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more than new facilities and low-energy buildings. 
The word Robert Evans of Evans Vettori uses is 
‘gravitas’. Although he doesn’t say it, another might be 
‘materiality’. This is a tactile place. 

On a windy, sporadically wet winter’s day, arriving 
by bus from the city centre as the students do, I found 
that the place plainly operates well as the intended social 
and pedagogical condenser. The university’s project 
manager Craig Smith makes the point that British 
universities are predominantly winter places – it’s only 

a transient population in the summer months – so it’s
precisely such conditions you need to design for. He 
adds that the new architecture of the campus is so self-
explanatory as to make signage almost redundant. Since 
the main run of buildings was completed in January, the 
students have colonised its various spaces naturally. 

Accommodation is the customary list – such 
campus upgrades typically include everything from 
internet-connected study spaces of various sizes and 
degrees of privacy and formality, through flexible 
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£13.23m
total contract cost of new 

buildings

£3,169
gifa cost per m2 newbuild

4,174 m2
area of newbuild 

850m2
refectory refurbishment

8,000
number of students

3,850
tonnes of 

construction steel

JCT Design and Build 
Contract 2011

1 Pavilion building 
2  Refectory
3  Library/extension  

(in progress)
4  Teaching space
5 Flexible rooms
6  Colonnade 
7  Terrace
8 Piazza
9 Quad
10  Lecture theatre
11  Exhibition space
13 Garden
14 Toilets/washroom
15 Typical study pod
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There’s a familiar pattern at universities, especially 
those with inherited older post-war campuses: the need 
to tie together or replace disparate, much-modified 
older buildings while providing new central facilities 
for greater numbers of increasingly demanding 
students. The other requirement is for architecture of 
stature: buildings that attract and keep people, students 
and staff alike, in what is a highly competitive market. 
The new complex at Nottingham Trent University’s 

Clifton campus by Evans Vettori demonstrates how to 
achieve this bundle of objectives through a rigorously 
urbanistic, essentially neoclassical approach. 

Beginning life as a low-budget college of further 
education in the early 1960s, complete with student 
residences in low barrack-like blocks, the campus sits 
on exposed high ground south of the Trent outside 
the city, next to the huge postwar council-housing 
suburb of Clifton. It went through all the usual changes 
and mergers before emerging as part of one of the 
new universities introduced in 1992 by John Major’s 
government. Its overall history, trajectory and present-
day requirements are remarkably similar to that of 
another high-ranking former polytechnic, Oxford 
Brookes (RIBAJ, August 2014).

Faced with the usual jumble of unsuitable time-
expired buildings and architecturally regrettable 
more recent ones, all laid out on two clashing grids 
which probably originated from the lie of the land, 
the architects reached for an ancient, effective means 
of urban reconciliation: piazza and colonnade. The 
landscaped space resolves the clashing grids by being 
triangular, while the tall L-plan colonnade defines 
the principal edges of the space, and links three 
buildings (central pavilion, teaching block at right 
angles to it, and a retained, much-altered refectory). 
The colonnade provides sheltered outside circulation 
while the piazza – laid out on the module of the 
new buildings – says ‘centre’. This is about much 
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Top The module of the 
pavilion building extends 
across the landscaped 
piazza. 
Above Site plan 
showing new and 
refurbished buildings and 
reconciliation of clashing 
grids.


