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The following notes, plus a variety of photographs, were generously made available to 
1 City, Many People in the spring of 2010. 
 
 
 

 
Festival of Architecture 2010 
Exhibition on “Inclusive Design” 
Some words. . . 
 
 
 
GMW  Buildings: 
 
Minster Court (Buildings 1, 2 and 3) – see pages 1 & 2 
Architects for Building and Category A fit-out, Buildings 1 & 2: GMW 
Architects 
Architect for Building, Building 3, fit out and atrium re-planning by YRM for the 
London Underwriting Centre 
 
Tower 42 – see pages 2 & 3 
Architect for original building: Richard Seifert 
Architect for building refurbishment post terrorist bomb, including redesigned 
entrance pavilion and interior: GMW Architects 
 
20 Gracechurch Street (Formerly 54 Lombard Street) – see pages 3 & 4 
Architect for original building, GMW Architects 
Architect for podium refurbishment and re-casing: ORMS 
 
 
 
 
 
Minster Court 
Completed in 1991, Minster Court comprises three buildings grouped around 
an open glass-roofed court. Elevations are clad in stone, a mixture of polished 
and flamed granite, and there are references to historical forms. However, the 
essential expression of the project is of a curtain-wall skin stretched over 
steel-framed buildings. 
 
Each building is designed to accommodate different tenancy requirements 
and each has its own formal identity. The exuberant and possibly indulgent 
details impart unique and particular characteristics to different parts of the 
buildings. But they also work to unite them within an overall theme intended to 
combine a new experience with a sense of historical continuity. 
The aim was to produce buildings that were in dialogue with their neighbors 
and which, though large, also related directly to the human scale. 
The transition from narrow streets to open sky is expressed by window 
heights that diminish progressively with building height in response to the 
increased availability of daylight. 
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The glass-roofed court provides a focus for the three buildings. It is reached 
via broad steps and gives access to each building a half level above the 
street. It overlooks Minster Pavement, an intimate space at the heart of the 
site flanked by cafes, bars and restaurants. The idea was to create a formal, 
business space half level above the street and the informal free-time space a 
half level below.  Both levels may be approached by ramps as well as steps.  
All steps are easy going and all buildings have a street as well as court 
entrance.  Though the upper court level is gated an closed sometimes the 
lower level is more public.  The intention was to recreate the contrasts of 
urban scale and activity that are characteristic of the City and contribute to its 
success.  
 
Throughout the project, artwork and sculpture are integrated into the design. 
The pieces range from the larger-than-Iife equine statues that signal the 
formal entrance to the complex, to works that mark individual building 
entrances and define internal spaces. Together these help subtly blend the 
public and private spaces into a unified whole. 
 
In this project, GMW Architects explored a contextual and expressionist 
approach, influenced by the advocates of post-modernism. The articulated 
forms developed from ideas about how the building forms should address 
oblique views in the narrow surrounding streets and the "Gothic" associations 
that emerged have an underlying humour and rebelliousness that is 
sometimes misunderstood. 
 
 
 
Tower 42 
External influences often affect the output of an architectural practice, as does 
the way one commission leads to another. In April 1992 a terrorist bomb 
exploded in the City of London and devastated many buildings. GMW had 
been involved with the National Westminster Bank for some years and had 
designed out-of-town computer data centres for them. The practice responded 
swiftly to the Bank's requirement to return the NatWest Tower to operational 
use as soon as possible.  
 
The building, though only completed in the mid nineteen-seventies had 
become a well-known landmark and in the conservationist mood of the early 
nineties there were those who believed that few, if any, more tower buildings 
would be built in the City. Thus the NatWest Tower might be considered as 
unique and certainly the Corporation of London Planning Department wished 
to see it reinstated as originally designed by Richard Seifert.  This wish was 
acknowledged and although the Tower was stripped back to its concrete 
structure, it was re-clad to retain the original design though with substantially 
upgraded environmental performance. The refurbishment enabled major 
enhancements to be made to the quality of the office space and added an 
additional 2,000 square meters of usable area within the original building 
profile. 
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While the Tower itself was reinstated, the original small and cramped 
entrance hall was demolished and replaced with a new three storey entrance 
pavilion. It extends from the base of the Tower to the back edge of the 
footpath, giving the building a strong presence on the street. Its three-storey 
height is in scale with the adjoining buildings, but is also appropriate to the 
scale of the tower. 
 
The structure is mainly stainless steel with clear glazing. The external walls 
are suspended from the roof, which acts as a lattice plate and is supported on 
only four columns to minimize disruption of three levels of existing basements 
below.  While providing a dramatic space, the transparent building also 
affords spectacular views of the refurbished tower above, with the 
cantilevered office floors beginning just a few meters above the pavilion roof 
and receding into the distance. 
 
The entrance pavilion was planned to incorporate a public access area with 
café at ground level (a novel and radical idea at the time) with escalators to 
the first entrance level above where the entrance desk and security control 
occurs and access to the lifts.  Because the tower planning required the 
retention of double height “piggy-back” lifts, escalators also link to a further 
level above where lifts may be also be called.  A wall climber style glass sided 
lift is strategically placed within the pavilion to give equal access to wheelchair 
users, who may then access all parts of the building using the main lifts.  The 
tiered floors that give access to the lift lobbies within the core of the forty-two-
storey building were planned to create drama. 
 
The tower now has a physical and visual link with the street and an entrance 
that befits a City landmark. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
20 Gracechurch Street / 54 Lombard Street pre ORMS 
 
The brief demanded space and facilities appropriate to a major financial 
institution.  54 Lombard Street provides office accommodation in 18 floors that 

vary in size from 32,600ft2 to 4,925ft2. 
 
Considering it important that the mass of the building be articulated to 
respond to the scale of streets and open spaces adjoining, we designed a 
stepped tower with three different height vertical elements interpenetrating a 
four-storey podium.  This has also allowed the creation of more public open 
space within the city block. 
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The superstructure is steel framed with reinforced concrete slip-formed cores 
within which low and high-rise lift banks serve the various levels.  At podium 
level external walls, clad in light grey granite-faced pre-cast concrete panels, 
incorporate references to the classical details of the Victorian and Edwardian 
buildings adjoining.  At upper levels this rich modeling gives way to the 
smoother more restrained appearance of metal-faced curtain walling, a theme 
of the design being the transition from weight at street level to lightness at the 
highest levels. 
 
The building was designed in the second half of the nineteen eighties though 
not completed until 1993.  It was designed at a time when there was some 
serious questioning of the bald simplicity of the majority of the commercial 
architecture of the sixties and seventies. Many designers tried to find in a 
modern way a new richness of form and texture that could match the qualities 
seen in historic buildings, without resorting to out and out pastiche or 
historicism.   
 
The design of 54 Lombard Street aimed to create a richness of experience 
quite different from earlier GMW buildings such as Commercial Union (now 
Aviva Tower) and Banque Belge.  It was seen as much as a fragment of the 
city than a stand-alone entity. Those earlier buildings, it was felt, had reached 
a clarity of resolution and logic that if applied too often was in danger of 
becoming clichéd and boringly repetitive.   
 
54 Lombard Street does of course indulge in styling and historic reference, 
but without pretence or dishonesty and in addition to Edwardian classicism, 
draws on many sources including the late C19 skyscrapers of New York and 
Chicago, art nouveau and the Viennese secessionists.   
 
In the podium that has been re-cased in the ORMS refurbishment, the 
building had rebelliously incorporated decoration and its highly articulated 
form was intended to make it expressive of a complex part of the city, rather 
than offering a single sweeping architectural one-liner.   
 
When designed it was a high building for the City and the creation of a 
memorable skyline was an important aspect of the design intent.  While it is 
well neigh impossible to influence the interior design solutions of multi-
tenanted buildings one of the themes behind the retained above podium 
levels of the building was to provide full height glazing on the north and south 
sides of the building, so that views out would be possible in the full depth of 
the plan, while the east and west elevation have solid spandrels, more 
appropriate to cellular offices, and louvers to reduce the impact of low angled 
sun. 
 
The form of the building has also been manipulated to allow the creation of an 
enjoyable semi-public space within the city block and to preserve and be 
complimentary to the narrow alleyways that are so important to the character 
and life of the City.   
 
 


