzling. 
Paintings are mounted on storage 
racks and objects appear in vitrines 
or drawers, yet nothing is labelled. 
Identification is through horizontal 
touchscreens, which let you drill into 
the information with swipes and 
pokes, or wall screens which deliver 
crisp images. It’s all about a new way 
of discovering art, a ‘museum lab’ 
that links into the conservation work 
there. The experience is fascinating 
but again launches into the virtual,  
in this case an ephemerally mapped 
sea of information.

Will such high-tech resources 
endure? Ultimately, data decays, 
formats become redundant, and,  
over centuries, even electricity is 
uncertain. Thankfully the other new 
museums are more reliant on physical 
presentation. The best is the Mons 
Memorial Museum, a €7m project 
which has converted the 1871 Machine 
à Eau, a metal and glass waterworks, 
into an airy reception. The galleries 
occupy new wings and the place 
opens to the water behind the 
building. Pierre Hebberlinck, the 
Liège architect responsible, says  
‘a museum should not be just a 
cognitive instrument, but a perceptive 
instrument’. Perception here is 
shaped by acts such as exposing the 
materiality of original structure (‘we 
wanted to keep the memory’) and 
interventions with minimalist, but 
massive, white, structural steel. 

The First World War‘s last shot 
was fired in Mons. Dramatically black 

angled-steel vitrines and poignant 
displays of soldiers’ modest personal 
effects bring home the tragedy of war. 

Two new attractions lie just 
outside town. At Cuesmes is a 
restored house where van Gogh lived 
in 1880 during his Christian evangelist 
period. Stripped to a white gallery 
space inside, only one section along  
a wall evokes the artist’s time there.  
A coat and hat hang by a kettle on a 
stove, a cross stands on a writing 
table, and doesn’t that old straw chair 
pointedly angled from it remind you 
of something? Van Gogh’s Chair 
painting was actually done in Arles  
in 1888. Rather than virtual reality, 
this is a reality reconstructed. 

No need to recreate the past out 
at Spiennes, a neolithic flint mine 
active 6,400 years ago. Inside a new 
€3m museum curiously called Silex’s, 
the real thing can be accessed by 
donning a hard hat and descending  
a ladder into caverns. It’s situated in a 
translucent, drum-shaped, galvanised 
steel structure topped by a skylight 
cylinder and wrapped in translucent 
polycarbonates. Non-digital displays 
about the prehistory and archeology 
are on floors mounted on stilts above 
the raw ground. It can get chilly there 
— to protect the site there’s no heating. 
There’s something intriguingly 
science-fiction and deliberately remote 
about local architecture practice’s 
Holoffe and Vermeersch (H&V)’s 
building, like an outpost built on 
another world, beyond our civilisation.

Compared to the mines, Mons 
rose only yesterday. Back in town, 
H&V’s other new work, the concert 

hall Arsonic, is clearly a building of 
today. The solid brick skin, perforated 
by double-brick-sized slits, blend it 
into the townscape, but a trapezoid 
tower for plant gives the volume a 
sculptural abstraction. Inside, as well 
as a James Turrell-inspired Room of 
Silence, there is a new auditorium, an 
asymmetric box that holds 250, with 
wooden panelling. I can testify to the 
excellence of the acoustics — the man 
who engineered them, Eckhardt 
Kahle, whipped out a violin and 
played some Bach on my visit. 

Out in the streets, Mons’ urban 
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This is a momentous exhibition 
covering 500 modern works from 
more than a dozen South American 
countries. It celebrates the 60th 
anniversary of Henry-Russell 
Hitchcock’s 1955 MoMA show ‘Latin 
American Architecture since 1945’ 
and was organised over a period  
of five years by curator Barry 
Bergdoll, head of the department of 
architecture and design, together 
with a team of experts and 
contributions from research teams 
across the South American continent. 

Its focus is on the post-war period 
until 1980, an era of unprecedented 
urbanisation and modernisation,  
and coincides with the application  
of development theory, or 
developmentalism, by most  
Latin American governments. 
Developmentalism, according  
to Bergdoll, is ‘the notion that it was 

the role of the state to promote 
modernisation and to attend to the 
urban challenges it brought’, a doctrine 
which by the Eighties had been fully 
swept away by neo-liberal economic 
policies, and the postmodern critique 
on the relative merits of large-scale, 
top-down, urban planning methods.

This exceptional and enormous 
urban growth in Latin America after 
the Second World War not only 
meant that capital cities and former 
provincial towns turned into 
megalopoli, but also fostered a 
climate of architectural innovation and 
experimentation. This allowed Latin 
American countries to shake off the 
dominance of European and 
American cultural influence and 
develop native, modern architectural 
traditions of exceptional quality. 

Henry-Russell Hitchcock 
conceded in 1955 that ‘the quality  
of current Latin American building 
exceeds our own’, and going through 
the kaleidoscopic array of 
architectural output in the current 
exhibition, which ranges from 
Uruguay to Mexico, the impression  
is that this level of quality has at least 
been sustained until the effects of the 
neo-liberal turn became fully apparent.

Exhibition
Latin America  
in Construction: 
Architecture  
1955-1980

Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
29 March – 19 July
Review by Thomas Wensing

The exhibition is thematically 
arranged to give some structure to the 
breadth of materials and large 
geographical distances. The prelude in 
the first gallery starts off with 
exquisite compilations by Joey Forsyte 
of rare film footage from major cities 
such as Montevideo, Buenos Aires, São 
Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Caracas, Mexico 

City and Havana. The clips, dating 
from the Twenties to the Fifties, have 
been juxtaposed to cover the 
modernisation in each of these cities 
by way of the usual modernist tropes: 
zeppelins, airplanes, healthcare, the 
construction of apartment blocks, 
factories and railway lines. The films 
make the frantic pace of urban growth 

palpable and it optimistically sets the 
spirit for the rest of the exhibition. 

The following two rooms are 
dedicated to the UNAM campus in 
Mexico City, the UCV Campus in 
Caracas, Venezuela, and the design 
and construction of the new capital 
of Brasília in the heartland of Brazil. 
These projects were of course 
political projects in which radical 
modern design was used to reinforce 
national identities, intended to 
express faith in progress and a bright 
future, but were above all model 
cities or city quarters meant to guide 
the future of urbanisation and urban 
planning in the respective countries, 
and possibly across the continent.

The large scale of the model city 
is set against innovations in domestic 
architecture in the section At Home 
with the Architect, a room dedicated 
to the design of the freestanding 
single-family house. This treasure 
trove moves beyond the usual 
suspects of Barragán and Legorreta 
to include many other, mostly 
unknown, gems. Unfortunately the 
majority of designs needs to be 
accessed by way of a display of the 
catalogue and through iPads.

The next three topics, of 
Transforming the Urban Landscape,  
A Quarter Century of Housing,  
and Density and Innovation  
aim to document the large-scale 
urban transformations taking place  
in cities across the continent. It is  
in these sections that I felt that the 
exhibition was able to capture the 
essence of the variety of Latin 
American architecture at its best.  
A combination of original material, 
drawings and photographs are 
complemented by newly constructed 
large models by students of the 
Catholic University of Chile and 
University of Miami. The handcrafted 
quality of the grey-painted models of 

Exceptional and 
enormous urban growth 
fostered a climate of 
architectural innovation 
and experimentation
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1 & 2 – Views from the Latin America in 
Construction exhibition at MoMA in New York 
3 – Oscar Niemeyer. Cathedral under 
construction, Brasilia, Brazil
4 – Eladio Dieste. Church in Atlantida, Uruguay, 
(1958)
5 – Miguel Rodrigo Mazuré (Peruvian, 
1926–2014). Perspective of a proposed hotel  
for Machu Picchu (1969)
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the Chileans worked particularly well 
in conveying the spatiality and mass 
of the concrete works of, for instance, 
Clorindo Testa’s Bank of London  
in Buenos Aires and João Batista 
Vilanova Artigas’ Faculdade de 
Arquitetura e Urbanismo in São Paulo. 
The exhibition concludes with smaller 
sections on the way in which Latin 

American architecture was exported 
to the rest of the world and a gallery 
of utopian and dystopian explorations.

It should be apparent that an 
exhibition that covers so much 
ground, that shows so many projects 
across different countries and 
different times, may lack in focus  
and depth. Although this criticism 

may have a certain validity, it  
misses a much larger point that  
the exhibition makes; it immerses  
you in the high quality of modern 
Latin American architecture, and  
in doing so finally corrects a long-
standing Eurocentric and Western 
bias in the historiography of the 
modern movement.
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STUNNING 
BESPOKE STAIRCASES

London showroom
now open

| Clerkenwell Architectural Showroom
| 11-12 Great Sutton St. London
| EC1V 0BX

| 100% Design Exhibition  |  Stand E267

British engineered stairs, balustrade and handrail for 
residential and commercial environments now presented in 
our new London showroom located in the heart of 
Clerkenwell. Visit us today.

| By Canal Engineering Limited
Tel: +44 (0)115 986 6321  |  www.canal.gb.com
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Hans Ulrich Obrist has been carrying 
out interviews with famous artists 
and architects since his late teens, 
racking up a mammoth 2,500 
estimated hours of conversation. 
Inspired by the many interviews art 
writer David Sylvester did with 
Francis Bacon in the Sixties, Obrist 
describes these exchanges not  
as journalistic interviews, but as 
on-going ‘wide-ranging conversations’ 
that can often take place over several 
years, even lifetimes. 

His interview ‘marathons’ started 
in 2006 with Rem Koolhaas after he 
joined the Serpentine Gallery, and 
involved discussions with leading 
architects and designers such as Zaha 
Hadid, Peter Cook and Ron Arad over 
the duration of a 24 hour period. 
Suffice to say, he’s probably 
interviewed everyone in the art world 
who’s worth interviewing. 

And although many have been 
published before — first in Artforum 
in 1996, then in two books titled 
Interviews (2003 and 2010; now  
out of print) and later in 28 single 
volumes called The Conversation 
Series — with an archive that 
substantial there’s always going to be 
something more to say, and hear. This 
new title gathers 19 conversations 
with artists and architects, distilled 
from discussions in cafes and studios 
and on aeroplanes and trains — ‘just 
wherever they can happen’. Included 
are Louise Bourgeois, Frank Gehry, 
Gilbert & George, Richard Hamilton, 
David Hockney, Rem Koolhaas and 
Oscar Niemeyer, to name but a few. 

This latest book was initially 
inspired by 16th-century Italian 
painter and historian Giorgio Vasari, 
who created an encyclopedia of artist 

Book
Lives of the Artists, 
Lives of the Architects

Hans Ulrich Obrist
Allan Lane, £22
Review by Cate St Hill

to speak anything but Portuguese, 
and then again, with Norman Foster,  
a year before he died at the age  
of 104 in 2012. Foster and Niemeyer 
both admired each other’s work and 
what follows is one master almost 
teaching another master; a meeting 
of two of the greats. Indeed, Foster  
is very nearly reduced to an overly 
enthusiastic, star-struck student as 
Niemeyer recalls the visionary 
techniques he used in his buildings. 

While their conversation flowed, 
Obrist’s rather curious meeting with 
Bourgeois, a few months before she 
died in 2010 at the age of 98, was 
more fragmented and shows how, 
perhaps not surprisingly, given how 
visual their worlds are, artists often 
struggle to communicate their work 
in words. At the start of the meeting 
Bourgeois announced that she’d 
rather respond to Obrist’s questions 
with drawings, a process that 
continued over email until she died. 
Here, the role of the interviewer is 
almost like that of a therapist: little  
by little teasing, encouraging, but not 
pushing, the interviewee to reveal the 
inner workings of their artistic process. 

For a book on artists, this is a 
volume made up entirely of words 
without any images at all (apart from 
Bourgeois’ section). While in galleries 
and buildings, their work does all the 
talking, here they are exposed, having 
to articulate both their practice and 
their process to the unseen reader. 
This does, inevitably, have some pitfalls 
but it does tell you a lot more about 
the person behind the public persona.

biographies, interspersed with 
amusing gossip and anecdotes. 
Obrist sees his version as a ‘toolbox 
of creative thought to help people 
build things’, focusing on connections 
between different disciplines and 
probing questions about their 
unrealised projects. ‘Most of all, these 
discussions are about epiphanies: 
those moments when an artist 
pushed the envelope and we began 
to see things differently,’ he says. 
Read together, they go deep into the 
artist or architect’s psychology, 
revealing their processes, influences, 
friendships and foibles.   

Frank Gehry talks about his 
beginnings in architecture, from visits 
to museums in Canada with his 
mother, through a somewhat 
unexpected interest in the work of his 
‘Western hero’ Alvar Aalto (‘It [his 
work] has a modesty to it that I like,’  
a modesty arguably Gehry’s work 
does not have…), to the discovery of  
Robert Rauschenberg’s Combines  
that ‘spun his wheels around’ and 
‘turned the light bulbs on: that you 
could use ordinary stuff and make 
beauty from it’. 

Zaha Hadid, meanwhile, from an 
interview marathon with Koolhaas in 
2006 (before she had built anything 
in the UK apart from her Serpentine 
Pavilion in 2000), describes London 
as her unrealised project, and 
candidly talks about the struggle to 
get recognised in the early part of her 
career — ‘It’s still very difficult for 
women to operate as professionals… 
It’s not as if I just appear somewhere 
and everybody says yes to me — it’s 
still a struggle, despite having gone 

through it a hundred times.’ 
Yet, despite Obrist’s insistence, 

almost all of the artists and architects 
are reticent to talk in detail about 
unrealised projects; they are far more 
interested in what is concerning them 
at that very particular moment in time. 
While Koolhaas is shy in answering — 
‘this is deeply embarrassing because 
there are so many unrealised projects! 
You can look at it as failure or a 
success. I never liked the bitterness 
that’s involved in that consideration’, 
Philippe Parreno shrugs the question 
of dream projects or utopias off: ‘This 
is the moment when people try to 
think really hard to be really smart.’ 
Similarly, Gilbert & George put simply: 
‘We are doing what we want every 
day. That’s it.’

This is through no fault of the 
interviewer. Obrist does try, time and 
time again, to gently coax it out of 
them, but perhaps it reveals more 
about how artists and architects 
think: in the here and now. And, as 
many are at the peak of their career, 
so they have both the luxury and 
financial backing to pursue their 
dream projects. 

Two of the most fascinating 
interviews come from the oldest 
interviewees: Oscar Niemeyer and 
Louise Bourgeois. Obrist first 
interviewed Niemeyer in 1999 when, 
in his old age, he stubbornly refused 

Obrist does try, time and 
time again, to gently coax 
it out of them, but perhaps 
it reveals more about  
how artists and architects 
think: in the here and now

1 – Interviewer extraordinaire, Hans Ulrich Obrist 
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Creating new levels of deep, reflective gloss across our inspiring range of 20 Mirror Gloss decors,  
9 Acrylic Gloss, and 3 Gloss Boards. Technical development, formula innovation and new process modelling 
create a polished, lustrous finish of astonishing scope and magnitude. 
To order your free samples, email: samplerequests@kronospan.co.uk or visit: www.kronospan.co.uk

Designs: 5515 Marmara Blue MG / 5519 Lime Grass MG

32 Mirror Gloss, Acrylic & Standard Gloss Melamine Faced Boards   

Design  
to inspire:
Gloss

Available  
with matching 

Laminate 
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Feature
For the Tempting Art exhibition in 
Milan during Design Week Maurizio 
Galante and Tal Lancman 
challenged architects, designers 
and artists to play with their food. 
Below is Pini Leibovich’s It’s What 
Happy Tastes Like

kitchens and bathrooms focus228 – 251

Blueprint promotions
228 Sub-Zero & Wolf 
230 Toto
232 Laufen
234 Matki
236 Nicholas Anthony
238 Roca 
242 C.P. Hart
244 Bette
246 Smallbone of Devizes
248 Dornbracht

225

B340-225-R-Focus-PH2.indd   225 01/05/2015   13:12



1

2

226

B340-225-R-Focus-PH2.indd   226 01/05/2015   13:12



A
ll

 P
h

o
to

g
r

A
P

h
y

 IN
G

, e
x

c
e

P
t 

h
u

m
A

n
 B

e
A

n
s 

Jo
h

N
N

y
 T

u
c

k
e

r
Art edibles on show ranged from  

a very chic, knotted, liquorice bootlace 
necklace, through the rather disturbing 
marzipan Human Beans pod and meat 
lollipops, to the highly amusing 
sandwiches from Gaetano Pesce in 
which the bread reflected the filling. 
Some pieces were clearly art, others 
you could imagine being served up  
in a more upmarket restaurant (surely 
Heston’s done a meat lollipop by now?)

Galante, a fashion designer, and 
Lancman, who worked in forecasting 
and as a journalist, now inhabit the 
art world themselves. In 2003 they 
teamed up to found a design and 
consultancy service in partnership 
Interware. Their practice has an 
eclectic remit traversing different 
design disciplines, from fashion to 

The age-old dinner-time direction of 
‘don’t play with your food’ is familiar 
to many, but that’s exactly what  was 
required for the Tempting Art brief  
given to a range of architects, 
designers, artists and other creatives, 
for an exhibition during Milan Design 
Week at the showroom of Valucucine.

Maurizio Galante and Tal Lancman 
gave their brief to 22 people in all 
— the challenge was ‘to each concoct 
a dish and then see what happens 
when cooking is taken out of the 
kitchen and into the world of design’. 

Exhibition
Tempting Art
Words by Johnny Tucker

furniture, interiors, lights, food, 
architecture and gardening.

Art and food are areas they have 
been interested in for some time. The 
pair have shown their more artistic 
outpourings in many locations, 
including Paris’ Fondation Cartier, 
New York’s MoMA, Florence’s Pitti 
Immagine, and Luxembourg’s Mudam 
Museum of Modern Art Grand-Duc 
Jean, for which a couple of the pieces 
on show were originally created. 

Adding to that previous work 
with this new set of creations, they were 
not only delighted with the response 
from the people they approached, 
but also by the very pragmatic and 
far more prosaic fact that the pieces 
all lent themselves so well to being 
displays on plinths for the show!

4

3

1 – Pierre Le Police’s Human Beans 
2 – Angela Missoni’s Wool Ball 
3 – Yayoi Kusama’s Pumpkin Cake (front), 
created for the restaurant of the Mudam 
Museum of Modern Art, Luxembourg, and 
Simone Perotte’s Baker’s Nightmare (behind)
4 – Gaetano Pesce’s Beef Sandwich, created 
for the restaurant of the Mudam Museum of 
Modern Art, Luxembourg 
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Sub-Zero & Wolf
www.sub-zero-wolf.co.uk

The Finest Appliances In The World – 
An Investment for Life
Sub-Zero & Wolf, the leading manufacturer of premium 
refrigeration and cooking appliances worldwide, 
are synonymous with state-of-the art kitchen 
technology, delivering specialist culinary results in 
the home without compromising on style or luxury. 

Sub-Zero and Wolf have established themselves 
as the appliance brands of choice for leading chefs 
due to the robust, industrial feel of the high-quality 
stainless steel appliances that offers delicious results 
every time. Sub-Zero & Wolf’s brand ambassadors, 
who all share the same passion for perfect food and 
appliances that offer precision and performance to 
rival a professional kitchen, including Aldo Zilli, 
Shaun Rankin, Richard Corrigan, Mark Hix, Galton 
Blackiston, Stevie Parle, Thomasina Miers and 
Simon Rimmer; as well as celebrity chef clients 
James Martin, Gordon Ramsay, Michel Roux 
Junior, Gary Rhodes and Tom Parker Bowles.

Not only are Sub-Zero & Wolf renowned amongst 
professional chefs, the brands are also favoured by 
leading designers and celebrities including Wayne 
Hemingway MBE, Kelly Hoppen MBE, Stella 
McCartney, Mark Wilkinson OBE, Wayne and Coleen 
Rooney, David (OBE) and Victoria Beckham, Colin 
Montgomerie OBE, Damon Hill OBE, David Gower 
OBE, Bernie Ecclestone, Lily Allen, Sir Paul 
McCartney MBE, Lenny Kravitz, Sting CBE, 
Madonna and Rod Stewart CBE to name but a few.

As the innovators of food preservation, 
Sub-Zero offers a unique ‘Air Purification’ system 
in their Built-In refrigerator line which removes 
harmful gases and odours; a process that was 
developed initially for NASA to aid food 
preservation. Additionally, the Dual Compressor 
system, standard on all Sub-Zero fridge/freezers, is 

a completely unique feature to Sub-Zero. The 
separate compressors within the fridge and freezer 
sections enable each compartment to operate 
independently meaning that odour and flavour 
transference is prevented to stop your ice-cubes 
tasting of fish! This exclusive function prevents 
temperature fluctuations, saves valuable energy 
and is proven to keep food fresher for longer.

Wolf offers a comprehensive range of built-in 
ovens, hobs, cooktops gas and dual fuel ranges 
offering the user precise control to deliver truly 
professional results in the home. The Wolf collection 
also includes sleek ventilation units and integrated 
warming drawers. Wolf’s Dual Convection electric 
oven system, a function exclusive to the brand, 
provides superior coverage eliminating uneven and 
inconsistent heating and reducing cooking time. 
The patented dual stacked burners on the gas 
cooktops also offer unrivalled temperature control 
and precision, ideal for melting butter or chocolate 
on a low heat or high temperature cooking. With 
superior performance and leading-edge design, 
Wolf appliances fuel a passion for cooking.

2015 sees the continued launch of Sub-Zero & 
Wolf’s launch of New Generation appliances, the 
largest product roll-out in the brands’ 70 year 
history. Encompassing integrated refrigeration, 
wine storage, ovens, cooktops, ventilation and 
coffee system, this is set to be the most 
comprehensive and innovative range of luxury 
cooking and cooking appliances on the market. 

The only kitchen brands currently compatible 
with Home Automation systems such Crestron and 
Control4, Sub-Zero and Wolf form a natural 
partnership, offering state of the art kitchen 
innovation and providing unbeatable performance 
and reliability. 
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TOTO
T: +44 (0)20 7831 7544
www.gb.toto.com

Blueprint promotion

heights of comfort and hygiene. As well as 
thoroughly cleaning the WC, ewater+ is used to 
rinse the intimate cleansing wand after every use.

As the self-cleaning wand mechanism is 
virtually invisible, the elegant lines and timeless 
design of this top-of-the-range product are 
uninterrupted. The NEOREST EW also retains the 
other features expected of TOTO’s luxury range: a 
sensor-based lid that opens and closes 
automatically, heated seat with memory settings 
for two people and energy-saving mode, 
deodoriser to absorb unpleasant odours, warm air 
dryer and and automatic flush.  

Actilight technology 
In addition to the above functions the NEOREST 
AC also uses Actilight. The NEOREST AC toilet 
bowl has a special zirconium-coated surface with 
hydrophilic properties that help the electrolysed 
water simply wash the waste away. Additionally, 
the toilet lid features a UV light which is activated 
once the lid is shut. This light triggers the 
decomposition process of the waste particles. The 
result – a toilet that cleans itself automatically stays 
clean over the longterm.

Complete bathroom collections
TOTO has a full range of bathroom products to 
complement the WASHLETs, from wash basins 
and baths to showers, taps and furniture. Their 
ceramic washbasins have extra smooth CeFiONtect 
glaze to help secure better hygiene, whilst their 
composite material LUMINIST boasts a unique, 
velvet-touch, semi-translucent surface with a 
soothing glow. Hand-held and overhead showers 
have multiple function settings, from the indulgent 
Water Pillar to the invigorating Gyrostream. All 
TOTO WASHLETs, showers and taps are designed 
to be water saving.

In Japanese culture, the bathroom is a place 
not just for cleansing but for relaxation and 
regeneration. TOTO comprises over seventy 
percent of the Japanese sanitary ware market, and 
have been producing their WASHLET - a WC with 
combined bidet function - for 35 years, selling 35 
million of them to date. The latest iterations of this 
signature product feature patented technologies 
unique to TOTO, such as Pre-mist, ewater+  
and Actilight.

Even the most basic TOTO WASHLET/WC 
combination has three technologies that make it 
the most hygienic on the market: an ultra-smooth 
CeFiONtect glaze that reduces the accumulation of 
bacteria and waste; a rimless bowl that is easy to 
access, easy to clean and leaves dirt nowhere to 
hide; and a triple-jet Tornado Flush that efficiently 
washes the bowl. In a recent independent test 
carried out by SBZ, Germany, the TOTO SG 
WASHLET came top out of 32 different WC pans 
tested for flushing efficiency.

Unique technologies
TOTO has introduced a PRE-MIST function to all 
their WASHLETs. Prior to use, the WASHLET mists 
the bowl with water, to help prevent waste 
adhering. Additionally, several WASHLET models 
now use EWATER+; regular tap water which has 
been electrolysed to give it a slightly acidic pH 
value, which actively kills bacteria. After the toilet 
has been flushed, the WASHLET automatically 
sprays the bowl with electrolysed water to remove 
any remaining bacteria. The combined effect of 
the Tornado Flush and ewater+ keeps the toilet 
bowl far cleaner over time, and the electrolysed 
water is completely environmentally friendly and 
can be returned to the water cycle.

ewater+ technology takes the sophisticated 
WASHLET from the luxury NEOREST range to new 

Left The Neorest 
collection from TOTO

Right TOTO Neorest 
Washlet at the Rosewood 

Hotel, London

Far right top TOTO’s unique 
Pre-mist function

Far right below TOTO 
Neorest AC Actilight Washlet
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Working with some of Europe’s leading 
architects and designers, including Stefano 
Giovannoni, Ludovica + Roberto Palomba, Wiel 
Arets, Phoenix Design and Andreas Dimitriadis, 
Swiss manufacturer Laufen offers complete 
bathrooms and modular concepts, all of which 
combine form with function.

From a brand that is synonymous with quality 
and innovation, the Laufen portfolio includes a 
wide range of sanitaryware and furniture that will 
add a sense of luxury to any bathroom setting. 
Emulating the sense of relaxation and sanctuary 
only normally experienced in boutique five-star 
hotels, Laufen’s latest collections bring spa-like 
luxury into the family, or en-suite, bathroom.

Bringing together plastic and ceramic in a 
design-led way in the bathroom for the first time, 
the Kartell by Laufen Collection combines the 
material essence and technological innovations of 
Italian furniture company Kartell and its use of 
plastic for furniture and accessories, and Swiss 

Laufen

specialist Laufen with its expertise in the 
production of ceramic bathroom pieces. Designed 
by Ludovica and Roberto Palomba, the collection 
brings these two unlikely materials together to 
create flexible and stylish bathrooms. 

The Kartell by Laufen collection features 
washbasins made from Laufen’s revolutionary 
SaphirKeramik, a lightweight material that brings 
innovations in terms of the physical properties 
that can be created with ceramic. With 
SaphirKeramik designs that were previously 
deemed only suitable for solid surface pieces can 
now be achieved. 

This new material allows for fixtures to be 
super thin and half the weight of normal ceramics 
– enabling the production of easy to clean ceramic 
basins in much larger sizes than previously possible 
for greater flexibility in bathroom design. 
SaphirKeramik is 40 per cent lighter than fine 
fireclay and produces a distinctive brilliant white 
finish. Where vitreous china is prone to shrinking 

and fireclay also has its limits when it comes to 
producing larger pieces, SaphirKeramik overcomes 
these issues, creating the soft, round and flowing 
shapes that hotel designers are looking for. 

Designs that were deemed to be only suitable 
for solid surface pieces can now be achieved in 
ceramic, meaning that all the benefits which 
ceramic has in the bathroom can be exploited:   
not only can absolute hygiene be achieved, the 
material is also not harmed by abrasive or 
chemical cleaning agents. Available in a range of 
sizes, the Kartell by Laufen washbasins feature a 
hidden overflow for a streamlined finish. 

The washbasins are complemented by a range 
of furniture options, plus a variety of modern 
accessories including stools, shelving and mirrors 
available in a range of bold, transparent colours that 
bring glamour to the bathroom and can be chosen 
to create different moods. For the ultimate wellness 
experience, a solid surface bathtub with LED 
lighting in the overflow completes the collection.

Above Kartell by Laufen 
brings together plastic and 
ceramic in a design-led way

opposite This flexible 
collection includes a range  
of furniture options, 
accessories plus a luxurious 
freestanding bath

opposite right The Kartell by 
Laufen collection includes 
accessories in a range of 
bold, transparent colours 
that bring glamour to  
the bathroom
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T: 01530 510007
E: fiona.pavely@shelan.co.uk
www.uk.laufen.com

Blueprint promotion 233

Laufen-1.indd   233 01/05/2015   13:17



Blueprint promotion

Matki

234

Matki-2.indd   234 01/05/2015   13:17



Matki
T: +44 (0)1454 322 888
E:  helpline@matki.co.uk
www.matki.co.uk

Blueprint promotion

The Matki ONE Collection – it’s all about the 
detail. Sleek minimal frames and unobtrusive yet 
appealing details give Matki ONE a unique 
appearance to enhance any bathroom design. Wall 
frames are available in silver, white, soft black or 
architectural bronze – the choice is yours – and 
may be complemented with handle and door 
details in a range of exciting colours to add a little 
sparkle and interest to your bathroom. Add in a 
Matki coloured tray in any colour to order for a 
truly unique look. 

The collection comprises square and curved 
enclosures, either freestanding or suitable for fitting 
into a recess, so whatever the bathroom layout, 
Matki ONE can offer a truly outstanding shower. Of 
course engineering details matter too, and as with 
all Matki products, Matki ONE is precision 
engineered in the UK to the highest quality.

See the full collection, colour options available 
and technical information at www.matki.co.uk

Left Matki-ONE Pivot 
Recess Black

Top left Matki ONE 
Curved Blue

Top right Matki ONE 
Quintesse Architectural 
Bronze Frames, Brass Disc 
detail and Handle and 
Graphite tray

Above left Matki ONE Pivot 
Corner Silver Frames, Red 
Disc Detail 

Above right Matki ONE Slider 
Corner Black Frames and 
Disc Detail, Copper Handle 
and Graphite Shower Tray
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Nicholas Anthony

Luxury kitchen designers, Nicholas Anthony 
has recently enjoyed the relaunch of their 
state-of-the-art showroom in London’s epicentre of 
opulence, Knightsbridge. This showroom on 
Brompton road, a short walk from Harrods, 
portrays design concepts which reflect the 
company’s ambition to enhance and improve 
lifestyles through quality materials and ergonomic 
luxury. Each display invites the customer to 
explore and appreciate the superior experience of 
a bespoke kitchen compared to the unsatisfying 
mundanity of an ‘off the shelf ’ product.

The exemplary showroom presents examples 
of SieMatic’s interior architecture motif ’s, Pure 
and Classic, offering visitors an opportunity to 
observe a wide variation in furniture styles and 
materials, complete with beautifully staged 
accessories and utensils to celebrate the 
functionality of a Nicholas Anthony kitchen 
design. This showroom also encourages interior 
designers to discover the unique qualities Nicholas 
Anthony can offer. For example, bespoke furniture 
is featured in the showroom in hand-made wooden 
and polished steel door fronts alongside dramatic 
wall decoration and outstanding lighting options.

Since 1963 Nicholas Anthony has remained a 
family business, and with five showrooms in Ascot, 
Cambridge, Colchester, Knightsbridge and Mayfair 
they have been able to maintain a personal 
connection with the communities in which they 
are part of and have developed a respected and 
renowned reputation in the luxury interiors market. 
Each Nicholas Anthony project has the benefit of a 
truly bespoke design service, suiting the needs of 
any architectural difficulties as well as a personal, 
in-house project management service to ensure 
quality is upheld at every stage of the installation.

Tony Nicholas, Managing Director at Nicholas 
Anthony concludes “our company has always 
aspired to provide every domestic customer, 
developer, interior designer or architect with the 
ultimate in luxury kitchen design through 
professional management and creative design 
innovation. Our award winning design teams have 
repeatedly produced kitchen designs that not only 
provide comfort and functionality but also inspire 
the individual to reconsider their traditional views 
of what a kitchen should be, presenting luxury 
concepts that challenge convention and advance 
the design industry.”

Below SieMatic PURE - SE,   
in matt lacquer, ‘flannel grey’ 
with electronic opening 
system, tall units in ‘Natural 
Walnut’ veneer with Miele 
appliances and Walter Knoll 
furniture

opposite top SieMatic PURE 
- S2 handleless, High gloss 
semi lacquer in ‘Agate Grey’, 
‘Nero’ ceramic worktop, ‘Nero 
Marquina’ marble splashback 
and Gaggenau appliances

opposite below SieMatic 
CLASSIC ‘BeauxArts 2.0’ with 
‘Glass Lacquer base units in 
‘Stirling Grey.’ Nickel gloss 
framed wall units with ‘Ebony 
Walnut’ veneer internals, 
Sub-Zero & Wolf appliances
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Nicholas Anthony
T: 0800 068 3603
E: info@nicholas-anthony.co.uk
www.nicholas-anthony.co.uk
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Roca

With a history that spans almost a century, Roca 
specialises in the design and manufacture of 
products that create inspirational bathroom spaces. 
Design, innovation, sustainability and wellbeing 
underpin the Roca brand and each value is evident 
within its extensive product offering. From 
sanitaryware, furniture, brassware and accessories 
to ceramic flooring and wall coverings, Roca offers 
solutions that meet the ever-changing demands and 
issues faced by designers of modern bathrooms. 

Innovation
As a market-leader, innovation is at the heart of 
the Roca philosophy. Breakthrough products, 
including the multi award-winning W+W, 
combined washbasin and WC, reflect Roca’s ability 
to create revolutionary bathroom products that 
maximise space and conserve water, two of the 
biggest demands of the 21st Century bathroom. 
Incorporating Roca’s innovative ‘water-reuse’ 
technology, the W+W uses wastewater from the 
basin to fill the WC cistern, thereby reducing water 
usage by up to 25 per cent.

Other innovations in WC design can be seen in 
the award-winning In-Tank Meridian, the first 
system to incorporate a concealed cistern inside 
the WC pan. Featuring Softair technology to create 
an air injection system in the cistern, the water 
flow is optimised and water consumption is 
reduced as a result.

Brassware
Producing brassware since 1930, Roca has a rich 
heritage and wide portfolio of innovative 
brassware designs and solutions. 

From the elegantly styled L90 basin mixer, 
which features intelligent water and energy saving 
features, to the unique new Singles Open mixer, a 
distinctive design that delivers water in a circular 
pattern. Roca products consider performance and 
aesthetics, understanding that they are of huge 
importance in a bathroom’s design.

Roca’s new Even-T shower column also 
successfully combines these. This statement piece 
features a thermostatic mixer, multi-function hand 
shower and a large fixed head. The new stainless 

steel Raindream showerhead, which comprises of 
five on-trend options in square or round, also 
highlights Roca’s ability to fuse functionality with 
aesthetics. The slim, modern designs create focal 
points in any bathroom.

Roca London Gallery
The latest Roca products and innovations can be 
seen at the Roca London Gallery, a unique, 
state-of-the-art showroom-meets-exhibition-and-
events space designed by Zaha Hadid Architects. 
As well as being an inspirational base for meetings 
and research during the early design stages of a 
project, designers and architects can make full use 
of the many resources on offer at the Gallery, 
including the support of an in-house interior 
designer, expert product advice, and a mock-up 
room facility. 

Visit the Roca London Gallery, Station Court, 
Townmead Road, London SW6 2PY. Monday to 
Friday 9am – 5.30pm, Saturday 11am - 5pm and 
until 8pm on the last Tuesday of the month.
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Roca
Roca London Gallery 
Station Court, Townmead Road 
London, SW6 2PY 
@RocaUK / @RocaLONGallery 
www.uk.roca.com
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Tradition and Innovation

OPPOSITES TH AT ATTR ACT

RICH CONTRASTS: SEEN IN THE HEART OF PARIS
When black meets white, classic meets modern, and master craftsmanship

meets advanced construction, the result is interior design that could not be more exciting.
Discover new design latitude for your kitchen, and, like the owners of this Parisian

domicile, allow yourself to be inspired by your very own individual style:
www.siematic.co.uk

Competent kitchen consulting and professional planning: 

SieMatic UK
5300 Lakeside | Cheadle Royal Business Park | Cheshire | SK14 8JR | +44 (0)161 2466010

www.siematic.co.uk | info@siematic.co.uk
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VOLA Round Series hand shower
Uniquely refreshing. Visibly VOLA.

VOLA Studio
32-36 Great Portland Street 
London W1W 8QX
Tel: 020 7580 7722

VOLA UK Ltd.
Highfield House
108 The Hawthorns
Flitwick MK45 1FN
Tel.: 01525 720 111

sales@vola.co.uk
www.vola.com
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When Charles Percival Hart, a South London 
builder, established C.P. Hart he cannot have 
imagined the huge breadth of projects the 
company would handle over the next 75 years. 
Today, the biggest and most challenging of these 
are managed by a dedicated Contracts team, 
working closely with architects and designers to 
produce high specification refurbishments for 
hotels, developments and commercial projects. 

C.P. Hart Contracts has seen rapid growth in 
recent years, despite an uncertain economy, by 
offering a genuinely tailor-made client consultation 
package. Whether it’s supplying a large scale product 
specification complete with complex delivery 
schedule for commercial property developers like 
Land Securities or Native Land, or guiding hotelier 
clients through the intricacies of a sustainable 
bathroom strategy, no bathroom specialist 
provides greater expertise or logistic support. 

C.P. Hart’s long-standing relationships with 
the world’s leading manufacturers and designers, 
and its own collection of products made here in 
the UK, ensure architects and designers have 
access to an extensive portfolio and can rely on 
C.P. Hart to source any type of product. The 
company is renowned for introducing new 
bathroom trends and new designers to the UK, 
most recently Italian designers Karol and specialist 
in natural materials, Neutra, who produce the 
most extraordinary stone baths. 

Occasionally a project will call for something 
entirely unique to meet a specific design brief or 
legislative requirement. C.P. Hart then work 
closely with the client to produce a custom-made 
solution in partnership with a specialist 
manufacturer. The in-house product team are fully 

C.P. Hart

versed in all aspects of bathroom design, engineering 
and technology. C.P. Hart’s technicians, for example, 
vigorously test every new product before it is 
accepted into the portfolio.

Bathroom design is in a period of dramatic 
change; new styles, materials and technology are 
offering more opportunities to create a luxury 
experience, personalised to the individual. The 
best place to understand and take advantage of 
these opportunities is C.P. Hart’s vast Contracts 
showroom, located just behind Waterloo station. It 
showcases the very latest innovations for the 
bathroom, including the best new products from 
the recent ISH bathroom fair in Frankfurt. Working 
shower areas allow architects and designers to test 
and compare shower heads, controls and flow rates, 
and an accessible bathroom area demonstrates 
how to meet the demands of accessible regulation 
without compromising design. Underpinning it all 
is the ethos of Charles Percival Hart, that every 
customer, client and project should receive 
unrivalled expertise and exceptional service.

–
C.P. Hart Contracts deliver a specialist consultancy 
service that teams expert advice from in-house 
professionals with the most comprehensive portfolio of 
bathroom products in the UK. In addition to offering 
a full design advisory service, the team project 
manage refurbishment projects from start to finish, 
working with the client to source and deliver 
products within their schedule of work, coordinating 
scheduling and the collation of specifications on their 
behalf to ensure products are efficiently delivered to 
site. For more information visit www.cphart.co.uk/
pro or call 0845 873 1121.

left Mono basin mixer from 
C.P. Hart 

right Inkstone Bath and 
Basins with Neos Console 
from Neutra

Below left Eleganza basin 
and basin mixer from Gessi 

Below centre I Borgia basin 
and mirror from Artelinea

Below right Dornbracht 
Sensory Sky concept 
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C.P. Hart
cphart.co.uk/pro
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Bette creates exclusive and innovative enamelled 
steel baths, shower floors and washbasins with a 30 
year warranty and a host of benefits. The company’s 
innovations in bathing and bathroom interiors 
include the recently previewed BetteLux Shape range, 
while shower floor advances include the permanently 
waterproof, flush-to-floor BetteFloor Side shower 
area and new, barely visible anti-slip surface.

Bette’s baths, shower trays/floors and 
washbasins are easy to clean and hygienic and the 
company offers many special features including the 
BetteUpstand option,  which means there is no need 
for silicone between the bath or shower floor and 
the wall tiles. Other benefits include the fact that 
Bette’s BetteGlaze enamel and its anti-slip coating 
have a 30 year guarantee and the company can 
create competitively priced bespoke options too. In 
addition, the ecological quality of the Bette product 
range is confirmed by an Environmental Product 
Declaration (EPD) which complies with ISO 14025.

Innovation and quality
The BetteLux Shape range is a new concept in baths 
and washbasins designed by Tesseraux & Partner.

It places the soft and flowing shape of the 
BetteLux in an open steel frame, with the bath and 
washbasin enamelled on both the inside and the 
outside. This allows the eye to focus on the shape, 
which is visible from all sides and is accentuated 
with a choice of colours in the steel frame. In 
addition to baths and washbasins, the range also 
includes complimentary furniture and accessories.

Also new are three oval shaped versions of the 
BetteLux bath, available in built-in, semi-recessed 
and free-standing versions in white and many other 
colours, plus a new bath created for comfort. The 
BetteComodo  (Italian for ‘comfort’) is the result of 
an analysis of Bette’s bath range to identify the 
factors that make a bath really comfortable, and the 
range includes matching enamelled steel washbasins.

Barely visible anti-slip
Bette has launched a new anti-slip option for its 
enamelled steel shower floors which provides a 

Bette
T: 0844 800 0547
www.bette.co.uk

Blueprint promotion

high level of slip resistance and safety but is barely 
visible, so does not detract from the elegant 
enamelled steel surface.

New BetteAntislip Pro meets a high safety 
standard of R10 and is created using a special 
enamel layer which has a rough surface that is 
virtually undetectable to the touch or the eye. It 
increases showering safety over the entire surface, 
while being very comfortable to walk on and 
almost invisible. It can be applied to Bette’s glossy 
white shower areas, and also to most of the matt 
shades in the BetteFloor Colour World.

Washbasins in enamelled steel
Bette’s wide range of coordinating washbasins in 
enamelled steel allow the two statement pieces in 
a bathroom, the bath and the washbasin, to be a 
perfect match, without having to compromise on 
the use of different materials.

For smaller bathrooms
Bette offers an extensive range of baths and 
shower trays for smaller bathrooms, including the 
option to order bespoke sizes or have edges 
trimmed to fit the space exactly. The company has 
also introduced a shorter 150cm length option in 
some of its top-selling baths, including the popular 
BetteOcean shower-bath and the luxury 
freestanding BetteStarlet Oval Silhouette.

Furniture
Bette has launched a new furniture concept that 
flexibly connects individual products in the Bette 
range to create beautiful bathrooms, and also 
allows bathrooms to blend into bedrooms as  
‘living bathrooms’.

BetteModules is a modular bathroom furniture 
system that provides drawer storage space for the 
washbasin area and can also complement various 
bath solutions with storage space and seating. The 
furniture incorporates a minimalist design, with 
push-to-open fittings instead of handles. The 
floor-standing sideboards are magnetically docked 
onto Bette’s steel/enamel products.
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Smallbone of Devizes

Bespoke cabinet maker, Smallbone of Devizes, 
has been designing and making fine cabinetry in 
its workshops for more than thirty eight years.  
Based on the English craft tradition of turning, 
joining and dovetail joints, Smallbone has been 
fulfilling requests for customers worldwide for 
nearly four decades. Revolutionising the form of 
kitchens, Smallbone has set enduring fashions and 
been instrumental in the kitchen’s metamorphosis 
from purely a cooking space to today’s social hub.

As Britain’s most cherished luxury furniture 
company, Smallbone is the leading name in 
kitchens and an ambassador for British 
craftsmanship on the global stage. The company 
may be based on tradition, but it has never stood 
still and continues to lead the way in forward-
thinking design. Smallbone defines today’s ‘classic 
contemporary’ aesthetic - marrying classic 
proportions and cutting edge materials with clean, 
architectural lines.

Smallbone has taken its flawless design skills 

across the globe, creating stunning kitchens, 
bedrooms, dressing rooms and bathrooms for the 
world’s most beautiful and coveted homes. Each 
commission is individually designed and built to 
withstand the test of time. Before putting pen to 
paper, Smallbone takes time to understand its 
clients and their lifestyles to create timeless designs 
for a range of settings from modern to period.

Smallbone has earned an enviable reputation 
as the go-to company for architects, interior 
designers and specifiers of the world’s premier 
landmark developments. A key feature of 
residences such as ONE57 and Walker Tower in 
New York, Smallbone was chosen for its ability to 
design and create bespoke handcrafted collections 
for each building. Working in partnership with 
developers to realise their design vision, 
Smallbone is seen as synonymous with custom-
made interiors that redefine luxury living. 

Its talented team of craftsmen take great pride 
in each piece of bespoke, hand crafted furniture 

that is diligently created in its workshops in 
Devizes, Wiltshire. Many of the dedicated craftsmen 
have been with the company since its foundation 
and have unsurpassed joinery skills, which are 
handed down from generation to generation.

Smallbone of Devizes has recently launched 
the Brasserie Kitchen, which follows on from the 
award-winning Walnut & Silver and Macassar 
kitchen collections. This marks the company’s 
next step in creativity with a more urban look and 
feel. Taking inspiration from the industrial world 
and the relaxed setting of the brasserie, Smallbone 
of Devizes once again takes the lead in the move 
away from formal dining spaces to a more relaxed 
and atmospheric experience.  

Kitchens are only part of the Smallbone story. 
From the very beginning the company has always 
built bespoke cabinetry for rooms throughout the 
home. From kitchens, bedrooms, bathrooms and 
dressing-rooms to home offices, libraries and media 
rooms, Smallbone is the last-word in luxury furniture.
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Dornbracht is an internationally active, 
family-run manufacturer of high-quality design 
fittings and accessories for the bathroom and the 
kitchen. Founded in 1950 by Aloys F. Dornbracht 
and his son Helmut in Iserlohn, Germany, today 
Dornbracht is a global market leader for premium 
fittings. From the very beginning, the secret 
behind the family-owned company’s success, and 
its driving force, has been an entrepreneurial 
spirit, and a risk-taking attitude. At Dornbracht, 
change is considered as an opportunity: the first 
invention, a kitchen fitting with extendable outlet, 
was followed by numerous other innovations that 
have allowed Dornbracht over the years to 
establish the company internationally for its ability 
to anticipate trends and future innovations. Today, 
Helmut Dornbracht’s sons, Andreas and Matthias 
Dornbracht, head up this company, which is now 
in its third generation. 

Dornbracht has received numerous 
international design awards for its products and, 
since 1996, the company has distinguished itself for 
its long-term commitment to cultural endeavours. 
The encounter and exchange with contemporary 
art and culture form the foundation for an ongoing 
research in the bathroom and the kitchen 
environments – an attitude reflected in the current 
brand claim: ‘Culturing Life’. This stands for a 
philosophy in which life is made simpler through 
individualised product and system solutions, 
forever evolving the end results in the process. 

Focusing on ‘Culturing Life’, the company 
foundations of competence lie in the areas of 
design and water: technological progress, with a 
focus on in inter-connectivity, and a keen attention 
to health and well-being, increasingly characterise 

Dornbracht

the brand orientation and its product developments. 
As demands for unique and bespoke products 

grow, Dornbracht continues to design and develop 
products that can be adapted to this individualised 
approach to life, and is forever designing with its 
users in mind. Now, thanks to a unified design across 
all of its products, Dornbracht allows for a multi- 
design, multi-series interplay on a modular basis. 
Products from different series can be combined 
with one another and used universally. Referred to 
as the ‘sampling’ approach, this configuration 
service allows individual needs to dictate the design 
and functional possibilities in each bathroom.

Alongside conventional, mechanical controls, 
many applications can also be operated using new, 
digital controls, Smart Tools. Water temperature 
and flow can be precision-controlled; useful 
pre-set settings and complex choreographies can 
be activated at the press of a button, replacing the 
need for manual control settings. The language of 
design behind the controls is timelessly discreet, 
whether mechanical or digital, with control dials 
and display switches in paired-back forms to fit 
seamlessly in an individual bathroom design. 

Dornbracht’s Smart Water concept ensures a 
very high degree of freedom for planning as it 
allows for the individual positioning of control 
elements and outlet points. Digitalisation has 
opened up entirely new forms of experiences in 
the bathroom. By breaking down the basic 
functions of a fitting, and by developing the ability 
to recompose those functions, Dornbracht has 
achieved a more comfortable and individual 
reinterpretation of the bathing experience, 
switching the focus on the user and allowing for a 
greater flexibility and tailored experience.
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Dornbracht Germany
Aloys F. Dornbracht GmbH & Co. KG Armaturenfabrik
Köbbingser Mühle 6, 58640 Iserlohn, Germany
T: +49 (0) 2371 433-0
E: mail@dornbracht.de
www.dornbracht.com
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Dornbracht UK
Units 8 & 9 Bow Court, 
Fletchworth Gate, 
Coventry CV5 6SP
T: +44 (0) 2476 717-129
E: mail@dornbrachtgroup.co.uk
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+MODO We don’t just look at kitchens, we live
and feel them. The kitchen is now a platform for
a journey of constant creation and discovery.

HIDE AND
REVEAL

info@poggenpohl.com
www.poggenpohl.com

25 studios nationwide
Please follow www.poggenpohl.com/en/find-a-studio/ to find your nearest studio.
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FROM THE ARCHIVES
December – January 1987

To mark the 50th anniversary of Le Corbusier’s 
death this year, we look back to another 
anniversary year, 1987 — the centenary of his birth 
— when Blueprint dedicated three articles to the 
Swiss-French master. Two are reprinted here, along 
with a Pop Art cover that makes him look strangely 
like Hockney. With two major exhibitions opening 
at the Hayward Gallery and the Pompidou Centre in 
Paris at the time, Charles Jencks reflected on the 
reasons for Le Corbuiser’s lasting reputation as one 
of architecture’s greats and the continued ‘Corb 
revival’ — in an extract from the second edition of 
his book Le Corbusier and the Tragic View of 
Architecture, published in 1971. Jencks suggested 
we should be ‘critical of his work, not overly 
reverential’ and stopped just short of claiming that 
had Le Corbusier lived longer, he would have 
turned into a post-modernist. 

The following article looks at Le Corbusier’s 
little-known private houses in Ahmedabad, often 
overshadowed by the urban planning of 
Chandigarh. Corb designed two homes for two 
prominent mill-owners at the same time as 
completing Ronchamp and designing the La 
Tourette monastery and Maisons Jaoul. More than 
30 years after their completion, in 1956, the 
houses were in remarkable condition, with even 
the furniture looking virtually unchanged from 
that shown in early photographs. Meanwhile, back 
in the present, in this issue we have an essay from 
the second edition of the great Corb bible, Le 
Corbusier: Ideas and Forms, by William J R Curtis 
(see page 148), who offers his reflections, and we 
report back from another major retrospective at 
the Pompidou Centre (see page 212). Deja-vu? CSH
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