


From the inside out: 
Designing Maggie’s at The Royal Marsden
at the Zoë & Andrew Law Building



We would like to welcome you to Maggie’s at The Royal 
Marsden in Sutton. Rarely in a designer’s career is one  
lucky enough to get both a client and brief whose ethos  
so perfectly dovetails with one’s own. Central to the  
vision of Maggie Keswick Jencks and her husband  
Charles for a new kind of cancer care was their belief in  
the potential of architecture to reassure people and  
make them feel valued. Nearly 25 years later, designing a  
Maggie’s has given us the opportunity to extend our love  
of creating spaces that engage people on a very human 
level, and make them alert to their surroundings, to our  
first complete building. 
 
We designed the centre’s four staggered red fanning 
volumes from the inside out. A Maggie’s centre must fulfil 
many functions. To do its job, it must straddle the hospital 
and the home. It must offer information, workshops,  
therapy, community, solitude, solace and a cup of tea. 
And to do its job, it must do this in a way that is comforting 
and ultimately life-affirming. Our hope is that you can  
feel this just by being in the building. If you can, as a result  
of the design decisions outlined in the following pages, 
then we will know we have done our job.

Ab Rogers and Ernesto Bartolini,
Ab Rogers Design 



The diagram

Since the first Maggie’s centre opened 
in 1996, the principles Maggie outlined in 
the short text she wrote while in remission 
from her own illness, ‘A view from the  
front line’, have been proven and expanded.  
We began our design process by spending 
time at many of the existing centres.  
We talked at length to visitors and staff  
and summed up these insights in a diagram 
capturing the ideal way people might 
experience the centre. 

The kitchen and the courtyard

The kitchen and the courtyard are  
the lifeblood of Maggie’s at The Royal 
Marsden. We have designed all of the 
centre’s spaces in relation to them.  
The centrality of the kitchen, and of food 
and drink, is welcoming to visitors and 
allows them to inhabit the centre without 
feeling intimidated. Views to the garden 
encourage calm, something many visitors 
need when going through difficult times. 

Kitchen

Courtyard

Entrance

Coats

Pause
space

Kitchen / Dining

Open
sitting area

Snug 1

Group exercise room

Counselling
room 1

WC 1

Group room 1

Group room 2

Library area

WC 2

Storage/
IT server

plant room
Counselling

room 2

Internal garden

Approach garden

Office space

WC 3

Complementary
therapy room

Snug 2

Garden room

Garden 
‘Pause space’

WC 4



N

E

S

W

The light

We designed the building to follow 
the path of the natural light. We sited 
the four glass-fronted volumes in a semi-
circular formation, so that each faces 
the sun at a different time of the day. 
Staggering the volumes in height provided 
further opportunities to add clerestory 
windows (the ones that are high up)  
and to create views of the garden and sky.  
We punctured the private counselling 
rooms with skylights. These various 
openings animate the spaces with the 
changing qualities of light throughout  
the day.

The interior

In scale, a Maggie’s centre must be  
not too big and not too small, so that when 
inside, visitors feel contained and have 
a sense of the whole building. Avoiding 
institutional corridors, the centre comprises 
a series of overlapping spaces of different 
heights, scales and character to host  
a range of activities. Internally, the four red 
volumes are interconnected to create a 
dynamic plan centred around the light-filled 
double-height space of the communal 
kitchen. From this hub, the visitor can 
see out all around, either directly into the 
courtyard or into the garden via different 
vantages offered by the windows, visible 
from the kitchen, in surrounding rooms.
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The colours

We designed the interior so that the 
neutral floors and walls are punctuated 
with moments of vivid colour. The kitchen
counter and the balustrade that wraps 

around the central space carry the rich 
reds from the outside indoors. Believing in 
colour’s sensual and psychological power, 
we coloured the surrounding rooms to suit 
the functions and activities they host.  

The details 

We felt it was important to add warmth 
wherever we could, so we offset the planes 
of flat colour with the rich texture of wood. 
A beautifully carved large walnut door 

marks the building’s threshold. Every door 
handle in the centre has been individually 
carved into a different shape so as to be 
unique to touch.





The garden
Maggie’s at The Royal Marsden

The garden has been designed by renowned Dutch 
landscape architect Piet Oudolf. Piet is a leading figure  
of the ‘New Perennial’ movement, known for his 
naturalistic-looking gardens that remain beautiful all year 
round. He is just as interested in the characteristics of  
a plant’s leaves, seeds and pods as he is in their flowers 
and colour, so he chooses plants that will carve interesting 
silhouettes in autumn through to winter. He also enjoys 
using grasses in large swathes and planting species in 
irregular-shaped blocks so that they interlock and enfold 
one another.  

At Maggie’s, Piet’s garden is divided into four 
interconnected zones. He carefully matched the plants  
to each area, as some of the areas enjoy full sun,  
others dappled shade, while the entrance path meanders 
under mature trees and remains in shade throughout  
the day. All in all there are 12,000 plants in the garden.  
Piet used fourteen different grasses, a palette of six hardy 
ferns and more than 50 different perennials, many of  
which are uncommon. He also chose lots of high-nectar 
plants to attract passing bees and butterflies. He grew 
them specially for the centre at Orchard Dene Nurseries 
in Oxfordshire over two years.

The zones

Dynamic garden
The dynamic garden to the south and east of the centre 
will change dramatically with the seasons because Piet  
has planted perennials and no trees. In spring, the bulbs 
will bloom first followed by early flowering species.  
In summer, the garden will become a mass of ornamental 
grasses and flowers which leave behind dramatic seed 
heads for autumn and winter. Most of the plants in  
the dynamic garden will grow to waist height, creating  
a sense of depth and allowing for views to other parts  
of the garden.

Shaded garden
The shaded garden to the north of the centre contains 
a variety of small trees, shrubs, ground-covering plants 
and woodland grasses, some of which will flower as early 
as January. The shaded garden is full of details where 
those who look will find something unexpected.

Woodland garden
The woodland garden on the north and west perimeter 
of the centre is visually simple and instantly mature. It will 
include native trees and interplanted hedges for privacy, 
providing a special calm and contemplative atmosphere.







The exterior and garden house

The centre is made up of four 
staggered glass-fronted volumes clad 
in rich, graduating shades of red.  
Separate from the main building and 
enclosing the courtyard is the timber 
garden house. The garden house is  
sunken deep into the garden bank with  
an expansive angled window looking 
directly into the shrubbery. It provides  
an intermediary space between the 
indoors and outdoors and can be used  
as a cosy retreat and for group activities.

The garden

The building nestles in a garden designed 
by landscape architect Piet Oudolf. 
The garden links the centre to the leafy 
neighbourhood around it. Most importantly, 
it has been conceived as an oasis to 
filter out the noise and intensity of the 
adjacent hospital.

The terracotta

We clothed the interior of Maggie’s 
at The Royal Marsden in red glazed 
terracotta to be at once different from 
and sensitive to the houses in the area. 
Both house bricks and the terracotta 
panels derive from earthy clay.  
We glazed the bent and extruded 
terracotta in four different shades of red, 
from deep carmine to translucent coral. 
This choice of colour and material  
imbues the exterior with a crafted rather 
than impersonal quality. 



Vanessa Jackson RA
imagery

Bespoke rug
Blue Farrier in collaboration with the Anou

Terracotta stencils on the building façade
Sara Fanelli

Arm in Arm, 1985
Vanessa Jackson RA

Plaster maquettes
Eduardo Paolozzi RA

Verses #2, 2003
Carol Robertson

Bowderdale I, Howgill Fells, Cumbria, 2015
Jason Gathorne-Hardy



Jason Gathorne-Hardy
Jason Gathorne-Hardy trained as 
a zoologist before becoming an artist. 
Initially self-taught, he later took Maggi 
Hambling’s life-drawing classes at  
Morley College in London. He continues  
to draw from life, focusing on livestock, 
seabirds and figures in the landscape.  
He draws next to springs and streams  
and uses water from these to wet the  
paper and wash away some of the pigment  
of his graphite sticks. Two of his pencil 
drawings hang in the green room, both 
from the Howgill Fells in Cumbria.

Vanessa Jackson
Vanessa Jackson is a painter and 
installation wall painter and a member  
of the Royal Academy, with a prolific 
teaching career to boot. Her use of 
geometry plays on how two-dimensional 
work can appear three-dimensional  
and how colour and form can confuse our 
sense of space. The centre has twelve  
of Vanessa’s paintings, most noticeably  
by the entrance and in the sitting room 
west of the kitchen.

Eduardo Paolozzi
Eduardo Paolozzi (1924-2005) was a 
Scottish-Italian sculptor and printmaker 
and a Royal Academician who was one  
of the forerunners of what became  
the Pop Art movement. As a close friend 
of Maggie and Charles Jencks, his work 
features in many Maggie’s centres.  
Here, you will find some of his works in 
the kitchen, some lithographs on the 
upstairs landing and a collection of plaster 
sculptures in the library.

Carol Robertson
Carol Robertson is a painter and printmaker 
who lives and works in London. She has 
worked internationally with fellowships  
and residencies in Ireland, France and 
Austria and has exhibited across Europe, 
the USA and Japan. She uses geometric 
forms in her art, particularly circles. Carol’s 
paintings hang in both the ground-floor 
purple counselling room and the upstairs 
quiet room. 

The art and objects

In all Maggie’s centres, art and other 
objects offer people a chance to be 
distracted from ill health for a little while. 
Art can be uplifting or let visitors ponder 
life’s important questions. Other objects 
introduce warmth and informality to 
Maggie’s. We are proud to feature work 
by the following artists and practitioners 
at the centre:

Sara Fanelli
Sara Fanelli is an illustrator and designer 
known for her hand-drawn style.  
Born in Florence, she came to England  
to study at the Camberwell College of Arts 
then London’s Royal College of Art and 
now lives in London. She has won several 
prizes for her children’s book illustrations.  
She works on her own books and projects 
as well as for clients such as The New 
York Times and Tate Modern. We specially 
commissioned Sara to hand-paint the 
centre’s window motifs. Her drawings are 
also stencilled into the terracotta glaze. 

Blue Farrier
Blue Farrier is a creative consultant  
with a track record in fashion design and 
illustration, having worked at high-end 
fashion labels Issa and Chloé.  
We commissioned Blue to create the  
rugs for the green room east of the kitchen 
and the library. Her geometric designs  
were hand-woven by the Talint Handicraft 
Association, a group of local craftspeople 
in Morocco who are part of the fair-trade 
organisation Anou.



In 1995, our founder, Maggie Keswick 
Jencks, wrote this about her experience 
of cancer: 

A diagnosis of cancer hits you like a punch 
in the stomach ... No road. No compass.  
No map. No training ... At one time, I could 
not sit, or lie, or stand, listen or speak 
coherently because my shattered mind 
vibrated so violently through my body I felt  
I might disintegrate. 

Over the course of seven years, Maggie 
experienced cancer diagnosis, treatment, 
remission and recurrence. During that 
time, she took the insight and experience 
she had gained and transformed it into a 
pioneering approach to cancer care. 

Among Maggie’s beliefs about 
cancer treatment was the importance 
of environment to a person dealing with 
cancer. She talked about the need for 
“thoughtful lighting, a view out to trees, 

birds and sky,” and the opportunity 
“to relax and talk away from home cares”. 
She talked about the need for a welcoming, 
reassuring space, as well as a place 
for privacy. 

We’ve taken Maggie’s blueprint for a  
model of cancer care and built dozens 
of centres across the UK and abroad, 
supporting and empowering hundreds  
of thousands of people with cancer, as well 
as their family and friends. These buildings 
and gardens, the way they are furnished,  
the art on the walls or in the garden,  
are designed to help people draw on 
strengths they may think they no longer 
have and help them find the hope, 
determination and resources they need  
to cope with one of the toughest 
challenges any of us is likely to have to face. 
Maggie’s scale is deliberately a domestic 
one. The concern is for you as a person;  
the focus is on you, not the disease.

Maggie’s approach to architecture and design

Maggie’s at The Royal Marsden 
was opened by 
HRH The Duchess of Cornwall 
on 6th February 2020.

We wouldn’t have been able to  
build this centre without the 
generosity of our kind supporters:
The Law Family Charitable Foundation, 
Elena Baturina and family, 
Lyn Fuss and family, 
Sir Alan and Lady Parker, 
The Peterson Foundation, 
Julia and Hans Rausing, 
and The Taylor Family Foundation. 

We are grateful for the help of  
our London Development Board 
led by Dori Dana-Haeri.
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