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Of the people,
for the people
and by the people
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In the London borough ofi’e@:;m thesRIBA award-winning
TNC?WmLIsP\ar_ 'Youth Venue proactively puts the younger generation first

This page The facilities are matched by a
range of flexible, undefined spaces to
encourage users to appropriate the building
in creative and innovative ways

-

ondon-based architecture studios may
have a hard time surviving in the
intensely competitive creative
capital, but the success of the TNG
Wells Park Youth Venue (TNG)
proves that for architectural practice
RCKa, commitment to communal place-
making mean it is entirely possible.

“Young practices are more nimble, and
often better suited to projects that require a
greater depth of stakeholder understanding
than large commercial behemoths,” explains
Dieter Kleiner, director of RCKa. “It is

frustratingly difficult to be taken seriously, but
tenacity and persistence are powerful tools.”

This begins with “dialogue through
sketches and physical models, in order to
have an understanding of what it is we are
trying to achieve before and while we are
realising it physically and spatially” — so
that “every project is the same and different if
possible”, he muses.

Under the 2008 Big Lottery Fund
initiative Myplace, the TNG centre came into
being with the neighbourhood involved in
“anything and everything from standard
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presentations at community days, local political assemblies and
stakeholder groups to on site festival replete with street dancing, steel
bands and barbecues”.

Kleiner is adamant that “architecture should not be precious — it
should engage and delight through use”. Thus, at TNG, the diverse
facilities require dynamic spatial arrangements for gaming, learning,
performing or simply gathering. “One should never expect a
building’s use to remain static; it has to be flexible and adaptable,” he
says. “We call it ‘event scenario testing.”

To achieve the design solution for the performance venue, for
example, the RCKa architects put themselves into the shoes of the
targeted under-25 users. ‘What if more than three events take place
simultaneously?’, the team asked themselves. In response, they
widened the bottom flight of stairs so it could be used as a place for a
DJ decks or a performance in the café.

Elegant coffered ceilings and wall finishes, along with exposed
structural timber forms, are selected for their natural warmth — but
the construction was not without its challenges. Kleiner recalls that
changing structural timber systems had unexpected knock-on effects:

Clean lines and dramatic open spaces aid security through natural surveillance

walls shifted and surfaces became misaligned simply due to panel
thicknesses changing, requiring weeks of redesign to make the end
result seem effortless.

“One feels incredibly connected to all the activity of the centre,
and the quality of light is wonderful,” he says. “It is fantastic to
experience the central entrance and circulation space when it is
buzzing with lots of young people.”

One of these young visitors, he said, was involved in the design
process from the start and was later quoted in a local newspaper as
saying “we designed the building”.

“It is central to us is that those who use and experience our
buildings feel a sense of ownership,” Kleiner asserts. “Young people
simply want to be included, and their voice is incredibly important.”

“I guess the site could inspire youngsters’ interest in architecture,
but it is less about the building and more about providing a positive
space that encourages other things to happen — for people to feel
safe and welcome, and have access to opportunities to improve their
lives whether through training, education, advice or just friendship
and support.”

Below from left Large windows allow natural light to enter, ensuring a light, bright ambience ® The external cladding is unified by a gently undulating profile that

casts vertical shadows across curtain-like elevations
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A climbing wall is one of a long list of facilities which
include a multi-use games area, pop-up cinema,
roller skating rink, recording and rehearsal studios
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