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BUILDING STUDY: CHICHESTER FESTIVAL THEATRE

Haworth Tomkins has subtly remodelled Chichester Festival Theatre, a 1960s classic
that has regained its original vision while also achieving modern performance and
efficiency standards, writes ke ljeh

cspite aberrations like
the Museum of London
amd the Giueen Elizabeth
11 Conference Centre,
Poweell and Mova, founded
by Fellow AA students Philip Powell and
Hidalgo Moya in 1946, went on to become
one of the defining British archivecoral
practices of the Modern post-war cra.
Their best work was always marked
by a profound public and civic
COTSCHOLETIISS ﬁ“'ll'l'"dl."::l il'l n st
rationalist rigour, as exemplificd by
their collegdate waterside huibdings a
St John's College Cambridge and their
iconic, now demolished Skovlon for the
1951 Festival of Britain.

Chichester Festival Theatre is one
of their most celebrated works and it
provides a perfect demonstration of their
signature architectural style, Concerved
as a “pavilion in the parck’, its rich natural
setting evokes their passionately held
helief that architecture should be an active
agent of social improvement.

And in its cantilevernsd, hexagonal
comerete form, lightweight cable-tied roof
and its thrust stage performance space

thee first of its kind in the UK and one
whose company-based productions would
eventually evolve into Lomdon’s National
Theatre - the technical and aesthetic
prowess the practice often lavished on its

work is clearly brought into focus.

Faded grandeur

Bt ginee the grude 11 Bsted theatres
completion in 1962, its fabric has
deteriorated in a manner familiar to many
similar buildings from the same period.
Piecemeal extensions had damaged the
original sculptural, geometric clarity of the
original building form, {Tronically some

of these later additions were completed by
Powell and Mova themselves,)
Foyer spaces originally conceived
as poroans visual conduits linking park
and theatre had become cluttered and
illegible. Back of house arcas, deliberately
under-priomitised by both Powell and
Manya and inaugural artistic director Sir
Lawrence Olivier in onder to emphasize
the importance of pubdic engagement, had
also become overly cramped and unusable.
s with many concrede 1060 buildings,
thermal performance was poor, with single
glazing and insufficient or non-cxistent
insulation resulting in poor energy
efficiency. And perhaps most important of
all, the suditorivm presented a catalogue

of problems, mnging from poor acoustics




e
|
!

-

N

“ﬂ*:‘

- '-.' e —
| v ’ ;;!\i'_zl‘_ *4}

Il

-"“; ~
‘.

'!l

[
= |

-
-
*

f




14 / BO JULY 2014

Extarnally the theatre i virtually uncharged apart
Iram same sublle differances

|

Abave: A rew axberdsion
features CorTen steel

Right: Mew cafe space has
heen integrated into the foyer

Opposite page: The staircase
enclosures hvae been removed
Lo integrate the stars into the
Tergeer far the first tirme

Binge Door

« I inefficient cireulation, all o which
sevenad the link hetween performer amd
andicnee that both Clivier and Powell and
Mowa considered sacrosanct.

The modern upgrade

Huwarth Timkins, no strangers to

the efien comvoluted intricacies of
refierbishment, were charged with
restoring and inproving the theatre and
their work is now visible in the newly
reopened venue, Their intervention

is characterised by careful, subitle
remadelling that seeks to re-establish the
strength and clarty of Powell and Moya's
original concepd while upgrading the
basileling to modern environmental and
performance standards,

Externally the theatre is virtually
unchanged, apart from some subthe
differences, Some of the most gracedul
visual features of the original building
were the timber boses that hung like cages
from the cantilevering soffit of
thee et absove, These contain
stairs that lead from the fover up to
the auditorinm and externally they
prowide a delicate, perforated
counterfoil to the ribbed solidity of
the surrounding conerete.

Previously these timber structures
weere solid, bast slender strips of glazing
Bave naw been integrated into them
transforming them into elegant, hanging
woeden lanterns, These provide divect
views out to the park from the staircases
fior the first time and thereby increase
visual connectivity between park and
theatre, avital component of the
wgrenwdn of both the original and
refierbishing architects,

The vertical proportions of these
newly perforated boxes are inspired
by the composition of the original
curtain-walling around the fover
entrance, although they undergo another
contemporary permutation when they
re=appear on the onby new external
wlilitionm 1o the theatre,

T the rear of the theatve a new block
has been constructed that contains
upgraded back-of-howse facilitics, which
inelude new offices and dressing rooms.

This extension has been clad in CorTen
weathering steel and again apes vertical
proportions elsewhere by being wipped
in aliced, slender fins, These add o look
of diynamic, sculpied refinement to the
bauilding that is perfiectly in keeping with
the powertill, streamlined geometrics
originally established by Powell and Moya.

Hawaorth Tomking' co-founder,

Steve Tomking, explains this choice of =
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Ta the rear of the theatre a new block has
oo o hat contains upgradied
nack-of-house faclities
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GROLMD FLOOR PLAM - BEFORE

“We used CorTen here because we wanted to differantiate
from the oraginal concrete with a tough, polished and
musciilar new raterial that would weather aver time”

« material. *We used Cor'Ten here becanse
wewanted o differentiate from the
original concrete with a tough, polished
and muscular new material that would
weather over time,” he savs,

“It's almst o shachow version of the
ariginal. Tn fxet, there used o be a copse
of trees at this location whose strong
vertical alignment was virmually doing
the same thing.”

Reorganising the interior
Internally the fover his been substly
recrrganised with a new cafe and the
opening upof the former staircase
enclosures adding a palpahle sense of
openness and spaciousness and flooding
the arca with space with namral light.
Critically these measures also
l'."':'l”?"idr”l:'-' ACCETILE |.|'|L'1'|||'1|'|'|]"¢'l|1€|1'l|.

visual connections to the park,

Changes have also taken place within
the main anditoriom to improve sightines
anid increase the theatricality of the
performance expericnce, The seating
rike has been steepened to increase the
connecton between the audience ancd
performens aml previously redumdant
aule galleries have been browght back into
use. Cleverly, in order to avoid adding
adliditional leading onto the lightweight
roof, an independent stroctre has been
designed to carry the new stage, lighting
and engineering equipment regquired
o upgrade performances o modem

technical standanls,

What's new?

The irony of the new Chichester Festival
Theatre is that in certain moments, it
almost appears as if mot o great deal has

changed, As far as Tombkins is concerned,



this is a vindication of their design
strategy that seeks o ne-cstablish the
original clarity and concept of Powell and
Maoya's work.

That design strategy i= also one that
offers an interesting perspective on the
natire of conservation projects generally
and on Haworth Tomking particulas
approach to them., “As o practioe we
dom’t differentiate between conservation
and newhbuild projects,” explains
Tomkins, “For us architecture is about
understanding context, Architects cannast
absficate thiz understanding ol context
because that 15 what provides a narrative
for the changes you are going to make
aml it alao enmables you to extrapolate
those changes from o much deeper
understanding of what already exists”

This shoubd be mmsic to thie cars of

anyone concerned with how new and

seats 1300

Lesft enppsed

old architecture can relate, regardless of
whether the brict presents a new-build,
refurbishment or even public realm

orth Tomkins' intervention
at Chichester, heavily informed by o

soenario, H

conservation strategy document produced
at the start of the propect, has grown
from a forensic analysis of existing
conditions. This in twm bed to an intrinsic
understanding of the nature and chavacter
of the existing site.

Such consideration does not constrain
their new design, rather it liberates it
by ensuring that it is grounded by and
can approprately respond to aricher
understanding of context, Tounderstand
is tor clesign. 1t is asimple tenet and ome
which, as Chichester's evolution and not Myers
reinvention shows, Haworth Tomkins
clearly subscribes to, Omne wishes that
meore architects would do the same,

Anir

erclent structure

age, lighting and ergineering equipmernt

GROUMD FLODR PLAN - AFTER

Left: The new auditarivm

Oppasite page: Drginal
concrete surfaces have besn

PROJECT TEAM

Architect: Powell & Moya

Client: Chichester Festival Theatre
Main contractor: Osborne
Struchural/M&E engineer: Price &

Service angineer: Skelly & Couch
Project manager: Deloitte
Theatre consultant; Charcoalblue
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ren designed to carry the

1 Offices

2 Mieating roams
3 Trap room

% Bar area

5 Foyer

B Gresn roam



