Spiritual union: community haveli by
Cottrell & Vermeulen
In the grounds of Bhaktivedanta Manor, the Tudor Revival country house
donated by former Beatle George Harrison to the Hare Krishna movement,
Cottrell & Vermeulen has created a new haveli, a centre for worship and
celebration, writes Vinesh Pomal. Photography Anthony Coleman
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BY VINESH POMAL

Visiting the Hare Krishna temple of Bhaktivedanta Manor for Janmashtami, the annual Hindu festival
celebrating the birth of Lord Krishna, evokes many childhood memories: walks in mud along makeshift
paths from car parks in the fields, passing the children’s playground, its design inspired by the
childhood pastimes of Lord Krishna. But the route is now along resin-bonded paths, complemented by
lush planting, and ahead of you the pitched roofs of Cottrell & Vermeulen’s new Sri Krishna Haveli now
appear – a new worship and community space for the temple.
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The etymology of the haveli is rich and varied, stemming from Indo-Islamic architecture. But the term is
often used in a general sense to refer to buildings rich in architectural styles arranged around a
courtyard that acts as the focus of all daily activities. This simple typology is the success to Cottrell &
Vermeulen’s design. It sits adjacent to the Grade II-listed Manor House, where the focus for devotees is
Lord Krishna’s deity, situated within the original ornamental gardens of the house. The ensemble is part
of a wider agricultural estate at Letchmore Heath, all donated to the International Society for Krishna
Consciousness (ISKCON) by devotee George Harrison in 1973.

On the approach, the new haveli appears to nestle comfortably in the temple grounds, its most
distinctive feature being its varying roofscape, with Cottrell & Vermeulen’s signature pitched gables
echoing those of the older building. Its implicit reference to British vernacular pays homage to the
Domestic Revival style of the Manor House, albeit sitting below and subservient to it. Its materials and
building techniques – red brick, clay roof tiles, timber windows and green oak – form a palette familiar
from previous Cottrell & Vermeulen projects.
Until recently, the Manor House had to accommodate all the activities of the temple and was under
significant pressure. Space was at a premium and worshippers were feeling rushed, while prasad (holy
food) was being eaten in the narrow hallways. The only exception was for weddings, which were held in
a marquee on the lawn to accommodate large numbers of guests. Having attended a wedding there, I
can attest that being inside one of these marquees on a hot summer’s day in full Indian attire was not
pleasant! It was this pressure on facilities that led to the decision in 2012 to begin the extensive
consultation and needs analysis with ISKCON and Hertsmere Borough Council, led by Cottrell &
Vermeulen, that has resulted in this building.

On entering the green oak timber-framed atrium, which is placed oﬀ-centre, your eyes are immediately
drawn into the courtyard and beyond to the pitched gables of the Manor House, standing on higher
ground. The two are connected via a set of ceremonial steps and a switchback ramp. This sibling
relationship strengthens and unifies the bond of the temple activities, which are now shared between
the two buildings.

It is a 'ne example of civic, cultural and
spiritual architecture, designed for the
common good
Many places of worship still separate the genders when it comes to worship and partaking in temple
activities. It is refreshing to see that this is not the case here, where the ritual of taking shoes oﬀ is
celebrated in the atrium, making it a social activity adorned by the green oak columns – a truly inclusive
place of worship. Glulam was originally proposed for the columns, but the client wished to use green
oak. It will be interesting to see how this responds to the climatic conditions here.
Benches, which are also prevalent in the covered walkways, provide a sheltered spot to pause and
reflect. The ground floor also contains a crèche, café, shop and an oﬃce with access to two classrooms
on the first floor. To either side are the two primary halls.

The southern, two-storey Kirtan Hall, designed for functions such as weddings, comprises three northto-south steep pitches, reflecting the gables of the Manor House. Although designed as a
multifunctional hall with dividing walls, each space is filled with an abundance of light from dormer
windows complemented by timber detailing. The materials exude a warmth that creates a melodic and
charming space for weddings and other functions. Pendant lights evoke a spiritual ambiance, akin to a
church. I can almost imagine myself at kirtan, performing with the flute or manjira (Indian hand
cymbals).In contrast, the Sewa Hall on the northern side, is designed to relate to the adjacent Ladies
Ashram and is for more informal communal events. A large, pitched roof slopes in each direction, sitting
graciously over the hall. This space is also dividable, either to cater for wedding guests or to host
children’s activities.

The light-green walls and classic domed pendant lights remind me of a canteen at a BSF school.
Nevertheless, the space still feels homely, underlined on our visit by the sight of an elderly lady
chopping vegetables for the kitchen under the rooflights, which are lined with light-green perforated
plasterboard. These rooflights, along with the plant needed for a space such as this, are hidden centrally
in a recessed part of the roof. It is invisible from the temple grounds, so the roof appears crisp and
without visual interruptions. Cottrell & Vermeulen director Brian Vermeulen describes how the client
put its stamp on the building with features such as a red carpet on the stage and lovely stencils on the
soﬃts.
This is a building for people, with the architecture forming the backdrop. Credit is due to the architects
for their tenacity and patience in getting the detail right at every step of the way, from the overall
building parti down to getting the character of the two halls spot-on. A good-quality finish has been
maintained throughout, particularly for the interior spaces, despite the project being delivered through
a Design and Build contract with the architects novated.

The new Sri Krishna Haveli is a culmination of years of hard work. With significant constraints imposed
by the client and planning briefs, a conservation area and green belt, the result is somewhat understated
and functional, but this was the client’s wish. It is not trying to be monumental nor to mimic traditional
haveli architecture, but it is a fine example of civic, cultural and spiritual architecture, designed for the
common good with people at its heart. Credit is due to the whole project team for championing and
persevering with this once-in-a-lifetime project for the temple. They have created a community building
that is timeless but which will evolve and ground itself, providing a tranquil and calm retreat for its
devotees for many years to come.
The day I visited was magical. The courtyard was filled with devotees gracefully making their way down
from the Manor House after oﬀering their prayers and exiting through the atrium. The sound of birds
chirping, kids running around the sheltered colonnade, the smell of food – all centred around the heart
of the haveli, a multi-faceted space for all with visual joy from every possible angle, prove that this
building is doing its job – providing a backdrop for the temple’s activities. It felt almost like being in
Vrindavan, the hometown of Lord Krishna, where he spent his childhood years.

Vinesh Pomal is an architect and lecturer at the Leicester School of Architecture, De Montfort University

Architect’s view
The brief stated that the new building should reflect the client’s theology by being functional and
understated, using materials with a low embodied carbon footprint, and that the building itself should
have reduced energy demands, and, where possible, use renewable energy.
Looking to reduce the project’s carbon footprint, we considered the whole site. Where possible, activities
are relocated to the new, low-carbon building and, where appropriate, they are streamed online.
The construction materials were chosen for their robustness and low embodied carbon, while the
building design was developed in consultation with the Hindu community and the local authority
planning department.
External cladding is brick and clay roof tiles, and a hybrid structure was developed using steel, timber
and exposed green oak. The building provides a highly insulated enclosure, significantly improving on
the prevailing standards. Glazing is orientated to take advantage of the passive solar gains while
maintaining thermal comfort at acceptable levels.
Low-carbon technologies provide environmental control for everyday use (90 per cent of usage) and
periods of high occupancy (10 per cent of usage). The hall spaces are normally passively cooled and
ventilated using openable windows. During peak periods they are acoustically sealed and a mechanical
ventilated system, with high-eﬃciency active cooling and heat recovery, provides environmental
control, activated by high levels of CO2.
Daylighting is optimised to reduce hours of lighting use and water consumption is reduced with low-use
water fittings.
The energy modelling results show the development achieves an EPC rating of A.
Brian Vermeulen, director, Cottrell & Vermeulen Architecture

Client’s view
This has been a project of sustainability and respect, an integral contribution to Krishna devotion and
Hindu culture in the broadest sense.
The core architect/consultant brief for the new haveli building was the principle that the building
should reflect our theology by using materials with a low embodied carbon footprint, that the building
itself should have reduced energy demands and, where possible, use renewable energy. We did this by
working in unison with the architects and consultants to deliver on a new building that would take
advantage of the natural gradient, so that the Mock Tudor mansion, which is the main building
containing the shrine, would still be prominent and the haveli sit subservient to it.
A collaborative journey began with us looking at the capacity, the space and the materials. The approach
was to create a sustainable, rural, authentic building. The materials chosen for the building were
traditional ones: clay tiles, bricks and oak from sustainable forests in France. A large amount of glass
was also used to allow in natural light.
The robust halls are designed into divisions with sprung floors, soundproof sliding doors and diﬀerent
floor capacities for diﬀerent events.
The roof is of a cruciform shape and solar panels were integrated, running the entire length of the roof.
The panels contribute towards the sustainable character of the building.
The result truly is a creative masterpiece. The devotees, worshippers, congregation and community are
forever grateful and appreciative for the Sri Krishna Haveli, which has been a life-changing experience
for everyone who visits us.
Devaki Dasi, International Society for Krishna Consciousness

Engineer’s view
Flanked by the brick walls and tiled roofs of the Kirtan and Seva Halls, the entrance is framed with oak,
which continues inside the building, forming the structure for the entrance area. Constructed with
green oak, the column spacings (2.3 x 4.5m) dictated a hierarchy of primary and secondary beams and
joists.
Walking through the entrance area and out into the central courtyard, the low eaves of the roof of a
perimeter covered walkway land on a colonnade of oak beams and columns.
The large (approx. 16 x 30m), flexible halls are framed in steel, with primary trusses crossing the halls at
1/3 points. The web diagonals of the trusses are expressed in the Kirtan Hall, infilled with glass. Steel
framing is adopted for much of the rest of the structure, well suited to accommodating the geometries of
the roof. The steel frame is infilled and the roofs of the covered walkways are structured with a
combination of sawn joists, I-joists and trussed rafters.
Ground conditions were favourable and shallow strip foundations were adopted throughout. The
ground slab is large and care was needed to locate joints and control casting sequence to minimise the
thickness and reinforcement of the slab.
Martin Waters, director, engineersHRW

Working detail
The 500m2 Kirtan Hall has a cruciform roof rising to 9.5m at its highest point and is designed to
accommodate 900 people. The hall has three ‘bays’ that can be closed oﬀ with 4m-high acoustic folding
walls, creating spaces for smaller events.
The window in the detail is the most visible in the function hall, located behind the stage and providing
a backdrop to stage events (religious ceremonies, weddings, theatre, dance, and lectures) and frames a
view of mature trees and the sky.
The 3.8m-high window was framed externally with corbelled brickwork and internally with a frame
housing a ‘blackout’ projection screen.
The window can therefore be a neutral backdrop, a view of the landscape beyond, or a projection screen
showing live events at the shrine or a wedding backdrop.
The religious ceremonies and weddings often involve fire rituals (yajna), necessitating complex
ventilation and integration with the fire alarm system. The wall surrounding the window has acoustic
panels concealing ventilation ducting for the extraction of smoke.
The gable wall is 10.5m high externally, requiring a cross-braced steel support structure. Externally, a
single brickwork skin with corbelled features is supported from the steel structure. The internal linings
are supported from a steel framing system sandwiched with insulation and lined internally with an
acoustic absorption layer and a double layer of airtight plasterboard.
The folded cruciform ceiling has an acoustic perforated plasterboard framed with stripes of stained
softwood battens. The walls are lined to picture rail height with oak battens.
Brian Vermeulen, director, Cottrell & Vermeulen Architecture

Project data

Start on site April 2018
Completion July 2020
Gross internal floor area 2,137m²
Construction cost Undisclosed
Architect Cottrell & Vermeulen Architecture
Client International Society for Krishna Consciousness
Structural engineer engineersHRW
M&E consultant OR Consulting (client side); Mendick Waring (contractor side)
Quantity surveyor Stockdale
Principal designer Cottrell & Vermeulen Architecture
Approved building inspector AIS
Landscape consultant Hankinson Duckett Associates
Artwork Kishori Tailor
Acoustics AIRO
Main contractor Vascroft
CAD software used AutoCAD
Annual CO 2 emissions 17.1 kgCO2/m²

Sustainability data
Percentage of floor area with daylight factor >2% 85%
Percentage of floor area with daylight factor >5% 40%
On-site energy generation 2.6%
Heating and hot water load 14.1 kWh/m2/yr
Total energy load 40.68 kWh/m2/yr
Carbon emissions (all) 17.1 kgCO2/m2
Airtightness at 50Pa 5.04 m3/hr/m2
Overall area-weighted U-value 0.19 W/m2K
Predicted design life 100 years
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