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PLAY OF LONDON | ABSTRACT
What is a cultural forum and what could be
its merit in the contemporary metropolis?
The development over time of the Forum
Romanum proves that the forum is an open
space for public debate. The meaning of
this space is not predefined but exists by
the grace of agreements made between the
users of the forum. The architectural void,
by its inquisitive nature, is not predefined
but allows for multiple interpretations. By
treating the solid as ground and the void as
figure, a socially active urban environment
can be created. Defined by absence, the
architectural void can be described as a
function of the fullness which delimits it
and the meaning the user ascribes to it.
Where solids provide us with answers, the
void poses a question. In contemporary
London, one pressing question about
public space arises. Is the public realm a
theater? By carving a void out of a solid
theater building, this question is not
answered, but asked to the public. In this
way, the contemporary forum is created.
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PLAY OF LONDON | INTRODUCTION
The theme of the graduation studio is the
cultural forum in the contemporary city.
It raises the question whether buildings
can be political and how architecture can
become relevant and carry meaning. The
stance of the architect towards society
plays an important role in this.
The thesis for this graduation project is
that the architectural void can be used as a
tool to shape a forum fit for the metropolis
of today.
This report starts with research into
relevant literature and several case studies.
The research serves as a theoretical
framework for the design of a forum.
The final design is then explained starting
with the choice of site location and analyses
of the chosen site. The design thesis and
approach are explained and the workings
of the design are illustrated. Architectural
drawings are included and supported by
explanatory text. Finally, the end result
and process are discussed.
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RESEARCH | INTRODUCTION
Through research of relevant literature
and case studies, this thesis aims to
uncover what the cultural forum could be
in the metropolis of today. Starting with a
historical analysis of the Forum Romanum,
the open space in the city becomes the
focal point of research. Relevant literature
about public space is then brought to
the fore, sparking the discussion about
solid versus void in the city. Coming to
an understanding of the forum as a voidfigure rather than a solid, a definition of
the architectural void is given and relevant
case studies examined. Lastly, conclusions
are drawn from the research, leading to
the statement of the design concept.
The hypothesis of the research is that the
architectural void, by being user-definable,
can be deployed to create a public space
with forum-like qualities in the city of
today.
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RESEARCH | THE FORUM AS THE SPACE IN BETWEEN
The forum has disappeared from the
contemporary city. An investigation into
the reason for this disappearance offers
insight into what constitutes a forum.
In Collage city (Rowe, Koetter, 1978)
it is stated that the acropolis is objectbased, while the forum is a void. The
development over time of an archetypical
forum, the Forum Romanum, proves this
hypothesis.
During the times of the ancient Roman
republic, the Forum Romanum was a
place for open discussion and collective
consciousness. Consisting of an open
space in the city surrounded by several
free standing buildings, the forum was the
place where ceremonies were held, news
was shared and group decisions were
made. As the transformation of the Roman
empire from republic to imperial state took
place, the meaning of the forum changed.
And as the power shifted from the people
to the emperor, the spatial order of the
forum changed with it. The succeeding
emperors created their own indoor fora,
displaced functions from the Forum
Romanum to elsewhere in the city and
14

even began controlling the forum by setting
rules for its use. This way, emperors drew
the power away from the space and into
particular buildings. Gradually the Forum
Romanum changed from a place of public
debate and collective consciousness, to a
stage for the imperial state. The spatial
order of the forum changed from an open
space in between free standing buildings,
to a contained, ordered and directed
complex of well-defined spaces, with a
formal organization and material grandeur
(Favro, 1988). By becoming more objectbased and to contain less socially flexible
space, it lost its function as a true forum.

1. Forum Romanum during republican times
2. Forum Romanum during imperial times

1

2
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RESEARCH | SPACE IN THE CONTEMPORARY CITY
Where the meaning of the public space
in the republican Forum Romanum was
defined by its users, the meaning of the
imperial forum was dictated by those in
power. In the cities of today, what forces
threaten the forum-like qualities of public
space and what understanding of space
helps us to create more user-definable
public space?
In the cities of today, it is forces such
as the despatialization, specialization,
segregation and parochialization of public
space that threaten its user-definability.
The increased speed of movement and
long-distance communication have played
an important part in the despatialization
of the public sphere, severely undermining
the political, economic and cultural
significance of the public spaces in the
city. As political debates, exchange of
goods and services, and participation
in rituals and ceremonies can now take
place in different locations through a
variety of means other than face-toface communication, the functional role
of public space is no longer central in a
city (Madanipour, 1999). Spaces in cities

have gradually become specialized and
segregated, each space assigned to a
particular function. The parochialization of
space by private interest has made it nearly
impossible for the inhabitants of the city to
infuse the space with their own meaning.
Parochial space, as described by Lofland
as “spaces that evidently constitute the
space of the certain group” is seen as
“one of the most important causes of the
decline of public space as meeting space”
(Hajer & Reijndorp, 2002).
In The Image of the City, Lynch describes
an understanding of public space which
helps to design for enhanced human
activity. “It is important to maintain some
great common forms: strong nodes, key
paths, or widespread homogeneities. But
within this large framework, there should
be a certain plasticity, a richness of possible
structures and clues, so that the individual
observer can construct his own image:
communicable, safe, and sufficient, but
also supple and integrated with his own
needs.” (Lynch, 1960). The ability of the
user of public space to construct his own
image is something that reads closely to
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Searle his understanding of institutional
facts. Searle argues that the facts about
our environment can be divided into
two categories. The first category is
what he calls brute facts, the collection
of objects and people on the surface of
the earth. The second category is that
of institutional facts, which exist only by
human agreement, because we believe
them to exist (Searle, 1955). As it is
described in Foundations of Urban Theory,
according to Benjamin, the collective
behavior in public space emerges in the
places where ‘the inside is on the outside’.
In this relationship the differentiation
between public and private is shifted and
buildings become porous (Parker, 2004).
It is in these places that there is no clear
definition of to whom the space belongs.
It is then the agreements made between
the users of this space which define the
meaning of the space.

15

RESEARCH | THE FORUM AS A VOID
It is now established that the forum is
an open space in the city with a political
and cultural meaning which is definable
by the users of this space. The space
is to be formed by brute facts, such as
buildings, otherwise there is no space of
which to speak. But the meaning of the
space is to be formed by institutional facts
agreed upon by its users. This way, the
users themselves can construct their own
image, their own understanding of what
is public or private, inside or outside. This
brings us to the solid-void and figureground discussion as described by Rowe
and Koetter. In Collage City, an interesting
comparison is made between le Corbusier’s
Unité d’Habitation in Versaille and Vasari’s
Uffizi in Florence. Treating the object as
ground, Vasari has created a central voidfigure. This central void surrounded by
solid-figure forms much more completely
a collective structure, while the Unité
is more of a private, insulated building.
The central void in Uffizi is far more
urbanistically active (Rowe, Koetter, 1978).
When the void acts as figure and the solid
as ground, the void becomes definable.
It is then a question of how it is defined.
16

If the objects act as ground, they cannot
claim the space as belonging to them. It
is then the space itself that will gain its
own meaning. Creating a void-figure in the
contemporary city requires the architect to
invert the objects he designs. The objects
no longer only envelop the space within,
but together form a ground against which
one can identify the void, being the forumlike space, as a figure. The void then
becomes the means of communication
between objects and between people.

3. Unite d’Habitation, Marseille
4. Uffizi, Florence

3

4
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RESEARCH | DEFINING THE VOID
The terms space, place, volume and void
have been loosely used over time and the
one has often been used as a synonym
for the other. It is therefore paramount
to make a clear distinction between the
terms. The definitions of the terms used in
this thesis are derived from their meaning
according to the dictionary, in relation to
their architectural appearance.
The definition of the physical appearance
of space is the broadest one. The
enclosing of space as the primary function
of architecture was first advocated by
Gottfried Semper in the 1980s. This
understanding was quickly adopted by
the early Modernists such as Adolph Loos,
H.P. Berlage and Peter Behrens. Under the
influence of movements such as De Stijl
and Bauhaus, the understanding of space
evolved into space as an infinite, continuous
extension of interior and exterior. Space
is then the three-dimensional area in
which objects and events find their place.
It is what surrounds objects, places
and volumes. The creation of space by
means of architecture is then a farce.
For architecture can only alter or enclose
space, and an enclosed space is called a

volume. A space with a specific meaning,
given to it by means of social construct,
objects and/or activities, is called a place.
A place does not necessarily have clear
boundaries. Accepting the understanding
of space as a continuous, infinite area,
the void is a type of space. The concept
of void is defined by absence, it is empty
space. Of course, this condition requires an
additional component of which its absence
forms the void. So it seems that voids can
only exist as a resultant of the shaping of
a primary solid. (Fosnaugh, 2007). The
void gains its physical dimensions solely
by the fullness which delimits it. So in
order to create a void, we must start by
creating fullness. However, this only leads
to a sculptural void, not much more than
a resultant. What then, is the added value
of the void? For this, we require another
variable; the user. Architecture, as opposed
to sculpture, gains meaning only by moving
through it, by using it. As the user is the
one who measures and gives substance to
the space, a void makes sense only with
reference to its user. In mathematical
terms we can now state: The void is a
function of fullness which delimits it, and
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of the meaning the user ascribes to it.
Keeping this formula in mind, it is possible
to transform the process of creating voids
from a resultant to intent, from ground to
figure, from negative to positive. Rather
than being defined as nothingness, the
void is a criticism on the solid. Voids,
by being defined by absence, imply a
comparison to the fullness that surrounds
it. In architecture, solids are sought
to be perfected for a specific use. The
solids provide an answer to the question
of what to do with space. The meaning
of the void, rather than an answer, is a
question to the user. Where solids provide
the user with a predefined notion of use,
program, morphology or other theme, the
void activates discussion by leaving the
themes open for definition by the user.
The possible answers vary according to
the user’s needs, emotions and ideas. This
way, the void makes the invisible visible,
through an internal process of the user of
the space.
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RESEARCH | CASE STUDIES
Although often overlooked in architectural
discourse, the void has been applied
successfully in a number of projects.
Further analyses of projects by Daniel
Libeskind and OMA help lay bare the
added value of good void operation.
Jewish museum
Libeskind

Berlin

|

Daniel

For the design of the Jewish museum in
Berlin, Libeskind paid special attention to
the things that cannot be shown, told or
otherwise exhibited. He wanted to express
feelings of absence, emptiness, and
invisibility – expressions of disappearance
of the Jewish Culture. It was the act of
using architecture as a means of narrative
and emotion which provided the visitors
with an experience of the effects of the
Holocaust on both the Jewish culture and
the city of Berlin. The spaces which evoke
the strongest feelings in the visitor, are
also the spaces with the least exhibits,
accessibility and clarity of narrative. At
the end of the so-called Axis of Holocaust,
in which numerous objects tell the story of
the holocaust, one finds a 20 meter high
18

tower. This tower is devoid of program,
exhibits and even light. One can barely
see enough to make out the walls.
“The Museum’s Voids refer to “that which
can never be exhibited when it comes to
Jewish Berlin history: Humanity reduced
to ashes.” - Daniel Libeskind (2000)
In this way, the story of the Jews in
Germany is not only defined, told and
shown, but also put to question. The
visitors themselves are responsible for part
of the narrative. The technique applied
by Libeskind to create the voids, is one
of deletion. At intersections of solids, the
voids appear as a subtraction of fullness.
5
5. Holocaust Tower
6. Jewish museum solid with voids

6
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RESEARCH | CASE STUDIES
New Town of Melun-Sénart - OMA
With their competition entry for the
development of a small town near Paris,
OMA aimed to bring to the attention
that the built form in towns like these is
often beyond control. Subject to political,
financial and cultural forces, the built and
the solid eat up the existing beauty in towns
near great cities. With the bands of voids
superimposed on the town, OMA aimed to
not only preserve the existing serenity of
the town, but more importantly to delimit
the proliferation of built form which was
to be expected. So what characterizes
the voids is the absence of built form.
This makes the competition entry a
future proof plan for a developing town.
OMA understood that in order to put the
proliferation of built form to the question,
the best way is to create space where it
is non-existent next to space where it is
ubiquitous. The technique used to create
the bands of voids is best described as the
delimitation of solids.
7. Model of Melun-Sénart
8. Principle of design of Melun-Sénart
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RESEARCH | CASE STUDIES
Très Grande Bibliothèque, Paris –
OMA

“At the moment when the electronics
revolution seems about to melt all that
is solid - to eliminate all necessity for
concentration and physical embodiment it seems absurd to imagine the ultimate
library.” – OMA (1989)

Yet a vast storage of physical memory
is exactly what the French government
proposed when it organized a competition
for the ultimate library. OMA sought to put
this physical embodiment of memory to
the question. By carving out voids from a
solid block of memory, OMA created spaces
with a total absence of this memory. In
these spaces, one recognizes the absence,
and thus starts thinking about the thing
that is absent. Subsequently, the spaces
become the place where the memory is
not merely stored, but used by the public.
The information can be accessed by the
use of computers, or simply taken into
the room. The technique of carving voids
out of a solid block proves to yield strong
voids.

20

Conclusions
In the described case studies, the voids
are all created in order to pose a question
to the user. The techniques of deletion,
delimitation and carving all yield physical
voids. In other case studies, the voids
also display an inquisitive character. The
methods used to form the voids as well
as the questions asked are listed (see
figure 11). The different techniques yield
voids varying in strength. The technique
which yields the strongest physical voids
is that of carving. Techniques such as the
manipulation of material and demarcation
of space yield voids that are not physically
created in the form itself. These perceptual
voids imply the visual effect of a void.

9

9. La Très Grande Bibliothèque
10. Design principle of TGB

10
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RESEARCH | CASE STUDIES
La Très Grande Bibliothèque - OMA - 1989
Jewish Museum
BerlinMuseum
- DanielBerlin
Libeskind
- 1999
Emerson College - Morphosis archtitects - 2014
Jewish
- Daniel
Libeskind - 1999
Type of void: Physical
Type of void: Type
Physical
Type of void: Physical
of void: Physical
Question:
Physical
storage of memory
an professional
age of digitization?
Question:
What
about
Jewish
history
in
germany
can
we
not
exhibit?
Question:
Studentsinand
life seperated?
Question:
What about Jewish history in germany can we not exhibit?
Strategy:
CarvingStrategy:
Strategy:
Deletion
Wrapping
Strategy:
Deletion

La Grande Arche
- J.O. von
Spreckelsen
1989
La Grande
Arche
- J.O. von- Spreckelsen
- 1989
Vieux Port
Pavilion
New Town of Melun-Sénart
-OMA
- 1987- Foster + Partners - 2012
Type of void: Type
Physical
of void: Physical
Type of void: Perceptual
Type of void: Physical
Question:
What
is
the
history
and
future
of
paris?
Question:
What is the history and future of paris?
Question:
What can public
spacerestrictions?
be used for?
Question:
Proliferation
urban development
without
Strategy:
Wrapping voids
Strategy:
Wrapping voids
Strategy:
Demarcation
Strategy:
solids-OMA - 1987
New Town of Melun-Sénart -OMA - 1987
New Town ofDeliniting
Melun-Sénart
La Grande Arche - J.O. von Spreckelsen - 1989
Vieux Port Pavilion - Foster + Partners - 2012
Type of void: Physical
Type of void: Physical
Type of void: Physical
Type of void: Perceptual
Question:
Proliferation
without restrictions?
Question:
Proliferation
urban development
without
Question:
What is the
history andurban
futuredevelopment
of paris?
Question:
What can public
space restrictions?
be used for?
solids
Strategy:
Deliniting
solids
Strategy:Strategy:
WrappingDeliniting
voids
Strategy:
Demarcation

Jewish Museum Berlin | D. Libeskind |
1999 | What about Jewish history can we
not exhibit? | Deletion | Physical void

Emerson College | Morphosis Architects |
2014 | Separation of students and professionals? | Wrapping | Physical void

Jewish Museum Berlin - Daniel Libeskind - 1999
New
town
of Melun-Sénart | OMA | 1987 | Vieux Port Pavilion | Foster + Partners |
Type of
void: Physical
Question:
What
Jewishdevelopment
history in germany can
we not exhibit?2012 | what can public space be used for?
Proliferation
ofabout
urban
without
Strategy:
Deletion
La Grande Arche - J.O. von Spreckelsen - 1989
La Très Grande Bibliothèque - OMA - 1989
restrictions?
| Delimitation | Physical void
| Demarcation
Type
of void: Physical | Perceptual void
Type of void: Physical
Question:
Strategy:

Physical storage of memory in an age of digitization?
Carving

NewTrès
Town of
Melun-Sénart
-OMA - 1987
La
Grande
Bibliothèque
| OMA | 1989
Type of void: Physical
restrictions?
| Question:
Physical Proliferation
storageurban
of development
memorywithout
in an
age of
Strategy:
Deliniting solids
digitization? | Carving | Physical void

Question:
Strategy:

National Assembly Dhaka - L.I. Kahn
Type of void: Physical
Question:
Can walls give light?
Strategy:
Carving

Reichstag Assembly
Berlin - N. Foster Dhaka
- 1999
National
| L.I. Kahn |
Type of void: Perceptual
1982
| Can Transparency
walls give
light? | Carving |
Question:
of government?
Strategy:
material
Reichstagvoid
BerlinManipulating
- N. Foster - 1999
Physical
Type of void:
Question:
Strategy:

Perceptual
Transparency of government?
Manipulating material

Reichstag Berlin | N. Foster | 1999 |
How transparent is our government? |
Manipulation of material | Perceptual void

What is the history and future of paris?
Wrapping voids

La Grande Arche | J.O. von Spreckelsen |
1989 | What connects historical Paris to
the future? | Wrapping voids | Physical
void
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11. Overview of caste studies
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RESEARCH | CONCLUSIONS
From historical analysis of the Forum
Romanum can be concluded that the
forum is the open space in between
the forum buildings. As the meaning of
this space shifted from being defined
by the people to being defined by the
emperor, the forum lost its function as
a place for collective consciousness.
The despatialization, specialization,
segregation and parochialization of
public space prove to be the cause
of the fact that the public spaces in
contemporary cities no longer contain
forum-like qualities such as being
user-definable. In order to obtain
those qualities, the spaces need to be
informed by the user. The meaning of
the forum cannot be predefined by
parochialization. Treating the solid as
ground and the void as figure, a far
more urbanistically active environment
can be created. The meaning of
the void, rather than an answer, is a
question to the user. It is then up to the
public to agree upon the meaning of
PLAY OF LONDON | THE CULTURAL FORUM AS AN ACTIVATED VOID | LUKAS ROOSENBOOM

the space, sparking a discussion about
public space. The void is defined by
absence of the fullness which delimits
it, and subsequently offers a criticism
on the solid. Successful techniques of
the creation of voids include carving,
deletion and the delimitation of solids.
By being user-definable and by its
inquisitive nature, the concept of the
void can be used in designing a forum
in the city of today.

23

DESIGN | DESIGN THESIS

The inquisitive nature of the architectural void can be deployed to activate the space on the opposite embankment of the Tate
Modern by evoking discussion about public space, opening up City of London and communicating between the embankments.

24
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DESIGN | CHOICE OF LOCATION
For the creation of the forum as an
activated void, the choice of
site is
paramount. First and foremost, the choice
of London, being a powerful contemporary
metropolis, gives the forum a chance
for cultural significance. The type of
environment which would profit the most
from the insertion of a void, would be one
with a dense network of large solids. In
the borough City of London, a public void
would contrast strongly with the abundant
amount of private solids in the financial
heart of the city. In order to also profit
from a large daily stream of visitors, the
specific site choice has fallen to 2 Lambeth
hill, London EC4V 4BG. Centered on the
well-traveled route between the Tate
Modern and Saint Paul’s cathedral, the
building occupying this site, the Millennium
Bridge House, is at the time of writing up
for redesign.
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12. Map of locations of photos posted on
www.flickr.com
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13. Map of London with location in red
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DESIGN | SITE CHARACTERISTICS
Situated on a prime location in City of
London in between two major cultural
hot spots, the current building seems
out of place. Designed as a typical bank
building by Richard Seifert in the 1970s,
the building shows a closed character
with small monumental gestures such as
architraves and a facade of natural stone.
Its relentless horizontality and closed
character make the building unfit for a
cultural forum. Furthermore, projecting out
onto the embankment, it hinders the river
front walk. The busily trafficked Millennium
Footbridge lands directly adjacent the site,
at 7 meters above the embankment level.
A large part of the building is built over
the Upper Thames Street car road. To the
northwest of the building stands the Saint
Mary Somerset Tower. The Norfolk house
in front of the building is a small residential
flat building designed in the same style
as the millennium bridge house. The
proposition for this graduation project is
to demolish both buildings in order to start
anew with a volume more sensitive to the
direct environment.
14. Millennium Bridge House
28

PLAY OF LONDON | THE CULTURAL FORUM AS AN ACTIVATED VOID | LUKAS ROOSENBOOM

DESIGN | SITE CHARACTERISTICS

15. Direct surroundings, Tate Modern, Millennium
Bridge House, Norfolk House, Saint Mary Somerset
Tower, Saint Paul’s cathedral indicated in red
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DESIGN | SITE ANALYSIS
From analysis of the spatial accessibility
for pedestrians can be concluded that
there is a number of strong connections
through the area, almost all in an eastwest direction. The only strong connection
in the near vicinity of the site in northsouth direction is the one between Saint
Paul’s and Tate Modern. The cause of the
weak spatial accessibility for pedestrians
from north to south can be found in the
massing of the buildings along the river.
From Charing Cross to the east to the
Tower of Londen to the west, the massing
of the buildings is relatively dense,
especially directly around the site location.
The narrow spaces in between the
buildings make for a difficult connection of
the City of London to the river front. The
enhancement of this connection forms a
challenge to which the void could provide
an answer.

16. Spatial accessibility for pedestrians
17. Density of solids from Charing Cross to Tower of
London, Millennium Bridge House indicatedCharing
in redCross
30

The Cultural Forum as an Activated Vo

16

Tower of London
17
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DESIGN | SITE ANALYSIS

major pedestrian routes
primary road
secondary road

18. Access in direct environment

underground station
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DESIGN | SITE ANALYSIS
Similar to the spatial accessibility, the
program in the area is mostly organized
from east to west. While arts, food, shop,
park and night life venues are scattered
abundantly around the site location, there
is a hiatus at the site itself. The important
walks through London pass through the
area from east to west, narrowing but not
coming together at the site location.

19. Program in direct environment
20. Most important routing in direct environment
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City of London
Shopping Walk
Monuments Walk
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Waterfront Walk
Arts Venues
Nightlife Venues
Food Venues
Shop Venues
Park Venues
Millennium Bridge House

20
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City of London
Shopping Walk
Monuments Walk

21. Venues in London
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Waterfront Walk
Arts Venues
Nightlife Venues
Food Venues
Shop Venues
Park Venues
33
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DESIGN | STRATEGY
The design thesis for the forum as an
activated void is as follows. The inquisitive
nature of the architectural void can be
deployed to activate the space opposite
the Tate Modern by evoking discussion
about public space, opening up the City of
London and communicating between the
embankments. It has been established
that the main characteristic of the forum
is that it is an public space for open
discussion and the main characteristic of
the void is that it is inquisitive about space.
In order to evoke the discussion needed
to create a forum, a question needs to be
asked. What question would be a suitable
one in contemporary London? It is widely
known that London loves the theater,

Building envelope

34

the play of seeing and being seen. Less
obvious however, is the proliferation of
surveillance cameras in the city. Over the
past years, London has rapidly become
the CCTV capital of the world. Hence a
relevant question to ask the visitor of the
forum about public space would be: “Is
the public realm a theater?”. The chosen
program for the forum is a theater complex
with two theaters, a restaurant and a
large public space, which is the void. By
designing the void as a type of open urban
theater, questions may arise as to who
is the audience and who the actor, and
whether security cameras are endangering
the privacy or merely securing the public
realm. Whether visitors of the forum watch

Restaurant Multi purpose Theater Drama Theater

Pedestrian and car flows

Urban theater

the people on the Millennium Footbridge
or the people in front of the Tate Modern
or vice versa, one cannot help but to take
part in the discussion, simply by his or her
behavior in public space.
Firstly, the building envelope is imagined
on the site. Then the program is added.
In order to open up the City of London,
pedestrian routes and car roads are given
space. The last step is to shape the void
so that it will work as an urban auditorium,
opening up to the most interesting view
points in the area.

22. Design strategy

Play of London
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Communication and opening up

The void offers a welcome exception amongst the vast succession of solids along the Thames’ north embankment. The space is made open to the public and
this is clearly visible from the opposite embankment. As one walks along the Millennium footbridge, the void gradually unfolds, from a far-off welcoming gesture to a view on the Saint Mary Somerset Tower to giving a peek inside the theater. The poor connection of the river walk and the City of london has been
given a boost by connecting the popular Saint Pauls - Tate modern route to the pleasant river walk.

DESIGN | RELATION TO CONTEXT
The void in between the theaters and
restaurant serves a myriad of functions.
It is an urban auditorium, connects the
riverfront pedestrian walk with the route
between Saint Paul’s and Tate Modern, and
it offers interesting views. The void forms
a welcome exception amongst the vast
succession of solids along the Thames’
north embankment. The space is made
open to the public and is clearly visible
from the opposite embankment. As one
walks along the Millennium footbridge,
the void gradually unfolds from a far-off
welcoming gesture to a view on the Saint
Mary Somerset Tower to giving a peek
inside the theater.

23. Views and routing
24. Bird’s eye view
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DESIGN | ACCESS
The flows through the building are
separated in a front of house flow and a
back of house flow. The front of house
flow is the route taken by visitors of the
theaters or restaurant. One enters on
the level of the landing of the Millennium
Footbridge, 7 meters above ground floor
level. The two theaters as well as the
restaurant have separate entrances in
the center of the void. The theaters are
connected by means of a hallway at
ground floor level, through which the box
office and cloakroom can be reached. At
the north side of the building, the theater
staff enters at ground floor level, where
the back of house spaces are located. The
loading docks of the stage fly towers are
directly accessible from the Upper Thames
Street behind the theater complex. The
restaurant service entrance is located
directly at the landing of the Millennium
Footbridge. The emergency exit routes
are separated from the other flows. Three
emergency exits are located at ground
floor level and one at 7 meters above
ground floor level.
25. Routing
36
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DESIGN | FLOOR PLANS
Ground floor
At ground floor level, the void opens
up to the embankment. By means of
stairs, visitors can penetrate the theater
complex while still remaining in the open
air. From the first few steps into the void,
the Millennium Footbridge, the river
Thames, as well as the Tate Modern can
be viewed. The Theater on the east side
of the building serves as a drama theater.
It is only accessible from the ground floor
by staff, who enter the building from the
north side. On ground floor level under
and surrounding the drama theater,
dressing rooms, offices and a green room
are located. With a floor-to-floor height of
7 meters, two layers of dressing rooms are
stacked on top of each other. The green
room is located near the embankment. To
the north of the drama theater, the loading
dock for the stage fly tower is located next
to an emergency exit. Staff can go from
the drama theater to the theater on the
west side of the building via a hallway
containing more dressing rooms. The
public can go from one theater to another
through a separate hallway, lined with

the cloakroom and box office. The multi
purpose theater at the west side of the
building sports a foyer to the east of it.
The theater’s facade contains sound proof
shutters which can be opened up to the
embankment. The foyer belonging to the
multi purpose theater is on ground floor
level. The stairs of the void protrude into
this foyer, allowing for circulation and
seating. The foyer’s glass facade can be
opened up to the void, so that the foyer
can turn into a stage while the audience is
seated on the steps inside the void.
First floor
First floor level is the level at which the
dressing rooms and offices are stacked on
top of the dressing rooms and offices of
the ground floor level.
Second floor
The second floor is at 7 meters above
the embankment level. Visitors can enter
the void directly from the landing of the
Millennium footbridge. From the center
of the void, containing the terrace for the
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restaurant, visitors can enter either the
theater on the west or on the east side,
or enter the restaurant. Upon entering the
building on the east side, one finds oneself
in the foyer of the drama theater. From
this foyer, the hallway which connects both
theaters can be reached. The theater itself
can be entered from the south of the foyer.
The foyer wraps around the void and from
it, there are interesting views toward the
Millennium Footbridge, the river Thames
and the foyer of the multi purpose theater.
Whenever the foyer to the west is opened
up for an event that can be watched from
the stairs in the void and the terrace of the
restaurant, the eastern foyer serves as the
balconies to this urban auditorium. The
sound proof shutters of the multi purpose
theater open at the level of the Millennium
footbridge landing. The first balcony of the
multi purpose theater can be reached from
a mezzanine floor floating in the western
foyer. To the north of the multi purpose
theater, a large billboard window greets
visitors coming from the direction of Saint
Paul’s cathedral.
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26. Ground floor
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27. First floor
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28. Second floor
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DESIGN | FLOOR PLANS
Third floor
The third floor level is at 10500 mm
above the embankment level. The
mezzanine floors in both foyers lead to
toilets and the floor above. Because the
mezzanine floors are set back from the
glass walls lining the void, the entire
height of the void can be experienced,
and the play of seeing and being seen
takes place at several levels. Visitors
experience visual connection not only to
the city at the south, but also from foyer
to foyer and to the terrace in front of the
restaurant.
Fourth floor
The fourth floor is at 14000 mm above
embankment level. The second balcony
of the multi purpose theater and the balcony of the drama theater can be entered
from this level.
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29. Third floor
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30. Fourth floor
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DESIGN | ELEVATIONS
The facades of the building consist of
Corten steel cladding all around the
building, and glass supported by a steel
construction where the void meets with
the building. This choice in materials
makes for a strong contrast between
the heavy, rigid appearance of the steel
and the openness of the glass walls. This
enhances the feeling that a void has been
cut out of a solid block of steel. From
north of the building, only a glimpse of
the void walls can be seen behind the
steel north facade. Behind the closest
glass wall, posters of events draw the
eye. The south elevation is what can be
seen from the other side of the Thames.
The void can clearly be recognized as a
figure slicing through the solid, but not
everything is given away. The way in
which the void is seen to curve implies
that there is still more of it to unfold when
coming closer. The facade of the multi
purpose theater shows a different rhythm
from the other Corten steel facades, due
to the triangular shutters. When opened,
these shutters reveal a slanted slash of
glass through the facade, through which
the theater shows itself to the outside.
44

This rhythm continues along the west
elevation, where pedestrians crossing the
Millennium footbridge can glimpse inside
of the theater. At places where the void
flows out of the building into the public
space around it, the curved facade has a
welcoming effect.
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30. North elevation and south elevation
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31. East elevation and west elevation
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DESIGN | SECTIONS
Section BB

Section AA

In section BB which cuts through the
length of the building facing north, the
view of Tate Modern becomes apparent.
Furthermore, from within the multi
purpose theater, one can catch a glimpse
of the Millennium footbridge. The interior
walls of the foyers are white stucco clad
with a mesh of wooden battens. The fact
that the mezzanine floors are set back
from the glass void walls enhances the
way in which the foyers face each other
and relate to each other. The connecting
hallway between the foyers is an entirely
different world, with walls and ceiling
in red paint and no direct daylight, the
transition between the two theaters is a
journey in itself.

In section AA which cuts through the length
of the building facing south, the function
of the void as an urban theater becomes
clear. In the case of an open air event, the
western foyer can double as a stage, the
stairs inside the void as the seating area,
and the terrace of the restaurant and the
eastern foyer as balconies.
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Technical section
In order to enhance the feeling that
the void slices through the building, the
structure of the glass walls is designed
separately. Steel IPE 200 beams support
the aluminium window frames. At the edge
of the roof, the glass seemingly cuts the
concrete roof slab and protrudes upwards
to form a parapet. The mezzanine floors
connect to the main concrete structure.
The theater volume is kept acoustically
separate from the concrete structure by
means of springs supporting the secondary
floor and by being suspended from the
concrete ceiling.

32. Technical section
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33. PLAY
Section
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34. Section BB
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35. View from foyer
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36. Impression from Millennium Footbridge
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PLAY OF LONDON | REFLECTION
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PLAY OF LONDON | REFLECTION
The notion of the contemporary cultural
forum has proven to be a very interesting
one. The theme of the graduation studio
appealed to me in the first place because
of its social character. To find an answer to
the question whether a forum can have a
meaningful place in cities of today and how
to make this work, an architect should be
sensitive to the psycho-social aspects of
the spirit of the age, but also look beyond
that. Where we are now as a civilisation is
one thing to take into consideration, but
where do we want to go is the question
that was asked by means of debate in the
fora of the old days. Because of the public
character of the forum, and influenced by
Rowe and Koetter’s Collage City (1987),
my focus turned toward public space early
on in the process. As a tool for designing
originally with public space, I found the
concept of the architectural void a very
interesting one. However, this concept
proved to be difficult to grasp. To design
with nothingness can be a challenge.
Specific criteria of what and how a void
can be are crucial in this. The final design
shows a void which exists by the grace of
the solids, but at the same time contains
PLAY OF LONDON | THE CULTURAL FORUM AS AN ACTIVATED VOID | LUKAS ROOSENBOOM

its own figure and forces its rules onto the
solids. The method of carving proves to
be the best way to create a strong void
figure. For the void to be activated, a
more intrinsic relationship between solid
and void is needed. The way in which the
foyers of the theater work together with
the open space in between to enhance the
spatial qualities both inside and outside
is an example of this. Concluding, the
architectural void has much more potential
than it is given credit for. Research to follow
up on this could include the use of voids as
a medicine for bad architecture and urban
planning. Could existing built solids be
improved by the insertion of voids?
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