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ROAD TO 
RENEWAL

BY THERESA HAROLD

As London’s Victoria and Albert Museum unveils its new  
Exhibition Road Quarter, the South Kensington institution  
is set to revitalise its orignal mission as a “schoolroom for everyone”

H
ow do you go about 
making sure a museum 
f o u n d e d  i n  18 5 2 
remains relevant today? 
That was the question 
posed by the Victoria 
and Albert Museum to 
the RIBA Stirling Prize-
w i n n i n g  a r c h i t e c t 
Amanda Levete. Her 

London-based practice, AL_A, was commissioned in 2011 
to design the V&A Exhibition Road Quarter, following an 
international competition. The expansion, which opened at 
the end of June, features an alternative entrance to the 
V&A, additional gallery space, and the world’s first 
porcelain public courtyard. The project took six years to 
complete and is by far the museum’s largest – and boldest – 
undertaking in more than a century.

“The museum really wanted us to maximise the size of 
the courtyard and the gallery, which meant piling as close as 
possible to the existing historic buildings,” explains Alice 
Dietsch, a director at AL_A. “The challenge was structural 
and to do with vibration, movement and monitoring, so we 
could protect the fragile fabric and decoration of the V&A 
during the piling and excavation work.”

During the opening weekend, more than 60,000 
visitors stepped through the re-imagined Aston Webb 
Screen and into the new Exhibition Road Quarter. There, 
they discovered the Sackler Courtyard with its 11,000 
handmade porcelain ti les, the Sainsbury Gallery 
underground, and the Blavatnik Hall entrance.

The six-year project has created a new entrance to the 
Sackler Courtyard and vastly expanded the museum’s 
exhibition space   

Amanda Levete, director 
of London-based 
architecture firm AL_A 
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“We took a risk in proposing a radical alteration to the 
Grade 1-listed Aston Webb Screen, which no longer serves to 
hide but reveal,” says Levete. “We opened it up so people 
could drift in from the street. It was a daring move, given the 
presumption that Grade 1-listed buildings are sacrosanct and 
that it’s safer to resist such material alterations. But the screen 
had to change to enable us to bring the street into the 
museum and take the V&A out onto Exhibition Road. It is a 
way of allowing the museum to engage with contemporary 
life beyond its walls. I feel very strongly this is part of the role 
of the museum in the 21st century.” 

Clearly, the idea struck a chord with the V&A. After 
all, the institution – one of many in Albertopolis, named 
for the area’s driving force, Prince Albert, consort of 
Queen Victoria – was founded on those very principles of 
intellectual democracy, or as its first director Henry Cole 
put it, the museum should be a “schoolroom for everyone”. 

The current head of design, Pip Simpson, echoes those 
sentiments: “The V&A is open to ever yone and 
champions great design, not only through its collections 
but through its buildings.” She explains how this new 
chapter signals a return to the museum’s original mission 
(the Albertopolis vision writ large), and demonstrates a 
clear investment in the future. “The South Kensington 
area receives more visits in a year than Venice, and the 
V&A’s visitor number trebled between 2003 and 2013,” 
says Simpson. “We needed a new entrance to help us to 
manage that increase in footfall and provide the best 
possible access for our visitors.”

In total, the project provides 6,400 sq-m of new space 
for the V&A – space that will host exhibitions and serve 
as an informal welcome to the public. A little haven of 
accessibility, if you will, in a city that seems intent on 
allowing the creep of pseudo-public spaces.

Built in 1909 with a solid wall at the base of the arches, the Aston Webb Screen was originally intended to hide the museum’s 
boilers. The screen was dismantled during construction and later restored, minus the walls, to create a new entrance for the V&A

Maximising the space required excavation and piling works 
close to the historic buildings and careful monitoring for 
vibration and movement

Up to 60 truckloads of soil a day were removed at the height 
of the excavation work to create the capacious new 
underground Sainsbury Gallery
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The opening up of the Aston Webb Screen created a new 
entrance on Exhibition Road to the porcelain-tiled 
Sackler Courtyard  
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SUZHOU MUSEUM
Chinese-born American architect IM Pei 
came out of retirement to design Suzhou 
Museum, which opened to the public in 
2006. Using traditional design elements, 
Pei pays tribute to the city that was once 
the artistic heart of China during the Ming 
period. 
szmuseum.com

DONGDAEMUN DESIGN PLAZA, 
SEOUL
Designed by Zaha Hadid, this curvaceous 
complex with its metallic facade that lights 
up at night resembles a spaceship more than 
a  museum. Already one of Seoul’s most 
distinctive landmarks, the building features 
a design  museum, several gallery spaces, 
design shops and an eco-friendly park.

ddp.or.kr

21_21 DESIGN SIGHT, TOKYO
Opened in 2007, 21_21 Design Sight is 
a  museum  created by architect Tadao 
Ando and fashion designer Issey Miyake. 
Taking his cue from Miyake’ s concept of 
“A Piece of Cloth”, Ando designed the 
roof as one sheet of folded steel. Eighty 
per cent of the  museum’s f loor space  
is underground. 

2121designsight.jp

ARTSCIENCE MUSEUM, 
SINGAPORE
Set in the Marina Bay Sands Resort, 
ArtScience Museum is hailed as the first of 
its kind. Its distinctive design comes 
courtesy of architect Moshe Safdie, who 
took inspiration from the shape of a lotus 
flower. The building has 21 gallery spaces 
with a total area of 6,000 sq-m.

marinabaysands.com

They may not have the historical pedigree of the V&A, 
but these establishments are certainly cutting-edge

ASIA’S COOLEST MUSEUMS

The cut-away plans 
demonstrate the extent of 
the expansion, which 
provided 64,000 sq-m 
of new space for the 
museum, much of  
it underground  

“IT’S A COMPLEX AND RICH PROJECT THAT 
RELIES A LOT ON THE DIALOGUE BETWEEN  

MODERNITY AND HISTORY”



94

“It’s a complex and rich project so it’s not possible to 
understand it at a glance. It relies a lot on the dialogue 
between modernity and history, which you can feel and 
experience, but which is more difficult to describe. It was 
crucial for us that the Exhibition Road Quarter was not 
considered as an annexe or an extension. By entering 
through the existing buildings, visitors would understand 
our work as an integral part of the museum and make 
connections to the other wings and galleries of the V&A.”

In short: take your time, meander through the old and the 
new, and enjoy the world’s most stunning “schoolroom”.  

vam.ac.uk

“Although Exhibition Road is a lovely, wide promenade 
up to the park from South Kensington station, there’s 
nowhere to peel off, no place to hang out,” says Levete. 
“The Sackler Courtyard will be that place. I very much 
hope it becomes a successful destination in its own right 
and that it prompts a more radical pedestrianisation of 
Exhibition Road so it really can contribute on a much 
wider city level.”

Paved in 11,000 handmade tiles, the Sackler Courtyard 
is one of the most striking elements of the whole project. 
“When we worked on the competition we spent a lot of 
time at the V&A looking at the collections and the 
materials and ornamentation of the museum itself, which 
is so rich,” reveals Levete. “Even the outdoor floor of the 
old service entrance is made out of marble mosaic. Then 
there’s also the wonderful ceramics staircase and, of 
course, the museum houses one of the best ceramics 
collections in the world. 

“We became obsessed with the idea of ceramics and the 
idea of creating and expressing visually complex patterns 
in floor surfaces. This very much echoes the ethos of the 
V&A, that marriage of industry and craftsmanship. 
Initially we thought we would use other ceramics but 
through our research we discovered porcelain, which has a 
subtlety and nuance that is so superior. It is also harder 
than granite and Portland Stone. Using porcelain for this 
project has been about giving a new significance to 
craftsmanship in the 21st century.”

The courtyard also houses a glass-fronted cafe. After all, 
what could be more British than popping in for a pot of tea 
of an afternoon before taking a stroll around the galleries? 
The Sainsbury Gallery, to be precise, which opens for its 
inaugural exhibition Opera: Passion Power and Politics in 
September. Described by UK newspaper The Daily 
Telegraph as “a batcave of a space” this subterranean gallery 
is far more airy and welcoming than one would imagine. 
Perhaps this is because there are no columns to break the 
flow of the room, so visitors can take in the full impact of 
its 10.5m height. At the peak of construction, up to 60 
truckloads of soil were removed from the site every day – all 
while the museum remained open to the public. 

So, some £48 million later, what would Levete like 
visitors to pay special attention to when they come and see 
this new-look V&A?

Described as a “batcave of a space”, the Sainsbury Gallery 
was excavated to allow for a 10.5m ceiling,  

with no columns to interrupt the exhibition space


