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INTRODUCTION

This booklet is the end-result of the architecture graduation studio A 
Contemporary Cultural Forum at the Technical University Eindhoven 
Architecture, Building and Planning faculty. This year long studio 
aimed at researching and designing the concept of a forum, the Roman 
civic centre of society,  and what it could be in contemporary society. 
Through the writing of an essay (see appendix I) and the creation of an 
architectural pop-up book we explored and researched our personal 
stance and design tools related to the forum concept. Together they 
form the basis for the design process. 

The theme of the graduations studio addresses the current issues big 
cities face in contemporary society. Is it possible for architecture to 
have a meaningful contribution in bettering our urban dilemmas? And 
what place could a contemporary forum have in today’s society? The 
site of the forum will be in London. A big, rapidly changing metropole 
with a diverse population and urban environment strongly influenced 
by the current globalization.

The booklet begins with a disquisition of the research part of the pro-
ject. Starting with defining what a contemporary cultural forum is or 
could be. After this the site, program and concept will be discussed and 
the booklet will conclude with an overview of the forum design. 





RESEARCH

Contemporary cultural forum and today’s society

The origins of the concept of forum stem from ancient Roman society. 
Forum, Latin for public market place, has through the ages become a 
synonym for public speech, discussion and democracy. Although the 
physical manifestation crumbled away with the decline of the Roman 
Empire the word forum has retained a strong conceptual meaning. 

The ancient forum was a place of gathering, an organically grown 
centre of society. Originating as a market place over the centuries the 
forum evolved into the social, commercial, political and cultural centre 
of Roman society. Although starting as a commercial centre, the forum 
was also a strong representation of power. Where through the monu-
mental architecture the social hierarchy was re-enforced. The architec-
ture of the forum was a testimony to the power of the Roman empire. 

The monumentality of the architecture did not result in the forum be-
coming in elitarian place. It was much more a place where every niche,  
or strata, of society had their own place. For example, in-between 
the large pillars of one of the many temples small market stall were 
situated. Thus one can say that although certainly a place of power the 
forum had a strong democratic and egalitarian quality. 

In today’s society the urban structure is a lot different. The city centre 
is no longer at one place, but spread out across the city. In the case of 
London there are several commercial centres, ranging from local to 
global in scale. The political centre is clearly subdivided from the rest 
of the city. This off course has consequences for a contemporary con-
ception of a city forum. 

Both the political and the commercial buildings tend to strive for a 
certain monumental architecture.  Where political buildings some-
times aim to convey the message of democracy and equality many  
commercial buildings radiate the image of wealth, ego and success. 

5.

top left: ill. 01 siteplan Forum Romanum
bottom left: ill. 02 contemporary London
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Architectural meaning

The expression or meaning a building conveys, or wants to convey can 
be divided in 4 groups according to Lawrence J. Vale in his book Archi-
tecture, Power and National Identity. In a direct, literal way, for example 
the text on the facade. Through the architectural decisions of draw-
ing attention to certain properties of the building at the exclusion of 
others. The building can be shaped as a metaphor. Where its symbolic 
value determines the message the building conveys. And finally the 
building can convey meaning through what Vale calls mediated refer-
ences. The relations the building has with one or more individuals or 
happenings creates a certain meaning. This meaning through memory 
is not so much related to the architecture but much more to the history 
of the building. 

Colin Rowe discusses the topics of the architecture of memory and 
prophecy in his book Collage City. He argues strongly against the ethos 
of the prophetic modernists to erase the past and start anew, but also 
that memory alone is not the solution. When interpreting a building 
we, humans, need both memory and prophecy in order to make a 
distinctions. 

Architectural expressions

The brutalist movement of the 1960’s and 70’s was one of the archi-
tectural styles, strongly influenced by modernism, that had a pro-
phetic message and had a big impact on the British urban landscape. 
Although very rough in appearance it was conceived on an ethos of 
equality and social interaction. This might seem to be some what con-
tradictory to its strong expressive architecture in shape and materiality, 
but it was in line with the conception of creating a monument which 
elevated the ordinary citizen to prominence. In contrast to the contem-
porary skyscrapers as a testimony to wealth and power the Brutalist 
architecture was a testimony to the  common man. 

Architecture opposing the glass and steel dominance of the contempo-
rary metropolis can also be found in the architecture of phenomenol-
ogy. Phenomeologist try to go beyond the visual perception of archi-
tecture and strive for architecture which is strongly experienced with 

top left: ill. 03 Brutalist architecture
bottom left: ill. 04 Phenomenological design
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top: ill. 05 Collage Architecture & Meaning
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all the human senses. Materiality is an important aspect of phenome-
nological design. Its composition and treatment, the effect of light and 
shadow and the influence of the fourth dimension, time. The right use 
of materials greatly enriches the sense of belonging of the architectural 
design. A good phenomenological design strengthens the experience 
of place and architecture. 

The creation of a contemporary forum, or forum like building, is not 
something new. In many places around the world fora have been built 
that host all kinds of program. These buildings, although bearing the 
name forum, in most cases have not obtained a central position in the 
urban landscape 

top left: ill. 06 Edificio fórum, Barcelona
middle left: ill. 07 Tokyo international forum
bottom left: ill. 08 Groninger forum
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SITE

Characteristics

The site is situated in central London, alongside the river Thames, at 
the edge of the City of London commercial district. The urban envi-
ronment in the immediate surroundings of the site consists mostly of 
post war office buildings and residential buildings. 

Most of the historical buildings have been destroyed during or shortly 
after the second world war. The grain of the buildings is relatively big. 
The surrounding buildings on average have a footprint of 2500 m². The 
area of the site itself is roughly 12.500 m². 

Bordering the site is an major automotive road going underneath the 
neighbouring City of London School. The site is on the lower embank-
ment but bordering the upper embankment. The t difference is roughly 
7 metres. In order to connect the side to its environment this height 
difference has to be taken into account.

top left: ill. 09 Figure ground map London + Site
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top left: ill. 10 Satellite image 
right: ill. 11-16 Site pictures 
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left: ill. 17 Historical map 1894
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left: ill. 18 Site measurements 
right: ill. 19 Site automotive and pedestrian routes
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left: ill. 20 Site program 
right: ill. 21 Site embankments
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Tapping into the potential of the tourist loop.

Two elements of great importance to this location are the walkway 
in-between the Tate Modern on the other side of the river Thames and 
the St. Pauls Cathedral and the walkway alongside the river Thames. As 
visible on illustrations 22 and 23 the site is adjacent to the major tourist 
walkway network in London. Because of this the site has the potential 
to be visited by millions of people on a yearly basis. Connecting the site 
to a global audience. 

What the illustrations also show is that the along the north-side of the 
river Thames the walkway is much less used then on the south side. 
This is the result of the post war redevelopment which created a clutter 
of buildings difficult to navigate in-between for pedestrians. Through 
redesign of the site this walkway can be re-energized and potentially 
could connect all the way to the tower of London a few kilometres to 
the east.

left: ill. 22 Tourist map





25.
left: ill. 23 Site connectivity
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CONCEPT

From the research into the forum romanum several characteristics 
emerged which I felt were of key importance in order to create a mean-
ingful interpretation of a contemporary forum. A forum is first of all 
a monumental entity which has a certain dominance over its environ-
ment. Furthermore are the principles of democracy and equality an 
integral part of the message a forum should convey. 

Based on the research and my personal ambitions related to the con-
cept of forum I created a conceptual model which formed the basis of 
the design of the forum.

The architectural language of Brutalist architecture and the principles 
of phenomenology inspired me in the design of the concept model. My 
ambition was to design a forum which embraces the human experience 
by creating an interactive architectural language. A forum is about 
monumentality as well as democracy. These principles are reflected in 
the conceptual model. Monumentality is represented by the verticality 
of the structure. The top side shows the democratic side of the model 
where all the individual sticks are visible which together shape the 
structure. This creates a volume based on readable and simple rules. 
Also its irregular vertical shape gives the model an urban appearance.

 

left: ill. 24 Conceptual model
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left: ill. 25 Monumental qualities
right: ill. 26 Democratic qualities
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PROGRAM

Contemporary London has a very different urban structure in compar-
ison to ancient Rome. Where the ancient forum grew organically into 
the main city centre the city of London is spread out. With concentrat-
ed areas of function. Therefore striving the recreate a similar program  
as the ancient forum in a contemporary city is not feasible and proba-
bly not desirable. 

The forums main program will be a Performance Art centre. The 
forum romanum at its core is about expression. Weather it is political, 
cultural or commercial, the forum must have been a very lively place. 
Structuring the program around expression is also a tool to bring dif-
ferent kinds of people together as expression through dance, music and 
speech are capable of transcending cultural and social differences.

 

left: ill. 27 Performance Art Centre program 
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DESIGN

Just like the architecture of the forum Romanum did 2000 years ago, 
my design aims to create a sense of beloning. The belonging that the 
visitors experience in or around the forum and the architectural be-
longing of the building on this site, in this city. 

The forum consist of a main volume and a landscape which functions 
as a connecting element. The building is for the largest part construct-
ed out of brick. Where the landscape connects the building with the 
surrounding it takes over the materiality of its surrounding. Creating 
the effect as if the building is raised out of the ground.

 

left: ill. 28 Site plan
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left: ill. 29 floorplan 00
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left: ill. 30 floorplan 01
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left: ill. 31 floorplan 02
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left: ill. 32 floorplan 03
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left: ill. 33 floorplan 04
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left: ill. 34 floorplan 05
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top left: ill. 35 section AA
bottom left: ill. 36 section BB 
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APPENDIX I



ESSAY - A CONTEMPORARY CULTURAL FORUM
Jurrien van der Voort
09-07-2015

The conception of a contemporary cultural forum is not (just) a 
conception through prophecy.  It is also about a conception through 
memory. A contemporary forum by definition relates to the ancient, 
not contemporary forum, by being named forum. Although physical-
ly almost erased by passing centuries, the word forum still carries a 
certain connotation in present time society. In Collage city Colin Rowe 
writes about how we, humans, habitually interpret buildings through 
the distinction of memory and prophecy. “For, if without prophecy 
there is no hope, then, without memory there can be no communica-
tion.”[1] However big or small the contemporary definition of a forum 
differs from the ancient definition, there will be a relation and there 
will be comparison. It is important therefore to define the ingredients 
of what a forum was and how they could translate into what a forum 
can be. 

The Forum Romanum, as an example of an ancient forum, played an 
integral role within Rome’s society. It was a place were group rituals, 
which enforce social cohesion, could be performed and observed.  
Through arts and architecture a sense of community belonging and 
social hierarchy arose and was continually being reinforced.[2]  Over 
time the forum evolved into a site with a diverse program of functions 
and buildings. The relative large amount of space dedicated to the 
forum and the formal appearance and the organization of the buildings 
were conceived as a testimony to the power of the Roman Empire.
[3] Although being a place of power and social representation, the 
Latin playwright Plautus gives the impression of the forum in his play 
Curculio as a place were one can meet every strata of the hierarchi-
cal society, e.g. Criminals as well as politicians.[2] A combination of 
culture and architecture allowed for these groups to coexist in the same 
area. An example of this are the market stalls, of which some were 
located in-between the columns of the several temples that are part of 
the forum complex.[4] This gives the forum an egalitarian and dem-
ocratic quality. All elements of society were visible and approachable 
within a public area. The forum belonged to all the citizens, resonating 
a message of equality and civil harmony.
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The evolution of culture and architecture makes the modern day me-
tropolis in many ways a very different place in comparison to ancient 
Rome. Especially due to the rapid globalization society has altered 
its boundaries and culture. What the underground did for London, 
modern technological advancements did on a global scale. Expand-
ing our borders, creating a global society. The effect of globalization 
on the contemporary city is discussed by urban planner and theorist 
Bernardo Secchi. He states that globalization will result in a decreased 
public investment in social inequalities and in a reduction of public 
facilities and services. It will contribute to an increase of the ‘territorial 
stigma’. “Cities have always been the place were differences are spatial-
ized and therefore dramatically visible, today the phenomenon is even 
more evident, and the rich and the poor are less mingled than they 
used to be in the ancien régime city.”[5]. 

Architecture is a prime tool to convey a message. “it is a powerful 
and extraordinarily revealing expression of human psychology [...] It 
reflects the ambitions and insecurities and motivations of those who 
build and, because of that, it offers a faithful reflection of the nature 
of power.”[6] The architectural landmarks of a city are a reflection of 
where the wealth and power of a society is vested.[7] It is reflection 
how society has changed over time. The skyline of many European cap-
itals used to be dominated by palaces and churches. In current times 
big business are what reign supreme over the city landscape. The ar-
chitecture of big business is the architecture of glass and steel. It is the 
epitome of capitalist achievement. A monument to the victory of the 
wealthy over the masses. This is well exemplified in the global city of 
London. The Docklands business center towers over one of the poorest 
neighborhoods in London creating a rift of power and belonging. Iron-
ically opposite the Docklands another architectural message has fallen 
into disrepair. The Smithson’s brutalist utopia for the people: the Robin 
Hood gardens. 
True to the legacy of its predecessor a contemporary forum has a 
political, cultural and social message. It is my conviction that a new 
definition of a forum should react in a meaningful way on how mod-
ern metropolitan society is structured. Unlike the Forum Romanum, a 
new forum does not organically grow along with its surroundings. The 
context is already there. The question is how does a forum contribute. 



I envision the forum in itself as a tool and a political statement about 
our current values as a society and its architecture. The image of the 
modern city is a representation of our age of globalization and capi-
talism. Architecture is used to create an image of success and wealth. 
It makes people small and insignificant in comparison and enforces 
social segregation. It is not relatable and it repels human interaction. 
A contemporary forum should make an effort to restore the balance 
and convey the message of democracy and equality. It is a place that 
promotes and sustains urban life. Not human ego. Creating something 
meaningful and embracing the human scale.
The philosophical concept of phenomenology criticizes modern design 
and promotes a different design approach. “One major factor in mod-
ern design is the “trend-image,” which can be marketed and distributed 
on a global scale. Most of this imagery, however, provides no place 
for the non-ocular and affective dimensions of human experience.”[8] 
Modern architecture is not able to express the human experience 
through its imagery and does not deliver deeper substantial interaction 
with the environment. “Architecture no longer gets its hands dirty with 
materiality of building; rather it has the tendency to skate upon the 
shimmering superficiality of simulacra-collections of visual sensations 
passing rapidly before the eye, space flattened out into mere two-di-
mensions, devoid of engagement.”[9] 
Phenomenology relates architecture to the human body. Spaces are 
designed on the notion of the perception and human experience of 
space through our senses.  An (non-architectural) example of a mul-
ti-sensory experience is walking though a forest. “(Phenomenology) 
emphasizes the role the senses and emotions play in our experience of 
architecture to engage human experience beyond the visual.”[10] Mate-
rialization plays an important role in the phenomenology of perceiving 
space. Its composition and treatment, the effect of light and shadow 
and the influence of the fourth dimension, time. “Materials and surfac-
es have a language of their own. Stone speaks of its distant geological 
origins, its durability and inherent symbolism of permanence; brick 
makes one think of earth and fire, gravity and the ageless traditions of 
construction; bronze evokes the extreme heat of its manufacture, the 
ancient processes of casting and the passage of time as measured in 
its patina. Wood speaks of its two existences and time scales; its first 
life as a growing tree and the second as a human artefact made by the 
caring hand of a carpenter or cabinetmaker. These are all materials and 
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surfaces that speak pleasurably of time.”[11] The mastery of material 
is essential to good phenomenological architecture.  It can enrich the 
sense of belonging.
How space and object can be manipulated through texture is illustrat-
ed by Merlau-Ponty. He writes: “the form of the objects is not their 
geometrical shape’. Two buildings with identical volumes and geometry 
could be perceived as larger or smaller, higher or lower, and longer or 
shorter ones depending on factors such as their specific composition, 
colour and materials.”[12] 
The manipulation of texture is interesting in the context of a forum 
because it explores the ability of architecture to create event and 
experience. It can result in a building which, unlike many examples 
of modern architecture, interacts on a human scale. A contemporary 
forum designed as an objection to modern landmarks denying the 
human scale within architecture. Texture is relatable to humans. The 
scale of something is naturally related to the human dimensions. Ob-
jects in the physical context of buildings also provide a consciousness 
of scale.[13] This can also be true with texture. Like the Greek manip-
ulated their columns to give the appearance of perfection texture can 
be manipulated to create a connection or disconnection with human 
experience. Texture can be used to express the quality of the materi-
als, to articulate pattern or the shaping of space. But can it do more?. 
The forum can be a place which explores the human relationship with 
texture. How different scales and intensities of texture can create an 
interactive environment. Is it possible to create a design language using 
texture? Space can be differentiated through texture, giving it potential 
as a programmatic tool. Is it also possible to use it as an ordering tool 
on a bigger scale? Creating space within or around texture. These are 
some questions I would like to research further. 
By exploring texture in relation to human perception I hope to create a 
design language or tool which create spaces that feel organic in relation 
to human experience and interaction. Organic as being able to navigate 
through space based on a certain continuity. 
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