Mountbatten House (Formerly Gateway House)
A History and Critique on Design and Function
Introduction (100) 80 Word Count: 2447
In this Essay, I explore Mountbatten House in Basingstoke (England) by Peter Foggo and Arup Associates. This unique office built between 1974-1976 was appraised in its time for the integration of garden/green spaces within the fabric of the design and function of the building. However, there are some flaws within the design of it. I will be researching, critiquing this project, and looking at what the views of this project where at that time alongside my own point of view.
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Context and Location (200) 212
Since the 50s, there was an evolution on how businesses interact with workforce and place. Previously, it was obvious that a successful UK business had to be a part of the big cities of Britain, namely London; due to the large, specialised pool of people. Also, both the attractions and infrastructure cities brought to the table.
[image: ] However, by the 1970s, it was becoming more apparent that working outside the limits of cities was more appealing. With automotive booms and suburban living driving this change. Such change brought about the creation of entire new business centres and office spaces of which were cheaper and more pleasant than the city centres. (Historic England, 2015)
Because of the before mentioned drive, the design of new offices gave the option for both clients and architects to think more creatively about the functions and needs of a commercial office space and how it can be changed for the better. This brings us to Gateway House known now has Mountbatten House.
This office is located in Basingstoke, England (as seen on the right) and is not far from London by proximity as Basingstoke is one of the developments that was planned after WW2. It is within a commercial park consisting of other office spaces that have been designed over the years.
Figure 1 – Ariel view of Gateway House showing Façade and gardens.
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Figure 2 – View of the integrated garden within the building.
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Figure 3 – Context Map 
Architects, Client and Influences (500) 600
Mountbatten House was originally designed to accommodate the new Headquarters of a tracing paper company called Wiggins Teape of which was originally centred in London. The client was interested in developing a more maintenance and running cost friendly office space that is easier to adapted than their previous location. These considerations formed the foundation of the design along with the concept of open spaces merging with the functions of a typical commercial office space. Figure 4 – Artist’s impression of Mountbatten House looking at the main reception area.

[image: ]Arup Group Associates along with Peter Foggo were involved in the project as lead architects and employed by Wiggins Teape to design Gateway House. Their philosophy that informed and shaped the design/functions of the project was to reinvent traditional ideologies around what an office means thus how people interact within these spaces. Figure 5 – View of No.1 Leeds City Office 

They had developed a project tailored for both internal (more standard but adaptable spaces) and external, nature focused integration. Taking in the needs of the client when it comes to low maintenance/running costs and an effective system that allows modulation for the future.
Some examples of work that Peter Foggo worked on is the No.1 Leeds City Office (1995), 25 Moorgate in London (2002) and 131 Finsbury Pavement in London (1999). He had been involved in many other projects between the design of Gateway House and these projects, but it was not until the 90s when he started his own practice called Foggo Associates in which is still active. (Foggo, 2021)
1 Finsbury Avenue in central London (1984) was another example of the joint work of Peter Foggo and Arup Group, in which takes an identical approach to the external aesthetics of Mountbatten House and both have been Grade II listed by Historic England. 
[image: ]






[image: ]Figure 6 – 1 Finsbury Avenue in London


The architectural style that is common throughout these designs include full wall length glazing units that allow maximum [image: ]solar gain into the office spaces, using aluminium cladding as surrounding external wall material and within mullions/transoms. Expressing honesty within structure through exposing columns and framing of the glazing and wall panels is also common in his designs. It is clear that there are influences from the philosophies that were created during the 20s and 30s with Mies Van der Rohe using the idea of using a grid as a basis for design.
Back in the 70s, Arup Group and Peter Foggo were interested in finding ways of integrating green spaces into buildings.Figure 7 – Sketch of 50x50 House by Mies Van der Rohe using the grid system.

The design of Mountbatten House takes the basis of the before mentioned design principles and builds upon this through the integration of natural spaces for workers to enjoy during a typical workday. This demonstrates that this design thinking was influenced by Frank Lloyd Wright’s work in which he also used the surrounding natural landscape to his advantage and takes the 5 principles of architecture by Le Corbusier as a design philosophy. As the use of Pilotis and use of horizontal windows are prevalent in the design of Mountbatten.
Arup Group is known to be influenced by many past architects, as is often the case with the majority of architectural practices. However, it is becoming increasing common for architects to adopt more experimental and environmentally considerate approaches as climate change is a top concern in today’s world. This is the route Arup Group is taking with its design work; taking the principles of modern design and functions, mixing it with the sustainable needs of the climate emergency and more recently tackling the needs for universal design. 


[image: ]Figure 8 – Author Sketch of Mountbatten House Floor Plan using grid system




Comparing Mountbatten House (300) 266
There are plenty of comparisons to draw from as the philosophies of Le Corbusier are used plentifully in architectural design.  There is one architects practice that have similar design principles to Arup Group and that is Bennetts Associates. These architects are building upon the original philosophy and evolving contemporary design from the modern architecture route. 
One comparable example of their work is the Importex Project in Athens, Greece; Which is a commercial office space with an outdoor courtyard garden that is used to connect two parts of the building together, using pilotis to support the slab that cuts through the buildings. This is similar to the Mountbatten House of which also integrates open and natural spaces within the design of the building. 
The project uses green roofing within the design, which is common in current architecture as designers, such as Bennetts Associates, find ways of involving nature in order to improve its sustainability and reduce lifetime carbon footprint. Comparing this to Mountbatten; it is much more complex in the ways that Mountbatten has used nature on roofing and is more connected to the circulation of the building than the Importex project. 
It is also common to see offices like this one to maximise the solar aspect in order to naturally light the spaces within. This aids in the reliance of artificial lighting and can improve the internal environment if well designed and managed. This ideology is not as prevalent in the Mountbatten design as it is more focused on the interaction between workers and external spaces and how nature can influence both exterior and enclosed spaces.  








[image: ]Figure 9 – Importex Project showing rendering of courtyard space

[image: ]
Figure 10 – Ariel rendering of the Importex Project.
[image: ]
Figure 11 – Importex Project, Render of Façade 
Structure, Materiality and Services (400) 460
Mountbatten house is designed using a grid and frame approach which allows the building to be modular in nature. It utilises pre-cast reinforced concrete columns at 7.5m spacing from centres which supports the pyramid domed ceiling elements, also made in the same materiality as the columns. (Arup Group, 1979)
The ceiling was designed to allow services and maintenance to be easily installed within and around the ceiling elements. This enabled the engineering team to develop plans for the ventilation, electronics and lighting with consistency and ease. This means that the costs and complexity involved in creating these designs are lowered and more efficient. (Architects Journal, N/A)
The façade of Mountbatten uses brown stained aluminium cladding panels which are fixed to the previously mentioned concrete columns. The use of brown could represent the soil of the gardens, but also serve as a function, to reduce the impact of nature staining the panels. These panels where prefabricated and brought to site to be assembled. 
There is also the use of double-glazed windows within the design of this building, which is used to bring natural light into the office spaces throughout the day. These glazing units are panelled in a similar fashion to the aluminium cladding with the addition of mullions to separate the panels, one aluminium panel is the same length as 5 glazing units within this building.


[image: ]
Figure 12 – Construction of Gateway House showing structure of the building.
[image: ]
Figure 13 – Façade and garden interface
[image: ]
Figure 14 – Interior View of Office space with Unique ceiling design.
[image: ]The flat roofs of Mountbatten House were constructed using an asphalt layer with cement screed, glass fibre insolation quilting and up to 0.6m thick earth layer for the gardens space. (Victoria County History, N/A)
The gardens where designed and integrated into the plans by James Russell, who was asked to express a romantic rather than formal approach to the open garden spaces. (Historic England, 2015)
Rather than the then traditional methods of office design, Mountbatten experimented with breaking up the long and often boring hours of office work with the calm and relaxation of garden spaces. This was done to improve moral and the atmosphere of the working environment.Figure 15 – View of Gardens from ground level courtyard

The garden has a range of biodiversity, from azaleas, buddleias, and vines to birch trees. All of which are either planted on the roof directly or as features on top of the aluminium cladding. (Arup Group, 1979)
Not only does the garden serve as an aesthetic feature of the building but is also provides filtered and clean air for the ventilation of the offices within. As a result, it could provide a boost to health and wellbeing for those who work here, compared to a more traditional office block. The roof top garden is supported by the prefabricated concrete structure that was mentioned earlier and so had to be accounted for in terms of loading during the technical design of the building.Figure 16 – View of Roof Top Garden at Mountbatten House


Figure 17 – Sectional detail of Mountbatten showing the relationship between the gardens and internal spaces.
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Critiques and views of Mountbatten House (700) 556
Mountbatten was praised at the time for being unique in its design through the integration of open spaces and gardens within the normal functions of an office. It became known as the ‘Hanging gardens of Basingstoke’ (Wainwright, 2015) which describes the way the roof top garden and climbing vines interact with the external facades of the building. It also represents the significance and value that the site brings to the local people of Basingstoke, not just to those who own and work in the building but to the overall population and can be seen as a landmark for the area.
However, considering this building is a commercial enterprise, it is not a tourist attraction or a place where the public can visit freely and so it is a private site. It is run as any other private company office HQ would be run and it is a shame that the gardens and rooftops cannot be enjoyed by more people. 
The building was awarded a regional RIBA award (South East) in 1979 for its unique design and experimental thinking when it came to how office spaces interact with the exterior garden. Which shows that the site had recognition by a broader audience and that the design of Mountbatten was considered, regionally, as a great example of modern architecture. 
It was also recognised for its forward-thinking office designs and the in-depth planning when it came to integrating services/ventilation and the complexities of the loads imposed by the gardens on the roof spaces. In addition, the 

[image: ]
Figure 18 – View of Roof Top Gardens.

[image: ]
Figure 19 – View of Courtyard Gardens









[image: ]consideration of how air circulation could affect the quality of environment within the office spaces especially from the filtered air moving in from the gardens.
There was also a Business & Industrial Award given to the project back in 1978 for significant contribution to the built environment.
[image: ]Apart from the gardens, the forward thinking when it came to modulation and flexibility should also be noted. It was planned from the beginning that there should be the ability to reconfigure the internal spaces without significant changes to the integrity of the building. As it is an office space, it was likely to change hands over the decades which happened in the early 1980s, when IBM took over the building and reorganised it for their needs. This was done with little alteration to the building and only shifting the way the spaces themselves are utilised and run.Figure 20 – Artistic impression of meeting room at Mountbatten
Figure 21 – Interior View of Mountbatten, showing unique ceiling and lighting

However, there are some flaws within the design of the gardens and courtyard spaces. There are no built-in places near these areas that allow storage and maintenance of the flora and as such, the company who owns the building must employ external professionals to maintain and manage the gardens effectively. Alternately, they have to utilise and plan the spaces within the office zones for the purpose of storage of equipment.
Since the gardens are biological and grow, there is a risk that the plants could damage the façades of the building especially the vines on the aluminium cladding and in addition, the changes in growth over long periods and how that affects the loading on the structure are hard to predict. Leaving potential issues if the gardens are not properly kept under certain weight limits due to lack of maintenance. 











Conclusion and Personal Views (300)          273
Mountbatten House is a fascinating and intriguing piece of architectural history, breaking the traditional and bland culture that surrounded the office working environment merging natural spaces with the functions of a commercial environment. Its respect to the past radical thinking of the 1920s/30s by the likes of Le Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe by involving their ideologies and philosophies into the design as well as evolving them to further push creativity and thinking is commendable, I believe. 
At the start of this Essay, I was quick to find Mountbatten interesting but equally, I did not like the use of the aluminium cladding and the overall feel of the building itself. However, as I delved into the research and discovered the arguably radical thinking behind the project, I increasingly became fond of it. I found its integration of gardens and courtyards within the circulation of the building interesting, especially the consideration of how they could improve the internal environment and not just external aesthetics. It also shows that it is very hard to design the perfect piece of architecture, that even though it may be considered a great work, there are still flaws and problems that can arise from them.
In addition to all this, it has helped me appreciate the many challenges involved within design and on top, the difficulties when thinking more experimentally and creatively. It has aided me in exploring modern architecture and how it continues to influence architects such as Peter Foggo and Bennetts Associates to this day and that the legacies of past architects carry through architecture and can be seen as a tool to push thinking forward.
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