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First Principles and Beyond 
Finding the unique opportunities  
in sports infrastructure

Grimshaw – the London-based, globally recognised 
firm synonymous with transport and masterplanning 
– is now establishing its reputation in sports. 
TheStadiumBusiness caught up with the practice’s 
managing partner and head of sports, Kirsten Lees. 
What can this firm bring to the sports world?

t Grimshaw, we 
never set out to 
hit a particular 
sector but the 
Waterloo 

International rail terminal was the 
first project that really brought us 
international recognition. Ever 
since then, transport has been a 
strong sector for Grimshaw,” 
considers Lees.  

London remains the founding 
location of Grimshaw, but every 
international office is autonomous 
while remaining globally 
connected. The global studios 
regularly work on cross-office 
projects bringing the best talent 
together to collaborate on high-

profile projects within UK and the 
rest of the world. 

“Our approach – if there is 
such a thing – is through 
collaboration. Each project tends 
to be operated from the local 

office. We have the most 
experienced sports experts in 

London, but we share knowledge 
freely with our colleagues abroad. 
My team are currently the most 
involved in sports, however we 
have expertise across all teams at 
Grimshaw. We don’t however 
have a dedicated sports team as 
we believe that there is 
tremendous value in our teams 
working across different sectors. 
After all, our aim is to create high 
quality architecture, whether it’s 
an office, a station or a sports 
building.” 

Lees says that it is this multi-
sector collaboration that has the 
potential to set the firm apart 
from others, especially in the 
sports world which has historically 
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create high quality 

architecture, whether 
it’s an office, a station 
or a sports building”
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been dominated by specialist 
sports design firms. 

“The breadth of our work is 
what we see real value in. We 
learn across sectors, applying 
lessons from each,” says Lees. 
“This idea of working across all 
sectors – and all scales – is very 
important to us. There is a huge 
amount of learning involved in 
understanding the issues at a 
micro scale, which in turn impacts 
the macro. Being able to be 
comfortable at both scales, 
makes our buildings resilient. That 
applies to galleries, stadiums, train 
stations and airports.” 

The same goes for the teams 
behind these projects, says Lees: 
“Skills are important in terms of 
how you deliver, and we have 
specialist expertise in sports 
projects. We draw on lessons 
learnt from every project we have 
been a part of. We have also 
delivered cultural projects – and 
this has had an impact on how we 
approach sports projects, we 
want to create a memorable 
experience for people using the 
spaces.” 

For her part, Lees says her 
background in cultural buildings 
(such as the New Koç Contemp-

orary Art Museum in Istanbul) 
brings a different approach that 
contrasts with projects that are 
more revenue-driven. Arts 
projects tend to be about 
stakeholder involvement and 
consensus-building across 
conflicting and competing 
interests.  

“Perhaps,” she says, “it’s this 
that sets us apart from other 
architects who may have an 
established idea on the design of 
sports projects? With the breadth 
of work we are recognised for, 
large span structures, complex 
infrastructure, large scale visitor 
destinations, we do feel that sport 
is a natural home for us.“ 

Indeed the firm is not new to 
sports. It has a reference list in the 
sector spanning 30 years. Oxford 
Ice Rink back in 1985 was the first 
sports project where Grimshaw 
was lead architect. Other notable 
projects include the 2001 Grand 
Stand at Lord’s cricket ground: “A 
response to a difficult site but still 
looking pristine and working well”. 
Today that list spans a range of 
projects from new stadia (such as 
Stadium for Bath currently in 
planning), redevelopment of the 
Curragh Racecourse in Ireland 
(under construction) and 
masterplanning the AELTC’s 
home, Wimbledon (ongoing).  

“Building types are now 
starting to cross over in terms of 
interchangeable usage, for 
example airports are now retail 
centres too,” explains Lees. “Our 
transport projects are becoming 
ever more complex. Can we 
resolve public transporation 
problems whilst also freeing up 
land for regeneration? The two 
are not mutually exclusive.” 

“Similarly, the gathering of 
people for sports events has a 
really important impact on the 

[ABOVE] Kirsten Lees at Grimshaw’s London office. [BELOW] Grimshaw’s masterplan for Wimbledon sets out the path for 
development and major capital works at the Home of Tennis for the next 20 years and beyond.
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design of the facilities. Sports 
projects need to better respond to 
this and how they can heighten 
the experience for the customers. 
This way they can enhance the 
usage of their environments, as 
well as being holistically 
appropriate.” 

Stadium For Bath 
Lees cites the current Stadium for 
Bath as a prime example of a 
project where the key principles 
are developed for the wider site 
before design work for the 
stadium starts.  

“In terms of location this is a 
challenging project but also very 
special. The responsibility to do 
something in such a historic city 
setting is a fantastic challenge,” 
enthuses Lees. 

The firm is familiar with 
intricacies of this historic tourist 
city – a UNESCO World Heritage 
site. It completed the award-
winning Thermae Bath Spa in 
2006 melding together traditional 
and contemporary architecture to 
form a revitalised complex in the 
city’s spa quarter that restores 

the ancient practice of healing 
and relaxation in mineral springs. 

“We’ve carried over some of 
the understanding of our previous 
project in Bath to aid us in 
understanding these special 
settings. What was interesting is 
that the client had gone through 
the conceptual design a number 
of times. But Grimshaw was the 
first firm to look from the outside 
in, as well as the inside out. How 
can you not consider the wider 
setting of Bath?  

There is a drive now to bring 
stadiums back into the cities – in 

terms of public transport and 
economic impact from secondary 
spending. The tremendous 
positive impact that matchday 
can have on a city can be lost 
when you locate the ‘action’ out of 
town”. 

Located on the playing fields 
of the Bath Recreation Ground, 
the proposed stadium location is 
framed by the River Avon and 
numerous Grade I and II* 
buildings. The project’s 
development brief – which has 
structured the current planning 
application – a 92-page 

The Stadium for Bath project has the potential to open up the historic city’s riverfront to create 
new public spaces. [INSET] The stadium sits between the river and the recreation fields.
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consultation produced by 
Grimshaw for its clients, essentially 
the three founding members who 
will deliver the project: Bath 
Rugby, Bath Rugby Foundation 
and Arena 1865. The document 
sets out the context, the 
opportunity and the ambition for 
this special project – not one of 
the biggest stadium schemes but 
one with huge potential. Think 
Bilbao and Guggenheim.  

The aim is to deliver “an 
exceptional and beautiful new 
stadium in the heart of the city, 
which responds appropriately and 
creatively to its sensitive context.” 
Providing a wide range of sports, 

leisure and community 
opportunities for residents and 
visitors, it will “create a destination 
that revitalises the riverside.” 

The project has its challenges 
– not least the impact on Bath’s 
busy city centre when matchday 
crowds descend. But Lees is 
convinced that this is where 
Grimshaw’s mass transport 
experience comes to the front. But 
the project is so much more than 
dealing with the “peaks of 
matchday traffic flows”, says Lees: 
“Creating an impactful identity is 
so important, as sports buildings 
are so synonymous with creating 
powerful identities for the club, the 

city or even the nation. It is the 
value of bringing high quality 
architecture with that. 

“There is an amazing buzz 
associated with people gathering 
together, and that journey is the 
whole experience of the stadium. 
However as sports destinations 
are moved into the city, they also 
need to be responsible to their 
neighbours. Of course there are 
peaks but stadiums historically sit 
empty most of the time. How do 
you ensure that the stadiums are 
continuing to give back to the local 
community? You need to create a 
building that is able to generate 
activity and be sustainable all 
year round. Some of the learning 
has involved how you can create 
the personality of a building.” 

Unlocking Potential 
Understanding the nuances of 
each location is vital, says Lees. 
“Sometimes it may not even be in 

“This project brings Ireland, horse racing and 
hospitality together… It cultivates the sense of  

arrival, atmosphere and excitement that  
the Curragh has come to represent”
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the brief, but you just have to 
judge the opportunities when they 
arise. Each unique identity of a 
building often is not apparent in 
the designing phase. That’s why 
we always approach from First 
Principles. It’s a discipline which 
helps to discover and unlock 
potential.” 

Just as downtown stadia 
have to be sympathetic to their 
urban environment, sports 
facilities in the countryside must 
do the same. Grimshaw’s Curragh 
Racecourse project is about as 
rural as you can get. The Wicklow 
Mountains and the Curragh plains 
– one of Europe’s oldest natural 
grasslands – frame Ireland’s pre-
eminent racecourse, the Curragh, 
which leads the region’s pre-
stigious reputation for breeding 
and racing thoroughbred 
bloodstock. 

Grimshaw’s design 
redevelops the renowned Irish 
venue with a master plan that 
provides world-class facilities 
while respecting the unique 
landscape that gives the Curragh 
its identity. Like most racecourse 
facilities, the new grandstand is a 
big building but the approach to 
this sleek structure with its low 
profile linear roof builds up the 
anticipation of race day. Spec-
tators ‘flow’ together in one world-
class viewing terrace that directs 
attention to the spectacle of 
jockeys and horses.  

“This project brings Ireland, 
horse racing and hospitality 
together,” explains Lees. “It 
cultivates the sense of arrival, 
atmosphere and excitement that 
the Curragh has come to 
represent.” 

Reflecting on the importance 
of the micro-detail approach, 
Lees says for the roof “we had to 
create a surface that looked all as 
one. It is, in fact, a panel system 
but we worked hard to make it 
appear seamless.” 

Many Voices. One Vision 
Cultivating the sense of 
atmosphere, as well as the build 
up and anticipation of the fan 
experience are key drivers behind 
one of the firm’s most defining 
sports projects to date: the 
masterplan for Wimbledon. 

The work drew together all of 
Grimshaw’s expertise with the 
client (and up to 55 different 
stakeholders) to unlock the 
potential of the entire AELTC (All 
England Lawn Tennis and 
Croquet Club) estate and provide 
the ‘blueprint’ for infrastructure 
development over the next 20 
years. 

“We were tasked with a 
broad range of challenges,” says 
Lees. “How can we optimise the 
whole site, not only efficiency wise, 
but how can we do it in a way that 
reinforced the identity of AELTC’s 
guiding marketing message of 
‘Tennis in an English garden’? The 
experience of the atmosphere, 

“When in full 
tournament mode 

Wimbledon is  
essentially 19 venues  

on one site”

New Koç Contemporary Art Museum in Istanbul

Can a sports project 
learn anything from an 

art gallery?
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with the flowers and the beauty is 
quite unique.” 

To be clear, when in full 
tournament mode Wimbledon is 
essentially 19 venues on one site. 
Every single court and every area 
must function efficiently for the 
players and officials, the packed 
crowds, the sponsors and global 
television audiences. Conversely, 
outside of The Championships, 
the estate scales back to a tennis 
club, albeit a very well-equipped 
one – but with just 375 full 
members and only about 100 
temporary playing members. 

The driver for the masterplan 
was to “create character 
throughout the site, as people 
move around throughout the 
tournament. The northern area 
was very under-utilised and did 
not feel like Wimbledon. We 
opened up the entrance to create 
a new flow coming through from 
the North. We moved three courts 
to the North, to help spread the 
footfall and ease congestion. In 
the Southern area, eight courts 
have been reduced to six and 
pinch points reduced.” 

The unique qualities of 
Wimbledon’s location are 
celebrated by the fans: 

“Wimbledon is the only one of the 
Grand Slam events which 
celebrates typography. Think 
Henman Hill, Murray Mound.” 

Unlocking the potential in the 
typography was also behind 
many of the masterplan 

directives. Service areas were 
moved out of view. Centre court 
had to remain the focus, despite 
the growing spectator capacities 
of other courts. Grimshaw’s 
masterplan has tripled the 
amount of hospitality. More 
spaces were created for 
spectators to dwell, soak up the 
atmosphere and spend time – all 
within a sense of place which is 
uniquely Wimbledon. 

Clients Of All Sizes 
“Of course, maximising revenue 
was quite important as well. 
However, what’s unique about 

Wimbledon is that the AELTC 
doesn’t have the debts or revenue 
demands of other sports. They’re 
a members club, so that will 
always be a key priority for them.” 

There are not many sports 
clients in the same league as 
AELTC, nor projects as 
demanding or as recognisable as 
Wimbledon but, to its credit, 
Grimshaw has delivered a 
masterplan that has worked well, 
remains flexible and will continue 
to shape the world’s most famous 
tennis tournament for another 
decade or more.  

“Sports clients come in all 
shapes and sizes – and this is 
reflected in the budgets. But as a 
firm we work with projects of all 

scales – from pop-up retail 
spaces and temporary galleries 
through to rail networks and entire 
city centre planning,” explains 
Lees. “We‘ve discovered that we 
are really suited to sports 
architecture. These buildings are 
increasingly complicated and 
require a creative, multi-
disciplinary approach –that’s the 
only way to unlock the full 
potential. Of course, it also helps 
that on a personal level we’re 
passionate about sports.” • 

See more of Grimshaw’s global sports references here

“Sports buildings are increasingly 
complicated and require a creative, multi-

disciplinary approach –that’s the only way to 
unlock their full potential”

At Wimbledon, Grimshaw’s masterplan has 
tripled the amount of hospitality – and 
created a host of future opportunities
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