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In the field of contemporaneity, there are
few architectural episodes that make it possible
to question and link together major theoretical
issues while being considered examples of
good professional and design practices. The
redevelopment of the heritage rail buildings located
in the King's Cross district of London is, therefore,
a case study worthy of note if we also analyse
it with the aim of refining the focus of critical
methodologies and testing them using specific
analytical tools in the field of architectural design.

This intervention raises crucial questions that
go beyond the formalisms, specific construction
techniques used or decision-making processes that
have led to the new redefinition of the entire area
within which the buildings are included: what is
the role of architectural criticism in relation to
design practice in the analysis of an architectural
and urban redevelopment project of this kind? But
above all: what are the operational tools available
to critics to contribute to the dissemination of valid
architectural design strategies capable of influencing
future professional practice in the field of adaptive
reuse all over the world?

To answer these questions, we have to consider
how the transmission of good design practices
related to the reuse of existing buildings - built for
pragmatic utilitarian purposes and now elevated
to the status of actual monuments due to their
compositional and formal peculiarities, their age,
their location within the city or due to the fact that
they have become the involuntary custodians of
memories — must relate to critical methodologies
that focuses on the tectonic aspects of buildings,
so that they can be ideally dismantled and broken
down, with the consequent definition of both the
material essence and the procedural aspects that led
to their construction.

The project is the work of the Heatherwick
Studio in London, which has been responsible
for significant projects all over the world, from
England to the United States, from South Africa
to China. For this project, the Heatherwick Studio
unequivocally confirms a strong interest and
sensitivity towards the reuse of former industrial
buildings, a design theme that has given it a recent
worldwide reputation following the completion of
the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Art Africa,
housed in an abandoned silo in Cape Town. The
area of London where the Heatherwick Studio's
redevelopment is located is a sort of artificial

"island" with a cumbersome industrial past, intent
3 X i/ F[Hi/Site location plan

4 152 1Hi/Ground floor plan
( 3.44:1fil/Drawings: Heatherwick Studio )
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5 2R, PEMISZIE/Courtyard, west facade ( Zxfil/Drawing:
Heatherwick Studio )
6 L ENEE I 7R/ Structural diagram of the new steel structure
( #52/Photo: Heatherwick Studio )
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7 THb, #iAE5 A 4H2%/Building site, assembly of the new
steel structure ( #55%/Photo: Heatherwick Studio )
8 1= TR Z WA il A 5518 2 (A1 ZE4%/ Connection
between the new roof and the underlying existing masonry
( ##52/Photo: Hufton + Crow )
9 BERENAZ AT/ Inner facade detail ( 4%5%/Photo:
Heatherwick Studio )
10 MALMIER FEE/ View of the courtyard from north ( #552/
Photo: Luke Hayes )
11 EIRITUZZE N/ View of the inner space at the top level of
the buildings ( #%5%/Photo: Hufton + Crow )

122 wa 2019/11 el VST

P104-123-§]]Z-4-G7C2.indd 122 2019/11/8 10:02:54



on pursuing the progressive creation of a new urban
identity through the transformation of buildings,
infrastructures and open spaces. The area's original
manufacturing vocation separates it and makes it
morphologically very different from the other parts
of the city around it: the Heatherwick Studio project
is located south of an urban ravine generated by
London's infrastructure network. The railway tracks
serving St. Pancras station to the west and north,
York Way to the east — over it, the tracks from
King's Cross station — and Regent's Canal to the
south separate this area from the rest of the urban
fabric, most of which are residential buildings.
Redevelopment and conversion programmes have
been launched progressively within the area. Since
2011, the southern part has been home to Central
Saint Martin's College of Arts and Design, in the
former warehouses overlooking Granary Square,
and the old gasometers have been converted into
public space. The northern part, facing Lewis Cubitt
Park, currently houses the Aga Khan University
Institute for the Study of Muslim Civilisations.
Within this context, in 2014 the Heatherwick Studio
was commissioned by King's Cross Central Limited
Partnership to radically rethink a site overlooking
Regent's Canal, characterised by three warehouses
built between 1850 and 1860 in the Victorian styles
that were fashionable at the time.

With the refurbishing of the three buildings
and the large open courtyard bordered by them,
the London-based Studio is contributing to the
architectural and functional redefinition of the
entire area. This former warehouse complex has
undergone a slow but inexorable deterioration
since the premises lost their original functions,
which aimed to store coal brought in from all over
England for distribution throughout the London
area by barge and cart. Occupied, over the decades,
initially by small industrial establishments, then
warehouses and, finally, nightclubs, the buildings
have been progressively abandoned since the 1990s.
The designers say that they "wanted to celebrate
the unique texture and history of the industrial

buildings while also creating a unified new public

Memory and Regeneration
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space and retail destination", the goal being "to
transform the dilapidated buildings and long, linear
site into a lively retail precinct where people could
gather and circulate with ease".

Within the definition of the theoretical
dogmas to which the critic must refer in order to
contribute constructively to the dissemination of
good architectural design practices, we cannot ignore
the definition of his "task", a "mission" which, when
linked to the specificities of the redevelopment
carried out at King's Cross, has to be understood
as the ability to recognise the complexity of the
built heritage in order to expand and analyse, as a
consequence, the problems and potentials expressed
by the architectural and urban redevelopment project.
Radically bound to professional practice, this way of
understanding theory is not surprisingly reflected in
the different approaches adopted by the Heatherwick
Studio in projects that embrace the field of adaptive
reuse. If spatial quality at the Zeitz Museum of
Contemporary Art Africa is obtained thanks to a
sophisticated action of material subtraction from the
interior walls of the silo, at the new London complex,
the designers take advantage of the modularity and
seriality of the load-bearing structures of the original
roofs to accomplish an action of volumetric addition
suited to the new commercial programme. In both
cases, it is an approach rooted in a deep material
knowledge of the building, the characteristics
of which will determine all future architectural
design choices. Likewise, critics must implement
an analytical methodology that begins with the
constructive, typological and formal peculiarities of
the individual piece of architecture so that his work
can be considered useful to the dissemination of
those operational tools capable of influencing future
professional practice.

In these terms, the redevelopment of the
former King's Cross warehouses exemplifies the
transformative potential, seen in terms of adaptive
reuse, of buildings characterised by the serial
repetition of structural elements. The pitches of
the roofs of the two existing buildings facing the

courtyard are transformed from two-dimensional

11
slabs into three-dimensional objects: this brilliant
formal solution conceived to uniquely characterise
the new complex, increase the saleable surface area,
visually connect the two existing warehouses and
partially cover the large open courtyard, should not,
however, be interpreted as a good design practice
in itself, to be used as an example for the design of
other similar situations. Instead, it is the design
tool that implements the parasitic insertion of
the two new volumes that emerge from the two
existing sleeves that must attract the attention of
the architectural critic. The collaboration between
the Heatherwick Studio and Arup leads to the
conception of a new and complex self-supporting
structural system capable not only of integrating
with the existing walls and metal structures but also
of replicating their bay, morphology and geometry:
in other words, their essence. 52 new steel columns
cross the top of the existing buildings, concealed
behind aged brick and iron, and shored up by
concrete walls and cores; each of the curving new
roof ribbons is formed of 20 steel sections bolted
onto four trusses and tied back to the columns. The
original masonry work became a treasure chest that
preserves both old and new structural parts: their
incorporation into an ideal homogeneous organism
makes the sinuous distortion and extrusion of
the roof pitches an almost spontaneous formal
gesture, the result of a natural evolution of the same
architecture over the centuries. A logical evolution
emphasised by the 80,000 roof tiles made of slate
extracted from the same Welsh quarry as those used
for the original Victorian buildings.

This is not a mere formalism but a real architectural
evolutionary gesture that became possible only with an
intelligent, critical reinterpretation of the structural
system of buildings and roofing, put in place thanks
to the skill displayed by the designers in analytically
breaking down the existing architectures to
understand their material essence, turning the
tectonic processes used at the time of construction
into real design tools for the regeneration not only
of individual buildings but of an entire part of the
city.[]
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