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GENERAL DESCRIPTION 1.0

The Primary Substation for the 2012 Olympics is a vital piece of infrastructure, helping
tosupplythe new OlympicParkwith electricity. The building will continue to provide this
function beyond the life of the Olympic Games.

Given it’s critical role it was the first completed building at the park. Itis situated close
to rail lines in the Kings Yard area of the site. The building itself houses three large
transformers within a secure compound, not accessible to the general public but has a
significant visual presence on the site given its size; it is 70 metres long with a tower at
eachend, onerising 9 metres and the other to 16 metres. Its monolithic presence brings
together 130,000 ebony coloured engineering bricks, variouslyarrangedto provide pro-
tection and ventilation to the plant housed inside.

As an unoccupied building and as a large substation the requirements placed upon the
design do not mirror those of most built projects, perhaps exemplified by the lack of any
requirement for windows but the necessity to provide blast protection.

Thedevelopment of the Olympic Parkis alarge and relatively new undertaking. Itisalso
predominantly a’blank canvas'for which a large swathe of land in East London has been
procured for this sole purpose. As such it represents a relatively unique situationin a
contemporary Western metropolis whereby so little existing built context exists and so
much and so varied an urban fabric will be created in a very short space of time. Addi-
tionally,asan Olympic Park the site willassume two very different guises over the course
of barely a decade; firstly for the event itself and then in the so-called Legacy mode.
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ReseaRCH QUESTIONS 2.0

1.How can a buildingaccommodate a contextual approach toits design when so much
ofthesurrounding contextisyettobebuiltand whenits contextwillchange somarkedly
over a short space of time?

2.Howcansuchabuildingdesignbestrespondtothespecificandvariedtechnicalrequire-
ments imposed upon it?

3. Can brick as a material be made to respond to the needs raised in the above ques-
tions?
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Aims & OBJECTIVES 3.0

1.Todesign a building which responds to the varying historical, current, short-term and
long-term contexts of the site.

As the first building on the site the substation will influence others. As suchitisgivena
coherent,legibleandassertive,thoughrelativelyunderstated, presencefromwhichothers
cantaketheircue.The utility structures have been developed to consideracommon pal-
ette of reference materials where theserelatetotheiruseandlocation. The choice of this
paletteofmaterialsthenbecomespivotalingroundingthebuildinginitshistoricalcontext
as well as over the longer term.

NORD's approach to materials extends a desire to be sympathetic to the traditions of
utilitybuildingsandtheindustrial contextof WaterdeneRoad.Theexisting Edwardianin-
dustrialbuildingswiththeirdominantuseofbrickcharacterisemuchoftheCity’smaterial
heritage and NORD were keen to reference this with the use of brick as the primary
material for the electricity substation. The choice of brick gives aformal and urban char-
actertothebuildingsimilartotheexistingbuildingsadjoiningthesite.Whenthinkingofa
landscape characterfor thissiteitisimportantto consider the history of theareaand the
referencestoboththeindustrialheritageoftheareaandthatofgreaterLondon.Buildings
of this nature are part of the everyday experience of our cities and we felt this was a key
considerationwhenprogressingwithdesignideas. Thematerialsmakestrongreferenceto
the local post-industrial environment.

Around the coolers NORD make reference to the use of Victorian airbricks and vented
chimneyswhere the detailing of the brick changes asitrespondsto afunctional require-
menttoallowairthroughandaroundthecoolers.This'perforated’brickenvelopearound
the coolers at the West and East of the site then becomes an opportunity for lighting
wherethesimpleuseofbacklightingchangestheappearanceofthebuildingdramaticallyat
night; a further, perpetual condition of the context that must also be addressed.

Theaimhasbeentocreateanenduringbuildingandbrickgivesvisualweightanddensity
that brings a sense of permanency. The use of a single material also offers an inherent
sculpturalqualitywhichcanbeharnessed. Thisispertinentgiventhatrestrictedaccessto
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thebuildingmeans connectionstoitare primarily visualand from distance. NORD there-
foreapproachedthebuildingmassasasculpturalform,wherethesingularuseofonema-
terial has been exploredinrelationto the functional form of the building and its context.

NORD havedevelopedastrongcontextualapproachtothebuildingasawholewherethe
useofbrickhasbeenchosenasaconsistentbuildingmaterialtoemphasisethecharacter
ofthesite.ThechallengeforNORDwasthecreationofasculpturalform,which celebrates
theuseofbrick,respondstothefunctionalityofthebuildingandit’stechnologyandcreates
visualreferenceboth duringthedayandatnight.The brickworkis continuous, sculptural
and monolithicinits presence, whilstsubtletyin the building massisaddressed through
the wrapping of the material on ground surface, walls and roof. Changesin the detailing
ofthe brickworkwhereitis stretched across the facade forming an open patterntoallow
forventilationthroughandacrossthecoolingtowersbreaksdownthemassandoffersthe
potentialforilluminationatnightasmentioned.Thisconsistencyintheuseofonematerial
and the effect of wrapping the material over the roof is a conscious decision to attempt
tocreatethesculptedbricklandscape.The lower section of the building grows out of the
brickgroundplaneandwrapsoverat4.8mcreatingasculpturalplinthonwhichthecooling
towerssit. At night these towers appear to float above the plinth like large brick‘baskets’
andthe4.8mdatumline,whichtiesinwiththeadjacentlandbridge,becomesanadditional
and critical contextual reference.

NORD'sapproachtotheappearanceoftheelectricity substationhasevolvedfromanun-
derstandingofthematerialqualitiesevidencedinLondon’srichindustrialbrickheritageand
specificallyintheBritishtraditionofutilitiesbuildingdesign.Theappearancecelebratesthe
honestyandfunctionalityofthebuildingwherethesensitivebutcreative use of materials
results in a landmark building rooted in its industrial heritage.

In conclusion the building has been designed to respond to the changing contextin a
number of ways. Its response to the historical context is bedded in the material choice
anddetailing.Britain'srichheritageofdesignedutilitystructuresisreferenced,thoughnot
imitated, again both in materials and in the overall rigour and simplicity of the sculpted
form. The currentand future contextis managed through aclearly defined butrelatively
understatedpresenceintendedtoprovidepotentialreferencesforfuturework, whilstthe
apparent mass and solidity allied to the sculpted ground plane are intended to hold the



spacearounditcreatinganassertiveandgroundedpresenceintheexistingtransientland-
scape.Thesculptedformacknowledgesboththeadjacentdatumofthelandbridgeandthe
viewing corridor across the site, pertinent to both present and future conditions.

2.Todesignabuildingwhichrespondstothespecificandvariedtechnicalrequirementsof
this particular brief.

Afurther key consideration in the development of the design is that the electricity sub-
stationisabuildingcontainingcomplexplantandequipmentwithveryspecifictechnical
requirements.Thismustbeintegratedwiththealreadymentionedwidercontextualneeds
to form a coherent whole. Such a whole can best be achieved through an efficiency of
designmoveswherebyonedevicecanmeetanumberofdisparatechallenges.Theuse of
brick offered a number of opportunities for such efficiency.

As an established material brick requires little maintenance and its durability has been
provenoverthelongerterm.Theselectionofengineering brickfurtherenhancesthisdu-
rabilitywhilstalsoallowingasubtletyofdetailingnotpossiblewithlessrobustalternatives.
Further,itisamaterialofwhichcontractorshaveanintimateknowledge, therebyoffering
additional flexibility in detailing and assurance in terms of budget and timescale.

Securityrequirementsonbuildingsofthistypeareunderstandably paramountgiventhe
importance of consistency of supply. The brown roof created through the recycling of
brickstakenfromthesiterespondstothreeseparatechallenges;itsweightaddsstructural
integrity as part of the blast protection and security strategy, whilst it also responds to
environmental objectivesofbiodiversityaswellasthe contextualaspirationsmentioned
above.

Thebrickis also made to performin anumber of ways, as landscape, structure, weather-
tightskinandventilatingpanel,answeringthevarietyofneedsrequiredbytheequipment
housedinside.Theformislargelydefinedbythisequipment,thoughthroughdialogueand
designteamcollaborationithasbeenpossibletocreateacarefullymodulatedformwhich
responds both to the technological needs of the brief and the sculptural and contextual
requirementsofthewidercontextalreadytouchedon. Anticipatedfuturedevelopments
oftheinternal equipmenthavealso been considered, ensuringasfaras possible thatthe



objectivesoflongevityandsustainabilityconsideredinrelationtootherchallengeswithin
the brief are maintained here also.

The achievement of this aim is evidenced in the review and esteem indicators below.

3.To advance to the accepted parameters in the use of brick as a material to the end of
responding to objectives 1 and 2.

Inanswering the above questionsithasbeennecessary toexpand ourunderstanding of
brickasamaterialanditspotentialasabuildingmaterial. Asanestablished material there
isavastbodyofevidencefromwhichtodrawconclusions. Close collaborationwithother
members of the design team as well as external sources (manufacturers, literature, exist-
ing built works etc) was collated as part of a research phase and the existing parameters
clearlydefined. Mergingourknowledge of theselimitationswiththeaspirationscreated
throughtheevolutionofthebriefthenallowed ustodrawconclusionsonhowthesechal-
lenges could be met. Again the achievement of this objective is better evidenced in the
peer review and esteem referenced below than might be written here.
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CONTEXT 4.0

Thepracticetakesgreatinspirationfromthe UK’slegacyof makingthings'Withinindustrial
Britaintherewasoftenasenseofcollectiveprideandcraftsmanshipaboutwhatcameout
offactoriesandworkshops.Thisinterestandpassionformaterials,technologicalinnovation,
fordetail, craftsmanship, texture and patternis something, which underpins the work of
NORD. NORD are often provoked and inspired by social and cultural issues inherentin
the contemporary cityand believe thatthisawarenessalsoallowsaresponseinformand
materiality. Suchanapproach hasledtothe developmentofaseries of buildings, places,
productsandobjects,whichrespondto21stcentury,needsbutcelebratetheBritishtradi-
tionofcraftsmanshipandloveofmaterials.Withafoundationindeliveringaward-winning
architectureand commissionedresearchintothebuiltenvironment, wearedrivenbyan
aspirationtocreategenuinelyuniquearchitecturalsolutions.NORD believethatifweare
torethinkthepresent,weneedtoconstantlyrecalibratetherelationshipbetweentradition
and innovation, knowledge and imagination.

Asstated the contextof thessiteitselfis one of a varied mix of past, presentand future use
andasanOlympicParkitisalsoapoliticallychargedandhighly newsworthyone.lssuesof
projecttimescalesand budget mustbare exceptional scrutiny onajob of this natureand
this has to be taken into account from early design stages. The client group s also large
andmulti-facetedwithacomplexrelationshipofownersandstakeholders, restrictionsand
guidelines. Itisfurtheracknowledgedthatthisbuildingisafacilitatorforothereventson
the site and not, as stated above, and event in its own right. We believe that all of these
factors, as a part of the process of design should be, and are, exposed in the completed
building.
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ReseARCH METHODS 5.0

NORD’sresponsereliestoanextentonsemioticsandassuch couldeasilybetrayaspecific
andpersonalinterpretationofembodiedhistoryandmeaninginanygivendesigndecision
-perhaps mostobviouslyinthe choice of materials. Itis therefore critical thatathorough
understandingofthecontextandthemyriadfacetsthatthiswordencompassesisbrought
aboutthroughthemostcomprehensiveanalysis.Siteanalysisisthemostobviousfirstre-
course, involving research into the social, political, economicand geographical context.

Theproposalfortheelectricitysubstationwentthroughanumberofdesigndevelopment
propositionsasmoredetailrelatingtocontext,legacy,securityandtechnicalrequirements
becameavailable.Theoutcomeistheresultofalengthy process ofinvestigationintothe
architecturaldesignapproachforautilitybuildingonthesite, therelationshiptoneighbour-
inginfrastructure,thelegacycontext,useof materialsinrelationtobothbuildingformand
mass and issues of biodiversity.

This process is facilitated via a variety of media from hand sketching and model making
to 3D visualisation and measured drawings, all of which are then used for personal orin-
houseassessmentandcanthenbedisseminatedamongstthedesignteamforcomment
and further development. More specific to the brickitself was the creation of a number
of mock-upsonsite with the contractors who would be responsible for the build. As part
oftheexperimental phaseinthedevelopmentofdetailsthisallowedavariety ofissuesto
cometotheforeaswellas providing 1:1 modelsforassessment. The practicality of build-
inginnovative brick bondsis easily reviewed by these methods and of course highlights
relatedissuesofcostandtimescalewhichareassessedinparallelwithissuesofaesthetics,
structural integrity etc.
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DISSEMINATION - PUBLICATIONS 6.0

Stewart, Dan. ‘Image: Power behind 2012 Olympics revealed; Building, 13th Feb 2008

Abrahams, Tim. ‘The Aesthetics of Infrastructure”, Blueprint, July 2009, pp28-52

Woodman, Ellis. ‘Nord’s Olympic substation is first to the finishing line;
Bdonline, 9th Oct 2009

Waite, Richard.’NORD completes first building for 2012 Olympic site
Architects journal online news, 9th Oct 2009

2012 London Olympics Construction Progress, E-Architect, 26th Oct 2009

‘London 2012 powers ahead as first Olympic Park building is complete. New substation
switched on to supply electricity to Olympic Park and Stratford City development;,

London 2012 news, 26th Oct 2009

Spring,Martin.'TheBuildingBlocksofQuality;Architect’sJournal Specification,Nov2009,
pp31-35

‘Electrical substation, Olympic park, London) Dzine, Ibstock, Autumn 2010, pp12-13
autumn 2010

‘Station to station: the new power generation, The Indpendent, 5th Aug 2010
‘First Person column, Brick Bulletin, 1st Jun 2010

translated to Danish by V. Krogh. ‘Monumentalitet & Kontrast, TEGL, 1, 2010, pp12-17,
1st Mar 2010

Star auf Zeit, Powerpunkt: Material Wirkt, Deutsche Bauzeitung, February 2010




DISSEMINATION - PUBLICATIONS (CONT.) 6.0

LondonOlympicPark,CasaBrutus, Takefumilshiwatari,IssueNo.149,pp139,March 2012

Experimente Gewurdigt,WienerbergerBrick Award2012,Bauwelt21.12, BauerverlagBV
GmbH, pp16, May 2012

Skin Care, Azure, AZURE Publishing Inc, pp39, June 2012

Pragmatik und Poesi, Bau Meister 08 2012, Callwey GmbH & Co Kg, pp60-63, August
2012

LondonPowerPlay,AlArchitect, Americaninstituteof Architects,August2012,http://www.
aia.org/practicing/AIAB095533

Eastside Story, Volume 2: Olympic Park, AJ Publication, pp96,97, September 2012

Brick’12-AwardWinningInternational Brick Architecture, Callwey GmbH&CO.KG, pp 10,
22-25,2012

LucyBullivant,NewArcadians-Emerging UKArchitects, MerrellPublishersLimited,2012,
pp156-169

Architecture & Urbanism - No. 506 March 2013

AlbertoFerlenga,MarcoBiraghi,BennoAlbrecht, LArchitetturadelMondo.Infrastrutture, Mo-
bilita, Nuovi Paesaggi. Editrice Compositori, pp139, 2013

DISSEMINATION - EXHIBITIONS

Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh, Architecture Open 2012,
RIBA San Francisco Chapter, San Francisco, May 2012
Eidgenossische Technische Hochschule (ETH) Zurich, 2012

We Made 2012, The Building Centre, London, July 2013
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EsTeem INDICATORS 7.0

RIBA award 2010 and subsequent Stirling Prize Longlisting (on list of 19)

Brick Development Association, Brick Design Awards 2010

Award for Best Public Building
Supreme Winner Award

Scottish Design Awards - Winner in Regeneration Category

Wienerberger International Brick Awards 2012, Best Non Residential Building (Winner)
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Olympic Park Masterplan
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South Elevation
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Brick Detailing
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3D Modeling Studies
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3D Modeling Study
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Brickwork Sample Panels
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Completed Substation
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Completed Substation
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Completed Substation
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Completed Substation
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Completed Substation
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