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the Trevi fountain; as seen on a postcard, from google earth, in Nolli’s map of 
1748, in ancient Rome next to the aqueduct

“In renaissance Italy the garden represented a space of mediation between na-
ture and culture. The context of the garden, a very overt locus of private reverie, 
encouraged the experimentation with meaning through form that was deemed 
to have insufficient decorum for the public realm.”
The [hidden] meaning of the garden, from Eamonn Canniffe blog CIA at MSA

The conceptual driver for this aspect of my design is based on the Baroque fountains 
of Rome which were created to celebrate the technical skill of the Roman engineers 
who had mastered nature to provide water for the centre of the empire via the complex 
system of aqueducts and underground pipes. The Trevi fountain marks the end of the 
route of the ancient Aqua Virgine. This elaborate piece of architecture cum sculpture is 
a performance piece for the locals to enjoy in passing or to rest and watch in duration. 
The scenes depicted in the vignettes of the tableaux are the practical finding of the 
source of the water, and the mythological background of the gods and goddesses 
of water. So the spectacle of the fountain celebrates the historical dominance of the 
creative teams of the Roman empire past, but now in the context of the city as an 
international centre of culture and consumerism.

The British Centre is sited in the western block of the piazza and so has a direct 
conversation with the fountain. The re-defined diplomatic role of the British mission 
as a cultural embassy with overtly promotional intentions means this key elevation 
needs to speak for the whole project in both creative but respectful ways. The idea of 
architectural indulgence in the cultivation of an element of nature is taken to modify the 
phenomenological character of the piazza by the new building. This is based on the 
precept of the archetypal Italian street is the solid material quality which from it, creating 
a resonant atmosphere where voices and vespas echo along and up into the city air. 
The absence of soft absorbing materials and also translucency and less heavy volumes 
of building  which would contrast with the masonry dominance of the city creates an 
opportunity for a simple creation of a foreign architectural language.

The idea is for a show-piece façade, the basic intent of any key elevation, which 
demonstrates a classic British obsession and skill, the perfect lawn, and demonstrates 
not only a control of the elements, but a exploitation of them in the context of the site. 
The lawn will be mounted as a planted green wall and watered by both visible misting 
jets and concealed irrigation hoses. The combination of these two methods is needed 
to propagate a healthy grass wall, but also affords the opportunity for the spectacle of 
a daily performance from the building of clouds of water vapour ballooning from the 
façade. This then has a direct ‘competition’ with the fountain but in a provisional and so 
respectful approach which allows the fountain to dominate the piazza for the majority of 
the diurnal cycle. The green façade remains brash and alive in the wind of the streets 
for most of the day then, but still a background element to the piazza due to the uniform 
character of the building plane.

The façade will be elevated above the ground on the end of a projecting canteliver into 
the square. This references the trevi fountain as a piece of culture to be viewed but not 
touched. The policing of the square is constant and strict to ensure the heritage is not 
damaged (recent activitst have used the fountain as a site of demonstration colouring 
the water and throwing objects onto it). The grass wall will be floating above the public 
level then and thus out of reach and safe from damage, but this is subverted when 
inside the building on the terrace that overlooks the piazza as the grass extends up to 
the balustrade so allow interaction with people using the cafe.

The British artist David Hockney invokes 
the foreign way of life with mundane 
observations of domestic pride. The idea 
of holiday as an indulgence and thus the 
foreign as a luxury is a notion the facade will 
play off to create a layered reading of the 
building’s intent.

a lawn in a city of stone3.1
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thinking green

Green, planted living walls and roofs seem to be in fashion at the moment. The use 
of them spread tentatively at first as designers waited to see technologies proven 
or fail in case study projects. The use of them in urban design to ‘soften’ or enrich a 
site has been demonstrated in a number of successful examples, most recently with 
Herzog and De Meuron’s Caixa forum in Madrid which uses Patrick Blanc’s trademark 
‘vertical garden’. Here the invention of a no-soil method allows application almost 
anywhere including inside a building. The visual effects are stunning against the 
contemporaneously renovated medieval structure.

However, the aesthetic of green walls has also fallen into the hands of those guilty 
of ‘greenwashing’ tactics. The assumption is that the addition of an environmentally 
positive technology to a design will tick boxes for BREEAM or equivalent bodies, or 
worse still be used for publicity to demonstrate corporate awareness and action to 
‘cut energy costs’ or .think green’. It is this dependency on technology rather than 
investigative design that’s the goal surely. With the green wall or roof, there are easy 
tabloid conclusions to draw though. It is green. It has ‘green’ in its name. It must 
therefore be eco-friendly, mustn’t it? The British Centre looks to play on this perception 
of the technique and make the most of all the conversations that arise because of it. 
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1.

2.

3.

4.

planted facades

individual point plantings full surface coverage (living walls)

clinging climbing 
plants (almost no 
supporting structure 
required)

creeping/twining 
climbing plants 
(climbing supports: 
wire, trellis, etc.)

balcony plants 
(plant containers 
with irrigation 
system if required)

modular systems:
-hydroponic porous 
substrate sheets
-soil substrate in 
containers

thin lightweight 
surface 
construction: textile 
substrate on 
(hydroponic) 
bearing layer

living walls

1. surface system with felt 
substrate on solid wall

a] perforated polyurethane 
irrigation hose
b] plants fixed in felt pockets, 
2x3mm layers of felt,  
polypropylene sheeting.
c] supporting structure,  
ventilated cavity.

2.hydroponic system with felt 
sustrate on timber wall

a] plants, layer of felt with slits 
as pockets for plants, perforated 
sheeting.
b] hose for irrigation
c] inner layer of felt, root-resistant 
water proof slab, ventilated cavity.
d] drainage gutter

3.hydroponic system with felt 
sustrate on steel constructions

a] hose for irrigation
b] plants, 10mm layer of felt with slit 
as pocket, 10mm plastic, bearing 
slab, metal sheeting 50mm deep.
c] 180mm steel I section.

4.hydroponic system with rock-wool 
substrate on solid wall

a] hose for irrigation
b] planted facade: planting, steel 
grating, rock-wool substrate, sheet 
steel
c] 60mm vent. cavity
d] sealing layer, 100mm wall
e] drainage gutter

see previous case studies: 
Lacaton and Vassal

} }
see detail studies below

this method is most suitable for 
grass which needs a substrate 
like soil to grow from and root 
into. It also allows re-planting 
in the future which extends life-
expectancy of the building due 
to easy cosmetic variations

drawings taken from Detail Magazine 2008 #12.

3.2
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variations on a modular unit

modular systems

There are an increasing number of modular products on the 
market now which allow a gradual expansion of a living wall 
as modules are added to the design over time. The separa-
tion also allows for variations in planting strategies across 
the grid which can include anything from grasses, flowers to 
herbs. A major benefit of the module system is that is can be 
installed as a billboard might be attached to an existing build-
ing or how a rainscreen works on a façade. All that is needed 
is a horizontal batten to fix to and a gutter to collect the run off 
water. The modules can thus be removed permanently or just 
for replanting so  a seasonal scheme can be achieved with 
modules growing off site when not on display. This also gives 
the opportunity for short term one-off billboard style displays 
that run for an event going on in the building.

The idea for the original planting strategy is for a lawn though 
and this is achieved by packing out the unit with soil and fol-
lowing the directions in images 1-10. Growing a lawn will be 
an intensive process in these modules so time will need to be 
invested prior to installation on the façade. Once of a mature 
age and growth the lawn can be ‘laid’.
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Planting your Living Wall

What you will need:

ELT Easy Green™ Living Wall Panels

High Quality Potting Soil, preferably with moisture retention included 
(one 30 L bag will  ll 1.5 panels approx.) ie Miracle Grow Moisture 
Control soil

Waterproof drop cloth

Potted plants (2”- 4” pots). Depending on plant selection you can plant 
each cell or spread the plants out. 

Watering Can

Level

Fertilizer (Optional)

Popsicle stick or butter knife

Planting Instructions:
Lay down a waterproof drop cloth to protect the  oor or table from dirt 
and water during planting.

Take note of which end of the panel is up. (1) Fill the Living Wall panel 
with high quality potting soil so that all cells are  lled to the top. (2) 

Press the soil hard  into each pocket. Dig a hole in the soil in one 
pocket large enough to  t one potted plant.  (3) (4)

Remove the plant from the pot making sure to pull apart any tightly 
bound roots at the bottom of the pot. (4) (5) 

Insert the plant into the panel pressing  rmly around the base to 
compact the soil and remove any air pockets around the roots. (6)

     

                              

Once all cells are  lled, pack the soil into all cells as  rmly as possible 
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Continue this planting process spacing the plants as desired. 
Spacing will depend on the plants selected. Be sure to verify the 
growth of any plants used. When placing plants, make sure to allow 
space for  the door at the top and bottom of the living wall stand. 
This is usually accomplished by planting smaller plants in these 
areas  
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(this will reduce the amount of soil dropping from the panels when 
hung vertically). 

Water the panel (feel free to add a root starter fertilizer at this point).  
Add enough water to moisten all cells, but not enough to make the soil 
completely saturated.  After watering, pack in the soil one last time, 
being sure to add additional soil when necessary to  ll up all of the 
cells. (8)  

Clean out the top catch area of each panel using a Popsicle stick, 
pencil or butter knife. This is important for proper water  ow through all 
panels. (9)

Stand each panel up vertically after  rmly compacting all soil to allow 
any excess soil to drop onto drop cloth.  If you are planting the panels 
with young plants or seeds you should keep the panel horizontal while 
plants establish. (10)
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The apartment scheme celebrates the irrigation system by running it on the outside 
of the structure to feed plants set in round niches in the wall. The plants are sprayed 
by the pipes creating a spectacular misting. The water used is collected rain water 
supplemented by mains. A green roof and soil drainage is used to collect and then a  
UV filtration system works to create suitable clean water for the home and irrigation.

To create the perfect lawn which is the envy of all your neighbours, a two pronged at-
tack at irrigation is required: first from the roots to ensure strength, second from the 
blades (especially as the lawn is not horizontal) to ensure deep penetration. Left are 
some setting out drawings for the irrigation system for the British Centre’s green wall 
using Harmonia 57 as a precedent and the ELT planting unit as a module. This infor-
mation meant that a 1000mm spacing between pipes was needed in both vertical and 
horizontal directions to ensure no patch was under watered.

The conclusions drawn from these drawings are that the visible surface mounted sys-
tem is not viable due to the intensity needed which then detracts from the visual aes-
thetic of the planting itself. The idea was to use the pipework to reference the archi-
tectural proportions of the Trevi fountian and its fenestration which would break up the 
large homogenous surace of the green wall. However the functional requirement of the 
pipework makes this decorative concept difficult to achieve.

A detail of the irrigation pipework. a) conduit 
for vapour moisturising plant b) distance 
piece c) exposed concrete wall with circular 
recesses for vegetation sealing layer d) load-
bearing reinforced concrete wall cavity; reinf. 
conc. wall

case study: Harmonia 57, Sao Paulo
Triptyque Architects

irrigation and nutrients

watering early morning and evening in mid summer to 
reduce the chances of rapid evapouration and ensure the 
most efficient use of the collected water. This creates a 
spectacular event in the piazza when the misting arm of the 
irrigation system passes across the face of the green wall 
spilling a cloud over the Trevi so it momentarily  disappears 
and the British Centre holds court.

an alternative to the fixed irri-
gation pipe system is a mov-
ing spray that pans across 
the green wall as a vertical 
bar that has nozzles along 
its length. This way the green 
wall face is uninterrupted as a 
visual plane. The water used 
can be collected from the two 
harvesting roofs of the design 
and filtered to be used for 
both tap water and feeding 
the green wall
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working detail for the design of the irrigation system that pans across the face of the facade. The addition of a maintaince 
mower which travels on a similar vertical member means a top and bottom guide rail is needed to hold these elements in 
place. A potential clash could occur if the set backs are not designed well. The mower obviously needs to be set to the 
face of the wall to ensure a decent cutting level. The irrigation pipe needs to be further back to allow a good spread of 
water as the nozzles are fixed on the pipe and cannot move up and down.

To maintain unsafe or inaccessible green roofs a number of technical innovations 
have been combined into commercially availble products such as this robotic solar 
powered mower which performs its own little task without any help. Once it has 
been programmed with a perimeter to its operational area, defined by a metal cord 
which the robot reads as an electrical signal, it will set of on a pre-defined course of 
cutting and return to its storage dock when finished. The PV panel means it needs no 
recharging or mains connection. This can be seen on the roof of the sub-terrainian 
gallery at the Yorkshire sculpture park.

the mower design

To fully exploit the technology of this device an adapted version will be used on 
the green wall in Rome which runs on a vertical bar. To allow 360 degree patterns 
to be created with the mower the first step it to add rollers which flatten the grass 
which reflects light at a different angle, thus creating a tonal variation in the lawn. By 
mounting the mower on a bar and track system it can move up and down the bar 
in the vertical axis but also travel horizontally under the panning movement of the 
support. With the addition of pivot gyro in the fixing of the mower to the support, it 
can be rotated to any angle thus creating fully rotational possibility. A second roller is 
added to the reverse of the mower and the grass hopper is made enclosed to allow 
downward cutting without tipping the cut grass out onto the street below.

cutting edge
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The undercroft is leant a dynamic character by the thrusting 
mass of the raked auditorium concrete floor which creates 
it. This angle is gains further drama by the supporting col-
umns that rise through the floor which lean into it rather than 
standing vertical. The intention is for the space to pinch at 
the Piazza di Trevi with its angles and incite interaction with 
the British Centre. 

The structural implications for this idea are that the auditorium 
will want to slide away from the piazza on its angled columns. 
A horizontal force needs to be mobilised to counteract the 
moment but a thrust block would be upended from its foun-
dations if used, so the network of slabs and columns needs 
to become a moment frame. The elements are all made from 
concrete; 400mm columns, 400mm thick raked slab, 300mm 
thick horizontal slab.

sketches of the moment frame used in the Rotterdam Kunstal auditorium 
structure by OMA. Taken from Cecil Balmond’s ‘Informal’

investigative sketches working out a frame structure for the auditorium mass

rainscreen style frame to hold the planting modules out from the concrete 
structure

acoustic performance

“the noise is usually deafening. People chat, whistle, swear, sing, curse, cry, howl, weep, 
call to each other and shout, carrying on elaborate discussions or delicate negotiations... 
Bells clang with deep bronze notes from the top of the belfry above, drowning every other 
sound... Vespas, cars, motorcycles, trucks go by with roaring engines...It is a gay and 
happy noise, magnifyed by the stone walls, the absence of greenery, the narrowness of 
the street. It goes on from dawn to the small hours of the night...”

Luigi Barzini, The Italians

As tourists to the culture and lifestyle of Rome, we may see the Italian piazza as 
grand stage set for the performance of life to eccentric extremes. Our contrasting 
reserved sensibility and muted expression is read as cold and an absence of passion 
when the average conversations is extended with gestures and theatrical interplay. 
To take position an auditorium over this environment is a technical challenge as the 
acoustics of the internal space need to be controlled to a known level, whilst the 
external sources vary wildly.

In addition to the previously mentioned concept of transform the character 
of the piazza with its contrasting soft absorbant properties against the stone of  
the context, the green wall also performs a function for the auditorium behind it 
providing needed acoustic isolation. The concrete structure of the raked auditorium 
is insulated externally allowing a cladding layer to wrap around the bottom rail of the 
mower and irrigation mechanism. The weak point of the strategy is the glazed side 
elevation of the auditorium which will have a much lower acoustic performance than 
the concrete shell. The orientation of these elevations though faces the upper levels 
of a residential building on one side and the much quieter Piazza dei Crociferi.

left: investigating the variations in a set back from the green wall, allowing occupied 
outdoor areas that are pirvate and sheltered from the noise of the Piazza. They also 
allow a service zone for the green wall maintainence
above: auditorium undercroft cladding options.


