
 Eindhoven University of Technology

MASTER

A new face for La Canebière
the design of a public monument at the top of the high street of Marseille

Zwartbol, L.B.

Award date:
2019

Link to publication

Disclaimer
This document contains a student thesis (bachelor's or master's), as authored by a student at Eindhoven University of Technology. Student
theses are made available in the TU/e repository upon obtaining the required degree. The grade received is not published on the document
as presented in the repository. The required complexity or quality of research of student theses may vary by program, and the required
minimum study period may vary in duration.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain

https://research.tue.nl/en/studentTheses/97c35b14-c088-4605-8d38-cc03dd5572c2


A new face for La Canebière

By L.B. Zwartbol

The design of  a public monument at the top of  
the high street of  Marseille



Graduation Studio
MARSEILLE – A Mediterranean Metropolis
2018 - 2019

Author
L.B. (Luuk) Zwartbol
0852409

Graduation committee
prof. Dipl-Ing. C. (Christian) Rapp
Dipl.-Ing. H. (Haike) Apelt
ir. W. (Wouter) Hilhorst

Eindhoven University of Technology Chair of
Rational Architecture

International supervisors
Prof. Dr. S. (Silvia) Malcovati
Prof. Dipl.-Ing. B. (Bernd) Albers

Fachhochschule Potsdam University of Applied
Sciences

Colofon







5

The former high street of Marseille, La Canebière, 
has always been an important street in the 
development of Marseille since it came into 
existence in the 17th century. However, little is left 
of what once was the centre for commerce and 
culture in the city of Marseille.  This graduation 
project involves a study on the development of La 
Canebière.  The streetscape, as well as individual 
buildings, are analysed to map the architectural an 
urban qualities of the street. These qualities will 
be refl ected in a new public building, which will 
further improve the quality of La Canebière. 

Besides the study on La Canebière, the development 
of the theatre typology will be studied on various 
scales through a literature study and case studies 
on some of the most prominent theatres in the 
city centre of Marseille. Both studies will come 
together in a design at the top of La Canebière 
which is representative for the cultural heritage of 
La Canebière as well as for the theatre typology.
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In 2013 Marseille was designated to become 
the Capital of Culture for that year by the 
European Union. The European Capital of Culture 
programme was originally initiated in 1983 by the 
minister of Culture of Greece. The goal was to 
raise awareness for European culture and bring 
Europeans closer together. Designated cities see 
the programme also as an opportunity to increase 
the city’s image and visibility on an international 
scale. As capital of Culture, the city organizes a 
wide range of cultural activities through the year, 
but it is also refl ected in major developments in the 
built environment. Various buildings are converted 
or newly built to accommodate the cultural events 
in the city or the region. Even whole areas are 
regenerated to increase the cultural, social and 
economic value of the city. Overall the designation 
as Capital of Culture can be of a big infl uence 
on the (re)development plans of the city. When 
Marseille was designated to be Capital of Culture 
in 2013, this was no different. Multiple urban 
development projects were set up or fastened 
to be completed before 2013. The ongoing fi rst 
phase of the Euroméditerranée Project, which 
goal was to regenerate the old port area, was also 
incorporated in the cultural strategy. Large cultural 
institutions like MuCEM and Villa Méditerranée, 
were designed and are now shaping the new 
waterfront of Marseille.  Also other areas in the 
northern part of the city were regenerated with 
various cultural institutions. Once vacant industrial 
buildings have become centres for popular culture. 
Areas around the Old Port and Belle De Mai were 
meant to became the new cultural centres of the 
city. (Penketh 2014)

1. La Canebière: A forgotten glory

However, if one takes a look at the history of 
Marseille, one will learn that the origin of cultural 
and commercial activity in Marseille is situated 
eastern of the old port. From the 18th until the mid-
20th century La Canebière was the main avenue 
for cultural and commercial activity in the city. 
Merchants who arrived at the Old port would go 
to La Canebière to trade and spent their free time 
in one of the many cafés and theatres.  Especially 
in the beginning of the 20th century, la Canebière 
became the main cultural avenue of Marseille. The 
street façade would be dominated by billboards 
from movies and theatre shows playing at that 
moment. (Blès 1994) 

However, many of the cinemas and theatres,  have 
disappeared in the second half the 20th century 
due to fi res or fi nancial diffi culties. Over the last 
decades La Canebière has further lost its prestige 
as no attention was paid by the city to try to bring 
back what made La Canebière such an important 
avenue a century ago, until now. Since a couple of 
years the city again started to pay attention to 
the street La Canebière. Multiple projects were 
set up to regenerate the street. New projects are 
being developed and valuable buildings are being 
renovated. Designing  a public building along this 
street could help regenerate an important part of 
the city which has been neglected for a long time.  
The question is what type of building would fi t La 
Canebière considering the history of the street?
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Fig. 1.01 La Canebière 
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Live spectacle plays an important role in the 
cultural identity of Marseille. After Paris, Marseille 
is the largest centre for big and small theatre 
companies in France. Marseille owns multiple 
large theatre venues like Opéra de Marseille and 
National theatre La Criée. Of course, many other 
cities in France do also have these type of theatre 
buildings. However, Marseille developed a specifi c 
genre of theatre, which provided cultural access 
for the whole of Marseille, from the bourgeoisie to 
the working class. Marseille has always been divided 
between the poorer north and richer south, and 
between multiple cultures who clustered together 
in the city. The theatre was a form of spectacle 
which connected these groups with each other. 
Therefore it makes sense that many of these 
theatres were situated along La Canebière, which 
is often seen as the dividing line between north 
and south.(Échinard 2014)

The signifi cant role of theatre along La Canebière 
is not visible anymore. Most of the theatres have 
disappeared in the shape of completely new 
buildings or have been converted into another 
function. Theatres had fi nancial hard times in the 
second half of the 20th century as the popularity of 
traditional theatre decreased. Since the opening of 
Théâtre de la Criée along the Vieux Port in 1981, 
theatre in Marseille is gaining popularity again, 
also from outside of the city. New contemporary 
theatre buildings are being constructed, but outside 
the city centre due to the greater availability of 
space in the suburbs. However, the role of a theatre 
through history is to function as a social node in 
the city centre. By bringing back the theatre into 
La Canebière, the theatre typology can contribute 
to a more lively and representative high street.    

The choice for a new theatre along La Canebière 
is  more often considered in the past. In 1934, also 
Gaston Castel came with the idea to built a new 
cultural centre at the top of La Canebière as an 
addition to the street.(Miherou 2014) The building 
would function as a monument at the top of the 
street, representing the rich culture along La 
Canebière. However this plan was never executed. 
Also in 2013, plans were made for a new cinema-
complex at the top of La Canebière. This plan was 
also never executed as the plan lacked a proper 
connection with the existing buildings along La 
Canebière. 

This master thesis will focus on the similar idea 
of a large public building, in the form of a theatre, 
to represent the past and present qualities of La 
Canebière. The new design will also be built at 
the top of the street where La Canebière crosses 
Allées Léon Gambetta, providing La Canebière 
with a new face.
 

Spectacle in Marseille
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The goal to design a public building along La 
Canebière, needs to be translated into a research 
question. This question will have to relate to a 
study on La Canebière and a study on a public 
building type. The result of both studies will result 
in a design which expresses itself as a tribute 
to the architectural and urban qualities of La 
Canebière, but is also representative for a specifi c 
building type. The theatre typology is chosen as the 
representative of a public building as the theatre 
typology is one of the oldest and most persistent 
types of public buildings through history.  History 
has also shown that the theatre has played a 
signifi cant role in the history of La Canebière. The 
future design will be the answer to the question:

What are the typological characteristics a new 
public building which is representative for the 
theatre typology as well for the cultural heritage 
of La Canebière? 

For answering the main research question, multiple 
sub questions will have to be answered fi rst. The 
answering of these sub questions will help shaping 
the new design. There are two sub-questions which 
need to be answered.

1. What is the defi nition of the theatre typology 
functioning as a public building in the city?

As most of the theatres along La Canebière are 
gone, the research will focus on the development 
of theatres in general from the 18th until the 
20th century. The goal is to understand where 
the current defi nition of the theatre typology as 
a public building type comes from. How did the 
theatre typology evolve into the building type it 
is today. Research will not only be done on the 
external expression of the theatre, but also on 
the interior layout and the auditorium itself to 
provide a design framework for the design of a 
new theatre building. This research will mainly be 
done by literature review, assisted by case studies 
of prominent theatres in Marseille.

2.  What is the expression of a public building 
which is representative for La Canebière? 

The second part of the research will involve a 
research on the street La Canebière and the 
building site to search for the architectural and 
urban qualities of La Canebière. Some of the most 
prestige buildings of Marseille are still standing at 
La Canebière. However also some qualities of the 
street have disappeared due to new developments. 
The goal is to design a building which expresses 
the current urban and architectural characteristics 
of La Canebière and maybe even bring back 
some of the lost qualities the street had before.  
This question will be answered by doing a street 
analysis. La Canebière will be studied on plan and 
facade, varying in scale to provide a framework for 
the new design.

2. Research question & methodology



Fig. 3.01 Opéra de Marseille
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In the last decades, not many developments took 
place in theatre architecture.  As mentioned before, 
many of the newly built theatres are constructed 
outside the city centre and therefore lost their 
function as a public building. The research will 
have to go back further to understand how the 
theatre typology developed as a public building. 
The rich history of the theatre typology will be 
discussed, with  special focus on the developments 
of theatre architecture during the 20th century. 
A lot of discussion happened during this time on 
the architecture of the theatre. This was on one 
hand caused by different mechanical and electrical 
developments, and on the other hand by architects 
who claimed that new types of theatre were 
necessary. The discussion on theatre architecture 
provides an understanding of what the different 
arguments are around the development of the 
theatre typology which has been around since the 
Greek times. The understanding of the typology 
will provide an answer on where the theatre 
typology is now and how to design a new public 
building which refl ects on the theatre typology in 
the city centre. 

First a defi nition must be given to what a 
theatre in this research is. In literature there 
are two main defi nitions of a theatre. First of all, 
a theatre is defi ned solely by its use. They are 
often referred to as places of Performance. A 
building, or even a space, can be called a theatre 
if it used as a place where actors and spectators 
are confronted with each other in any possible 
setting. Especially in the second half of the 20th 
century, theatre companies started performing 
on the street or in abandoned buildings. However, 
for this research this defi nition causes some 

problems as it will not provide us with any useful 
design tools for a newly built theatre. Therefore, 
the research will focus on building purposely 
built for theatre plays. Based on this knowledge, 
the defi nition of a theatre in the city centre is:

A theatre is an enclosed space, purpose built for a 
confrontation between actor and spectator. 

Most theorists who write about theatre 
architecture share the argument that theatre is 
indeed mainly about the confrontation between 
actor and spectator. However there are also 
theorists who have discussed this confrontation on 
a larger scale, relating to the confrontation within 
other interior spaces inside the theatre, or even 
referring to the confrontation of the theatre and 
the city.  All three scales are important and will be 
studied separately to understand the expression 
and functioning of the theatre in the city. 

3. The theatre typology



The fi rst part of the research will focus on the location 
and external expression of theatre buildings over 
time. What is the role of the theatre as public building 
and how is this refl ected in the location and external 
expression of the building in the city. The book ‘Places 
Of Performance’ by Marvin Carlson (Carslon, 1989) 
will function as a starting point. He argues that theatres 
hold a special place in the history of public buildings. 
According to Carslon the location and the exterior 
expression are as important as the interior of a theatre. 

Secondly, the interior spaces around the auditorium of 
the theatre will be analysed. Various changes in theatre 
architecture happened over the decades and especially 
during the 20th century.  This part of the research 
will be done with the use of literature review and 
case studies, involving theatres in Marseille as well as 
cultural centres in France, which are chosen because 
of their representation of a certain time period in the 
development of the theatre typology. 

The last part of the research is about the auditorium 
itself. The goal is to refl ect on different arguments 
behind the developments of various stage types 
over time to be able to choose and design a good 
theatre auditorium. The essay will mainly focus on the 
discussion on auditorium architecture, which started in 
the 20th century,. Raising the question, whether a good 
auditorium should refer to existing types or if new 
stage types needed to be developed. The book ‘setting 
the scene’ (Fair, 2015) a collection of articles on 20th 
century theatre design, and the book ‘Architecture, 
actor and audience’ (Mackintosh 1993) were used for 
this refl ection. 

Fig. 3.02 Three scale of theatre architecture
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The rich history of La Canebière shows that 
sociocultural events like theatre plays do play a 
signifi cant role in society and that the experience 
of these events reach further then just the play 
itself. The sociocultural events give meaning to a 
place or building, just like all the commercial and 
cultural activities gave a meaning to the street La 
Canebière. Analysis on the architecture of the 
theatre is often limited to that of the interior spaces 
or even only focussing on the architecture of the 
auditorium. One historical theorist who studied 
the exterior expression of the theatre typology is 
theorist Marvin Carlson.  Marvin Carlson argues 
that also the external appearance of a theatre in 
the city plays a crucial role in the defi nition of the 
theatre typology.  The experience of theatregoing 
goes beyond the interior of the theatre. Also the 
physical appearance and the location in the city play 
a crucial role in the total experience of the theatre 
as a sociocultural event. Secondly Carslon argues 
that the theatre has a secondary layer of meaning, 
which is infl uenced by the social and political 
values of a certain time-period. For this part of 
the research the theatre typology will be analysed 
from an urban perspective. Is it possible to fi nd 
common architectural, or urban characteristics of 
theatre design over the centuries which expresses 
the function and meaning of a theatre in the city? 
The goal is to understand the expression of the 
theatre typology in the city to be able to design a 
theatre which expresses the meaning of a theatre 
today. 

Structures purposely designed for theatre began 
appearing since the 17th century. To understand 
the expression of purpose built theatres, it is 

necessary to go back to how this public building 
type came into being. Theatres are one of the most 
persistent architectural objects in the history of 
western culture. The theatre typology was already 
listed in the book by Vitruvius ‘Ten books of 
Architecture’ as a common public building type 
in the city structure, even if it was not yet an 
actual building. Whereas the development of other 
public building types have disappeared over the 
centuries, like palaces and triumphal arches, the 
theatre has remained an existing  building type 
in the city structure, which still has a prominent 
place in the contemporary city of today. However, 
this does not suggest that the role of theatre itself 
did not change over time. The social meaning of 
the theatre has indeed changed radically over its 
existence. This is also refl ected in the way the 
theatre presents itself to the city. 

The origin of the theatre typology starts during 
the Greek times. The amphitheatre might be 
considered the fi rst structures to be built for 
theatre play.  Amphitheatres were open structures, 
functioning as a social gathering place in the 
Greek city. At that time theatre could be merely 
called an architectural type as there was no build 
structure surrounding the auditorium. When 
the construction of the amphitheatre became 
independent from the topography, the structure 
was often placed at an important node in the city, 
where the amphitheatre functioned as a major and 
dominant urban element.

3.1 The expression of theatre architecture

Origin of the theatre typology
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but still not an architectural type on its own. 
However, in the 18th century, the construction of 
private theatres ended. Theatres were becoming a 
public display rather than a private display for the 
aristocracy. The culture of the higher social classes 
would be displayed through large opera houses. 
The appearance and internal layout of these opera 
houses would strongly relate to that of the private 
theatres as they still functioned as a showcase for 
the higher classes.

The opera houses could be considered the fi rst 
concept of the theatre typology as it is the fi rst 
public building purposely built for performing plays. 
By the time the theatre turned into an architectural 
type, the theatre play had drastically changed over 
time. Theatre started as an outdoor public event 
and developed itself as a closed private event for 
only a small part of society.  One constant factor 
in the whole development is that through all the 
centuries the theatre had a dominant role in the 
city, with or without the presence of a building 
structure. 

During the middle ages and the Renaissance, 
theatrical plays were not bound to a specifi c place. 
The whole medieval city could function as a stage. 
Market squares or the cathedral would often be used 
for theatrical plays. These places offered suitable 
conditions for (religious) drama in the centre of 
religion, trade and social intercourse in the city. 
During the Renaissance, the meaning of theatre 
is changing. No longer is theatre a play for and 
by the citizens, but theatre is also becoming a 
showcase for the expression of wealth and power. 
Because of this development theatre developed 
from an outdoor public event to a private indoor 
showcase. Street theatre kept existing, especially 
due to the resistance against theatre becoming a 
private event. During the Renaissance theatre plays 
were performed in the cortile of private houses. In 
a later period, the space for theatrical plays would 
be completely absorbed by the royal palace in the 
shape of a great hall. The theatrical performance 
became an event only for the elite to show off the 
power of the owner of the dwelling. The hall could 
only be entered from the interior of the building, 
even if the hall was positioned at the corner of the 
palace.  Guests would have to go through multiple 
impressive interior spaces, grand staircases and 
large hallways to enter the main hall. This was all 
part of the showcase expressing the wealth of the 
owner of the palace. The indoor private theatres 
would eventually also reach the private dwellings of 
the aristocracy. The aristocracy in the 18th century 
saw it as their job to bring culture to the higher 
classes of society and express their wealth similar 
to how the royal palaces expressed the power of 
the ruler. The theatres were highly decorated and 
sculptured to express high culture. The theatre was 
an architectural element within a royal structure,  
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The Opéra house of the 18th century returns to 
the theatre functioning as a public monument, 
in meaning similar to the Greek amphitheatres. 
Something that was not present during the medieval 
and renaissance period. During the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century the theatre became again 
an important element in the city structure. It was 
Voltaire, who was a big advocate for returning to 
the classical idea of a theatre being a prominent 
object in the city.  Voltaire saw the opportunity in 
Baroque city planning as the theatre building could 
function as the monument at the end of the axis. 
The theatre would contribute to the expression of 
the imperial power. At fi rst, the aristocracy had a 
hard time releasing the theatre from their private 
dwelling into a public building. The argument that 
the theatre as public monument would contribute 
to the grandeur of their city convinced them 
to change their mind. In 1777, the well known 
French builder André Jacob Roubo, listed a few 
characteristics of what such a cultural monument 
in a baroque plan should look like. 

“It ought to be isolated on all sides and therefore 
situated in the middle of a square, the extent of which 
should correspond to that of the build ing it contains 
and to the space necessary for vehicles to circulate 
freely. This square should be entered by several streets, 
the main ones aligned with the main lines of the 
edifi ce, so as to establish suitable vistas, in order that 
those who are arriving can easily enjoy its aspect and 
those who are already inside can equally enjoy different 
perspec tives which for that reason should be extended 
as far as possible. As for the monument, its form and 
decoration should announce its use; it must be elevated 
a bit above the level of the square and surrounded by 
porticos, both on the ground fl oor and upper fl oors, in 
which the au dience can promenade under cover before 
and during the spectacle” 
(Roubo, 1777)

These characteristics are visible through many 
18th century Opéra buildings in France. It became 
the model for how a theatre as public monument 
should express itself to the city.  The Grand Théâtre 
in Bordeaux is one of the fi rst Opera building 
matching the characteristics of a public monument. 
The Opéra house became the architectural symbol 
of high bourgeois culture in the 19th century. If a 
city wanted to express their cultural value, they 
would construct an Opéra house based on the 
principles of Roubo.

That the location of a monumental theatre in the 
city is of a big infl uence is confi rmed at the end of 
the 19th century. Multiple architects and theorists 
were looking for a theatre typology which would 
express a theatre for everyone, rather than only 
for the elite. It turned out that by placing the 
monumental theatre on a different location in the 

Fig. 3.03 Grand Théâtre Bordeaux

Theatre as civic monument
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Whereas the opera houses were a representation 
of high culture, the development of a theatre being 
for everyone, eventually led to a major change in 
theatre architecture during the second half of the 
20th century. The monumental theatre became a 
representation of the culture of a city in general. 
The theatre was not just a theatre anymore but 
became a complex accommodating various cultural 
functions. The theatre typology as civic monument 
has evolved into an arts centre. In France there 
is a specifi c kind of Arts centre, called Maison de 
la Culture. The main concept was to give every 
citizen access to culture. The cultural centre was 
not just for theatre, but also for art, dance and 
literature. This typology will be elaborated more in 
the next part of the research. 

Due to the growing image of monumental 
theatres  being a catalyst for the upgrading and 
representation of urban areas, Theatres have 
become part of large real estate projects. Although 
these complexes still represent the same ideas, the 
original expression of a theatre is mostly ignored 
to make the theatre part of the bigger whole. 
Therefore architects should look at the past, to 
prevent the theatre typology from losing a special 
meaning in the city.    

city, the social role of the theatre changed as well.  
Monumental theatres could become an expression 
of culture for everyone, not just for the elite, 
depending on the building location. By placing a large 
theatre in the suburbs, the building would become 
much more a representation of the working class. 
It went so far that theatres were constructed for 
the gentrifi cation of city districts, something that 
has also happened in Marseille. Théâtre Toursky is 
a theatre company which constructed a theatre 
in the suburbs of Marseille, trying to improve the 
social coherence in the neighbourhood. Although 
the meaning of the theatre changed, the external 
expression stayed similar to that of traditional 
monumental theatres. The volksbühne in Berlin 
is a good example of a monumental theatre in a 
originally mainly residential area.  Although the 
theatre refl ected mostly the working class, the 
theatre still shared the same characteristics as a 
traditional monumental theatre. The building has 
a solid monumental appearance, a portico and is 
slightly lifted from the ground. The large windows 
also provide the strong connection between 
interior and exterior, although the meaning 
changed from the expression of wealth to the 
expression of a public building for everyone

Fig. 3.04 Volksbühne, Berlin
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Another type of theatre in the city is the façade 
theatre. It is far less common in France then in 
countries like England or America. In France it is 
mainly the monumental theatre which developed 
over the centuries. However, there are still 
various examples of façade theatres in France 
and Marseille. Façade theatres are the contrary 
of monumental theatres. They do not stand out in 
the city like a monument but they blend in with 
the existing city structure. They are constructed 
inside the building blocks, with mostly only a small 
part facing the street. When façade theatres were 
introduced in the city centre, little attention was 
given to the façade facing the street, if the theatre 
had a façade facing the street at all. The theatres 
would mostly have a small entrance facing the 
street. The auditorium would be constructed inside 
the building block, invisible from the street as the 
theatre would be surrounded by other buildings. 
The only sign of the presence of a theatre was a 
sign, mentioning the presence of a theatre space 
inside the building block. 

The façade of such a theatre was most of the 
time just a two-dimensional screen. The façade 
facing the street would only function as a portal 
to the actual theatre structure behind it. The 
shape, fenestration and decoration did not tell 
anything about the interior layout. In fact, theatres 
often had to stay close to the façade architecture 
of the neighbouring plots as that was desired 
for a coherent streetscape. Especially during the 
Renaissance and the Baroque period, the whole 
was more important than the individual building.

In the 19th century façades became more varied. 
However façade theatres tend to stick to the 
architecture of other cultural complexes in the 
same area to create a sense of unity. The most 
common façade theatres in France are based on 
the Parisian boulevard theatres. The façades are 
normally tall and narrow, giving access to a vestibule 
leading to the theatre in the building block. The 
façade is divided into three horizontal units. The 
lowest unit contains only the entrance. The middle 
unit is the most decorative part, ornamented with 
arches, columns and pilasters. The top part is much 
more modest, with a pediment or roof element on 
top. The main goal of the façade was to express, 
just like the monumental theatre, high culture and 
elegance. Many façade theatres of the 18th and 19th 

century shared these common characteristics, 
making them recognizable as theatres without the 
need for signs on the facade. 

Another element of a façade theatre is the 
sheltered marque. Because of the limited space 
inside the theatre, there was a need for a portico 
on the front façade to provide a sheltered exterior  
space. The marquee became a common element 
in façade theatres. The marquee was often used 
to express the name of the theatre or the play 
above the main entrance. Especially in cinema 
architecture, the sign above the main entrance, 
became a major element.

The facade theatre
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Fig. 3.05 Original facade Théâtre Les Varietes

AUBER LECOCO AUDRAN HERVE

PLANQUETTE J.MERY L.COZLAN

A. DUMAS OFFENBACH
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The refl ection on the semiotics on theatre 
architecture shows that there are two different 
types of theatre in the city from the 18th until 
the 20th century. The monumental theatre and 
the facade theatre, both with their own set of 
architectural and urban characteristics. Both types 
are relevant for the design along La Canebière as 
the facade of the future public building will be part 
of the street facade of La Canebière. However the 
prominent location of the future design at the top 
of the street, also provides the building with the  
possibility to express it as a public monument.  The 
design framework will therefore have to consider 
the architectural elements of both types. Further 
research on the building site will determine what 
type of theatre the new building will have to 
express. 

Another interesting development in the 
architecture of monumental theatre is the change 
from theatre to arts centre.  A cultural centre 
along La Canebière would fi t the concept of a 
public building which is representative for the 
cultural history of La Canebière in general. The 
combination of an arts centre with the typical 
expression of a public monument could provide an 
interesting combination of  traditional and modern 
theatre architecture.  

Conclusion

Along La Canebière most cinemas and theatres 
are gone. However, there is one prominent theatre 
which is still existing. Théâtre Les Varietes was 
originally designed as a facade theatre. Later the 
place became a cinema. Right now the place is 
being renovated.

Some of the characteristics of the facade theatre 
are also present in the facade of Les Varietes. The 
plinth is very clean and is functioning merely as 
a portal to go to the theatre behind it, which is 
situated inside the building block. The height of 
the plinth and the total building height is similar to 
the neighbouring buildings. The middle part of the 
facade expresses the function of a theatre, while 
the top fl oor and roof are kept clean. 

Fig. 3.06 Current facade Les Varietes
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The fi rst essay showed that the theatre typology 
as a public building has always been an expression 
of culture. The development of these type of 
theatres can be categorized in three groups. The 
traditional theatre, which is mainly represented 
by the 18th and 19th century opera buildings. The 
modern theatre buildings, which allowed for a 
more open attitude towards the exterior, and 
the arts centre, the theatre as part of a hybrid 
building of multiple cultural functions. This part of 
the research will study these three groups through 
case studies to look for design elements which are 
a representation of development of the theatre 
typology the case studies are a part of. The case 
studies will provide design rules for the future 
design, depending on what type of theatre will be 
designed. 

Two theatres in Marseille have been chosen to 
study the interior of the theatre. For the traditional 
theatre, the Opéra de Marseille will be studied. 
For the modern theatre, Théâtre de la Criée will 
be studied. For the typology of the arts centre, 
it is necessary to look further then Marseille, as 
Marseille does not have one at the moment which 
is intentionally designed to be an arts centre. 
However, in France there is a specifi c typology of 
arts centre which will be analysed. 

1.1 Theatre as public building

3.2 The Interior space of theatre
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Fig. 3.07 Urban integration Opéra de Marseille
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The fi rst Opéra building in Marseille was 
inaugurated in 1765. It is the second largest 
theatre building in the Province after Bordeaux. 
Unfortunately the original building did burn down 
on November 13, 1919. Already a few years later 
the Opéra was reconstructed and reopened in 
1924. The current design of the building is from 
architect Gaston Castel who, together with 
multiple sculptors and painters, reconstructed 
the Opera house in Art Deco style. Parts of the 
colonnade were still remaining after the fi re. The 
portico is an exact reconstruction of the original 
Opera building. 

The Opera buildings functions as an important 
node in the city. As seen from the urban plan, the 
building breaks with the surrounding city structure. 
It resembles many of the characteristics of a public 
monument. The building is free standing and can be 
seen from several streets. The main street opposite 
of the front facade provide a vista for all who are 
arriving at the Opéra or looking from the inside of 
the theatre over the square. The vista is relatively 
small but it somehow resembles the fragmented 
development of the city which made large vistas 
almost impossible without major interventions. 

The front facade of the Opéra de Marseille is 
also a typical example of a theatre functioning as 
a public monument.  The building is slightly lifted 
from ground level. Together with the large portico 
covering the entrance, the building expresses itself 
as a public monument to the outside. Another 
present element on the facade which is typical for 
monumental theatres are the large windows above 
the entrance. They represent the visual connection 
between the interior and the exterior. When 

theatre was still an event for the higher classes, the 
meaning of these large facade openings was mainly 
about seen and being seen. This also explains the 
presence of the balconies, which would function as 
a display for the attendances of the Opéra. 

Opéra de Marseille

Fig. 3.08 Opéra de Marseille
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Fig. 3.09 Facade Opéra de Marseille
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Fig. 3.10 Section Opéra de Marseille
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Fig. 3.11 Opéra de Marseille ground fl oor
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Fig. 3.12 Opéra de Marseille Seventh fl oor 
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Fig. 3.14 Schematic section Opéra de Marseille
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Fig. 3.13 Relation scheme Opéra de Marseille
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The spatial layout of the building is represented 
in the relation scheme on the left page. It is a 
representation of the  fl oor plans of the Opéra 
de Marseille.

One aspect which is  typical for 18th century 
theatre houses is the hard separation between 
actor and spectator. This is also visible in the Opéra 
de Marseille. There is a strict vertical separation 
between public and private functions.  The only 
connection  between  the backstage and the public 
areas is the auditorium. The front and back of the 
building are two separate worlds. The lobby would 
function as a transitional space between exterior 
and interior, making it possible for the public to 
get ready for the theatrical event. The same is 
happening in the backstage area, where the Actors 
are preparing themselves for the confrontation 
with the public on stage. This also explains the 
central position of the auditorium space in the 
building. 

Another characteristic of the spatial layout is that 
the auditorium and total volume of the building 
are independent from each other. The auditorium 
is situated  in the centre of the building. The layout 
of the auditorium is designed as an unique object, 
independent from the exterior volume, which 
is determined by the surrounding context. The 
remaining space between auditorium and exterior 
walls are the result of the exterior design and 
the auditorium design. Because the building is 
free-standing, the in between private and public 
spaces do have the possibility to get natural 
daylight, which is an advantage over theatres 
which are hidden away inside building blocks.

Another architectural element of the Opéra is 
the attention given to  the sequence of interior 
spaces. Before one reaches the auditorium, 
one has to go through various spaces, which 
contributes to the experience of the theatre 
as a series of events. The spaces are mostly 
large in scale as is visible in the section. Special 
attention is given to the stairs, which do have a 
monumental appearance and scale.  The stair holds 
a special place in theatre architecture. The stairs 
are the architectural element which expresses 
the importance of the attendances in the theatre.    
The stairs also provide an interesting threshold 
between spaces like the foyer and lounge, again 
contributing to the experience of theatre going. 

Spatial layout
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Fig. 3.15 Théâtre de la Criée
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Théâtre de la Criée is situated in the former fi sh 
market along the south banks of the Vieux Port. 
The original facade, which is still visible today, 
was constructed in the beginning of the 20th 
century. Since 1981 the former fi sh market houses 
National Drama Centre Théâtre de la Criée. 
The transformation of the former fi sh market 
is a design by architect Bernard Guillaumot. The 
theatre has a main hall with 800 seats and a smaller 
experimental studio theatre with a maximum of 
200 seats. 

Although the research would only focus on 
purpose built theatre spaces, Théâtre de la Criée 
can not be neglected in the analysis on theatres 
in Marseille. Beside the prominent position of the 
theatre on a national level, the theatre is a typical 
example of a modern open theatre type. It is 
interesting to see how the theatre typology in this 
case has been transformed to become a theatre 
which should, according to the theatre itself, be a 
theatre for all. 

Fig. 3.16 Théâtre de la Criée

Théâtre de la Criée
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Fig. 3.17 Facade Théâtre de la Criée
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Fig. 3.18 Section Théâtre de la Criée
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Fig. 3.19 Ground fl oor  Théâtre de la Criée
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Fig. 3.20 First fl oor  Théâtre de la Criée
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In the 20th century the strong separation between 
the backstage and the public spaces is fading. 
Lobbies would turn into spaces where also 
performances could occur. The rehearsal spaces in 
the backstage would be opened up for the general 
public to see the actors rehearse. The two separate 
worlds of actors and spectators was disappearing. 
As architects envisioned a more democratic 
approach to theatre architecture, instead of the 
clear division in traditional opera houses where 
spectator and actor were separated by a raised 
stage. 

Especially after world war I, the appearance 
of the interior spaces changes due to multiple 
arguments. Proper decoration was too expensive. 
Due to upcoming movements like art Deco and 
modernism, the baroque styled decoration was 
ignored. Most new theatres were praised for 
their more contemporary atmosphere. Also the 
traditional decoration was ignored as it in some 
eyes represented a form of theatre only for the 
privileged classes. The large amount of decoration 
also did not fi t the multifunctional character the 
public spaces in the theatre got. The lobby and 
foyer would be kept neutral to function multiple 
purposes. (Fair, 2015)

The characteristics of a more open and 
multifunctional character is also visible in the 
spatial layout and section of Théâtre de la Criée. 
Functions like the foyer, lounge and box offi ce are 
accommodated in one big open space. The typical 
sequences of spaces like in the traditional Opéra 
buildings have made place for one open space. The 
different areas of the open space are defi ned by use 

rather then by architectural elements. The foyer 
of Théâtre de la Criée houses several functions, 
which are accessible from multiple entrances in 
the front facade. The only architectural distinction 
between different functions of the foyer is a 
small height difference. Also the clear separation 
between private and public functions is less strong 
then in the traditional opera houses. Opéra de 
Marseille showed a clear vertical division of public 
and private parts of the theatre.  At Théâtre de la 
Criée the private and public functions are situated 
more around the auditorium, making multiple 
connections between private and public possible. 

Concerning the auditorium and stages, the presence 
of multiple stages is already a development which 
suggests that a theatre is becoming more varied 
in use. In the section it is clearly visible that also 
in the auditorium the separation between actor 
and audience is reduced to a minimum. The height 
difference in stage and auditorium in gone. The 
auditorium and fl y tower work together more as 
one big space, rather than two separate spaces. 

Spatial layout
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Maison de la Culture

Besides the expression of a public monument, 
the expression of the building was often also an 
expression of the democratization of culture. 
In some cases this is refl ected in the facade, 
expressing the building as a machine. The cultural 
complexes would often be designed as effi cient 
machines to encourage the artistic expression. 
The Maison de La Culture in Grenoble is a 
good example of this.  (Page 49). Another way of 
expressing the democratization of culture was to 
provide the building with fl exible and adaptable 
spaces. Architects started experimenting with 
different shapes of auditoriums. The hexagon is 
used multiple times for the shape of the auditorium, 
as the hexagon was considered to be the most 
fl exible shape for theatre. The hexagon shape 
would not only be applied for the auditorium 
space, but would be extruded through the whole 
building, making it also an expressive element in 
the facade. The maison de la culture in Thonon les 
Bains is an example of this. However more extreme 
examples are also existing. (Dubouilh, 2014)

Although the meaning behind design choices is 
similar to those of the more traditional theatres, 
the expression of the building in the context  as 
an unique object, provides little interpretation for 
a new design which actually wants the express the 
context.

The interior layout of the buildings might be 
more interesting to study.  Especially the way the 
different functions are related with each other and 
what the role of the theatre is in these cultural 
centres. Therefore four Maison de la Culture are 
analysed on a functional level. This is made visible 
on the following two pages. 

The fi rst part of the research already concluded 
that in the second half of the 20th century the 
theatre was incorporated into a larger structure 
of cultural functions: the arts centre. As Marseille 
does not have one, it is necessary to zoom out 
to a national level to fi nd a specifi c type of arts 
centre in France: the Maison de la Culture. The 
maison de la Culture shares the similar thought 
as the arts centre typology in general. First of all 
to express the presence of culture in the city they 
are constructed, and secondly to provide access 
to culture for every citizen. The fi rst idea of the 
Maison de la Culture came from the minister of 
culture in 1961. Since then around fi fteen Maisons 
de la Culture have opened their doors, some of 
which were designed by famous architects. Le 
Corbusier designed a Maison de la culture in 
Firmini, Oscar Niemeyer designed the Volcano 
in La Havre and André Wogenscky designed one 
of the most well known Maison de la Culture in 
Grenoble. 

It would be interesting to see what characteristics 
defi ne a Maison de la Culture, and what sets them 
apart for other types of arts centres. The goal is to 
see if some of these characteristics can be applied 
in the design to refer to the latest development of 
theatre architecture specifi cally in France. Especially 
as Marseille does not have such a building. 

The fi rst characteristic is that they all share the 
expression of being a monument, in idea similar to 
the traditional theatres in the city centre. However, 
these buildings try to achieve a monumental 
appearance by expressing a different architectural 
language then the surrounding context, which 
makes them stand out from the rest.
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Fig. 3.15 Maison de la Culture, Thonon Les Bains
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Fig. 3.16 Maison de La Culture, La Havre
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Fig. 3.17 Maison de la Culture, Grenoble
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Fig. 3.18 Maison de La Culture, Saint-Quentin

Backstage

Stage

Auditorium

Cinema

Foyer Public entrance Daycare

Foyer/restaurant

Auditorium

Backstage

Sculpture garden

Music school

Private Spaces

Public spaces

Theatre related functions



51

Conclusion

From the analysis of mostly the development of 
the spatial layout of the building, it becomes clear 
that it is inevitable to design solely a theatre. The 
meaning of theatre is changing as theatre in the 20th 

century is seen as a right rather then a privilege. The 
defi nition of the theatre experience is becoming 
more and more dependent on the use of spaces, 
rather than the architecture of the spaces. This is 
also visible in the architecture of the auditorium. 
Ornamentation is only applied if necessary. 

The Maison de la Culture takes it a step further, 
as the theatre is becoming one big complex of 
cultural functions.  Although, even in these large 
complexes, the theatre is still separated from 
the other functions, creating the possibility to 
still generate the traditional theatre experience. 
Besides that, the several functions could, in the 
design, provide the advantage that the building 
also in the interior expresses a wider variety of 
activity, making it possible to connect and separate 
functions into a building which would not only be 
occupied during the evening when theatre plays 
are being performed. 

Various similarities can be taken from the analysis 
on the spatial layout of the cultural complexes. 
First of all, the main theatre auditorium stands 
on itself in the building. Every complex has 
multiple entrances. One entrance for the main 
theatre hall and a secondary entrance for the 
other functions. This is an interesting aspect as 
the theatre and the other parts of the building 
can function independently from another. 

Secondly the Cultural centres always have more 
than one auditorium space. Probably from the idea 
of fl exibility and multi-purpose spaces, the centres 
always house one main theatre hall and one or two 
smaller, more experimental auditorium types. 

Besides the presence of multiple auditoriums, 
there are more common functions which regularly 
appear in a Maison de la culture. Functions like a 
library, exhibition space and a café/restaurant are 
always present. Each function has as separate space 
attached to it, meaning that, although the building 
brings cultural functions under one roof, most of 
these functions do work independently from one 
another. This is in contrast with the modern theatre 
where spaces would be put together to provide 
one large multifunctional and fl exible space. 

Although the presence of certain functions are 
mostly similar in different complexes, the original 
intention is that an arts centre represents the 
culture of a certain city. Interesting for the future 
design could be to look at what functions would 
represent La Canebière, so that not only the 
external expression relates to La Canebière but 
also the functional layout of the building. 
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The auditorium might be the most discussed space 
of the theatre. In literature on theatre architecture, 
the auditorium is defi ned as the space where 
the audience and the actor are confronted with 
each other. This confrontation is essential for the 
existence of a theatre. Before purpose built theatre 
structures appeared in the city, this confrontation 
was the essential element which transformed a 
space into a theatre. The confrontation made it 
possible to transform ordinary urban spaces into 
theatres. Examples of this are the market squares 
of medieval cities and the cortile of palazzos during 
the Renaissance period. Therefore the development 
of the auditorium could be considered the oldest 
element in theatre history even if the auditorium 
has not always been an enclosed space. 

The architectural development of the auditorium  
in the 20th century is mostly determined by the 
changing perspective on the confrontation between 
actor and audience. The location, size and shape 
of the auditorium have changed over time due to 
the desire to change this confrontation. Especially 
during the last century, architects experimented 
with new ways of confrontation, resulting in a wide 
variety of auditorium layouts today. This part of 
the research will focus on the auditoriums from 
the 18th century until the 20th century, when the 
confrontation between actor and spectator was 
happening inside a purposely designed enclosed 
space. Multiple stage types will be discussed and 
analysed how the spatial layout and architectural 
elements have evolved over time. 

The fi rst type of auditorium is best represented 
in the 18th and 19th century Opéra houses. The 
proscenium stage, where actors and spectators 
are separated by the proscenium arch. Stage and 
auditorium are two separated spaces, only visually 
connected by a large opening, functioning as a 
picture frame for the audience to look through. 
The picture frame would be highly decorated to 
strengthen the idea of the opening functioning as a 
frame. This strong division of actor and spectator 
goes back to the amphitheatre of the fi fth century. 
The skene house was introduced as an off stage 
area where actors could change costumes. This 
structure was placed behind the stage, opposite 
from the audience, also functioning as a scenic 
element during the plays. The skene house got 
the meaning of the ‘hidden’ world, as the audience 
could not  see what was happening inside. The 
skene house is the start of a visual separation 
between actor and audience. This separation is 
also visible in the Opéra houses. The backstage 
is a hidden world from where only a small piece 
is visible on stage. The auditorium would become 
the space where the two worlds of audience and 
actors came together. The auditorium is therefore 
placed in the centre of the building, separating the 
two different worlds. 

3.3 Auditorium architecture
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In 20th century constructed theatres the layout 
of the 18th and 19th century opera houses is still 
used as a reference in the design of an auditorium. 
Although the hierarchical social function of the 
auditorium is not present anymore, the layout 
turned out to be useful in designing intimate and 
communal theatre spaces. Multiple theorists have 
studied these characteristics to search for the 
specifi c qualities that favour the traditional theatre 
over the more modern and utilitarian theatre 
layout.

The answer of this question lies mainly in the seating 
arrangement of the auditorium. In a traditional 
theatre, the seats do not only face the stage, they 
also face each other. This increases the feeling of 
the theatre as a communal event. The spectator 
does not only see what is happening on stage, but 
also the reaction of other spectators. Multiple 
architects have tried to simulate this communal 
character by using a curved seating arrangement 
in the stalls and the balcony. Also the side box 
is reintroduced as an architectural element. In 

The Auditorium layout from the 18th until the 19th 
century is made out of elements which represents 
the social order of society, rather than focussing 
the audience on the stage. The main concept of 
auditorium design was making sure that important 
people would be seen by the other audience 
members. The auditorium walls would be covered 
with boxes for the aristocracy to take place 
in. Important families were permanent owners 
of these boxes and could therefore decorate 
the interior of these boxes as they desired. The 
placement of these boxes was highly insuffi cient 
for watching the play as most of them were 
positioned perpendicular to the stage.  However, 
being seen by others was more important then 
seeing the play. For the most important guests 
there was the royal box. This box was more 
decorated than the other boxes as it should stand 
out in the auditorium, also because the size of the 
box itself was relatively small in comparison to 
the auditorium as a whole. The royal box would 
be placed in the centre of the auditorium as 
being the centre of importance. Later the royal 
box was often placed next the proscenium arch 
to make the prominence even bigger. From the 
end of the 18th century, the boxes were replaced 
by galleries to create a more democratic layout. 
Both auditorium layouts kept existing until the 
19th century. However the multiple levels of the 
auditorium were still used to separate different 
social classes to prevent a confrontation between 
them. From the beginning of the 20th century, the 
boxes completely disappeared as the functions 
of the theatre as social display disappeared. This 
also caused the amount of decoration to decrease 
as the primary function of the theatre was not 
anymore to express wealth. 

Traditional Auditorium design

Fig. 3.19 Malmö Stadsteater
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the traditional theatre, the various balconies 
represented a social hierarchy. In modern theatre 
this is not the case anymore. However architects 
use the side box as a tool to create a stronger 
connection between the stalls and the balcony, and 
to bring the spectator closer to the actor, resulting 
in a more intense experience. A well known 
example of this principle is the main auditorium 
in the Malmö stadsteater. The side- balconies go 
all the way down to the stalls, connecting the 
spectators in the stalls with the spectator on 
the balcony. It is a modern interpretation on the 
traditional side boxes. 

Another aspect of the auditorium design is the 
materialisation. In contemporary theatres the 
materialisation is often reduced to a minimum  
with the idea that the focus should be on the stage 
rather than on your neighbours. However, the 
large amount of ornamentation in the traditional 
theatre also created a sense of unity through the 
whole auditorium. Again this is about the fact that 
a good theatre is experienced as a communal 
event. By designing a coherent auditorium design, 
the spectator is connected with the actor as 
well as with the other spectators, increasing the 
experience as a whole. 

Fig. 3.20 actor/spectator relation proscenium stage
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There were also more drastic developments 
in auditorium architecture. Architects started 
introducing new types of stages to change the 
confrontation between actor and spectator. 
Architects would refer to even older types of 
theatre and implemented them in a contemporary 
manner. The thrust stage is a stage type which was 
introduced due to this development, which was 
for the time a large break with the current values 
of theatre design. The thrust stage is a reference 
to the Greek amphitheatre where the spectator 
was surrounding the stage on three sides, rather 
than one side as in traditional theatre. Also the 
Shakespeare globe theatre from the 16th century  
provided the inspiration to design a new type of 
stage which experimented with the confrontation 
between actor and spectator resulting in the 
Cottesloe auditorium layout. 

Not all architects returned to the proscenium 
auditorium layout of the 18th and 19th century 
theatre design. Multiple modernist architects 
wanted to get rid of the clear separation between 
actor and spectator and were looking for new 
ways to reduce the separation.  This was fi rst of 
all achieved by turning down on the extensive 
decoration and darken the auditorium to put the 
focus on stage. Only the necessary decoration would 
be applied with natural materials. Auditoriums 
would be minimally decorated, even less then the 
other spaces in the theatre. The layout would be 
focused on the stage. The seating arrangement is 
much more utilitarian then in traditional theatres. 
Some architects believed that theatre architecture 
could be measured in terms of heights, sightliness, 
acoustics, etc. The best theatre experience was 
created if the numbers were right. 

Fig. 3.21 Actor/spectator relation thrust stage Fig.3.22 Actor/spectator relation Cottesloe auditorium

Functional theatre design

Stage

Audience



57

Conclusion

Another aspect architects experimented with 
was the multi-purpose theatre. Walter Gropius 
Totaaltheater might be the best known example. 
A theatre space which could transform into 
every desired stage type with the help of multiple 
moving parts. However, the adaptability has 
turned out to reduce the quality of the theatre 
space as the technical equipment took over from 
the architecture of the space, making this type 
of theatre not suitable for theatre play. In 1960, 
the newly formed Association of British Theatre 
Technicians, in which theatre architects were well 
represented, decided that multi-purpose never led 
and would never lead to good theatres and resulted 
in no-purpose theatre buildings. Flexibility, rather 
than adaptability, of a theatre space was much 
more desired. A theatre space which is suitable for 
multiple type of performances without the need to 
change the space. Flexibility due to spatial layout 
rather than due to machinery. The studio theatre 
and courtyard are two examples of  auditorium 
types which are praised for their fl exibility . 

There is not a singular answer to the question 
what type of auditorium layout is the best. The use 
of the space will decide what the best choice for 
a certain stage type is. From this short summary 
of developments, it can be stated that for the 
traditional theatre experience, the traditional  
proscenium theatre layout is best suitable if 
transformed into a contemporary layout. The use 
of side boxes, curved lines and a unifi ed auditorium 
design could increase the sense of a social event 
and therefore the theatre experience as a whole. 

If a more fl exible space is desired, a more 
contemporary stage type might be better to 
consider. First the function of the theatre should 
be decided and by that choice a stage type should 
be chosen to create the best theatre space for 
multiple functions. 

Fig. 3.23 Actor/spectator relation Studio theatre Fig. 3.24 Actor/spectator relation courtyard theatre
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the new building will be placed on a prominent 
location at the end of la Canebière, the expression 
could be from both the facade theatre typology as 
the monumental theatre typology.

The study on the interior of the theatre showed 
that in the 20th  century the development of the 
theatre typology took on multiple shapes. A wide 
variety of auditorium layouts came into existence. 
Some refl ected on older examples of  auditorium 
layouts. Other architects tried to invent completely 
new auditorium types .  With this development 
the spaces around the auditorium also changed. 
The question for a more fl exible and democratic 
approach to auditorium architecture is also 
refl ected in these spaces. It is therefore important 
to understand what type of theatre will be designed 
to make sure the theatre functions as a whole. 

In conclusion, the best representation of the 
current theatre typology as a public building in the 
city starts from the basis of the cultural complex 
with various types of auditoriums and other 
cultural activities. The various auditorium types will 
have to represent the various views on auditorium 
architecture, which mainly developed during the 
20th century. This includes traditionally inspired 
theatres, new types of theatres and fl exible theatre 
spaces . As the spaces around the auditorium are 
of a big infl uence on the experience of the theatre 
event, the auditoriums and surrounding spaces 
should be designed as one, to prevent the design 
from becoming just a collection of stages, but 
becoming a representation of theatre architecture 
as a whole. 

The sub question that needed to be answered 
through the research on theatre typology is: 

What is the defi nition of the current theatre 
typology as a public building in the city?

The study on the development of the theatre has 
been executed on three different scales. To fi nd 
out what elements do or have defi ned the theatre 
typology. The results are combined into a design 
framework based on a refl ection of the different 
parts of the research. The framework will be used 
to design a new theatre, which will fi t into the 
typological characteristics of the theatre building. 
These can be found on the next spread. 

The fi rst part of the research has shown that 
theatre architecture is losing its original expression 
as a public building in the city as most new theatres 
are being constructed outside the city centre. 
Theatres are being ripped away from their context 
which is so important for their function as a public 
building type. The latest development of theatres 
in the city is in the shape of a cultural complex, 
housing multiple cultural related functions.  As 
the new design will be a representation of the 
current state of the theatre typology this will 
be the starting point of the design. However, as 
examples have shown, many of the current cultural 
complexes do not express any characteristic 
of the theatre typology as the theatre is being 
absorbed by the bigger whole of cultural functions. 
Therefore it is necessary to look back at the 
original characteristics of the monumental and 
facade theatre to be able to design a public building 
which does represent the theatre typology.  As 

3.4 Conclusion
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Civic monument      
Architectural/urban expression 
-free standing      
-lifted from the ground    
-heavy in use of material     
         
-Visual connection interior/exterior   
-Portico       
-Symmetrical 

Expression of theatre function
-Seperate functions visible from outside  
-Monumental appereance/neoclassical style 
-Ornamentation      

Traditional theatre experience    

Use of spaces
-Single use of space     

Scale of spaces
-Constantly changing  scale of spaces   

Sequence of spaces
-‘Story like’ experience      
  
Threshold between spaces (interior/exterior)
-Hard threshold      
-Use of stairs to enlarge experience     

Facade theatre

Architectural/urban expression 
-Integrated in urban structure
-Similar ground level as direct context
-Similar expression as nearby cultural 
complexes
-Open and clean plinth
-Sheltered marquee
 
Expression of theatre function
-Use of signs and posters
-Ornamentation
- Sharing common characteristics with other 
cultural complexes for recognition

Modern theatre experience

Use of spaces
-Multi-use of space

Scale of spaces
-Single large scale space

Sequence of spaces
-One open space for flexibility    

Threshold between spaces (interior/exterior)
-Soft threshold to gain flexibility
- Small level differences

Fig. 3.25 Design framework for the theatre typology (exterior/interior layout/auditorium)
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-     

Traditional auditorium design       

Stage type
-Proscenium stage (Opera Houses)   
        
        

Auditorium layout      
-Sightlines on audience      
-Curved seating arrangement    
hierarchical layout               
 
Threshold between spectator and actor
-Height difference      
-Proscenium           

   

New types of auditorium design   

Stage type
-Studio theatre
-Courtyard theatre
-Thrust stage (Greek amphitheatre)

Auditorium layout      
-Sightlines to stage 
-Utilitarian seating arrangement
- Democratic layout           

Threshold between spectator and actor
-Same level
-No boundaries    



Fig. 4.01 Former Hôtel Noailles
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Avenue La Canebière only came into existence in 
1927 when the city decided to widen Rue Noailles. 
Before that the street existed of 3 consecutive 
streets, all developing separately from each other 
over time. In this sense La Canebière is the result 
of 3 different patches which only later were put 
together to create one large avenue. This separated 
development is also visible in the typological and 
architectural differences of La Canebière, resulting 
from small scale housing to large monuments. 

The development of Avenue La Canebière in 
Marseille symbolizes the commercial and cultural 
development of Marseille in the 19th and 20th 
century. La Canebière is home to grand buildings 
like Palais de la Bourse, Hôtel Louvre et paix et 
grand hôtel Noailles, all representing the economic 
prosperity of their time. Besides that  La Canebière 
used to be the cultural and commercial heart of the 
city with many bars, clubs, theatres and cinemas. 
The new design should represent this prominent 
image of a high street and unify the separated parts. 
This part of the research will analyse the historical 
development of the street, the streetscape of La 
Canebière and zoom in on relevant structures along 
La Canebière to frame the current  architectural 
and urban identity of the street. An understanding 
on the differences and similarities in architectural 
and urban characteristics along the street should 
provide a starting point for the design, which will 
have to express the identity of La Canebière. 

4. La Canebière
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Fig. 4.02 La Canebière
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The fi nal part of La Canebière, originally Allées le 
Meilhan, consist of multiple larger building blocks 
with relatively small plots. The current building 
blocks are the result of unplanned developments, 
designed separately from each other. This results 
in an eclectic character of typologies, scales and 
architectural styles. This part of La Canebière 
was not intended to be part of any high street. 
Originally this part was designed as a park, where 
the inhabitants of Marseille could go for a walk 
outside the city wall. This explains the much wider 
street profi les  and the large open space at the 
end of La Canebière. Currently the street is mostly 
dominated by infrastructure, leaving little trace of 
the park it once was.  

The middle part, originally Rue Noailles, is the 
connecting element between La Canebière and 
Allées Les Meilhan. However the street width 
originally was much smaller. Due to the increasing 
traffi c during the beginning of the 20th century, the 
street needed to be widened. All building blocks 
around this street were demolished and new 
building blocks were constructed, but with a much 
wider street profi le. After the completion of the 
widening, La Canebière was in name extended 
until the Saint-VIncent church. (Blès, 1994)

The next pages show the morphological 
development of the street from the 18th century 
until now. Visible is how the different parts of 
La Canebière developed independently from 
each other, resulting in a combination of various 
typologies around the street. 

La Canebière is the historic high street of Marseille. 
It is around 1 kilometre in length, reaching from 
the Vieux Port to the Saint-Vincent de Paul church, 
which was being constructed from 1855 to 1886 
and designed by architect François Reybaud. The 
street is called La Canebière from the word 
Cannabis in Latin. Originally the area was used 
for large hemp fi elds as Marseille was one of the 
world’s largest trader of hemp baskets and ropes 
from the Middle Ages until 1930. 

From the morphology it is visible that La Canebière 
was not planned as a main avenue of Marseille or 
to be a high street at all. The historic high street 
originally consists of three consecutive streets,  
which today are still visible  from the varying street 
widths, typologies and architectural styles, giving 
each part their own identity. 

The original idea of an imposing avenue came 
from the expansion plan of Louis XIV to connect 
the existing and future extensions of the city, and 
to provide the city with a worthy entrance. This 
vision marked the beginning of La Canebière. The 
development of the  building blocks around the 
fi rst part of La Canebière,  which ran from the 
Vieux Port until the Course Belsunce, is the result 
of  multiple urban plans, all trying to develop La 
Canebière into the entrance of the city. These 
plans include the original expansion plan of Louis 
XIV, the redevelopment of the Arsenal and the 
construction of Palais de la Bourse. Three projects 
with their own urban and typological ideas coming 
together at one segment of La Canebière. 

La Canebière
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Fig. 4.03 Morphological development
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Fig. 4.04 Widening Rue Noailles
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Rue Noailles emerged around the same time as 
La Canebière. The street connected La Canebière 
and the ramparts. The street was mainly inhabited 
by important families, which explains the original 
name of the street: Rue des Nobles.  Later,  the 
street is named after Jacques de Noailles, whose 
family owned a house along the street. Before the 
decision of the city to widen Rue Noailles,  the 
street mostly consisted of luxury hotels and large 
mansions. 

The current appearance of La Canebière only 
came into existence when the city decided to 
widen the street Rue Noailles. This was necessary 
as a lot of traders moved into the area. This 
caused a high increase of traffi c going through the 
street, resulting in traffi c congestions. The current 
street width could not handle this.  When the city 
decided to widen the street, they took the chance 
to unify the different parts of the high street by 
implementing a new street width, similar to that 
of the part of La Canebière coming from the Vieux 
Port. The decision to widen the street was made 
in 1860, but it would take until 1927 to complete 
the whole operation. Only from 1927 the name La 
Canebière was given to the unifi ed street, reaching 
from the Vieux Port to the Saint-Vincent de Paul 
church. (Blès, 1994)

All buildings from before the widening are 
destructed leaving almost no trace from the 
architecture before the widening of the street. 
However, during the reconstruction they did not 
neglect the past of the area. The new buildings 
include luxury hotels like Hôtel Louvre et Paix and 
Le Grand Hôtel Marseille. The whole project is 
designed at once. This made it possible to link Rue 

Noailles to the former La Canebière, creating one 
coherent high street .This results in a coherent 
facade facing La Canebière on both sides, with a 
similar building height and facade expression.

Widening Rue Noailles
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An in depth analysis on the facade of the street is 
done by redrawing and analysing the south north 
facade of La Canebière. The goal is to understand 
what the result is of the fragmented development 
of the street and see if there are nevertheless 
common characteristics to be found which could 
provide a reference for the design of a new public 
building at the end of the street. Besides that, some 
buildings will be analysed individually. The choice of 
buildings is based on the scale or position along 
the street, which is similar to that of the future 
design. 

The fi rst thing that stands out analysing the street 
facade is the varying building height. Apart from Rue 
Noailles, it is visible that the majority of the plots 
along the street have developed independently. 
Also the scale of the individual plots is changing 
constantly. Overall the smaller plots are situated at 
the end of La Canebière.  This means that the scale 
of La Canebière is slowly reducing towards the 
end. Together with the much wider street width, 
this causes the street to lack an urban character, 
which you would expect from a high street in 
Marseille. Also the large open space at the end of 
La Canebière makes that the street does not have 
a clear boundary at like the street has on the side 
of the Vieux Port. 

Something else that stands out are the buildings 
which are not original, but have been replaced by 
new buildings. These buildings are constructed 
during the postwar period. They stand out due 
to a different facade expression. The façades have 
a much more horizontal and sober appearance, 
which makes them stand out from the traditional 
buildings.  The contrast between old and new is 

Facade analysis

interesting. However, the façades of the newer buildings 
are so generic in expression, that most of these buildings 
do not represent the identity of La Canebière, as they 
could be situated anywhere.  The only exception is the 
Pouillion building, which actually does connect with the 
context. 
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Fig. 4.05 La Canebière South north facade

Palais de la Bourse
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Hôtel Louvre et paix Pouillion building

Fig. 4.06 Rue Noailles
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Town hall Place Léon Blum

Fig. 4.07 Allées Les Meilhan



Fig. 4.08 La Canebière 1
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La Canebière 1

La Canebière 1 is a good representation of most 
buildings around Palais de la Bourse. The building 
originates from 1784 as part of the redevelopment 
of the area of the former Arsenal. The building was 
constructed to provide the necessary commercial 
space around La Canebière. Multiple shops have 
been situated in this building. The arcade attached 
to the building has been added later at the side 
of the Vieux Port to provide the building with 
terrace space. Other buildings along La Canebière 
share similar characteristics with large commercial 
spaces on the ground fl oor and housing on the 
upper fl oors.

Fig. 4.10 Prominent facade elementsFig. 4.09 La Canebière 1 (left)

Facade openings

Horizontal elements



Fig. 4.11 Palais de la Bourse
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Palais de la Bourse

Lifted from ground level, it is undoubtedly the most 
recognizable building along La Canebière. Palais de 
la Bourse was constructed to be the centre of 
commerce at the place which was considered to 
be the heart of the city. The fi rst stone was laid in 
1852 by Napoleon III and construction went on 
until 1860. The design was made by architect Pascal 
Coste. 65 Buildings needed to be demolished 
for the construction of the new stock market. 
Nowadays the building houses the Marseille-
Provence Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

Fig. 4.13 Prominent facade elementsFig. 4.12 Palais de la Bourse

Facade openings

Vertical facade elements

Horizontal facade elements



Fig. 4.14 Hôtel Louvre et de Paix
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Hôtel Louvre et paix

Hôtel Louvre et Paix was constructed in 1863 to 
become a luxury hotel along la Canebière. During 
the second World war the building was used by 
the ‘Kriegsmarine’. At the moment the building 
accommodates offi ces and a large fashion outlet 
on the ground fl oor. The building is designed by 
architect Jean-Charles Pot. The building is a good 
representation of the wealth and luxury of the 
former Rue Noailles. 

Fig. 4.16 Prominent facade elementsFig. 4.15 Hôtel Louvre et Paix

Facade openings

Vertical facade elements

Horizontal facade elements

Window frames



Fig. 4.17 Pouillion Building
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Pouillion Building

In 1944 the city decides to rebuild the area 
where six years ago the Nouvelles Galleries was 
demolished due to a huge fi re. The new building 
will be designed by F. Pouillion and R. Egger. The 
building will be called The Pouillion Building. The 
large plinth of more then 7 meter houses shops, 
offi ces and a parking garage, giving the building an 
urban character. The upper levels are traversed 
to match with the surrounding buildings along La 
Canebière. In fl oor plan the building is curved to 
connect La Canebière to  Rue Vincent Scotto.

Fig. 4.19 Prominent facade elementsFig. 4.18 Pouillion building

Facade openings

Vertical facade elements



Fig. 4.20 Grand Hôtel Noailles

82

0 3 6 12 m



83

Grand Hôtel Noailles

Positioned on the other side of the street, this 
building can not be neglected in the analysis of 
prominent buildings along the street. Hôtel Noailles 
might be the most famous hotel in Marseille. The 
building is a design by architect Pierre Marius 
Béranger. The design was fi nished in  1865. The 
building remained a hotel until 1979, when it was 
sold to become a bank.  

Fig. 4.22 Prominent facade elementsFig. 4.21 Grand Hôtel Noailles

Facade openings

Vertical facade elements

Horizontal facade elements
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The analysis of La Canebière showed that the 
development of La Canebière as three successive 
parts is also refl ected in the streetscape. This results 
in a streetscape with three different identities, 
each with their own typological characteristics. 
Especially the difference between the beginning 
and end of la Canebière raises the question what 
type of building should be placed at the top of la 
Canebière. If a connection has to be made between 
the various parts of the street, the future design 
will have to adapt to multiple building heights and 
scales: the smaller plots of the directly surrounding 
context, the bigger plots of Rue Noailles and the 
church at the end of the street. 

This question is also raised in other plans for 
place Léon Blum, where the design will be situated. 
The Urban centre of Gaston Castel would be 
the highest building of the street, providing La 
Canebière with a monumental entrance. More 
contemporary ideas tend to stick with the average 
building height of the building block. However, as 
the scale of the future public building will be much 
bigger than the building plots in the direct context, 
it is the question whether you should not connect 
with similar scaled buildings along La Canebière to 
make a connection through a similar scale. 

Another reason to refl ect on similar scaled buildings 
along La Canebière is that the most representative 
buildings along La Canebière are of a bigger scale. 
The typical facade partition of buildings like Hôtel 
Louvre et Paix and Hotel Noailles provide an 
interesting starting point for the facade expression 
of the future design. The new public building would 
become an addition to the various monumental 
buildings along la Canebière. 

Conclusion



Fig. 5.01 Place Léon Blum
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people in Marseille. Around the square are multiple 
cafés, theatres and later also cinemas to be found. 
However, already then, the square is not anymore 
functioning as a park. Nowadays,Trees are still 
marking the previous function of a park, although 
multiple lanes of trees had to make place for traffi c 
lanes. 

After the research on La Canebière, this part will 
focus on the place of the new public building. A 
theatre building at the top of La Canebière seems 
a suitable location for a new public building to 
provide the top of La Canebière with a proper 
corner building. It will increase the coherence of 
La Canebière as a whole and activate the part of 
La Canebière which is now missing the activity the 
street needs to become lively again. 

The place on which a new building will arise is 
called Place Léon Blum. The square used to have a 
prominent place in the city structure of Marseille. 
Now Place Léon Blum is mainly dominated by 
traffi c on the north and south side of the square. 
This chapter will elaborate on the current qualities 
and possible improvements of the square and fi nd 
out when Place Léon Blum lost its prominent 
position in Marseille. 

Place Léon Blum came into existence during the 
18th century. It was part of the expansion plan 
of Louis XIV. Place Léon Blum marked the end 
of a park outside the city walls, which by that 
time is still functional. Louis XIV wanted to give 
the people of Marseille the possibility to enjoy 
nature and get some time away from the busy 
city life. The streets surrounding Place Léon Blum, 
La Canebière (former Allées Les Meilhan) and 
Allées Léon Gambetta, were originally designed 
as green lanes with multiple rows of large trees. 
Place Léon Blum formed the urban square which 
connected the two major green lanes. During 
the beginning of the 20th century the square still 
holds the prominent position in the city as it is 
the centre for cultural activity for the common 

5. Building site
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Fig. 5.02 Section Place Léon Blum1944 (top) and 2019 (below)
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Through history, two buildings stood at the head 
of the square, housing multiple functions, shaping 
the face of La Canebière from the east side of 
the city. The fi rst building dates back from 1765. 
The building had the function of a hospital for sick 
people who could benefi t from a recovery outside 
the city walls in a natural environment. In 1847 
the same building functions as a music school, but 
soon after became the Faculty of Sciences in 1857. 
Offi cially the building houses the function as Faculty 
of Sciences until 1944. However, during the war 
the building was used as a hospital for wounded 
soldiers. After functioning as the university library, 
the original building has been replaced by the 
current building at Place Léon Blum in 1979. The 
current building functioned as a town hall for 
the 1st and 7th district until 2018. Currently the 
building is abandoned. Plans are made to design 
a new cinema complex that should replace the 
current town hall building. Many plans have already 
been cancelled as they did not fi t with the cultural 
heritage of La Canebière.  However, it is clear that 
also the city government wants to bring back La 
Canebière as a centre of culture.  

Fig. 5.03 Place Léon Blum 1956

Fig. 5.04 Faculty of Sciences
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Fig. 5.05 Top of La Canebière
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Analysing the current situation of Place Léon 
Blum shows that some of the qualities of the 
space have gone lost during the centuries. What 
was once a prominent square in the city structure 
of the city, has become isolated between major 
traffi c lanes. The increasing importance of cars 
and trams caused the space to be separated on 
the north, east and south side of the square from 
the surrounding buildings. Besides the square 
becoming more isolated, the multiple rows of 
trees needed to make space for cars. First of all for 
the widening of the traffi c lanes to accommodate 
the increasing amount of cars. Secondly for the 
entrance to an underground parking garage, which 
now is a major element on the square.  The new 
design for a new public building should try to bring 
back the qualities of the green open space at the 
end of La Canebière . 

Place Léon Blum lost much of its prestige over the 
centuries. However, there are still some elements 
and characteristics left which provide some 
starting points for the revival of the square and 
the design for a new public building. One of the 
elements is the music kiosk in the middle of the 
square. It was inaugurated in 1911 and has since 
then been functioning as a place for musical events 
and gatherings. With the function of the new design 
in mind, the music kiosk fi ts within the future use 
of the place and therefore needs to be preserved. 

Another element at the top of the square is 
Monument des Mobiles. The current monument 
dates back from 1894 by sculptor Constant Roux. 
The monument is an honour to the fallen soldiers 
in the war of 1870. The statue points towards the 
Saint Vincent de Paul church on the other side 

of the street. The church is another important 
structure on an urban scale. The church marks the 
end two important axis in the city, namely of La 
Canebière and Léon Gambetta. The future design 
will have to take the church into account as the 
new theatre will function as a connecting element 
between the buildings along La Canebière and the 
church. 

At last there is also the abandoned town hall at the 
west side of the square. The question whether the 
building will have to be demolished comes too late, 
as it is already certain that the building will have to 
make place for a new design. The building derives 
from 1979 and is designed in a contemporary style. 
The front façade of the building is slightly turned to 
La Canebière, making it the face of La Canebière. 
However, the contemporary design and the closed 
façade along la Canebière separate this building 
from the rest of the street, functioning merely as 
an individual building. The demolishment of this 
building gives the opportunity to design a building 
at the top of La Canebière which does connect 
to the street and represent the cultural heritage 
of La Canebière in terms of architecture as well 
as cultural activity, and brings back the qualities of 
Place Léon Blum.



Fig. 5.07  Kiosque à Musique
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Fig. 5.06  Monument des Mobiles



93

Fig. 5.09 Place Léon Blum

Fig. 5.08  Place Léon Blum



Fig. 6.01 View from St. Vincent church
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theatre architecture. The design will accommodate 
the following functions: 
- Proscenium stage (main theatre)
- Thrust stage 
- Cottesloe/cinema/studio-theatre
- Library
- Exhibition space
- Rehearsal space
- Multifunctional space

On the next two pages the relation between these 
functions is visualised by two different relation 
schemes. The fi rst relation scheme is a functional 
relation scheme, illustrating how the building 
works on a functional level. The functional aspect 
of a theatre as a machine has not been widely 
discussed in this research. However, this aspect 
of theatre design has not been neglected during 
the design process. The Spatial consequences 
of necessary theatrical spaces and logistics are 
designed by the book by Edward C. Cole, Theatres 
and auditoriums and by studying contemporary 
theatre architecture. The second relation scheme 
shows the spatial relation between different spaces. 
How and which functions are connected with each 
other is in reference with the type of theatre the 
spaces belong to, as will become clear in a further 
explanation of the design. The explanation on the 
design will be structured similarly as the research, 
starting with the urban integration. Next the spatial 
layout will be explained, ending by a visualisation of 
various auditoriums in the building. 

The research on the theatre typology, as well as 
the analysis of La Canebière, has led to the design 
of a new public building on a triangular building 
site. The research on theatre design on multiple 
scales, as well as the analysis on La Canebière, all 
come together in a new cultural centre at the top 
of La Canebière. The design builds forward on the 
existing architecture along La Canebière as well as 
the development of the theatre typology of the last 
century. The design has become a representation 
of the rich history of La Canebière as well as 
theatre architecture, providing the street with a 
representative new face rising up above the trees. 

The design continues from the typology of Maison 
de la Culture, where multiple cultural functions 
are accommodated under one roof. The choice of 
functions and how these functions are related is 
based on multiple references of cultural centres 
in France in combination with functions which 
represent the cultural history of La Canebière. 
The decision is made to accommodate multiple 
theatre spaces in the building to provide a wide 
variety of possibilities, rather then creating one 
multi-purpose space, as the research showed that 
multi-purpose theatre spaces are almost always 
bad theatre spaces. This choice also follows the 
typology of the cultural centres in France, which 
often have one main theatre space and multiple 
smaller spaces to provide for multiple types of 
performances. What type of theatre spaces will be 
included in the design is based on the research on 
the theatre typology which highlighted different 
viewpoints on theatre architecture rising up during 
the 20th century. This results in three theatre 
spaces which represent major viewpoints on 

6. Design
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Fig. 6.02 Relation scheme design
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Fig. 6.03 Relation scheme design
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Fig. 6.04 Urban integration
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Currently, the space between the crossing of La 
Canebière and Allées Léon Gambetta is functioning 
as a leftover space, which is mainly enclosed by car 
lanes. The lack of active façade along the square 
results also in a lack of activity on the square. The 
new design provide La Canebière and Place Léon 
Blum with a new face and brings back life to the 
top of La Canebière. The new design goes back to 
the original morphology from a few decades ago 
by extending the building block. By placing a larger 
scale building at the top of La Canebière, the street 
is fi nally provided with a worthy entrance/closure 
of the street, making a stronger connection 
between the differentiating parts of the street and 
the church on the other side of the square. 

To improve the space even further, some other 
changes around the building have been made to 
improve the quality around the building as well. 
The Parking entrance, which is now dominating 
the north side of the square, is integrated in 
the design of the building. Cars can now enter 
and leave the parking garage through the north 
façade of the building. By getting rid of the parking 
entrance, space becomes free to bring back the 
line of trees towards the top of La Canebière.  
All the interventions together result in a smaller 
public space, where the trees, theatre and the 
music kiosk create a more defi ned and lively public 
space, a worthy entrance of La Canebière.  

Urban integration
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Fig. 6.05 La Canebière facade new design

The building itself consists of three different 
volumes to respond to the differentiating scale of 
buildings along La Canebière. The three volumes 
are in proportion similar to the most defi ning 
structures of the building block the design is part 
of. In building height the smallest volume responds 
to the direct neighbours and sticks to the original 
building height of 24 metres. The middle volume 

is higher to respond to the higher buildings along 
the beginning and middle part of La Canebière. The 
front part of the central volume has a similar height 
as other prominent buildings like Hôtel Louvre 
et Paix. The total height of the middle volume is 
similar to that of larger structures like the Pouillion 
building. The highest volume stretches out from 
the rest to take on a relation with the church 
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on the other side of the street. In the design, the 
idea of Gaston Castel, of creating a monumental 
building as the entrance of the street, has been 
honoured. The three volumes together result in a 
building mass which connects the different parts of 
La Canebière and creates a connection between 
the beginning and the end of La Canebière, unifying 
the street as a whole. 
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Fig. 6.06 Facade La Canebière
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Façades

concrete

limestone

The design of the façades represent a combination 
of the theatre typology and the facade architecture 
along La Canebière. The research on the facade 
expression of theatres showed that theatres who 
are integrated into the urban structure, tended to 
follow the facade characteristic of their context. 
The same principle is applied here. However, 
because the building also has a very prominent 
position in the city, elements are integrated in 
the design which give building the expression of 
a public monument Elements like the large foyer 
windows, the lifted arcade marking the entrance 
and the large semi-circular window. They all 
express the larger function of a theatre, in a facade 
which refers for the remaining part to the facade 
expression of La Canebière. 

The facade rhythm and ornamentation are a 
reference to  other prominent structures along 
La Canebière and a continuation of the facade 
expression of the directly connected buildings. 
The grouping of windows and the use of varying 
window types, give the facade a similar prominent 
position along La Canebière like buildings as Hôtel 
Louvre et Paix and Hotel Noailles, which use a 
similar facade principle. Besides that the grouping 
of windows provide a vertical facade rhythm which 
results in a more monumental appearance. It also 
increases the readability of the facade as three 
different volumes, reducing the large scale of the 
building to fi t better with the surrounding context. 

The building is made out of limestone with a plinth 
of concrete. Again these materials are chosen 
based on a combination of present materials along 
La Canebière and materials which fi t the character 
of a theatre. Limestone is widely used stone in 

Marseille as the area around Marseille is fi lled with 
limestone hills. The stony materials also responds 
to the stone materialisation of the church, creating 
a bridge between La Canebière and the church. 
Besides that, the solid appearance of the material 
provides the building with a monumental character, 
contributing to the aspect of the building being a 
public monument. 
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Fig. 6.07 Facade Place Léon Blum
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Fig. 6.08 Facade Léon Gambetta
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Fig. 6.09 Title image
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The interior layout of the building is divided in three 
vertical parts, similar to the external partition of 
the facade in three separate elements. The lowest 
volume houses the main backstage functions, with 
the fl y tower as most prominent element. 

The middle volume accommodates the auditorium 
spaces and the main entrance of the theatre on the 
ground fl oor. The auditorium and main entrance of 
the theatre shape the centre of the building, which 
is also visible in the facade.

The highest volume contains the public spaces 
of a theatre and other public functions, like the 
rehearsal spaces and the library. 

Building design

Backstage

Auditoriums

Public functions
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Fig. 6.10 Section
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The spatial layout of the interior resembles the 
three vertical elements visible in the facade. The 
main concept of the spatial layout of the building 
is based on the spatial layout of the monumental 
opera houses. The auditorium spaces are centred 
in the building. This provides the possibility to 
position the backstage functions around the 
auditorium along the facade, providing most spaces 
with natural daylight.  Above the main theatre 
there are two other auditorium spaces. Multiple 
stage types in a cultural centre are common to 
provide  a wider variety of possibilities. However 
due to the limited spaces, it is necessary to arrange 
the spaces vertically. The outer walls of the main 
auditorium are extended to the upper levels to 
defi ne the other two auditorium spaces. The layout 
of the upper two auditoriums are adapted to the 
shape of the main auditorium. 

The building services are located along the 
backside of the auditorium to keep the front 
space of the facade free for public functions. Also 
the control room, projector room, toilettes and 
necessary storage is situated in this part of the 
building.  The front and most prominent part of the 
building accommodates various cultural functions, 
like a library and rehearsal spaces.

Backstage

Auditorium

Building services

Public functions
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Fig. 6.11 Ground fl oor
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Fig. 6.12 Level 2 lounge
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Fig. 6.13 Level 3 

112

0 3 6 12 m

32

33

33

22

35



113

Fig. 6.14 Level 4 Balcony
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Fig. 6.15 Level 5 Multifunctional room
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Fig. 6.16 Level 6 Thrust stage
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Fig. 6.17 Level 7 Studio theatre
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Fig. 6.18 Level 8 Rehearsal space
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Fig. 6.19 Level 9 Library
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Fig. 6.20 Level 10 Library
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Fig. 6.21 Level 11 Library
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Fig. 6.22 Scheme auditorium layout
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The fi nal design contains three unique theatre 
spaces. Multiple performance spaces provide a 
wider variety of possibilities rather than focussing 
on designing one multi-purpose space. The choice 
of auditorium layouts is based on the varying 
viewpoints on theatre architecture of the 20th 
century.  The three different spaces form collection 
which represent the multiple direction taken in 
theatre architecture. 

The main theatre is a modern interpretation of the 
traditional opera houses in France. The research 
provided a framework for which elements are 
important for the auditorium layout. The curved 
layout and presence of stepped side boxes provide 
an intimate main theatre hall. The height difference 
and presence of the proscenium is a typical 
characteristic of the traditional theatre design. The 
spaces belonging to the main theatre hall are also 
based on the same principles as the traditional 
opera houses. The routing from entrance to 
auditorium contains multiple varying spaces in 
scale, providing a story-like experience. The foyer 
has a strong connection with the exterior due to 
the large vertical windows facing the square. The 
stairs are prominent objects, differentiating in 
material from the rest of the spaces. 

The second performance space is a thrust stage. It  
is a reference to the experimental types of theatre 
in which architects experimented with new types 
of confrontation between actor and spectator. 
From all the experiments, the thrust stage is the 
most well established. It provides for a variety of 
performances and other activities. The spectator 
is situated along three sides of the stages, with 
almost no boundary between spectator and actor. 

Theatre design

The last stage is based on the modern thought of 
theatre as a fl exible space. The space has become a 
combination a two theatre types which are praised for 
their fl exibility.: The black box and Cottesloe auditorium. 
The layout is utmost utilitarian to provide the possibility 
to use the space for cinematic purposes. However, if a 
suitable performance is happening, it is also possible to 
seat people on the sides of the auditorium, creating a 
dynamic audience on three sides of the stage. 

The foyer connected to the two modern stage 
types is also designed based on the principles of the 
modern open theatre typology. The foyer is designed 
as a multifunctional space. The materialisation is kept 
neutral for this purpose. Besides that, multiple views 
are established to other spaces to extend the theatre 
experience through multiple parts of the building. The 
space contains a small stage where anything can happen 
with a nice view to the church as a background, being a 
theatrical scene by  itself. 
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Fig. 6.23 Main theatre section
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Fig. 6.24 Thrust stage/Cottesloe auditorium



Fig. 6.25 Proscenium theatre
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The main theatre hall designed with elements 
which all refer to the traditional theatre. Almost 
the whole space in cladded in the same type of 
wood, creating an unifi ed auditorium space. The 
panels cover the wall and the ceiling, going all 
around the auditorium. The panels are shaped to 
create frames which focusses the direction of the 
auditorium to the stage, a reference to the highly 
decorated proscenium of traditional theatres. 

Proscenium stage



Fig. 6.26 Thrust stage
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The thrust stage is designed to be an intimate 
space for smaller events. The seating is fl exible 
to provide for a wider variety of possibilities. The 
technical equipment is hidden away in the ceiling. 
The material of the fl oor is similar through the 
whole space, limiting the separation between the 
stage and the audience to a few steps. 

Thrust stage



Fig. 6.27 Studio theatre
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The studio theatre is designed after the 
principles of a black box. The design therefore 
is kept neutral, making the space also suitable 
for cinematic use. In materialisation the stage 
fl oor stands out, putting the focus of the space 
to the stage. Apart from the material there 
is no boundary between actor and spectator. 

The walls of the theatre provide the possibility to 
seat people on the side of the stage. In case of a 
suitable performance, this area can also be used 
for spectators to sit, changing the atmosphere of 
the theatre from a completely utilitarian seating in 
a much more lively layout. 

Studio theatre
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The main research question for this graduation 
project was:  

What are the typological characterises of a new 
public building which is representative for the 
theatre typology as well for the cultural heritage 
of La Canebière? 
 

The design refl ects on the latest developments of 
the theatre typology. Research showed that there 
is not one type of auditorium layout which is the 
best.  The qualities of an auditorium depend on the 
type of play being performed. Therefore the choice 
has been made to design multiple auditorium types 
which in literature are praised for their unique 
set of qualities. With this decision the design 
has become a collection of various viewpoints 
on theatre architecture, which represent the 
rich history of the theatre typology.  The design 
contains the traditional theatre experience with 
a proscenium stage, but also the modern view 
on theatre designed around fl exibility and multi-
functionality. The design also builds forward on the 
latest development of the arts centre, referring 
to the French typology ‘Maison de la Culture’ a 
special type of arts centre in France. Until now 
Marseille did not have such an arts centre, which 
was already planned in 1933 by Gaston Castel. 
However, the expression of the building goes back 
to the traditional theatres which had a prominent 
role in the city, rather than looking at current 
theatres which lack meaning due to the lack of an 
urban context. 

The new design also refl ects on La Canebière. 
The design brings back some of the qualities of 
Place Léon Blum, making the square a more 
prominent urban space. On an urban scale the 
design tries to connect with the various parts of La 
Canebière, while the expression connects in scale 
and architectural elements to other prominent 
structures along La Canebière. The new design 
bridges the gap between the two endings of the 
street, while at the same time representing the 
most valuable architectural and urban qualities of 
La Canebière. 

7. Conclusion
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