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1 Foyer space
2  Box office
3  Existing foyer
4  Existing auditorium beyond

5  Roof terrace
6  Events space
7  Offices
8 Lantern 

Above Theatre Royal looking west 
along Cowcaddens Road, the highly 
articulated vented facade running 
around.

6 6

think there was a thermal mass strategy, but 
Mark Palmer, senior partner at Max Fordham, 
says that’s a bit of a red herring. ‘It doesn’t gen-
erally work for the typology. Here large num-
bers of people generate heat in short bursts, 
which required robust approaches to condition-
ing the space,’ he says. He adds that the firm’s 
many thermal models recommended respon-
sive ventilation – hence the vertical ducts – so 
the building can be cooled during use and closed 
down to conserve heat while it is empty. 

Installed in every second fin, the vertical in-
sulated risers running up the facade provide a 
direct path for external air to pass into the duct 
where the frontage recesses at ground floor, and 
to be channelled via motorised dampers into 
the building. This air is fed into the space at each 
level via the alcove created between the con-
crete piers from behind bespoke birch ply panel 
joinery, forming the ellipse’s inside face. ‘There 
are convector heaters behind the birch ply bay 
grilles whose air mixes with the cold high-level 
incoming air a few feet above it, pre-heating and 
tempering it as it enters,’ says Palmer. 

Hamilton explains that Kingspan rig-
id thermal insulation on the inside face of the 
ducts is there to keep it as close to the glass line 
as possible. Acoustic insulation lines the ducts, 
ensuring that noise from the busy city street 
(it’s a major bus route) does not break into the 
foyer space. As it was, there was a demand for 
the glazing envelope and cladding to offer 33dB 
sound reductions across the facade. Hamilton 
adds that the acoustic attenuation within the 
fins is in the order of 10dB. ‘It’s all been effi-
ciently integrated into the vertical duct ele-
ment. Hidden behind the panel you can’t see 
any heaters, dampers or louvres – it’s all very 
neat,’ he says. There are external benefits too: 
the ducts act as solar shading, to deal with the 
worst effects of solar gain from west light.

Branching off the concrete piers, each with 
its own unique geometry according to its po-
sition in the ellipse, radial trusses lead back to 
a chunky 1250mm by 1250mm concrete ring 
beam. This forms the base of the foyer struc-
ture’s lantern and acts as the hanging point for 
the dramatic staircase. Hamilton says the nec-
essary stiffness was achieved by making the 
stair strings from rectangular hollow sections, 
with each birch timber balustrade acting as a 
form of truss between floors. Timber acts acous-
tically here as well as structurally. With Jura 
limestone on the floors and concrete predomi-
nating, Page\Park needed to cut reverberation 
times. ‘We wanted to take the edge off the hard 
finishes,’ says Hamilton, ‘so we augmented the 
timber of the stair using Bute fabric with acous-
tic foam behind it in the soffit.’ A timber ring 
of lighting, fire detectors, alarms and PA sys-
tems running around every ceiling, plus fabric 
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panels with acoustic foam behind them, fur-
ther reduce reverb times on all levels. Scottish 
Opera’s own team of carpenters performed the 
expert joinery. Meanwhile, at the top of it all the 
lantern is part of the ventilation strategy and 
acts as a fire reservoir, with actuators opening 
to allow exhaust air (or smoke) out at high level 
if needed. Heat exchangers were initially con-
sidered here but, given the building’s intermit-
tent use, could not be justified.

Despite its novel approach to ventilating the 
foyer space, it seems the system is working well; 
Mark Palmer notes that contrary to most passive 
ventilation systems that end up overridden by 
users, the facilities team likes the heating and 
damper ventilation system. ‘Because old thea-
tres don’t tend to have good ventilation, theatre 

staff are instinctively attuned to anticipating 
what the heating or cooling demand might be 
and planning for it,’ he says, and they’ve tak-
en to the system like ducks to water. The vent 
ducts also deal with the number of openings that 
natural ventilation strategies usually demand, 
which affects U-values. ‘There have been a lot of 
advantages to separating the lighting element 
from the natural ventilation,’ he notes. ‘You can 
install blinds for instance and the ventilation 
still works perfectly.’ And for a space whose po-
tential as a theatrical event in itself rather than 
the prelude to one is only now being realised, 
Palmer thinks that eventuality is being given 
serious consideration. ‘Because when you walk 
in it’s an incredible space; far more than the cli-
ent – indeed anyone – imagined.’ • 

1 Lifts
2  Foyer
3  Toilets
4  Existing auditorium
5   Acoustic lobby
6  Wheelchair area

7  Cloakrooms
8  Office
9 Plant
 10  Stairs connecting to  

foyer levels
11 Bar

1 Full height double glazed  
 units in curtain walling
2  Perforated metal soffit as  
 natural ventilation intake
3  Downlights in recessed  
 soffit
4  Fritted spandrel panels
5  Clear glazing ‘in’ position

6  Clear glazing ‘out’  
 position
7  Sloped metal panels 
8 Continuous glazing forms 
  balustrade to terrace 
9 Metal cladding separates  
 glass panes and makes up 
  site slope

Second floor planFacade detail
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