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In 1994 Maggie was diagnosed with cancer for the second time and told she had months to live, with that she created a new form of cancer support separate from the hospital that catered to emotional and phycological effects of cancer. Maggie later died in 1995, but left a legacy. Dr Kisho Kurokawa was a good friend to Maggie and was asked to design the 13th Maggie’s centre in Swansea. 
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1. (Picture of the front entrance of building looking south west)
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2. (Exterior picture of the building from the park looking south)
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3. (Revit image of the building from above)
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4. (Model of the building and site)
Kurokawa began designing the building in 2006, basing his design on the cosmic whirlpool. A strong symbol of life, with forces swirling around a centre of calm, while the  outstretched arms divide the site. Visitors are invited in on one side, flowing through to a Japanese style meditation garden, of nature, rocks, trees and water (Kisho Kurokawa Architect and Associates, 2013). Kurakawa never intended to be on site for the project and was working with British architects Garbers & James, who continued his work to completion after he sadly died in 2007, after outlining the concept for the project. 
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5. (Concept sketch of building)
While Kurakawa omitted many design elements, the fundamental concept and vision was clearly laid out. Garbers & James architects believed they had enough to continue the project based on this arguably simplistic preliminary design with a distinct lack of details, leaving a large amount of educated guessing (mpa The Conctete Centre , 2012). Raising concerns about its architectural integrity; regarding the final stages of the project, possibly materials, floor plan and execution. 
Kurakawas philosophy in material was honesty, that the material is better natural, for nature is beautiful in itself. Therefore, when choosing a material, Garbers & James architects were true to these ideals, looking to his past work deducing what material he would have wanted; explaining that many hospital buildings feel flimsy and can be blown away in the wind, but concrete would give a weight and permenance to the building while creating a fluid, natural structure that is also reassuringly solid (mpa The Conctete Centre , 2012). While their logic is sound, the concept was a flowing whirlpool; concrete makes the building static and ridged, creating an inconsistent impression with the environment set out by Kurakwawa. [image: Diagram

Description automatically generated]
6. (South elevation) 
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7. (East elevation)
While the choice of material may not be to everyone’s liking, the construction of the building is excellent, taking into account for light, space and details not seen by the eye. The clad is made of 56 precast concrete panels, but only cast from two master moulds. One for the spiralling arms, and another for the central drum; made of 2 halves, 1 of which having the large letterbox window. Moulded with shallow curved recesses for the decorative titanium triangles, with the smaller widows to be cut on site. (mpa The Conctete Centre , 2012)[image: A picture containing grass, sky, outdoor, building
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8. (Exterior picture of building of the main entrance looking south west)[image: ]
9. (Picture of 1 clad panel)
Behind the concrete shell there’s a timber studded frame with 100mm of Kingspan insulation, and the frame is covered with 50mm of ridged insulation to reduce cold bridging. The interior finish is painted plasterboard. The roof is of a bespoke design with the need to support large skylights, the timber rafters appear like fishbone spines covered in plywood, with the standing seam zinc roof with particle fill insulation to create the unique curved shape. With the sky lights that follow that curve projecting light into the space. The attention to detail is evident here in the hidden guttering, that can only be truly noticed in section. With the reinforced angled concrete projected wall which connects the roof to its base, more naturally emphasising the buildings natural form and unity within its space. The building’s sharp lines on the exterior are reflected on the interior connecting the exterior design to the space within, yet inside the crisp lines do not feel sharp but fluid and almost soft. (Garbers and James Architects, 2016). 
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10. (Ground floor and first floor plans) 
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11. (Section of the wing looking out) 
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12. (Section of the main drum looking north west)
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13. (Section of wing looking north into the building) 
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14. (Section of drum looking north)
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15. (Elevation of kitchen) 
Following a visit to the centre, pictures do not do it justice, as the most distinct difference is seeing the space being used. Approaching the building, the concrete is harsh and dark, but the warm glow coming through the window is extremely welcoming. The large glass doors invite you into the space before crossing the threshold. Walking through the glass door noticing the thick wall above, creates a safe and weighty feel, even making the glass feel strong for supporting the wall. The space is immediately welcoming, greeted by the warm kitchen inviting those affected by cancer for a cups of tea and a chat. This is the social heart of the building housing the central fireplace that's lit in the colder months. The curved rooms break any direct line of sight for people using it, but their presence is reassuringly known. As the door shuts, only a few will notice because of how natural it feels, but the difference in sound is incredible. The noise of the traffic from the adjacent busy main road and the strong wind from the shore is shut out on entering the sheltered calm centre, allowing the visitors to escape for a while. There are gentle murmurings from ongoing conversations, the open planned rooms allowing the hum of sound to be a gentle backdrop. The acoustics of the building mean that while you are not discouraged from speaking, the conversations are muffled beyond understanding what’s being said, making the spaces feel private, but not isolated. Whether or not the building is full of people or just a few remain, the building’s atmosphere still feels homely, nobody will ever feel alone in this building.
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16. (Interior picture of the main drum looking into the north wing) 
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17. (Interior picture of the main kitchen and live space) 
The arms of the building stretch out and offer 2 rooms at either end, light, spacious and simple. These multifunctional rooms allow for private or group sessions. The walls are a soft white with light wood floors. The windows bring light into the space but are small and positioned for privacy, the grey metallic frame of the windows highlight their views. But despite the windows being small, at no point does the space feel claustrophobic or confined, this is achieved by the low hanging lights drawing the eye towards the detailed ceilings, subtly reinforcing the verticality of the space. Yoga classes and other group sessions happen there often, making use of these multifunctional rooms. The outside wall continues to a sharp point the interior stops sooner with rotating shelves; for storage behind, while it appears as functional storage, the form likely came first. 
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18. (Interior picture of the north wing looking north east) 
Meanwhile the optical skylight at the centre of the drum projects through the building, connecting the 2 floors, creating a light and spacious feel to the double height space and an enticing pull to the mezzanine. Following the curved climb of the stairs the eye is brought to the large picturesque window that overlooks the bay and the sea beyond. This space is calming and quiet and leads onto a smaller counselling room and offices for the councillors and doctors that occupy the building. [image: ]
19. (Interior picture of the mezzanine looking south east at the offices) 
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20. (Interior picture of the letterbox window that looks south down to the sea)
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21. (Interior picture looking north to the consoling room) 
This use of ceiling height is displayed throughout the building to define spaces but also to create environments. For instance; the entrance opens to the double height space and offers a number of paths through the building, creating an open and light environment. While leading through to the kitchen the ceiling is lowered to create a warm and intimate space. These subtle yet clever uses of height makes the user engage with the space but more importantly allows them to be more open. 
Kurakawa proposed that user should flow through the building eventually leading to the meditation garden, possibly hinting to the metaphorical journey of dealing with cancer, and the garden being a form of acceptance. But credit must be given to Garbers & James architects who executed the interior with such success. The exterior and interior contrast considerably, from the cold hard shell of the concrete walls and zinc roof, to the cosy warm interior. But is there a possibility that this was intentional, what if Garbers & James chose the materials purposely for people to approach the building of hard materials only to find the polar opposite inside? The juxtaposition of the harsh news the patient has been delivered to the gentle support that is offered in the time that comes after. [image: Map
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22. (Site plan of the building)
The location is practical, being next to the hospital, and having good access for patients with disabilities or undergoing treatments. Where it is gives privacy and any facilities that might be needed from the hospital. The building has no real connection to its surroundings other than the large letterbox window that looks down to the sea. The titanium triangles are meant to sparkle in the sun like rain. Unfortunately the pond was never completed. Wild flowers are grown in the summer and the swirling paving stones on the ground are innkeeping with the form of the building. A gardener maintains the grounds, growing fruit and vegetables, a basket of the produce is left by the door for anyone who wants to take some.
While many may speculate over the preferred choice of material for the centre, Garbers & James achieved Kurakawa’s vision, and have created a safe-space for all that should need it. This humble building, marrying Kurakawa’s elegant design and Garbers & James’ clever use of materials, has to be experienced to be understood. It provides the support and protection to those doctors and care providers who, in turn offer the support and protection to the daily visitors who walk through its doors.
Kurokawa said “The two themes - a link towards universe and a link between east and west - which Maggie and I sympathized are reflected in this design. I trust that she will like it.”
Garbers & James architects should be proud and arguably trust that Kurakawa would like it too.
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Solving the panel puzzle

The Maggie's Centre certainly provided a stern test
of the capabilities of precast concrete supplier
Thorp Precast. The job involved creating 56 precast
panels, and although many of these were similar,
very few were identical.

The walls of the central, elliptical drum-shaped
area of the centre, for example, were made from
just two large curving precast panels, one of which
had a “letterbox” cut out to make the panoramic
sea-view window on the first floor.

“These two large convex [from the exterior]
elements were made from the same mould,
but with a plug cast in one of them to form the
letterbox,” explains Harvey Thorp, managing
director of Thorp Precast.

The challenge then, he says, was to find the
most efficient way of casting all the other wall
panels when they differed from each other in at
least four ways.

He says that the curving wall panels vary first
in height — from over 4m to less than 1m high.
“They also vary in that some are convex and some
concave. In addition, the top of each panel features
a kind of cornice that runs all the way along the top
edge of the walls.”

Crucially, says Thorp, this cornice, or troughstein,
changes in profile, becoming slimmer as the panels
reduce in size towards the end of the building's
“dragons’ tails”.

Finally, the panels have irregularly positioned
punched window openings, many of which span
across two adjacent panels.

Instead of creating more than 50 bespoke
moulds, which would have added to the cost of
the project, Thorp set about creating two master
moulds — one to produce the panels for the two
concave walls, the other to produce panels for the
two longer, convex walls such as the one to the left

Q Search

Above: The building comprises 56 irregular precast panels
Below: Temporary jambs were cast in the window openings to
ensure the structural integrity of the panels

top in which the cornice shape would be a little
different, shift the base former again, and then
cast another two panels.”

The final challenge was the need to create the
punched hole window openings. “Although these
are not big windows, they would make gaps big
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