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Foreword

I am delighted to introduce this publication, 
looking at the ideas behind the Timber 
Wave installation for the London Design 
Festival, and at the process of designing, 
making and installing it. For the London 
Design Festival it brings together two of the 
most important strands of our work – the 
commission of special structures by the UK’s 
leading architects, and our relationship with 
the Victoria and Albert Museum, acting as 
the hub for the festival for the third year.

It is particularly exciting for us that this 
structure is outside the museum, and in the 
most visible and important place, framing 
the main entrance. All visitors to the museum 
will see it and pass through it, whether or 
not they are visiting installations and events 
related to the London Design Festival. And 

since it has such a great presence on the 
street, offering different views from different 
angles, it will also be seen by those who 
are passing the museum, whether on foot, 
by bike, by bus or by car.

It is therefore helping us in our aim 
of making the Design Festival as visible 
as possible in the city, and to involve 
as many people as possible in our 
programme. Design is about both ideas 
and their realisation, and the Timber Wave 
shows what can be achieved by close 
collaboration. I would like to thank and 
congratulate everybody involved in its 
realisation – such projects are never easy, 
especially on a tight time frame, but the 
result has certainly been worth it. 
Ben Evans, director, London Design Festival
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Overview

T
he massive but light and sinuously curved 
timber structure framing the entrance to 
London’s Victoria and Albert Museum during 
and after the London Design Festival in 
September 2011 is special in many ways. A 
virtuoso piece of design by Amanda Levete 
Architects (AL_A) and engineer Arup, it is an 
investigation of just how far the technology 
of designing in wood can be pushed. It 
is also a showcase for American red oak, 
an abundant timber that is under-used 
in Europe. And it is a demonstration of 
collaboration not just between architect and 
engineer but also with the museum and with 
Cowley Timberwork, the specialist company 
that made and assembled the structure 
known as the Timber Wave. 

Designed specifically to sit on the steps 
in front of the museum’s main entrance, and 
to frame the decorative entrance to the 
museum, the 12.5m high Timber Wave is the 
most immediately visible sign that this is the 
third year of collaboration between the 
museum and the London Design Festival. 
Victoria Broackes, who is head of the 
London Design Festival at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, said, "We are absolutely 

thrilled to have a major installation on our 
doorstep." It acts as an advertisement  
for the fact that in 2011 the museum is 
hosting 12 installations and around 50 talks 
and events.

But it is doing so much more. The design 
team started working on ideas in Spring 
2010 (their original hope was to make 
something for the 2010 London Design 
Festival) investigating different ways of 
making a timber structure that could be self-
supporting. Very different from most timber 
structures, the Timber Wave is made from a 
family of small elements which, despite their 
detailed differences, show a clear amount 
of repetition. 

The Timber Wave is essentially composed 
of chords and braces, a fairly simple idea 
to create a stable structure, but in this case 
the architect chose to curve all the elements, 
so that it is no longer easy to ‘read’ how 
the structure works. Instead, one sees a 
delicate tracery, with the largest elements 
at the bottom, becoming lighter at the top 
as there is less weight to support. Again, 
unlike most buildings, where the structure is 
there to hold up the enclosure, in this case 

Making a wave
Ambitious and beautiful, the Timber Wave 
introduces new thinking and techniques
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the structure is the installation itself, an idea 
that is closer to the way in which a bridge is 
designed, rather than a building.

There had to be a great deal of to-ing 
and fro-ing between the architect and the 
engineer. The architect used clever design 
software to come up with the forms that 
it wanted, and the engineer then had to 
calculate whether these would be structurally 
stable. If there had to be changes in the 
engineering, then the architect had to 
rework its design – and send it back to the 
engineer for further calculations.

Because of the curves and the way that 
the elements came together, it was also 
necessary to design some complicated joints, 
using as little steel as possible, to keep 
the integrity of the timber structure. When 
designing theoretically, it would be possible 
to make every single element and joint of 
the structure different – but this would be a 
nightmare to manufacture. So a degree of 
standardisation was introduced, in terms of 
the thickness of the elements and the  
curves, without losing the quality of the 
original design.

Because thick pieces of timber will not 
curve, and the curves on this structure are 
tight, the chords had to be made from 
thin slices of timber (lamellae) that were 

curved and glued together – a well-
known structural solution known as glued 
laminated timber, or glulam for short. Further 
rationalisation had to be carried out at 
Cowley Timberwork, to make sure that it 
was possible to manufacture the elements 
effectively – and that it could be done 
within the very tight time frame.

There was also testing during 
manufacture of the Timber Wave, to ensure 
that the pieces would actually fit together, 
and that the elements and connections 
were as strong as calculations had 
suggested. Fortunately they performed 
even better than expected, largely thanks 
to the quality of the timber. The small 
elements were assembled into nine large 
pieces, which were brought to London and 
assembled on site in the week before the 
London Design Festival opened. 

The Victoria and Albert Museum 
celebrates the craft of making objects, 
as well as the finished object itself. With 
the Timber Wave, which in completed form 
framed the museum entrance so beautifully 
and gave visitors a new perspective, it is 
appropriate therefore to look at how it was 
designed and how it was made as well as 
admiring the finished object. This publication 
offers an insight into that process.

 It is an 
investigation 
of just how far 
the technology 
of designing in 
wood can be 
pushed 
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Architectural
 insight

A    manda Levete 
is the founder of AL_A, a practice she set up 
in 2009, having formerly been one of the 
founding partners of Future Systems. Her practice 
has projects at all scales from furniture to major 
buildings, including a new building for the 
Victoria and Albert Museum (awarded after her 
appointment to design the Timber Wave). She 
is married to Ben Evans, director of the London 
Design Festival.

Have you designed in wood previously?
We have never worked with wood at this 
scale before, or used it as a structural 
material. I have always wanted to, but it 
has never happened, for whatever reason. 
I love laminated timber beams, and I love 
the very human properties of wood, the 
unpredictability of the grain and the pattern 
that wood has.

How did this project come about? 
AHEC (the American Hardwood Export  
Council) specifically asked that we did the 
project. They have been following our 
recent work, including our own house where 
we have American hardwood flooring. We 
started working on ideas for the project  
last year.

What were the main challenges?
The entrance to the Victoria and Albert 
Museum is vast and grand. How do you 
respond to that and to the steps, and to 
the fact that it all goes inward? We wanted 
to bring the museum onto the street, to 
make a reference to the form of the arch 
– from a certain angle the Timber Wave 
appears to mirror that arch.

We also wanted to demonstrate the 
technical and conceptual properties of the 
material. Normally I feel uncomfortable if a 
design doesn’t have a function at its core, 
but the purpose here is very clear: to create 
something that is self-supporting, that is 
made out of timber with minimal steel  
connectors, that goes 12.5m high and 
doesn’t need to be tied back to something.

Tell me a little about your solution.
It’s about the idea of repetition, and how 
you achieve complexity through repetition. 
We used furniture-making techniques on a 
large scale, to respond to the decorative 

The Timber Wave 
has provided 
Amanda Levete's 
first opportunity to 
work with wood at 
this scale – and she 
has relished the 
challenge
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We wanted 
to demonstrate 
the technical 
and conceptual 
properties of the 
material 

and didactic tradition of the Victoria and 
Albert Museum.

There are a lot of different things at 
play. We wanted to be transparent, to offer 
different views, so that someone coming 
along Cromwell Road would be aware 
that something is going on that makes the 
museum different for a short period of time. 

The main material of the installation is American 
red oak. How did you feel about working with 
that material?

There is the beauty of working with a 
natural material – the perfection lies 
somewhere deeper, not in the evenness. 
AHEC finds it interesting that American 
red oak can be given a low impact oil 
treatment, which makes it more durable for 
exterior use.  

What have you learnt from this project?
That it’s about understanding the 
importance of working with this timber as a 
structural material. 
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