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Nissen Richards Studio has redesigned the 
visitor experience at Sutton Hoo with the 
addition of a new tower, offering a never-

before-seen vantage point from which 
to view the site’s 17 burial mounds
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The Sutton Hoo project aims to transform the 
visitor experience across the National Trust-
owned site, elevating its national significance. 
It has carved out new routes through an historic 
landscape, leading to the Anglo-Saxon Royal 
Burial Grounds, discovered in 1939. Within 
these carefully worked journeys, thresholds 
and moments for interpretation have been 
made through landscaping and architectural 
interventions, including a viewing tower within 
the scheduled monument. 

 
Words Marwa El Mubark 
Photography Gareth Gardner

 
The result of a five-year collaboration between 
Nissen Richards Studio and the National 
Trust, the carefully re-choreographed route at 
the Sutton Hoo Anglo-Saxon burial grounds 
in Suffolk features an eclectic mix of new 
thresholds, interpretive points and major 
exhibition displays, all culminating in a new 
17m-high viewing tower, offering a vantage 
point of the site’s 17 burial mounds, which date 
from 625 CE. The construction of a spatial 
narrative, typically confined to an internal 
architectural space, here plays out at the 
remarkable scale of the landscape and guides 
visitors both physically and intellectually on a 
journey through the site.

Beginning at the entrance courtyard, which 
features a 27m-long sheet steel model of the 
historic burial ship, the new route takes full 
advantage of the site’s contours by leading 
visitors thence into the depths of the site’s 
lowest point. Here, anticipation is set up via 
small, subtle insertions into the landscape. 
These take the form of etched, pigmented 
concrete platforms with patinated steel and 
brass inlays, providing clarity and a greater 
understanding of the context with each 
proceeding step. As Nissen Richards Studio 
director Pippa Nissen puts it: ‘By taking visitors 

through the landscape and creating positions 
or pause-points to engage with some chosen 
text or asking them to sit facing a particular 
direction looking at the same timeless view 
people would have looked at for generations 
before, we could engage people’s senses and 
direct them to the past.’

This journey of discovery reaches its zenith 
on arrival at the tower, where the full extent of 
the undulating landscape becomes apparent. 
Set in a small dip in the ground on a black-
pigmented concrete base, it negotiates level 
changes via a long, triple-section, cantilevered 
ramp ascending from the woodland floor. This 
provides level access to the first floor, where 
a periscope is integrated into the core of the 
tower for the benefit of visitors unable to climb 
to the top.

Formally, the design of the tower was the 
result of experimentation with a number of 
forms and typologies, aimed at creating as 
inconspicuous an addition to the landscape 
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‘Getting planning and scheduled 
monument consent was 
something of a triumph’

as possible. This, along with archaeological 
aspirations to keep ground disruption and 
footprint to a minimum, resulted in the 
‘slim and streamlined design’ that was key 
to securing planning permission. Studio 
co-director Jim Richards recalls: ‘Getting 
planning and scheduled monument consent 
was something of a triumph.’ Working with the 
landscape was key to this success. Richards 
explains: ‘The location is reasonably discreet. 
It is also located in woodland and can’t be seen 
from the other side of the river.’

The consented form shows an outward 
expression of sensitivity in material response 
to the immediate woodland context. A semi-
permeable timber skin wraps around a solid, 
patinated metal core, stopping just short of the 
ground floor to protect itself from moisture. 
The choice for the cladding of charred larch, 
which extends to include the ramp handrail, is 
a tactical one; the tower will weather to a silvery 
grey, blending with the Scots pines that frame 
it on approach. There is a mutability to this 
material choice; it will change in appearance 
just as the surrounding mix of evergreen and 
deciduous trees will offer varying degrees of 
camouflage from season to season.

Programmatically, the tower is open to 
interpretation: a folly in the landscape, a 
potential viewing platform for bird watchers, 

Project data 

Start on site  November 2018
Completion  June 2020
Gross floor area  155m²
Construction cost   
Tower: £285,000 
Total: £2,775,000

Construction cost per m² 
  Tower: £1,840

Architect  Nissen Richards Studio
Client  National Trust
Structural engineer  Price & Myers
M&E consultant  OR Consulting
Quantity surveyor  Aecom
Project manager  Aecom
CDM co-ordinator  Orsa
Approved building inspector  Act
Main contractor  Vinci 
Graphic design   
Nissen Richards Studio

Interpretation   
Nissen Richards Studio

Lighting design  Arup
Landscape consultant   
Terra Firma

Audiovisual consultant  Elbow
Exhibition contractor  The Hub
CAD software used  Vectorworks
Annual CO2 emissions  N/A

Richards points out. The studio also sourced 
materials locally to reduce the carbon footprint, 
while the concrete plinth specification included 
a 65 per cent GGBS cement substitute.

The intensity of the utilitarian aesthetic 
occasionally gives way to a lighter, vertical steel 
rail structure. This gives the tower a feeling of 
permeability. Where this feature coincides with 
the latticed timber screen outside, it performs 
the added function of subtly shielding less 
significant views of the surrounding agricultural 
farmland, a key aim of the interpretations brief. 
Cantilevered steel projections on selected 
landings work in tandem with this ambition, 
prioritising key moments and giving visitors 
ample room to pause and take in the ascent 
bit-by-bit. Where these projections occur, 
a simple slatted balustrade fabricated from 
vertical steel flats is all that stands between the 
viewer and the Royal Burial Grounds beyond. 

At the top level a sense of calm pervades 
as the view of the mounds is framed by an 
overhanging, galvanised metal fascia. Here, 
visitors are ‘ready to understand the content 
of the burial mounds, climbing up to see the 
relationship of the site to the River Deben and 
the landscape,’ says Nissen. In a moment of 
revelation the layers of the site’s history are laid 
out, from burial ground to agricultural farmland 
to a present-day place of contemplative 
reflection and learning. 

It is in this moment that the architecture 
transcends the physical to enable a latent 
awareness of context to take place. The 
materially pure palette, reinforced by the 
absence of a prescribed brief, creates a 
uniform and consistent surface against which 
the changing seasonal light can be tracked 
and the passage of time made visible. Like a 
large sundial in the landscape, the tower gives 
form to the immaterial presence of wind, light 
and rain. The galvanised steel expanded metal 

or simply the end of an elongated experiential 
route through the landscape. All present 
possibilities for exploration. A small, lockable 
store at the base of the tower provides room for 
collected firewood, making it a potential host 
for midsummer festivals and outdoor events. 

For all its sympathetic and unassuming 
appearance on the outside, internally the full 
extent of the tower’s utilitarian expression is 
apparent. Folded, galvanised steel panels line 
the perimeter and landing soffits, encasing 
a solid structural steel framework. These 
are cut diagonally where they coincide with 
the staircase, making room for a stained 
timber handrail to be recessed into the 
wall. The stair itself is a light and porous 
galvanised steel construction, supported by 
a framework of stringers for lateral stability. 
White prefabricated checker plate nosings 
provide contrast to the step edge, the only 
hint of colour in an otherwise muted interior. 
Bolts and fixings are exposed throughout. 
Joints between the panelling obtrude, giving a 
weight to the structure that grounds its delicate 
external appearance. 

‘We worked with the steelwork contractor 
on finishes that could be achieved through 
the normal galvanising process. This included 
experimentation with various levels of acid 
washing and created the darker tones of the 
steelwork, which at times resembles concrete,’ 
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mesh covering both stair and landings 
admits a dappled light in varying degrees of 
intensity, from moderate as it layers against 
the timber latticed screens, to sharp cuts of 
direct light through unobstructed openings. 
This exposure to the elements is heightened 
as the structure gently sways with gusts of 
wind, making it more alive and responsive 
than its concrete-like interior  would suggest.

By allowing such a sense of connection to 
the intangibles of landscape and weather, 
the architecture also reconnects the viewer 
to a sense of sacredness in the mounds. 
Much like the Great Ship Burial, whose 
discovery in 1939 led to a rethink of the first 
chapters of English history, the tower acts 
as a lens through which our relationship 
to the landscape and its history can be 
re-examined, and occasions reflections on 
how our relationship to our own cultural 
identities and pasts is a constantly shifting 
and evolving field, too. 
Marwa El Mubark is an architect, writer, 
founder of avisualcompendium and 
co-founder of @afterpartizine.  
To find out when the tower is open to the 
public, refer to the National Trust website, 
www.nationaltrust.org.uk.

Architects’ view

The project was intended to 
transform the visitor experience 
at Sutton Hoo and elevate its 
national significance as one 
of the most important places 
in the country for learning 
about the Anglo-Saxons. A 
new visitor journey has been 
orchestrated to provide both 
a wider understanding of the 
significance of the site and also 
provoke an emotional response to 
the ‘spirit of place’. An important 
departure from the original brief 
was the opportunity to bring the 
visitor down deep into the valley 
so that the sense of anticipation 
in approaching the Royal Burial 
Grounds through Top Hat Wood 
could be enhanced.

The viewing tower was 
developed to bring a sense 
of importance to the site and 
delivers a new experience of the 
mounds. It also, for the first time, 
makes the visual connection 
between the river from which the 
ship was dragged up to its final 
resting place on the plateau.

Our approach to the tower 
was shaped by the complexities 
and opportunities of working in 
such an historically important 
environment. At the heart of 
our design process was a need 
to minimise the disturbance 
to the fragile archaeological 
layers beneath the surface. This 
ultimately led to the use of a highly 
efficient steel structure with a 
minimal footprint. The almost 
Brutalist use of steel is softened 
by a veil of timber, sourced from a 
local manufacturer. The charred 
larch skin is left unsealed to 
soften over time, merging with the 
surrounding woodland.

The tower and our interventions 
within the landscape have been 
designed to work with daylight 
and sit in the same realm as the 
Burial Grounds themselves, to be 
enjoyed as they are.  
Jim Richards, director, and  
Sophie Mitchell, associate,  
Nissen Richards Studio

Like a large sundial in the landscape, 
the tower gives form to the immaterial 
presence of wind, light and rain
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Tower floor plans Tower section A-A

Flat roof with single-ply 
membrane finish

Central stair stringer formed of 
PFCs with dogleg connections 

spanning between webs of 
cross-member beams

Stair landings formed in 
open grating planks

Central balustrade formed in steel 
sheets, supported on stringers

Position of periscope

Flat roof with single-
ply membrane finish
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Engineer’s view

Price & Myers worked on Sutton 
Hoo’s visitor centre more than 20 
years ago. It’s always interesting 
to revisit and add to a previous 
project – this time to work on the 
viewing tower.

It was designed using a 
galvanised steel frame, overclad 
with steel plate with both 
structural and cladding elements 
stained to match. Four columns 
extend the full height of the tower 
with cantilevered viewing points 
at landings. Lateral stability is 
achieved using stair stringers that 
act as a truss, avoiding the need 
for additional bracing.

Archaeology was a major 
consideration when designing 
the foundations and we needed 
to ensure there was minimal 
risk of damage to any artefacts 
below ground. The critical design 
consideration on tall, slender 
structures is typically overturning 
from wind loading, requiring 
foundations to resist these 

overturning forces, in addition 
to gravity loads. Supporting the 
tower on mini-piles avoided 
the need for deep excavations 
to reach ground strong enough 
to withstand these forces. This 
approach meant that excavations, 
overseen by archaeologists from 
Museum of London Archaeology, 
could be kept within the small 
footprint of the tower.

Dyed precast concrete 
covered with soil and sunk into 
the landscape forms the tower’s 
solid base. A slender link bridge 
provides level access from the 
adjacent woodland. The theme of 
stained, galvanised steel and dyed 
concrete is continued elsewhere 
through external elements of the 
project, including the base of the 
1:1 scale Anglo-Saxon ship. New 
paths through the landscape were 
carefully detailed to avoid any 
digging in sensitive areas. 
George Reed, structural engineer, 
Price & Myers

Client’s view

Our brief to Nissen Richards 
Studio was to interpret Sutton 
Hoo in a new light, enhancing 
its status as the site of Europe’s 
most significant archaeological 
discovery, one that revealed 
stories of a people and time 
previously only guessed at. 

We asked the studio to think 
beyond the artefacts of the 
discovery and interpret the 
Sutton Hoo landscape and its 
people as equally important 
players in our story. The challenge 
was to interpret the unseen, to 
evoke curiosity and articulate, 
through clues in the land, the 
secrets of the past and those who 
discovered them.

The practice was asked 
to examine a visitor arrival 
and welcome that lacked the 
‘wow factor’ and had become 
confused for both visitors and 
staff.  We were also keen to 
better utilise a large courtyard 
beside the Visitor Centre as an 

opening to the journey into the 
landscape. In addition to the 
formal exhibition spaces there 
was Tranmer House, the original 
Edwardian home of Edith Pretty, 
on whose land the Sutton Hoo 
ship burial was discovered. Here 
was an opportunity to introduce 
a different interpretive approach, 
outside the normal experience of 
visiting an historic house.

The project considered the 
integrity and sustainability 
of protected archaeology, 
collections, buildings, and 
landscape, including the 2001 
Visitor Centre and Exhibition 
Hall. It demanded a clear 
understanding of the implications 
for sustainable management and 
maintenance in all areas.

The good news is that in 2021 
Sutton Hoo offers visitors the 
dynamic and site-wide experience 
that we envisioned back in 2016.  
Mike Hopwood, visitor experience 
consultant, National Trust
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0 500mm

Working detail

The visitor experiences Sutton 
Hoo as a journey. Moments 
of interpretation across the 
landscape slowly build up 
anticipation, enabling the reveal 
of the burial site to feel significant. 
Through the design and careful 
pacing of sculptural moments 
and pause points, the visitor 
learns about the Anglo-Saxon 
people who buried their king here. 
The architecture of the journey 
makes imagining these people 
intellectually accessible, sensory 
and immediate. A materials 
palette of etched, pigmented 
concrete and patinated steel and 
brass marry together fragments 
from across the landscape. 

The tower itself is constructed 

from a series of prefabricated 
galvanised steel panels formed 
from welded sheets that were 
then bolted together on site. 
The panels were then patinated 
using a unique solution that 
marries them with the concrete 
language employed across the 
site. A recessed handrail alcove 
spans between the main columns 
of the tower and is formed from 
the same galvanised steel sheets. 
The handrail itself is crafted in 
timber and stained to match the 
exterior skin of the tower. The 
steel core of the tower presents 
an elegant silhouette against the 
trees while its charred larch skin 
makes it seem to become part of 
the woodlands from afar.

At certain points in the tower 
the landings extend to cantilever 
over the landscape and provide 
elevated viewing points to the 
burial mounds and woodland. 
At these points the steel holds 
etched brass panels that describe 
the surrounding environment 
through illustration and text. 

Early on in the design process 
we chose to incorporate a solid 
roof to the top viewing level 
in order to create a sense of 
enclosure and comfort. Below this 
the floors are constructed from an 
open steel grid that enables the 
tower to drain.  
Jim Richards, director, and  
Sophie Mitchell, associate,  
Nissen Richards Studio
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Tower roof section

Balustrade formed in welded
80 x 8mm galvanised steel bar with

patinated finish. Welded angle 
to base acts as endplate 

to landing planks. Bolted to 
cross-beams at base and

intermediate/corner posts

Single layer polymetric roofing 
system on 18-24mm WBP 

plywood substrate to roof. 
Timber firrings to provide min. 

1:40 fall to drainage outlet

8mm galvanised 
steel sheet soffit 

with patinated finish 
fixed to underside 
of roof structure

Solid balustrade units formed in
welded 8mm galvanised steel sheet 
with patinated finish. Welded angle 
to base acts as endplate to landing 

planks. Bolted to cross-beams at base. 
Angled top plate to look-out end

150mm-wide 
concealed gutter

lined in GRP; roofing 
edge in GRP trim

Tower stair detail long section

Powder-coated visual contrast 
nosing to edge of landing

Galvanised PFC stringer 
with painted finish

Galvanised steel cross-
beam with painted finish

Central guarding formed in 
galvanised 10mm welded steel 

sheets with patinated finish. 
Balustrade formed in modular frames 

bolted together using black fixings. 
Guarding unit fixed to PFC stringer

Galvanised carbon steel 
grating stair treads formed in 
non-slip serrated bars with 
powder-coated visual contrast 
nosing. Stair treads spanning 
between PFC stringers 
using galvanised fixings

Bespoke galvanised carbon steel 
grating landing planks formed 

in non-slip serrated bars

Galvanised steel plate welded 
to cross-beams to support 

cantilevered landing

Tower stair detail short section
Main tower columns (size 
changes with height) with 
8mm galvanised steel 
sheet cladding panels 
to unify depth on all 
floors. Patinated finish 
to cladding panels

Recessed handrail 
alcove spanning between 
main columns formed 
in galvanised 10mm 
welded steel sheets with 
patinated finish. 40 x50mm 
stained timber handrail 
fitted within alcove

Galvanised PFC stringer 
with painted finish

Galvanised carbon steel grating stair 
treads formed in non-slip serrated bars 

with powder-coated visual contrast 
nosing. Stair treads spanning between 
PFC stringers using galvanised fixings

Central guarding formed in galvanised 
10mm welded steel sheets with patinated 

finish. Balustrade formed in modular 
frames bolted together using black 

fixings. Guarding unit fixed to PFC stringer. 
Guarding depth to match depth of PFC


