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Imagine a place where reading, dance, 
performance, lectures, exhibitions, 
research and learning happily co-
exist under one roof, and the door is 
open to everyone. This is Kingston 
University’s Town House. The 
juxtaposition of contemplative and 
active performative activities offers an 
imaginative approach to education as a 
process of engagement and discovery. 
Colonnades form welcoming meeting 
spaces at edges. Interlocking volumes 
move vertically connecting the building 
from ground to top. Activities are 
revealed to the passer-by. There are no 
barriers.

Town House is an open-ended spatial 
framework offering both generosity 
and flexibility in allowing the culture of 
this building to grow and change. In 

order to achieve this, passive strategies 
are prioritized to ensure a comfortable 
thermal, visual and acoustic 
environment, where possible. Active/
mechanical servicing is employed 
only where spatial, architectural and 
contextual constraints demand. The 
building achieves a rating of BREEAM 
Excellent. 

The educational vision and ethos 
of this building is uniquely rich and 
progressive. The library facility 
is twinned with dance studios, 
performance and event spaces. 
The building is a democratic open 
infrastructure, a labyrinth of interlocking 
volumes, maintaining the feeling of 
being in one unified environment where 
these opposites can happily co-exist.
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Location: London, UK
Scope: New build
Brief: Predominantly library, also 
containing dance studios, studio 
theatre, 2 cafes, covered courtyard 
assembly space and a reception.

Floor area (GIA): 9056 sq m 
Sustainability: BREEAM Excellent
Completion date: January 2020

Project Team
Architect: Grafton Architects
Structural Engineer: AKT II
M&E Engineer: Chapman BDSP
QS: Turner & Townsend
PM: Turner & Townsend
Contractor: Willmott Dixon
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“Town House has provided us with an exceptional facility 
for our students. Its flexibility has allowed us to continue to 
provide safe support during the pandemic to harmonise 
with online services and collections for remote use.” 

Sandra Leitch, Head of Library and Learning Services at 
Kingston University
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Awards:
Nominated for the EU Mies van der 
Rohe Award 2022 (outcome pending)

Shortlisted for RIBA Regional award 
2020/21 (outcome pending due to 
Covid)

Civic Trust Award Winner 2021

Concrete Society Awards 2020 – 
Highly Commended

New London Awards 2020 
Commended

Dezeen Top 10 British Architecture 
selection 2020

Building magazine Project of the Year 
shortlist

AIA UK Design Award shortlist

The brief for Town House took 
several months to write and involved 
extensive stakeholder consultation 
which facilitated the production of a 
comprehensive and thoughtful brief 
with a very progressive educational 
vision. The focus of the brief was 
on the provision of an excellent 
university library and flexible studio and 
performance spaces for Performing 
Arts courses. These functions 
might not immediately suggest ideal 
collocation; in fact, the decision to 
accommodate them together has 

proven inspired, adding an unexpected 
dimension to the experience of using 
the building. Civic engagement was 
a fundamental requirement. Car 
parking along the 200m Penrhyn Road 
frontage was identified for removal, to 
provide a new linear landscaped park 
which would be a civic amenity and 
would be addressed by the entrance 
to the new building. The building was 
envisioned as being open to the public, 
with a requirement for two cafes and a 
number of social spaces.

We took the very important early 
decision to commission the design 
for Town House using a RIBA 
design competition. This was to 
be the biggest building Kingston 
University had ever built. We wanted 
to commission a significant piece of 
architecture. The excellent short-list 
included Bennetts, O’Donnell and 
Tuomey, Fielden Clegg Bradley, 
Haworth Tompkins and Grafton 
Architects.
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Post award, a subset of the 
Competition Adjudication Committee 
continued to meet several times 
per year until the completion of the 
building, to ensure that the design 
integrity of the Grafton design was 
not lost as the detailed design 
emerged. Chaired by the University’s 
Vice-Chancellor, this committee 
proved invaluable, providing a safe 
space where design direction could 
be discussed openly following a 
traditional ‘crit’ format. A number of 
key decisions and changes in direction 
were facilitated following discussion 
and debate at that forum.

The sustainability strategy was to 
design a flexible building with a highly 
efficient structure and a very long 
life. Construction inevitably results in 
carbon emissions. It is therefore very 
important that those emissions are 
invested over a very long timeframe. 
Town House was designed with 
permanence in mind. The 4m deep 
colonnade which wraps three facades 
of the building acts as an excellent 
solar shade all year round, preventing 

excessive solar heat gain. The concept 
design – interlocking defined volumes 
within a single space – efficiently 
minimises the risk of environmental hot 
or cold spots.  The Thermally Active 
Building System (TABS) embeds a 
sealed water system in the soffits 
of the slabs and helps to keep the 
building at a constant temperature. 
There is extensive use of Air Source 
Heat Pump (ASHP) technology. The 
PV panels on the roof are connected 
to the Grid and there is a small CHP 
which produces electricity and 
provides hot water for the wcs and 
showers. Low maintenance brown 
roofs have been chosen for non-
accessed roof areas. 

The building has coped admirably with 
the requirements for social distancing. 
Its design concept – one singular 
complex space which links the various 
elements of the brief – makes it easy 
to overlay capacity restrictions. Safe 
movement throughout the building 
can be easily accommodated because 
of the generosity of circulation. There 
are no pinch points. Grafton often 

Specialist input: 
Brief development: Fiona Duggan, FiD
RIBA Client representative: John Jenner, 
Greenhill Jenner
Client Representative: Gary Young, 
Young Architects Ltd
Planning: Lichfields
Building Control: Royal Borough of 
Kingston upon Thames
Technical Adviser (Architecture): 
Architon LLP
Technical Adviser (Services): MG 
Partnership
Clerk of Works: Fulkers

Construction cost: £4664/m2

Overall cost: £42.2m
Status: Complete

2297
components to the structural frame

referred to Town House as a ‘lantern’ 
on Penrhyn Road. It certainly has been 
the University’s beacon during Covid.

“Town House is a statement of 
confidence for Kingston University. 
It is testament to the University’s 
real and enduring commitment 
to design excellence and true 
sustainability.” - Sean Woulfe, 
Director of  Estates and Sustainability 
at Kingston University
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This video is not a typical building 
showcase video. It was made by 

students from the Kingston School 
of Art who used the building as 
a backdrop for their design and 

performance work. The video ends 
with a great drone flight around 
the building exterior. For me this 
video demonstrates what ‘Higher 

Education Design Quality’ means in 
its truest sense. - Sean Woulfe

Click here for video

https://m.youtube.com/watch?feature=youtu.be&v=p_Ra_wdOllA


“Inspired by the progressive educational vision presented in the brief and 
the wish to connect with the community, we responded by arranging the 
programme in a three-dimensional matrix, one singular complex space 
which links the various elements of the brief.” - Grafton Architects
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