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ORIGIN STORY

Tide Bankside

The story behind Squire & Partners’ mysterious “eroded” facade

Squire & Partners was inspired by the historic Thames riverscape to design an
organic, ‘eroded’ facade for its net-zero office building. It just had to work out
how to build it ...

The south bank of the Thames between Southwark and Blackfriars bridges must be one of
the most narratively rich stretches of river in the world: a place of Roman traders, Viking
warlords, Elizabethan theatres and bearpits, Dickensian wharves and warehouses, all before
its modern-day reinvention as the Bankside cultural quarter, anchored by the twin flagships
of Tate Modern and Shakespeare's Globe.

TIDE Bankside, located immediately behind the Globe, has been consciously woven into this
story. The 12-storey building is recognisably an office block, but its brickwork piers and
columns are unlike any commercial facade you've ever seen: gnarled, twisting trunks that
seem to have washed up on the river's muddy shore.

Tim Gledstone, senior partner at architect Squire & Partners, had observed how Bankside's
built environment was in constant dialogue with the river, and wanted the new building to
engage with this gently shifting landscape. “If you go down to the Thames, you can see all of
these brick piers and timber posts that have just eroded, like bits of driftwood. That's what
we wanted to accelerate, so that the building feels bedded in.”

Gledstone and his team initially sculpted the columns in clay, evoking the way that saltwater
gradually carves channels and rivulets into rock. Then they scanned the design and imported
it into Rhino software. The original intention was to cast the forms in precast concrete using
bespoke moulds. “We thought that it would be pushing the technology a bit, but that it could
be done.” They also wanted to use aggregates from the Thames to create “a local dirty mix,
with sandy pigments and little flints and stones you find along the river”.

Then, two weeks before the scheme was due to go before the planning committee, a
problem arose. “Southwark’s new design officer said, ‘| like everything you've done here, but |
want it to be in brick. I had no idea how we were going to do it, but our client told us, jjust
say yes and we'll figure it out later".” The practice tested out a number of approaches. “We
came up with the idea of just using headers, or making the design more pixellated, but that
flattened the geometry too much. Everyone agreed that prefabrication was the only way to

doit properly.”

That was when they turned to precast cladding specialist Thorp Precast. “We quite like doing
mad, complicated jobs,” says founding director Harvey Thorp. “When the team from Squire
came up and showed me the images of what they wanted, | said, I think | know exactly how |
could do that'.” Thorp's vast Stoke-on-Trent factory is equipped with a five-axis CNC machine,
which cuts in three dimensions, as well as being able to tilt and rotate the cutting medium.

The plan was to import the digital design and then cut each brick to the designated profile
using a water jet, then set the bricks in precast panels. Using water to accelerate the eroded
aesthetic and expose the softer inner brick added to the “romance” of the design, Gledstone
says. Once the bricks were cut, each was allocated a “passport” to indicate its precise location
on the panel.

They were then placed in a polystyrene mould, CNC-cut along the same digitally coded
contours as the bricks. to hold them in position while a backing laver of concrete was








