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Light for chimneys
Chimney Pot Place in Salford 
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One element of earlier times has almost 
completely disappeared from modern, 
energy-efficient residential buildings: the 
chimney, formerly a symbol of sheltering 
domesticity. In the remodeled terraced 
houses in the north English ‘Chimney Pot 
Park’ they have been replaced by distinctive 
light wells designed to bring daylight deep 
into the interior of the buildings.

The last twenty years have been a period of 
massive change across the swathe of north-
ern English cities that were once the heart 
of Britain’s Industrial Revolution – the port 
city of Liverpool (this year Europe’s City of 
Culture), its immediate neighbouring com-
petitor, Manchester, the various Yorkshire 
mill-towns such as Leeds and Bradford and 
England’s Rurhrgebiet steel-town, Sheffield. 
By the 1980s, all these cities were experi-
encing serious economic decline. The indus-
tries that were the source of their nineteenth 
century economic success and social suste-
nance, and that continued to sustain them 
through the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, had gone. As early victims of globali-
sations these cities – like many comparable 
industrial regions across Europe – saw 
core industries relocate to more competi-
tive parts of the globe. The downturn in for-
tunes not only brought unemployment to 
hundreds of thousands but also led to thou-
sands of hectares of industrial buildings fall-
ing empty and the beginning of a downward 
spiral of gradual disrepair and decay. 

Throughout the ‘80s, most professionals 
in the building sector – from Government and 

city authorities, to planners and developers – 
appeared to have no clear strategies of what 
to do with these symbols of modern urban 
wasteland. In the last fifteen years, how-
ever, and particularly since Tony Blair’s new 
Labour project came to power, large sums 
of money have been poured into these cities, 
much in the form of public-private partner-
ships aimed at renewing the building fab-
ric of these once proud metropolises.  Some 
have proclaimed this as an urban renaissance, 
while others are more sceptical. What is evi-
dent is the amount of new building that has 
been going on over the last decade. 

The renaissance of industrial cities
One of the companies most associated with 
spearheading these changes has been the 
Liverpool development and regeneration 
specialists, Urban Splash. In the last fifteen 
years, they have become one of the high-
est profile developers in Britain, specialis-
ing in revitalising older industrial buildings 
across the run-down urban fabric of Brit-
ain’s cities. It is a palpable over-exaggera-
tion to say, as a few articles have claimed, 
that Urban Splash’s founder, Tom Bloxham, 

uitous red marking them out as being built 
from English industrial revolution’s most 
archetypal material – brick. This is where 
much of the work-forces of the cities indus-
tries lived, and despite the coming and going 
of sixties brutalist high-rise, the prolifera-
tion of estates and suburbs spilling over the 
edges of many towns, the nineteenth cen-
tury brick terrace remains a mainstay of the 
North’s urban fabric. Again, with these ter-
raced buildings often at the limits of their 
normal lifetimes, the question of what to 
do with such building stock has been repeat-
edly on the lips of many. Now in a sideways 
move, Urban Splash, working with shedkm, 
has attempted to provide an answer to that 
question – just a short distance from the city 
that Bloxham began his career in. 

A redevelopment model for England’s 
terraced housing 
Salford, part of Greater Manchester and just 
a mile or so from its city centre, is one of the 
best-known fixtures on the North’s regen-
eration map. With high unemployment and 
some of the poorest city districts in the coun-
try, the 37 sq mile authority has been the 

a politics and history graduate from the 
University of Manchester, single-hand-
edly kick-started the regeneration of these 
Northern cities by re-imagining the defunct 
industrial sheds, warehouses and factories 
recast as trendy venues for loft living. But 
Bloxham’s company has been very success-
ful in demonstrating how to breathe new life 
into such previously moribund urban fab-
ric. Where other developers only saw unus-
able bricks and mortar, with no hope for new 
commercial rejuvenation, the Urban Splash 
team were instrumental in re-inventing old 
inner-city warehouses as design-led and 
fashionable loft conversion spaces for pro-
fessionals and then selling these as hip and 
happening life-style choices. Working with 
well-regarded architects, including one of 
their original Liverpool partner’s shedkm, in 
recent years the company has expanded into 
London, the Midlands and the South West.

While cities in the north-west have been 
full of empty industrial buildings, if you take 
a journey north it is hard not to notice that 
the cities, towns and outlying villages are 
also full of small terraced housing, tightly 
packed in row upon row formation, the ubiq-

recipient of ongoing regeneration for sev-
eral decades. This has resulted in some land-
marks, including Salford’s Manchester Docks 
boasting Liebeskind’s Imperial War Museum, 
the Lowry Arts Centre and various other 
high profile attractions. A short journey on 
Manchester’s tramway – another regenera-
tion sign – over the Manchester Ship Canal, 
through the new high-rise and warehouse 
loft living, and after crossing one of those 
invisible building-type boundaries you find 
yourself in a distinctly low-rise part of Sal-
ford, the Langworthy district. It is here that 
Urban Splash and shedkm have joined forces 
again to try their hand at a rebuild experi-
ment in the dense low-rise of an interlock-
ing set of terraced streets.  Chimney Pot 
Park consists of a 400-house terraced grid, 
and with its proximity to the tramway it pro-
vides a thought-provoking and alternative 
exemplar of compact, high-density city liv-
ing to the high-rises that dot the inner-city 
skyline. Originally slated for replacement 
with a conventional estate in 2000, local 
petitioned both Salford local authority and 
their local MP and Government minister, 
Hazel Blears, to see if there could be another 

way to develop the disused housing. Initially, 
Blears’ efforts were unsuccessful. However, 
she happened to speak with James Weston, 
one of shedkm’s directors. Intrigued, he went 
to see the site and apparently began imagin-
ing the possibilities of a terrace-build for the 
twenty first century. The architectural chal-
lenge appealed to him and Weston began 
talking with Urban Splash and persuaded 
them that a contemporary terrace makeo-
ver could work. With Salford City Council, 
English Partnerships, and the North West 
Regional Authority, £26 million was raised, 
and work began on site in December 2004. 
Since that time, it has been Weston’s dogged 
commitment that, according to project archi-
tect Martyn Thomas, has seen Chimney Pot 
Park through to completion.

Four years on and Chimney Pot Park 
feels self-contained and separate from the 
housing it abuts onto. The streets are clean 
and electronically controlled bollards allow 
those with the right smart code to drive in 
and out. Where before graffiti and wildlife 
edged through the cracks in the concrete, 
a sense of the designers having visited is 
keenly apparent. The terrace facade’s red 

Page 60–61  Only the cubature 
and the restored brickwork 
facade of “Chimney Pot Park” 
were retained when the 
buildings were renovated. The 

“light chimneys” on the roofs and 
the floor plan inside are new.

Right  Between the rows of 
houses where there used to be 
sheds and vegetable gardens, a 
planted communal terrace 
serves as an extension to the 
dwellings. 
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chimney pot park
langworthy, salford

typical section + first floor plan 1:200
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chimney pot park

langworthy, salford

typical section + first floor plan 1:200
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chimney pot park
langworthy, salford
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been shaved off wherever possible – such 
as sunken baths in each bathroom. The 
larger strategy, however, has been to turn 
the room use upside-down, with kitchen 
and living room dropped into the first floor 
upstairs volume, while the bedrooms are on 
the ground floor. This is a variation of what 
is known in Britain as ‘two-up, two-down’  – 
four-room terraced houses, the dominant 
industrial housing for inner city districts 
prior to the arrival of estates, suburbs and 
high-rise. Here the two ground floor bed-
rooms are compact, and as Martyn Thomas 
says, are meant “for sleeping, rather than 
living, in”. shedkm designed two unit types; 
those with first floor kitchen and dining area, 
with an extra mezzanine space hung across 
the opened garret/loft space, in effect add-
ing an extra room. And secondly, a larger 
open living and work space, with a smaller 
kitchen built into the mezzanine. Thomas 
agrees that opening up the attic space has 
been the key to providing both the real and 
perceived extra space the units have. From 
here, first floor glass windows open onto 
the shared communal deck/garden, another 
exercise in space optimisation. Historically, 

terraced housing included a back yard, pro-
viding for any number of uses. shedkm have 
done away with the yards, roofing them over 
and joining them to the opposite terrace. This 
has allowed for the communal first floor gar-
den of herbs, plants and wooden slats deck-
ing. On a hot summer’s day, this looks as if 
it could well be an attractive public-private 
space to relax in, although whether it com-
pletely substitutes for a garden remains an 
open question. Underneath, in place of the 
yards, are garage spaces. 

Chimneys into light wells
The chimney pots are no longer chimneys 
at all, but have been ingeniously put to a 
more contemporary use, what in Britain is 
called the ‘right to light’ with lightwells fit-
ted, letting in natural light to otherwise dark 
ground floor bedrooms. Thomas describes 
these as off-the-shelf light wells that have 
been used in “a way that’s a little bit more 
exciting than usual”. Outside, the faux chim-
ney-stacks are one of the most distinctive 
features of the whole terraced site – they 
are head-turning in their oddity, adding to 
the twenty-first century hybrid Victoriana 

1.	 Cross-section 
2.	Ground plan of 1st floor
3.	Ground plan of ground floor

Right  The same perspective – 
on the first floor and on the 
ground floor. Above, plant tubs 
divide up the wood-covered 
communal terrace to provide the 
occupants with a minimum of 
privacy. Below, car ports 
protected against the weather 
were placed.   

brick has been freshly scrubbed, the brick-
work is framed amidst a contemporary col-
our psychology – that of modernist grey, 
white and black. New tiles make up the grey 
roofing while the rear walls have been ren-
dered, again in white. There is a feel of the 
modern, but also of the neighbourhood’s Vic-
torian past, providing another gloss on the 
retro-Victoriana that has become increas-
ingly evident in different guises across Brit-
ain in recent years. 

Every square centimeter has 
been put to use
Stepping into the remaining showroom you 
are immediately confronted with further 
psychological tricks mixed with technical 
gamesmanship. How is it the architects have 
re-proportioned the space to provide the 
sense that this small terraced house can feel 
so much, or at least significantly, larger than 
you anticipate? They are, after all, working 
with exactly the same volumes of the orig-
inal terraces, even if today sq metreage of 
the different units ranges from 62 to 100 
sq metres. To an extent, this is down to 
the psychology of space; centimetres have 

1 

2 

3 



6766 D&A  Winter 2008  Issue 10 

Left  All the houses have a new 
mezzanine area directly under 
the roof. In some apartments, 
it is used as a living room and, 
in others, as the kitchen.

Right  The “light chimneys” 
endow the houses with their 
striking silhouette and make 
formal reference to the chimney 
stacks of the fossil age. The roof 
windows are inclined towards 
the other roof surfaces.

Facts
Type of buildings: 	 349 terraced houses
Client: 	 Urban Splash,  
	 Manchester, UK
Architects: 	 shedkm Architects,  
	 Liverpool, UK
Location: 	 Chimney Pot Park,  
	 Langworthy, Salford, UK

of the estate. Who knows, perhaps one day 
the terraces will be called Lightwell Park.

So far, those who have moved in appear 
to have speak only praise of this contem-
porary version of terrace living. It seems 
Urban Splash has successfully transferred 
its brand of loft living to the terraces. Apart 
from that, Chimney Pot Park’s grid of ter-
races sit on exactly the same footprint as 
the original houses, providing a new exam-
ple of high-density urban living. Thomas is in 
agreement that the estate, if that is what it 
is to be called, has much potential in terms 
of English compact city issues. Chimney Pot 
Park provides densification, as well as low-
rise and significant eco-footprint reduc-
tions through being rebuild rather new 
build. This, in spite of the fact that only the 
terraces’ retaining walls remain from the 
original buildings, and that these have been 
steel framed, Along with a number of archi-
tectural and housing awards, Chimney Pot 
Park received an “excellent” rating in its Eco-
homes assessment, partly because of its pal-
ette of materials. And certainly the project 
brings brick, so central a part of North Eng-
land’s industrial tradition, back into its ele-

ment. Even if it is more of a starting point 
than a last word in high density eco-living, 
Chimney Pot Park provides the north of Eng-
land with a new model of re-build to work 
with, develop further and, literally, build on. 

 
Oliver Lowenstein runs the cultural review  
Fourth Door Review, www.fourthdoor.co.uk 
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686 Lights 
of Tomorrow

VELUX Dialogue Architects in a dialogue with VELUX. Is there a growing interest in daylight among young 
architects? It seems so – at least if you consider the 
results of this year’s International VELUX Award for 
Students of Architecture. More projects than ever – 
686 in total – were submitted for the award, which the 
chairman of the jury, Hani Rashid, called “an incredible 
outpouring of ideas”.  Before the prizes were awarded 
on 7 November in Venice, Daylight&Architecture spoke 
to the three prizewinners about their projects. 

Facts

Award: 
International VELUX Award 
for Students of Architecture

Theme: 
Lights of Tomorrow

Number of submitted projects: 
686 – all projects are available at 
www.velux.com/iva

Jury members:
Hani Rashid (chairman; Asymptote 
Architecture, New York, USA)
Enrique Browne (Enrique Browne & 
Associates, Santiago de Chile, Chile)
Eva Jiricna (Eva Jiricna Architects, 
London, UK) Huat Lim (ZlgDesign, 
Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia) Francis 
Nordemann (Ecole d’Architecture de 
Paris Belleville, Paris, France) Michel 
Langrand, General Manager, VELUX 
France (France)

Jury session: 
25/26 June 2008 in Turin

Award ceremony: 
7 November 2008 in Venice

Total prize sum: 
€30,000

1st prize:
Reilly O’Neil Hogan 
Cornell University (USA): 
“Embodied Ephemerality: 
Light-Form Architecture”

2nd prize:
Ruan Hao and Xiong Xing
Tsinghua University (China) 
“Interface-Repairing Light Festival”

3rd prize:
Dean MacGregor
Universidade Lusíada de Lisboa 
(Portugal)
“Light Has a Body”

1st prize

Reilly O’Neil Hogan 
Cornell University (USA): 
“Embodied Ephemerality: 
Light-Form Architecture”

In his project, Reilly O’Neil Hogan ex-
plores how to challenge the daily city 
routines by getting off the subway at 
the wrong station: “The moment you 
miss your usual stop and are forced 
to drift from your routine, you per-
ceive the city with new eyes. The in-
tent of the project is to invert this 
phenomenon, so one has the joy of 
experiencing a place of daily passage 
that unexpectedly transforms itself 
through time”. 

A specific location – the PATH Sta-
tion in Lower Manhattan – is chosen 
to explore this idea through the care-
ful projection of sunlight into the un-
derground space of the commuter 
during the peak hours of 8am to 9am 
and from 5pm to 6pm.

The jury stated “the project pro-
motes the idea of bringing daylight 
and sunlight into people’s daily rou-
tines in the subway, where daylight 
experiences usually are non-existent. 
The conceptual idea is very articu-
lated and the project is accomplished 
and very efficient in scale.”

2nd prize

Ruan Hao / Xiong Xing 
Tsinghua University (China) 
“Interface-Repairing Light Festival”

The formation of a city – with its dis-
tribution of buildings, their height 
and the distances between them 
– has a considerable impact on the 
available sunlight. Many spaces in 
densely-built cities are literally ‘left 
in the dark’ for most of the day.

Ruan Hao and Xiong Xing challenge 
this problem by suggesting a one-
day sunlight festival for the city of 
New York. Their project consists 
of mirror installations on selected 
daylit facades that variably redi-
rect sunlight to the shaded parts of 
the adjacent streets and buildings. 
With the project, the authors want 
to raise the awareness of the impor-
tance of sunlight, both in design and 
in daily life, to architects and people 
in the cities.

The two architects describe their 
project: “As a result of urbanisation, 
we have witnessed the decades-long 
transformation of high-density cit-
ies, in which more than half of the 
city surface is building facades. The 
transformation of a city’s sunlight 
interface has always generated neg-
ative dark areas. We created an in-
stallation designed to decrease these 
areas of shadow by means of reflec-
tion through an opposite facade.”

According to the jury, “this is a project 
full of poetry and the approach 
pushes the traditional metropolis – 
as anti-advertising – and with a focus 
on democratic light, where the city 
shares lightness and darkness.” 

3rd prize

Dean MacGregor 
Universidade Lusíada de Lisboa 
(Portugal) 
“Light Has a Body”

Large underground spaces – be they 
subway stations, exhibition areas or 
concert halls – are often conceived 
as places without daylight, relying 
solely on artificial lighting to make 
them inhabitable. In his project, Dean 
Carlo MacGregor conceives a playful 
means of naturally lightening these 
spaces up. The only link between ‘the 
inside’ and ‘the outside’ world above 
– in this case, a city square – is large 
masses of water in transparent glass 
tanks that capture daylight from 
above and emit it to the interior.

Dean MacGregor says of his project: 
“I wanted to show that light can be 
seen as a physical dimension. You 
can see and feel light. But contempo-
rary architecture is about how you 
open a window and how light enters 
in a certain way. I wanted to trans-
form this invisible thing that every-
one recognises into a mass of light. 
To do that, I used the water. This 
stops the light for an instant and re-
fracts it to the interior of the space – 
and creates a body of light.”

The jury was intrigued “by the frag-
ile, straightforward and playful idea 
– probably inspired by looking at 
the play of light in a wine glass; here 
transformed into the larger scale of 
a museum. On this scale, the vessels 
– used as condensers of light – will 
have a powerful influence on the 
space due to liquid movement and 
colour variation, and the sunlight is 
transmitted to the floor by the glass 
columns. The project is a celebration 
of light and it has its merits in vision 
and in sublime poetry by marking 
light phenomena and mystery.”

PATH Station, shadow analysis of platform area 	 7 sep – 8:30 am

PATH Station, shadow analysis of platform area 	 21 sep – 5:30 Pm PATH Station, shadow analysis of platform area 	 21 june – 5:30 Pm

PATH Station, shadow analysis of platform area 	  21 june – 8:30 am
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Reilly O’Neal Hogan: “I want to un-
derstand the importance of light 
in defining the quality of space”

D&A: Your project for the Interna-
tional VELUX Award was the conver-
sion of a subway station in downtown 
Manhattan. What raised your inter-
est in this specific place and what is 
the situation there at the moment?

ROH: Directly adjacent to the former 
site of the World Trade Center and 
the future site of the World Trade 
Center Memorial, the PATH station 
will become a place that over 35,000 
commuters will pass through each 
day. These commuters, be they bak-
ers or sandwich shop clerks, will ex-
perience this station twice daily for 
many years. Although not the 9–11 
Memorial, the design for the station 
presents an opportunity to honour 
the memory of those lost that day 
by elevating the everyday experi-
ence of the place. I saw the station 
as an opportunity to use the ephem-
eral power of light to bring moments 
of joy to people’s daily lives. Whereas 
the memorial is a destination, a place 
to visit, the train station is the oppo-
site:  it is a transitional space hon-
ouring the hallowed nature of the 
site by heightening the experience 
of the commuter who lives or works 
in Lower Manhattan. 
Currently there is a temporary sta-
tion that allows people to reach the 
lower tracks of the PATH train and 
connect to the subway. It lies at the 
edge of ground zero, a fenced off gap-
ing hole in Lower Manhattan, await-
ing the construction of the memorial 
and surrounding towers. In reality, a 
new transit hub designed by San-
tiago Calatrava will replace the ex-
isting temporary station. 

D&A: Using daylight, you have given 
a former non-place (or Junkspace, 
as Rem Koolhaas would have called 

it) a “sense of place”. What were the 
principal architectural means of this 
transformation?

ROH: The goal of the project was to 
suggest an architecture that contin-
ues to engage the audience, i.e. the 
commuter, time and time again as 
the place becomes more and more 
familiar. Through a heightened sen-
sitivity to moments of light, shadow, 
and the changes of the seasons, could 
one design an interior place that rep-
resents itself through time? 
The principal concept of this ar-
chitecture was a reconsideration 
of the relationship between light 
and the interior. Moments of light 
are captured and amplified by re-
fraction, a transformative relation-
ship between light, a device, and 
the surface of the interior. The con-
cept of an opening, rather than op-
erating as a bracket as in the Sky 
Spaces of James Turell, becomes 
a refraction between light from 
the exterior and its projection on 
the interior. Through this concept 
of refraction, I worked to dema-
terialise traditional boundaries of 
space (wall, ceiling, column) by al-
lowing them to become conductors 
of reflected light from above. Re-
fraction introduces an intentional 
distortion between the exterior en-
vironment and the viewer – light is 
shaped and redirected via a reflec-
tor and projected onto a translu-
cent surface, wrapping the interior 
with embodied light. A potentially 
monotonous daily experience of the 
subway where the commuter is dis-
engaged with no relationship to the 
station now becomes a highly aes-
thetic experience that changes with 
the weather, the daily path of the 
sun and the seasons.

D&A: What methods and tools did 
you use to simulate and assess day-
lighting during the design process?

ROH: Computer simulations proved 
to be highly cumbersome when 
dealing with caustic light (light re-
flected or refracted by a metallic or 
glass surface onto another surface), 
and rapid experimentation was dif-
ficult.  So I worked almost entirely 
through physical models. The phys-
ical model has the added benefit of 
engaging actual materials and their 
properties, albeit only an approxima-
tion of their full scale counterparts, 
to achieve effects of reflected light 
on the interior, which could be easily 
documented through video or pho-
tography. 
Using a powerful direct stage light to 
simulate the sun angles and a small 
video camera embedded in the mod-
els with a live feed to a laptop, it was 
possible to carefully angle and shape 
the reflectors to optimise the interior 
effect for each design time. The col-
umn, wall, and initial concourse stud-
ies were conducted with this method. 
The models were then tested and 
photographed in actual sunlight. The 
final concourse study was first mod-
elled digitally, using the four sun an-
gles to design the ceiling’s reflectors 
and glass, and then modelled physi-
cally to test and photograph.
Changes in sun angles could be 
quickly simulated and documented 
by adjusting the light in relation to a 
sundial on the surface of the model. 
This was documented through a se-
ries of photographs. This was an in-
valuable method for working with 
these effects, allowing for rapid ex-
perimentation and the ability to judge 
how effects would be perceived on 
the interior. 

D&A: What role does lighting de-
sign, especially daylighting design 
play in the teaching agenda at your 
university?

ROH: In my experience, designing 
with light does not play a central 

The winning design of Reilly 
O’Neal Hogan makes it possi-
ble for commuters in New York’s 
subway system to experience 
the variations in daylight. At 
peak hours every day, sunlight 
is deflected downwards by a 
reflector, where it is projected 
onto translucent surfaces.

Main concourse 	 21 June – 5:30 PM

Main concourse 	 21 sep – 5:30 PM

Main concourse 	 21 June – 5:30 PM

Shadow analysis of Main concourse 
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D&A: Your project brings to mind 
the ‘healing’ qualities of light, both in 
terms of physical health and psycho-
logical well-being. Were these quali-
ties part of your teaching curriculum 
at all, and do you feel that there is a 
sufficient awareness of them among 
young architects? 

RH/XX: Despite the particular 
courses on (electric) architectural 
lighting, sunlight has remained one 
of the crucial parts of our archi-
tectural education throughout the 
years. However, personally we feel 
that the aesthetic value of lighting 
outweighs a little too much its en-
vironmental value in our curriculum. 
Looking back at how we were taught 
to utilise sunlight to make dramatic 
shadows and sculpting architecture 
spaces, we couldn’t help but wonder, 
do we design a design, or do we de-
sign for better life?
In general, many young architects in 
China design for urbanisation. Under 
an inevitable situation of massive 
construction and rapid development, 
quality of life in our country has lost 
some of its priority. However, we are 
happy to notice that more and more 
students have joined us in the aspi-
ration of expanding the function of 
light and search for more creative 
and effective use of sunlight as an 
indispensable natural gift.

D&A: Have you learnt anything from 
your project about how dense cit-
ies should be designed in order to 
allow more light into the streets? If 
so, what?

RH/XX: The complex and intri-
cate issue of lighting in urban scale 
is far beyond a facade installation.  
Rather, it penetrates into all levels, 
from primary urban planning to the 
specific architectural design and 
even to our lifestyle in urban envi-
ronments. Lighting is not the sole 

role at the school. When it does, it is 
primarily a technical, performance-
based pursuit. My interest in light is 
more of a qualitative pursuit, under-
standing the importance of light in 
defining the quality of space and the 
experience of the occupant. Design-
ing through light has been my per-
sonal interest, rather than one taught 
through the school’s curriculum, and 
I have carried it through a number of 
studio projects at Cornell. Now that 
I have the opportunity to help teach 
first-year design studio as a Teaching 
Associate, I have often raised light 
as a central design consideration. By 
emphasising the importance of light 
to the quality of space, it is my hope 
that the students will continue to de-
velop a sensibility to light in their de-
sign work in the future. 

Ruan Hao and Xiong Xing: “Do we 
design a design, or do we design 
for better life?”

D&A: In your project for the Inter-
national VELUX Award you suggest 
a temporary “daylight festival” to 
lighten up street spaces in densely 
built city areas like Manhattan by 
large mirror surfaces on building fa-
cades. Was this idea based on your 
personal experience with hyper-
dense metropolises?

RH/XX: From our living experience in 
several metropolises worldwide, we 
noticed the impact sunlight has on 
the urban form. We have experienced 
the negative aspects in the shadow 
areas, especially in areas like Man-
hattan. Also accidentally, we noticed 
some areas in which a building fa-
cade lightens those negative shaded 
areas by means of reflecting mate-
rials, even if these were not specifi-
cally applied to the facades for this 
purpose. 
Thus we decided to study those ‘un-
conscious’ areas between buildings, 

factor in planning a city, though an 
important one. A city whose sur-
faces receive sufficient light might 
not be comfortable in terms of the 
street scale, let alone being efficient 
for urban infrastructure. Thus the 
installation serves as a compensa-
tion, rather than an essential strat-
egy in urban planning. One thing we 
did learn when it comes to light in 
the city is that architectural design 
is almost never restrained to a build-
ing itself. Architects should take the 
lighting conditions in the surround-
ing environment into consideration 
when designing buildings. We be-
lieve our streets will have better 
lighting conditions when interaction 
between buildings takes place.

Dean MacGregor: “My project has 
to be perceived as a living sculp-
ture that is guided by what the ex-
terior provides.”

D&A: In your project, you suggest 
lighting up underground spaces via 
huge water tanks that capture day-
light from the outside and disperse 
it within the otherwise dark interior 
space. Are there any observations 
from ‘real life’ that inspired you to 
carry out this project?

DM: There is a real life experience 
that I could relate to my project, 
in that it confronts our senses and 
reaches out to the ‘other side’ of ar-
chitecture. It was projected by a 
Hungarian architect, Carlos Mardel, 
and built during the 18th century in 
the centre of Lisbon as a building 
used to contain and distribute water 
through the aqueduct for the city. In 
this building, known as Mãe d Á́gua 
das Amoreiras, 5,500m³ of water 
are kept inside a stone construc-
tion, and the water reveals itself as 
a living element inside the building. 
In this space, light has the capacity 
to cast shadows and lend a meaning 

to what Peter Zumthor refers to as 
‘atmosphere’, and its importance in 
architecture. 
D&A: What experiments and simu-
lations did you do to assess how day-
light is actually transmitted by glass 
and water?

DM: None, besides the final concept. 
I could, though, relate to some real 
life examples, for example of glass 
brick walls or ice structures and the 
brightness that they emit when they 
are penetrated by light. From the be-
ginning I knew that rendering wasn’t 
an option for this project. Therefore 
photography soon took over from the 
superficial attempt to represent light 
through the computer. It had to es-
tablish a connection between what 
had been real – the model – and what 
it could stand for in a snapshot. In this 
case, there was a great deal of mys-
tery as to what the result would be. 
Although we sometimes tend to be-
lieve that we can control the result 
of a design process, it often leads to 
great disappointment, and in other 
situations to surprising satisfaction, 
exceeding our expectations. 

D&A: What kinds of uses can you im-
agine for your concept, what kinds 
of spaces would you suggest to light 
up with it?

DM: The concept creates an ambi-
ence with a great deal of intensity, a 
well-known depth that architecture 
has in its purest state of matter and 
light. One has to explore the poten-
tial of a building for various types of 
uses by means of different lighting 
conditions. Otherwise architecture 
fails and becomes solely a matter of 
formality and function. 
My project has to be perceived as 
a living sculpture that is guided by 
what the exterior provides. From my 
perspective, these types of spaces 
should be periodically used for dif-

ferent purposes. A concert hall, for 
example, would be a pleasant expe-
rience because the lighting situation 
would vary dramatically because of 
the sound vibration inside the tanks. 
This could even be experienced on 
the city square, through the differ-
ent water movements during the 
performance. The underground 
space could also serve for artists to 
create a diverse number of installa-
tions, or it could be the ideal place 
for a city spa. Basically, any new use 
should be moulded on the character 
of the project, and use its potential 
to overwhelm the spectator. 

in the hope of turning the reflection 
of daylight into a positive and ap-
plicable method that could benefit 
the entire city.
This study would have never been 
possible without the experience we 
gained from digitally calculating po-
tential solar radiation hours in each 
academic and professional project, 
due to the zoning code in Beijing. This 
experience eventually turned into a 
method for the modelling and esti-
mation of the solar situation. As a re-
sult, we expanded our focus to the 
urban scope and its density.

D&A: What made you suggest a tem-
porary daylight event, rather than a 
permanent installation?

RH/XX: When considering how to 
maximise the value of this design, we 
kept the balance between its archi-
tectural and social value. Rather than 
making a permanent installation, 
which is a second step as we see it, 
it is more important initially to make 
a first attempt to raise the aware-
ness of sunlight as the indispensable 
life resource. The temporary installa-
tion in such distinct forms will trans-
figure the city image and articulate 
sunlight’s impact vividly.
As mentioned, whether the in-
stallation should be permanent or 
temporary is not mutually exclu-
sive. Changing existing conditions 
permanently to improve the solar 
situation is only possible if the pre-
requisites are solved through tem-
porary experiments in advance. 
Then there are obstacles like the 
concomitant heat radiation, and 
particular conditions in sultry days, 
that make designing a permanent in-
stallation more complex. None the 
less we would like to consider the 
opportunity of researching a per-
manent installation – if we are fi-
nancially permitted – with a great 
number of experiments.

Below  New York in an unusual 
light: In their design, Ruan Hao 
ind Xiong Xing propose a one-
day daylight festival for the 
metropolis on the Hudson river. 
Large reflectors mounted on the 
facades of high-rise buildings are 
intended to divert daylight into 
the normally shadowed ravine-
like streets.

Right  Water tanks that capture 
light – This was the concept for-
mulated by Dean MacGregor in 
his submission to the compe-
tition. The tanks stand in an 
open square and disperse day-
light downwards below ground 
where there is an exhibition or 
concert hall.
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Most topping up on roofs is done for 
two reasons: a need for additional 
space and the desire to live or work 
high above the city rooftops, closer to 
heaven than to other people. Didden 
Village in Rotterdam, which inciden-
tally was the first project carried out 
by the MVRDV architecture practice in 
its own city, was no exception to this.

Beatrijsstraat is a fairly quiet res-
idential street not far from Rotter-
dam’s central station. It is lined with 
early 20th century, two or three-sto-
rey residential houses with brick fa-
cades. The bombardment of May 
1940, which destroyed large parts of 
Rotterdam’s inner city, left this area 
more or less unscathed.

Didden Village is not far from the 
end of the street. From there, it can 
hardly be missed. The attic storey 
of the house below is extended by a 
sky-blue parapet. Behind it two ga-
bles of the same colour can be seen. 
The client is the theatrical wig maker 
Sjoerd Didden, who occupies the 
three-storey brick building with his 
family of four. The two lower storeys 
house the studio used by the owner 
and his colleagues. The family previ-
ously lived on the second floor in an 
open loft-type space. This gradually 
became too small. This led to Winy 
Maas of MVRDV, an acquaintance 
of the Diddens, fulfilling their long-
held wish for a roof extension. Unlike 
many similar projects, the Didden Vil-
lage does not simply offer its owners 
additional living and sleeping space. 
It actually functions like a real small 
village, with alleys and courtyards 
equipped with benches, tables and 
a pool. Shoulder-high parapets cre-
ate the necessary air of privacy. The 
architects gave all surfaces except 
the windows and skylights a light 
blue polyurethane coating, which 
made the place show up from a dis-
tance. It is already seen in the town 
as a symbol of the Didden wig mak-
ing business. 

According to the architects, “the ad-
dition can be seen as a prototype for 
a further densification of the old and 
existing city. It adds a roof life to the 
city.” The potential offered by existing 
flat roofs in Rotterdam has previously 
been pointed out by others – not least 
Korteknie Stuhlmacher Architekten 
with their Parasite Las Palmas on 
top of an old warehouse. For the time 
being, it is unclear how soon such in-
tentionally provocative pilot projects 
will lead to a wider use of fallow “land 
resources with a view”. In any case, 
this intervention has proved worth-
while for Sjoerd Didden and for Rot-
terdam: the wig maker did not have 
to pay for an additional piece of land, 
and the city was saved from having to 
build on more inner-city land.

VELUX Panorama Architecture with VELUX from  
all over the world.

My Private Sky
Didden Village 
in Rotterdam
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Right  a greater colour contrast 
between the building on the roof 
and the surrounding brickwork 
architecture would have been 
absolutely inconceivable. even 
the frames of the roof windows 
were painted sky-blue.

Right page  Large windows let 
daylight into the apartment and 
the studio of wig maker Didden. 
Matching these, there are 
horizontal slots in the wall 
surrounding Didden village which 
make the roof building look less 
massive and allow the occupants 
to look down onto the street.

Page 75  Benches and plant 
tubs supplement the sunny roof 
landscape which has privacy 
walls and presents itself 
completely in blue. the sons of 
the clients live in the three 
little houses.

Below  explosion axonometry. 
two new cylindrical staircases 
connect the roof building with 
the living areas one fl oor below.

Facts
Type of building
Client
Architect
Location
Completion

Rooftop extension
Didden family, Rotterdam, holland
MVRDV, Rotterdam, holland
Beatrijsstraat 71, Rotterdam, holland
2006
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Architecture 
of Change

Editors: Kristin and Lukas Feireiss
Verlag Die Gestalten
ISBN 978-3-89955-211-9

In their book Architecture of Change, 
Kristin and Lukas Feireiss attempt 
to take stock of everything that can 
be called sustainable architecture 
today. This is interesting because 
sustainability is as multi-faceted 
as it is elastic as a concept. So the 
book contains a varied medley of 
about 40 projects and social initia-
tives that have already been realised 
or are at the planning stage. The se-
lection ranges from new buildings by 
well-known architects in this field via 
the so-called 1 % Solution, where ar-
chitects commit themselves to de-
vote one per cent of their working 
time to public welfare purposes, or 
to infrastructural projects such as a 
cable railway intended for future ac-
cess to the San Agustín Favela quar-
ter in Caracas.

The book was triggered by last 
year’s Zumtobel Group Award for 
Sustainability and Humanity in the 
Built Environment, a prize financed 

by the lighting manufacturer for 
which these same 40 projects were 
submitted. How jurors were able to 
compare projects as different as 
the above-mentioned 1 % Solution 
and Morphosis’ San Francisco Fed-
eral Building (which finally won the 
prize) will probably ultimately re-
main their secret. The editors were 
not able to structure the contents 
really convincingly in the book ei-
ther. “Star architecture” and eco-
projects that were as well-known 
as they were well-meant alternate 
with visions of the future that have 
hardly been published hitherto, 
projects with a social and essentially 
ecological focus are all mixed up to-
gether. And yet the attentive reader 
will keep coming across details and 
ideas that have real potential for the 
future and explode inflexible intellec-
tual schemes.

Unfortunately the same cannot 
be said of the textual contributions 
to the book. The editors have brought 
together texts by some of the most 
eminent guiding intellectual forces in 
the fields of economics and ecology: 
Klaus Töpfer, Saskia Sassen, William 
McDonough and Ken Yeang, to name 
only a few. But there is a lot of old 
and familiar material in their contri-
butions: the future of sustainability 
lies in the cities, sustainability must 
move from being a niche-based to a 
mass phenomenon, ethics and aes-
thetics are converging increasingly. 
All this is as correct as it is lacking in 
concreteness. Ultimately Architec-
ture of Change reflects one quality 
of architecture that is also a dilemma: 
architecture does not depend on 
measurable factors alone, but also on 
emotions, subjective perception and 
a large number of unwritten rules. 
And on top of all that, it is becoming 

increasingly complex. So who would 
be prepared to judge whether the 
projects presented here actually are 
as sustainable as their creators say 
they are? Is someone measuring the 
actual energy requirements or asking 
users about their experiences? You 
will look in vain for empirical insights 
of this kind in Architecture of Change, 
as you would in most similar publica-
tions. But anyone not expecting any 
such answers here will still find that 
this book provides a representative 
survey of all the fields in which archi-
tects are working on a better future.   

 

Blühende 
Landschaften

Authors: Christian Wolter, 
Ulrich Schneider
Kehrer Verlag
ISBN 978-3-939583-90-5

Christian Wolter,  born in 1968 and the 
2007 winner of the European Prize for 
Architectural Photography, presents 
an unusual photographic project in 
this book. The volume owes its title 
to a quotation that has become leg-
endary (in Germany) from the former 
chancellor Helmut Kohl, who prom-
ised his fellow-countrymen on 1 July 
1991 that he intended to transform 
East Germany into “blossoming land-
scapes”. As is well known, mass un-
employment followed, rather than a 
job miracle; the short-lived gold-dig-
ger mood soon gave way to an eco-
nomic standstill.

But Christian Wolter was not in-
terested in recording the decline of 
East Germany. The places he found 
could be in any other European 
country. His pictures, distanced and 

sometimes strangely uninvolved, tell  
stories of what happens when major 
projects literally run out of steam: spoil 
heaps tower up against a backdrop of 
untouched nature, tree stumps are a 
reminder of a regional airport that 
was never realised and the remains 
of pavilions quietly rusting away are 
left over from Expo 2000 in Hanover. 
Wolter photographed them head on, 
without people, usually in landscape 
format and often under grey skies – 
his pictures, even though they are 
photographed in colour, continue the 
Bernd and Hilla Becher tradition. The 
failures depicted here are not always 
total and final; often Wolter simply 
shows intermediate stages in a long 
process of change. Occasionally he 
also records the remarkable U-turns 
that development projects can make: 
a chip factory costing 275 million in 
Frankfurt an der Oder stood empty 
for years, until a solar cell manufac-
turer took it over instead. And it is 
well known that airships are not serv-
iced in the largest column-free hall 
structure in the world, but day and 
weekend trippers enjoy the delights 
of a tropical water park.

And public projects do not get off 
lightly either: Wolter shows a future 
high-speed rail track that will prob-
ably not be finished until the second 
half of the century at the current rate 
of construction, and an abandoned 
open-cast lignite mine that was first 
planted with trees and then flooded. 
But despite its theme of failure, Wol-
ter’s Blossoming Landscapes does 
not only deal in sadness: in retro-
spect, the megalomania manifested 
in large numbers of projects seems 
almost amusing. Of course this only 
works for as long as the idea of their 
consequent economic and ecological 
costs is ignored. 

Perhaps the most important in-
sight from Wolter’s book is that the 
projects could probably be photo-
graphed again in 50 years time – 
in other places, but with the same 
results. The fact is that ultimately 
Blossoming Landscapes are nothing 
more then the sometimes inevitable 
and sometimes wilfully induced fric-
tional losses that all our striving for 
growth and progress brings with it. 

 

Rooftop 
Architecture
Authors: Ed Melet, 
Eric Vreedenburgh
NAi Publishers
ISBN 90-5662-362-1

Man, especially European man, is an 
expansive creature. As this is the 
case, he has kept exploring new ways 
in recent decades of creating new 
space to live and work in: estates on 
the outskirts of town, satellite towns 
and new uses for industrial waste 
land. It is presumably no coincidence 
that two architects from Holland – 
Europe’s most densely populated and 
indubitably most pragmatic territo-
rial state in terms of architecture – 
have written a book about building 
on existing roofs. Ed Melet and Eric 
Vreedenburgh have not gone about it 
very systematically. They developed 
their book around a four-part essay, 
which they have garnished with pic-
tures, often with no further com-
ment, and short ‘satellite texts’ in the 
manner of encyclopaedia topics.

The introductory essay, however, 
is both structured and meaningful in 
content, as well as conveying a clear 
message: ‘building on the roof’ is seen 
as a great opportunity in this book. It 

is always evaluated with an eye on the 
aims the authors define as open to re-
alization for the European city: a good 
social and functional mix, environ-
ment-friendly compactness and the 
possibility of ‘spontaneous interac-
tion’ – whatever the reader might im-
agine this to be. So in places the text 
comes close to being dogmatic – for 
example when it suggests that mere 
topping up (topic: ‘more of the same’) 
is less worthwhile than genuine new 
rooftop construction. According to 
the authors, the latter could always 
add at least one new function or other 
to the existing city. But they scarcely 
ask whether it does so in reality.

Even so, Rooftop Architecture is 
an attempt that deserves to be taken 
seriously to show the potential that 
the roofs of our cities offer for new 
construction. Admittedly the idea is 
not entirely new: in their research 
into ideas for ‘city topping up’ the 
authors come across El Lissitzky’s 
Cloud Iron, the Hundertwasserhaus 
in Vienna (why actually?), penthouses 
in Manhattan and many other less fa-
miliar examples, some even as a re-
sult of anonymous owners’ urge to 
make things. And the legal and con-
structional aspects of topping up and 
rooftop construction are not left out 
either. This still does not make the 
book a practical manual, but that is 
not what the authors were trying 
to write anyway. Their stated aim 
was to draw attention to a kind of 
architecture that is already prac-
tised intensively in some places – in  
Rotterdam and Vienna, for example 
– but is still a long way from making 
a real breakthrough. But one thing 
they have done successfully: Rooftop 
Architecture contains precisely the 
right mixture of pragmatic and uto-
pian but always unique projects, 

and also subtle texts that are short 
enough to be easy to enjoy – and all 
this makes the reader want to keep 
picking the book up again.

Olaf Otto Becker: 
Broken Line
Hatje Cantz Verlag
ISBN 978-3-7757-1972-8

The German photographer Olaf 
Otto Becker spent three summers 
– in 2003, 2004 and 2005 – tour-
ing Greenland’s west coast. He trav-
elled 4000 kilometres in a rubber 
dinghy, usually at walking pace be-
cause, as we learn from his book, 
this was the only way to displace 
the drift ice safely. The book “Bro-
ken Line” shows the outcome of this 
photographic journey. The title refers 
to the Greenland coast, a section of 
which is printed on the book’s ice-
blue cloth cover. This coast is both the 
jagged edge where icebergs break off 
prior to their southward journey, and 
– due not least to the power of the 
ice – it is furrowed by countless val-
leys and fjords. Becker used his cam-
era to record the breaks in this line: 
scree fields, rounded weatherworn 
skerries, granite-grey and rust-red 
cliffs with a thin growth of lichen 
and moss, and, above all, icebergs of 
up to 60 kilometres in length, many a 
gleaming light blue, others smudged 
with grey from contact with the rock 
below, or white and jagged. Becker 
uses a plate camera – a slow, almost 
meditative working method vastly 
different from today’s quick digital 
snaps, but which produces impres-
sively sharp images.

Becker’s pictures appear time-
less. In reality, of course, they are 

anything but. Greenland’s icebound 
wilderness, as we are continually 
reminded by climate campaign-
ers’ alarming pictures, is one of the 
most rapidly changing landscapes on 
earth. And yet Becker wisely avoids 
clichés of the “nature on one side, 
evil humanity on the other” type. 
His pictures in this book reflect the 
statistical distribution of Green-
land’s landscape: large amounts of 
ice and rock and few traces of hu-
manity. Here and there, weather-
beaten wooden huts, and still more 
their occupants’ possessions ranged 
around them, give an insight into the 
inhabitants’ way of life. Here, some-
one has left a drum kit complete 
with amplifier and loudspeakers 
out on his rickety wooden terrace; 
there, a slaughtered sled dog hangs 
on a balcony waiting to be skinned. 
Snowmobiles, but also three-wheel-
ers and mountain bikes suggest that 
Greenlanders are used to travelling 
long distances. In this book, Becker 
shows us a single interior of a Green-
land house. In the midst of the ice 
desert, this house with its stereo and 
computer, but also all kinds of bric-
a-brac, from a porcelain polar bear 
to a plastic bouquet of tropical flow-
ers, appears remarkably bourgeois 
– and also shows how similar the in-
sides of our homes are worldwide in 
comparison with natural habitats. 
Above the dresser hangs an almost 
garishly kitsch painting of a lake with 
pine trees and pointed mountains 
peaks. As Olaf Otto Becker discov-
ered during his travels, it shows the 
Königssee in Upper Bavaria.

Books
REVIEWS
For further reading: 
recent books  
presented by D&A.
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