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The Roundhouse was designed by Robert Dockray 
and built in 1846 by George Stephenson as a 
railway shed to turn and service locomotives. It 
became redundant after only eight years, as the 
new longer engines required more space. The 
building served as a gin warehouse until the 
1960s, when it became a venue for rock concerts 
and experimental theatre. In 1983, the building 
(which is Grade ll* listed) closed, and for a period 
it was placed on English Heritage’s Buildings at 
Risk Register.

The revitalised building is fully accessible while 
still retaining the majestic Roundhouse space, 
which provides a state-of-the-art performance 
venue. A new wing, containing a studio theatre 
and support facilities, is connected to the main 
performance space by lightweight bridges 
stretching across a dramatic new top-lit galleria. 
The unused basement has been transformed into 
the Roundhouse Studios – a series of practice 
rooms, recording studios and social spaces for 
young people.

The building’s future was secured by inventor-
turned-philanthropist Torquil Norman. He 
purchased it in 1996 with the aim of creating 
an environment for young people to develop 
their creative talents alongside a world-class 
performance venue.

In the spirit of inclusive design, the alterations 
and extension to the building meet the needs of 
all users. They provide effective circulation that 
allows large audiences – up to 3,000 people for 
certain performances – to navigate safely and 
independently. The construction of the new wing, 

which rises to three floors, allowed us to carefully 
conserve the brick and iron of the original shed 
while providing contemporary, accessible facilities 
in the complementary extension. The undercroft 
level, now the Roundhouse Studios, originally 
housed ash pits for the servicing of engines. With 
the approval of English Heritage, half of the 
radial walls, which enclosed long, narrow and 
unusable spaces, were removed to form accessible 
practice rooms and studios.

The Roundhouse has young people as its focus 
audience. The client insisted that nobody should 
be excluded from the audience or workshops for 
any reason, and to this end brought together a 
group of users to help develop access priorities 
and comment on suggested improvements.

The result is a building that does not separate its 
users, providing effective access and egress for all. 
Specific features include:

•	 an internal lift that serves all levels

•	 excellent signage and careful surface 
treatments that provide straightforward 
wayfinding

•	 changing rooms for performers that are on the 
same level as the stage

•	 contemporary technologies to enable anyone 
with a hearing impairment to enjoy and 
contribute to performances

•	 accessible on-site parking, to counter the 
limitations on street parking

The accessible features are part of the 
fundamental design, not an add-on or an 
afterthought. We think we got it more or less 
right but – aware that improvements are always 
possible – we would be interested to hear the 
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The Roundhouse, Camden  
– responding to change

The Roundhouse, situated in Camden, north London, has seen some radical changes  

since its construction in the 19th century. By responding to shifting requirements – both  

in terms of activities and the physical space inside – it remains alive and well loved by  

all those it serves.
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views of readers who might have visited the 
Roundhouse as a performer, workshop user, or 
member of the audience.

Access consultant’s 
account
David Bonnett
David Bonnett Associates

The Roundhouse redevelopment was a project 
of contrasts. Apart from some careerist rock 
stars from the 1960s, it is generally a building 
for younger rather than older people. It is an 
historic (listed) building, but has a wholly modern 
function. It is highly valued as a location, but 
struggled to raise adequate funding to proceed. 
And whilst being a very public building, in its 
current form it was the vision of an individual. 
This short review focuses on these contrasts.

From initial concept to completion, the project 
took over a decade. While the initial vision 
remained, regulations and access aspirations 
increased in their demands, meaning that the 
project always had to chase additional funding. 

The owners and their architects (who were in 
for the long term) should be credited for their 
persistence, and the key funders (Arts Council 
England and the Heritage Lottery Fund) should 
also be credited for the way in which they 
responded. The downside of long-term projects 
is that consultation with an access group often 
begins later rather than earlier in the process, 
otherwise fatigue sets in. However, as access 
consultants, David Bonnett Associates were 
involved from the start, keeping key issues on 
the design agenda. The access group adhered to 
these early decisions and focused instead on the 
detailed design.

The fundraising requirements were also an 
inevitable constraint on ambitions, including 
access, and some key decisions were required at 
an early design stage in order to control costs. 
Critical amongst these was the provision of lifts, 
whereby two were desirable but only one could 
be afforded. Such constraints should ideally 
be countered by the possibility of additional 
provision at a future stage, if justified by 
experience in use.

The Roundhouse is so named because it is 
precisely that – round. This powerful geometric 
shape needed to remain undisturbed. The 
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The Roundhouse under development in 2005
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anticipated range of uses required a clear central 
space, free of facilities and circulation features. 
This led to the early decision to construct a new 
adjoining building, which contains many of the 
functions critical to accessibility and circulation. 
These include the entrance foyer and adjoining 
café, both of which front onto the street. It also 
includes the main circulation staircase, wrapped 
around a segment of the curved building, as well 
as a lift and WCs for public use. 

To accommodate these key features in a new 
extension is a well-established design approach 
when upgrading an historic building. In this 
case, it was wholly successful, 
connecting not only the foyer 
entrance with the upper 
performance levels, but also 
providing a secondary (upper) 
entrance from a car park. 
And yes – despite its high-
density Camden location, the 
Roundhouse has a car park, 
primarily for trucks and vans 
unloading equipment, but 
also for the use of disabled 
visitors who may benefit from 
it. This feature was considered 
critical, given Camden’s limited 
arrangements for on-street 
parking, which are in part 
justified by a nearby Tube station 
(not step-free) and proximity to 
bus routes (all served by accessible buses).

In the main, however, this is a building reliant 
on public transport for visitors. Before and after 
performances the foyers and the street are 

busy, vibrant and buzzing. Herein lies the major 
accomplishment of the project regarding inclusive 
design. The focus of the Roundhouse is a youthful 
audience, including school groups and young, 
aspiring musicians. On this basis, disregard for 
disabled people might have been argued, but 
it was not. Instead the client expressly wished 
to exclude no young person from performance 
spaces, or from the workshop areas. In addition, it 
was decided that the building would have to earn 
its keep as a conference venue, therefore use by 
all age groups was anticipated. 

Together, the two objectives – access for all 
young people and for a wide range of functions 
– allowed a strong business case for access to 
be argued. In its newly converted form, the 
Roundhouse should be up to the job for many 
years to come.

Access group member’s 
account
Ian Jentle

Ian Jentle is a member of the access group that 
was asked to contribute to the redevelopment of 
the Roundhouse. Here he explains the benefits 
of involving disabled people in such projects, and 
sets out the best way in which to do this. 

Why engage with disabled people about their 
access needs for a building project? Because 

disabled people are experts on 
their own needs. They face access 
issues every day, and often have 
creative ideas about how to deal 
with them.

So, what is the best way in 
which to engage with disabled 
people? First, here is how not to 
do it. Imagine a gloomy room 
in a day centre where a group 
of disabled people are gathered 
without knowing exactly why 
they are there. Enter a group 
of people in suits who deliver a 
PowerPoint presentation replete 
with pie and bar charts, coupled 
with an enthusiastic commentary 
about the benefits of a particular 

building project to the community. A bright 
young professional asks the group for any 
questions. After a pause, an older lady wonders 
aloud whether anyone has seen her spectacles. 
The disabled people receive tea and stale 
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The main performance space, with a capacity of 
3,050 people standing

Accessibility for everyone 
was one of the core 
requirements of our 

redevelopment, so we are 
delighted that RIBA have 
chosen to promote the 
Roundhouse as a good 

example of  
inclusive design. 
Marcus Davey

Roundhouse CEO and 
Artistic Director
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shortbread, while the visitors leave to tick boxes 
in monitoring forms and congratulate themselves 
on a job well done.

I would describe the above as ‘cosmetic’ 
consultation. Elements of this example can be 
found in many real-life situations today. 

Now imagine a well-lit room in an accessible 
building, where gathers a group of people with 
a wide range of disabilities: wheelchair users, 
blind and partially sighted people, deaf and 
hearing impaired people, people with upper limb 
impairments, as well as people with cognitive and 
learning disabilities, to name but a few. This is the 
project’s team of access consultants. 

All have been recruited for their knowledge of 
or enthusiasm for the project in hand. Ideally, 
many will have prior experience of engagement 
in similar schemes. Each has been sent, in good 
time before the meeting, the meeting agenda 
and papers in a format that is accessible to them. 
Each has had his or her travel expenses paid, 
and receives other support as needed. A written 
agreement states that any decisions agreed 
between the group and the project managers  
will be implemented. 

This is one of many meetings, starting at the 
beginning of the project, continuing throughout 
the design and development stage, and then 
onto the building phase. There are then further 
meetings at the snagging stage (final checks on 
the finished building) and sign-off stage, in  
order to monitor any changes that might affect 
earlier access-related decisions. Each meeting 
is minuted, and the group is kept informed of 
the impact their input has had on the project’s 
development. 

That is empowered engagement. It delivers 
useful, practical results that increase the 
access and inclusion elements of a project. Our 
group used this model to contribute to the 
redevelopment of both Sadler’s Wells and the 
Roundhouse, and the results certainly speak  
for themselves.

▲ External view of the original building and 
the new wing

The main circulation stairs and foyer are day lit 
from the glazed roof ▶

Credit: Hufton + Crow
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Zoe Smith explains how RIBA’s Inclusive Design 
Committee has highlighted the Roundhouse as 
an inspirational case study, which is featured in 
a new film on inclusive design.

The Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) 
recognise inclusive design to be synonymous 
with good design. To help embed inclusive 
design within all their services – from education 
and policy to CPD – the RIBA Inclusive Design 
Committee was established, to advise on the 
best way in which to take this forward.

The Committee is made up of architects, 
academics, key stakeholders such as CABE, and 
others with a specialism in access and inclusive 
design. The Chair is Helen Taylor (Architecture 
plb), and the group is coordinated by Zoe Smith 
(RIBA Policy Officer).

Under the direction of the RIBA Inclusive Design 
Committee, a series of work programmes 
seek to promote the principles of inclusive 
design, as well as to further its implementation 
amongst the RIBA, its members and other built 
environment professionals.

Online film
The first major project to be completed under 
the direction of the Committee is a film that 
is intended to be an educational tool. It is 
principally aimed at student architects and 
designers, but potentially can be applied much 
more widely to practicing architects, designers 
and their clients, as well as planners and 
anyone else involved in the built environment. 
It was funded by the Centre for Excellence in 
Teaching and Learning through Design, and the 
project’s lead partner, the Royal College of Art.
The film is entitled ‘Inclusive Design: creating a 
user’s world’, and can be viewed online for free. 
It is also available in DVD format, although 
stocks are limited. 

Download the film from the YouTube website. 
8 www.youtube.com/user/RIBAVIDEO
Alternatively, email inclusivedesign@inst.riba.
org for further information about the film.

The film examines the roles of and relationships 
between the key players in a redevelopment or 
construction project: architect, client, user 
advisers, access consultant, and any other 
members of the design team. It does this by 
drawing on practical aspects of three different 
case studies of inclusive design:

 
Roundhouse, London

A Grade II* listed building, refurbished as a 
public arts venue. 
How do we create an accessible venue from a 
Grade II* listed arts venue, while ensuring it 
remains a fashionable and alluring place for 
young people?

Eden Project, Cornwall

A large-scale and complex visitor attraction. 
How do we ensure that a venue with particular 
visual appeal is also an enjoyable and 
worthwhile place for people who are visually 
impaired?
 

The Willows, Wolverhampton

A new school, which will bring together the 
population of a primary school, a ‘special 
needs’ school, and a community facility on  
one integrated site. 
How do we design a school environment so it is 
suitable for all of its intended users, including 
the local Somali population?
 
The film will shortly be supported by 
accompanying guidance on inclusive design, 
including Teachers’ Learning Notes, designed  
to help students understand and appreciate  
the concept of inclusive design. The guidance 
will clarify the ideas being conveyed in the  
film, and will offer links to additional research 
and resources.

Zoe Smith is able to provide information about 
the RIBA Inclusive Design Committee for those 
who wish to know more. Zoe can be contacted 
at zoe.smith@inst.riba.org

‘Inclusive design is good design. A design process that involves the participation of a range of users 
with different needs stimulates creative and inclusive solutions that are better for everybody.’ 

Helen Taylor, Chair RIBA Inclusive Design Committee

RIBA’s Inclusive Design Committee




