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The new LocHal cultural centre is located
centrally in the industrial town of Tilburg in the
Netherlands, close to its main railway station, which
has recently been modernised. The railway track,
which runs from east to west axis, cuts the town
right in half. Built overhead, it fits into the urban
morphology like an unnatural, artificial landmark,
creating a real physical division between north
and south. A system of pedestrian and bicycle
underpasses connects the area around the railway
station to the south, densely characterised by three-
four-storey buildings, with the area to the north,
which is undergoing extensive transformation and
where buildings of various types are distributed in a
more widespread urban space.

Next to the station and serving it, but positioned
beyond the tracks, there is now a large open area
which has been recently renovated and houses public
spaces and large parking areas for bicycles and cars.
The site is dominated by the former Nedtrain shed
which was built in 1932 for the assembly, repair and
storage of locomotives and has been converted into
a new library and public meeting place, designed to
host events and exhibitions. It was inaugurated in
January 2019 and has attracted considerable media
attention from all over the world, thanks to the
prestigious World Building of the Year 2019 award
received at the World Architecture Festival.

The project promoted by the Municipality
of Tilburg for the adaptive reuse of the building
is the result of effective collaboration between
various architectural studios, each contributing
its own specific expertise to the complexity of the
programme and the design issues to be addressed.
A studio specialising in public architecture, Civic
Architects, took on the role of lead architect
and general coordination; Braaksma & Roos
Architectenbureau, already known in the Netherlands
for other industrial heritage project, was responsible
for the overall project to transform and restore the
existing parts of the building; Inside Outside/Petra
Blaisse, experts in interior and landscape design with
extensive experience in installations, managed the
overall design of the interiors as well as the spatial
configuration generated by the characteristic hanging
textile partitions; Mecanoo is responsible for the

furnishings of the library, the various workshop

5N BRI, KREEAZEEFEAGSRIET
[F)JZE I/ Interior view: south-facing atrium, wooden
platform mounted on a railway trolley ( #5%5%/Photo: Ossip
Architectuurfotografie )
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spaces, the coffee shop and the offices; lastly, Arup
provided technical and engineering advice on
aspects relating to energy sustainability, the reuse of
materials and acoustic design.

The functional mix transforms the old railway
shed into a real urban space where people can gather.
The fact that it is strategically located close to the
station and in a low-density area makes it an easily
recognisable place central to the neighbourhood,
with the task of overcoming the physical division of
the urban fabric caused by the overhead railway line.

What design tools have been put in place to achieve
this aim? The main design theme is the distributive
and, consequently, spatial resolution of a variegated
series of functions to be housed inside a large existing
volume of about 5400 square metres (90 m x 60 m), 15
metres high which is divided into two naves.

The effectiveness of the project can be summed
up, according to the authors, in three actions: the
exaltation and pragmatic reuse of the existing
load-bearing structure, the "parasitic" inclusion of
new volumes inside it, creating separate spaces for
different uses and, above all, on different levels,
so that they are visually and spatially connected
and, lastly, a refined flexibility of the environments
obtained thanks to the precise insertion of mobile
textile partitions that can be used to create different
planimetric and spatial configurations, if necessary.

The spatial quality of the new project is based
on the recognition of the aesthetic potential of

the existing structural system: a large steel frame

6 E451E N 52 /Interior view of the library (
Bollaert )

i/Photo: Stijn

5 6

consisting basically of three series of vertical trusses —
two along the long sides of the building and one in the
middle of the floor plan — which originally supported
not only the lattice girders of the roof trusses but also
very strong beams for cranes and gantries capable of
lifting entire locomotives. Olivier Graeven, architect
at Braaksma & Roos Architectenbureau reveals how:
"research, historical research and technical research,
showed that the structure of the hall was good and
could last many more years" and, consequently, "we
wanted the skeleton of the building to be the starting
point for the spatial experience". The original structures
therefore act as support both for the hanging
vegetation placed on the beams of the gantries and for
new structural elements serving the fixed furnishings
and new floors that define the environments created to
house the building's internal functions.

This structural configuration permits an
adaptive reuse project capable of preserving the
majesty of the shed's original space thanks to the
decision not to use any fixed vertical partitions,
but to distinguish and circumscribe the different
areas intended for the functions planned by
interpreting, adapting and amplifying the Loosian
paradigm of the Raumplan, or "the spatial plan".
This is a founding theoretical principle of twentieth-
century culture and design practice, based on
the ideal interlocking and spatial interaction of
environments of different sizes and with different
functions, obtained using floors placed at different

heights. This principle is used instrumentally at

WA 2020/12 101
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the LocHal for the distributive resolution of a clear,
pragmatic design intention: to conceive a library as
a public place, and as an extremely versatile, usable,
accessible and permeable building. And that is not
all: a place where knowledge is not only "consumed"
but also "produced" thanks to the presence of artistic
organisations, workshops and coworking spaces.

The combination of spaces and functions, and
their location on different floors, does not identify a
preferential route inside the building, although it is
clear that the intention is to prioritise the possibility of
walking along the south-north axis, starting from the
entrance facing the railway station and the tracks. The
south-facing atrium, flooded with natural light from
the glass facade, looks like an indoor town square and
houses a kiosk and an area that can be easily adapted to
various uses: from a place for socialising to an exhibition
or entertainment area. There is a large wooden platform
mounted on a railway trolley positioned on the traces
left by the original tracks — embedded in the floor of the
shed — which can be used as a table or stage, as required.
The surface of the square folds into large steps — the
Seats2Meet area — which can accommodate up to a
thousand spectators for public events. Steps and flights
of stairs connect the effective system of floors which
house the various functions of the library on different
levels: from the spaces occupied by the shelves with
books for reference or to buy, to the large reading areas
and rooms intended for small events or leisure and
recreational activities. The different levels, which are
connected by a system of stairs that are always clearly
visible and emphasise the presence of these levels allow
constant spatial and visual permeability and host the
various functions that make the library a place that is
always alive and active. In addition to various areas for
conferences and public events, there are a series of labs
where visitors can enjoy new experiences: each one has
different characteristics, making them all unique and
recognisable within the complex spatial system of the
building. Examples are the Food Lab, the World Lab,
the DigiLab and the Heritage Lab. The top floor houses
a large panoramic balcony offering a complete view of
the city.

The need to reduce the vast spaces generated
by the Raumplan, represented by the sequence
of floors, steps and flights of stairs, to smaller
spaces on certain occasions is met by a system of
six suspended, mobile textile screens, with a total
surface area of 4125 square metres. These partitions
make a substantial contribution to the acoustic
comfort of the building as a whole. They can, for
example, be moved to separate the Seats2Meet area
from the upper floors of the library, thereby creating
a small semi-private auditorium. The largest screens,
which are 50 metres wide by 15 metres high, are

positioned at the southern entrance hall. They can
11 P95 N HEEREIAL” XIEE 7 51E/Interior view: the

library seen from the Seats2Meet area ( #55/Photo: Stijn
Bollaert )
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be used to hide the coffee kiosk during exhibitions,
concerts or conferences and, when positioned in
front of the windows on the building's southern
facade, these screens mould and diffuse the light
that floods the tall glass facades in the interior
plaza. When the sun hits the translucent surfaces
of the curtains, they turn into real cascades of light
that contribute to the brightness and the resulting

spatial quality of the interiors.

With the redefinition of the concept of the public
library and its transformation into a meeting place,
a covered urban passage, a place for work, leisure
and study, the adaptive reuse of the former Nedtrain
shed redefines the anonymous area of Tilburg
station, making it a new cultural hub, which will be
further enhanced by the forthcoming completion of
MindLab, the school of journalism located in another

adjacent building communicating with LocHal.[]
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