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Abstract

Railway station buildings increasingly operate as civic landmarks, public interiors, and
cultural interfaces as well as mobility infrastructure. This study asks how architectural
design integrates transport performance, public-space formation, and cultural meaning.
A qualitative multiple-case study examines St Pancras International (London, United
Kingdom), Rotterdam Centraal (Rotterdam, the Netherlands), Liege-Guillemins Station
(Liege, Belgium), and Hong Kong West Kowloon Station (Hong Kong, China). Cases were
selected for maximum variation in design logic and documented evidence. Official, herit-
age, practice, and scholarly sources were triangulated; documented features were deduc-
tively coded through a Node-Place-Narrative protocol and then compared across cases.
Node captures movement and connectivity, Place captures public use and urban integra-
tion, and Narrative captures the meanings attributed to heritage, structure, materiality,
landscape, and arrival. The analysis identifies four mechanisms: heritage reactivation, ur-
ban legibility, structural symbolism, and landscape-civic integration. Across the cases,
transport performance is a necessary enabling condition, whereas cultural distinctiveness
emerges when public-space and narrative strategies are spatially integrated. The study
extends the node-place model at the building scale, clarifies the boundary between place
performance and narrative interpretation, and offers transferable—but context-depend-
ent—principles for culturally responsive transport architecture. Because the evidence is
documentary rather than user-based, the framework supports analytical comparison ra-
ther than performance scoring.

Keywords: railway station buildings; cultural interface; Node-Place-Narrative
framework; architectural design; public space; place-making; transport architecture;
urban identity

1. Introduction

Railway station buildings occupy a special position in the contemporary built envi-
ronment. They are at once transportation facilities, public interiors, urban landmarks,
commercial platforms, and symbolic gateways. While their primary role is to organize
passenger movement, their broader architectural significance lies in the ways they shape
urban experience, local identity, and collective memory [1-3]. In this sense, the railway
station is not only a technical object within a transport system, but also a cultural and
spatial interface between infrastructure and city life.
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The conventional understanding of railway stations has often emphasized transport
capacity, network accessibility, passenger flow, and operational efficiency. These concerns
remain essential, especially as cities continue to expand rail-based mobility systems and
multimodal transport hubs. However, this functional perspective cannot fully explain
why certain station buildings become memorable urban places, while others remain anon-
ymous transit containers. A station may satisfy basic transportation requirements but still
fail to create civic recognition, emotional attachment, or meaningful spatial experience.

Bertolini’s node-place model has provided a foundational framework for under-
standing railway stations as both transport nodes and urban places [1,4]. The node value
refers to the quality and intensity of transport connections, while the place value refers to
the concentration of urban activities, land uses, and development opportunities around
the station. Later studies have extended this model by incorporating station-area devel-
opment potential, sustainable transition, pedestrian accessibility, design quality, rid-
ership, and temporal dynamics [5-10]. These studies have significantly deepened the un-
derstanding of station areas as complex urban systems.

Nevertheless, when the research focus shifts from station-area planning to the archi-
tectural design of station buildings, the node-place model alone is not sufficient. A station
building is not only a point in a mobility network or a development catalyst in an urban
district. It is also a built environment composed of thresholds, halls, roofs, platforms, con-
courses, fagades, plazas, landscape interfaces, commercial programs, waiting areas, public
art, and symbolic forms. These architectural components shape how users move, pause,
look, gather, remember, and understand the city.

The architectural and design value of station buildings becomes clearer when they
are understood as places rather than mere nodes. Place-based urban theory has long em-
phasized imageability, lived experience, public life, and the relationship between archi-
tecture and local identity [11-18]. From this perspective, a railway station is not merely a
functional device for boarding and transfer. It is a repeated everyday environment for
residents, a first encounter with the city for visitors, and a spatial threshold through which
mobility becomes attached to memory and meaning.

This study therefore examines railway station buildings as cultural interfaces. In this
paper, a cultural interface refers to an architectural environment that mediates between
mobility and meaning. It is a built form through which users encounter local history, ur-
ban identity, public life, landscape, symbolic expression, and collective memory. This con-
cept is particularly relevant to contemporary transport architecture because station build-
ings often shape the first impression of a city and remain among the most frequently used
public buildings in everyday urban life.

Four cases are selected for comparative analysis: St Pancras International in London,
United Kingdom; Rotterdam Centraal in Rotterdam, the Netherlands; Liege-Guillemins
Station in Liege, Belgium; and Hong Kong West Kowloon Station in Hong Kong, China.
The selection is not based on a Japanese/non-Japanese distinction or on a national hierar-
chy. Instead, it follows a maximum-variation logic: the cases combine contrasting histori-
cal periods, urban conditions, and design mechanisms while offering sufficient public
documentation for source triangulation. Their geographic diversity reduces the risk of
treating one national design model as universal and enables the framework to be tested
across heritage reactivation, urban legibility, structural symbolism, and landscape-civic
integration.

The main purpose of this study is to clarify how creative architectural strategies en-
able railway station buildings to move beyond mobility. To achieve this aim, the paper
develops a Node-Place-Narrative framework. The node dimension concerns transporta-
tion function, circulation, connectivity, and efficiency. The place dimension concerns pub-
lic space, spatial comfort, accessibility, and urban integration. The narrative dimension

https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings16132679



Buildings 2026, 16, 2679

3 of 17

concerns cultural memory, symbolic expression, material language, landscape framing,
and experiential meaning.

To guide the analysis, this study addresses the following research questions:

RQ1. How do contemporary railway station buildings move beyond transport effi-
ciency to operate as culturally meaningful public environments?

RQ2. Through what architectural strategies are mobility, public space, and cultural
narrative integrated in selected railway station buildings?

RQ3. How can the proposed Node-Place-Narrative framework contribute to the
analysis and future design of culturally responsive transport architecture?

These questions allow the study to move beyond descriptive case analysis. Rather
than evaluating the selected stations only as isolated architectural works, the paper exam-
ines how their design strategies connect transport performance, public-space formation,
and cultural meaning. This approach also helps clarify the broader relevance of railway
station buildings as civic infrastructures within contemporary urban development.

The contribution of this paper is threefold. First, it extends railway station research
by introducing the narrative dimension into the established node-place discussion. While
previous studies have examined station areas through transport accessibility, land use,
design quality, ridership, and public-space value, the cultural and architectural narrative
of the station building itself remains less fully theorized. Second, the study develops the
concept of the railway station as a cultural interface, emphasizing how architecture medi-
ates between mobility systems, public life, urban identity, and spatial memory. Third, by
comparing four internationally recognized railway station buildings, the paper identifies
four transferable architectural strategies—heritage reactivation, urban legibility, struc-
tural symbolism, and landscape-civic integration —that may inform future station design
and transport-oriented public architecture.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Railway Stations as Mobility Nodes and Urban Places

Railway stations have long been central to the development of modern cities. Histor-
ically, they connected cities to regional, national, and international networks, while also
shaping urban expansion, commercial concentration, and social movement. In contempo-
rary urbanism, stations continue to play this dual role. They are technical infrastructures
that enable mobility, but they are also highly visible public buildings that influence the
spatial structure and image of the city.

The node-place model proposed by Bertolini is one of the most influential frame-
works for understanding this duality [1,4]. In this model, a station area is considered both
a node within a transport network and a place within an urban environment. The node
value is associated with transport accessibility, frequency, connectivity, and network im-
portance, while the place value is associated with land-use intensity, urban activities, den-
sity, and development potential. This model has been widely used in transport planning,
transit-oriented development, and station-area classification.

Subsequent studies have refined this approach by examining station-area potential,
sustainable transitions, walking accessibility, design quality, network criticality, rid-
ership, and time-based dynamics [5-9]. For instance, Zhang et al. integrated network crit-
icality with the node-place-design model to classify metro station areas in Greater London
[7]. Vale combined the node-place model with pedestrian shed ratio to evaluate station
areas in Lisbon [8]. Amini Pishro et al. further proposed a Node-Place-Ridership-Time
model for rail-transit stations, emphasizing the need to account for ridership and temporal
variations in station evaluation [9].

Transit-oriented development literature also provides a useful background for un-
derstanding the relationship between rail infrastructure and urban growth [10,19,20].
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However, much of this work focuses on station areas, land use, accessibility, density, and
transport integration. These are important concerns, but they do not fully capture the ar-
chitectural experience of the station building itself. From an architectural design perspec-
tive, the station is not merely a point in a network or a development zone. It is a con-
structed spatial environment in which material form, structure, light, movement, public
space, and cultural meaning intersect.

Recent studies have increasingly emphasized the public-space value of railway sta-
tions. Otsuka and Reeve argue that railway stations and their adjacent areas can be un-
derstood as public spaces whose design and management influence the attractiveness of
rail journeys [2]. Alexander and Hamilton similarly discuss the community role of local
railway stations and their capacity to generate place value [3]. These studies are important
because they shift attention from the station as a technical facility to the station as a social
and spatial environment. Yet further work is still needed to understand how architectural
design itself contributes to the cultural and narrative qualities of station buildings.

2.2. Station Buildings, Place-Making, and Urban Identity

The concept of place-making is central to understanding why railway station build-
ings matter beyond transportation. Place-making refers to the process through which
physical environments acquire social, cultural, and experiential meaning. A station be-
comes a place when it supports orientation, encounter, waiting, memory, symbolic recog-
nition, and civic use.

Classic theories of place and urban image remain useful for this discussion. Lynch
argued that people understand cities through recognizable spatial elements such as paths,
edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks [11]. Railway stations often operate simultaneously
as paths, nodes, and landmarks. Tuan emphasized the experiential difference between
space and place, suggesting that place emerges when space becomes meaningful through
human experience [12]. Relph’s critique of placelessness is also relevant because many
contemporary transport environments risk becoming standardized and anonymous [13].
Norberg-Schulz further connected architecture with genius loci, arguing that buildings
should help reveal the character of their surroundings [14].

Public-space studies offer another important perspective. Gehl emphasizes the rela-
tionship between urban form, human-scale activity, and life between buildings [15].
Whyte’s observations of small urban spaces demonstrate that successful public environ-
ments depend on use, comfort, visibility, seating, access, and social behavior [16]. Jacobs
highlights the importance of everyday urban vitality, mixed activities, and street life [17].
Carmona provides a comprehensive urban design framework for understanding how
public places are shaped by social, functional, perceptual, morphological, visual, and tem-
poral dimensions [18]. Other public-space studies further emphasize accessibility, owner-
ship, activity, vitality, and social interaction as essential components of meaningful urban
places [21-24]. Together, these studies suggest that a station building should be evaluated
not only by its capacity to move people, but also by its ability to support public life.

Station-based place-making may occur through several architectural strategies. A
station may preserve and reinterpret historical fabric, as in St Pancras International. It may
create a transparent civic hall connected to surrounding urban districts, as in Rotterdam
Centraal. It may use structure and form to produce a new urban symbol, as in Liege-Guil-
lemins Station. It may transform its roof, plaza, and underground concourse into a land-
scape-oriented public space, as in Hong Kong West Kowloon Station. In all these situa-
tions, architectural design does more than solve circulation. It gives spatial form to arrival,
transition, and urban recognition.

This issue is especially important because many contemporary transport hubs risk
becoming generic environments. Large station buildings often rely on standardized circu-

https://doi.org/10.3390/buildings16132679



Buildings 2026, 16, 2679

5 of 17

lation systems, commercial layouts, digital signage, and security procedures. While these
systems are necessary, excessive standardization may weaken local character. The chal-
lenge for creative architectural design is therefore to maintain operational clarity while
avoiding placelessness.

2.3. Cultural Interface as an Architectural Design Concept

The term “cultural interface” is used in this study to describe the architectural role of
station buildings as mediators between infrastructure and cultural meaning. Unlike a mu-
seum or cultural center, a station does not usually present culture through curated exhi-
bitions alone. Instead, it communicates culture through spatial sequence, material
memory, structural expression, threshold design, landscape connection, public art, and
everyday use.

This concept is informed by theories of socially produced space, non-place, tourist
experience, creative place-making, architectural atmosphere, and tectonic expression
[21,22,25-34]. Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space suggests that space is not a
neutral container but is socially, materially, and symbolically produced [25]. Augé’s con-
cept of non-place is useful for understanding the risk that standardized transport envi-
ronments may become anonymous spaces of transit without local identity [26]. Urry and
Larsen’s tourist gaze and Richards and Wilson’s discussion of creative tourist experience
further suggest that mobility environments shape how people perceive and consume
places [27,28]. Pine and Gilmore’s experience economy and Richards’s later work on cre-
ativity and tourism also help explain why mobility environments increasingly participate
in the production of cultural and experiential value [33,34].

Architectural theory deepens this argument. Pallasmaa emphasizes the sensory and
embodied dimensions of architectural experience [29]. Zumthor’s discussion of atmos-
phere shows how material, light, temperature, sound, and spatial presence influence per-
ception [30]. Frampton’s theory of tectonic culture highlights the expressive potential of
construction and structural articulation [31]. Pevsner’s history of building types reminds
us that buildings should be understood not only through style but also through function,
social role, and typological development [32]. These perspectives allow station buildings
to be examined as spatial media through which mobility, public life, and cultural meaning
are produced.

This concept also helps distinguish deep cultural integration from superficial deco-
ration. A station building may display local motifs, colors, or signs, but these features do
not automatically produce cultural depth. Cultural meaning becomes more convincing
when it is embedded in the organization of space. For instance, a restored historical roof
can make industrial heritage visible through continued use. A station plaza can turn arri-
val into a civic ritual. A transparent concourse can reconnect separated districts. A rooftop
garden can transform a transport building into an accessible public landscape.

2.4. Research Gap and Contribution

Existing studies have substantially advanced the understanding of railway stations
as transport nodes, station-area development catalysts, heritage assets, and public spaces
[1-10]. Meanwhile, place-based urban design theories have emphasized imageability, spa-
tial experience, public life, and local identity [11-18,21-24]. Architectural theories of at-
mosphere, tectonics, and spatial experience further clarify how built form can communi-
cate meaning beyond function [29-32].

However, these bodies of literature remain insufficiently connected at the architec-
tural scale of the station building itself. In particular, the cultural and narrative capacity
of railway station buildings has not been adequately theorized. Many studies discuss sta-
tions as nodes, places, development areas, or transport-oriented assets, but fewer examine
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how architectural form, materiality, threshold, structural expression, adaptive reuse,
landscape, and public-space design work together to transform a station into a cultural
interface.

This study addresses this gap by proposing a Node-Place-Narrative framework and
applying it to four contemporary railway station buildings across different geographical
and design contexts. The framework does not replace existing node-place theory. Instead,
it extends it by adding the narrative dimension, which is necessary for analyzing cultural
meaning, symbolic expression, architectural memory, and experiential identity.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Research Design

This study adopts a qualitative multiple-case study design. Case study research is
appropriate when the objective is to understand complex architectural, spatial, social, and
cultural phenomena in real-life contexts [35-37]. In architectural research, case-based anal-
ysis is particularly useful for examining the interaction among built form, spatial organi-
zation, material expression, use, and meaning [38].

The empirical material consists of publicly available architectural and project infor-
mation, transport-authority records, heritage documentation, architectural-practice de-
scriptions, relevant scholarship, and comparative visual-spatial analysis. No primary hu-
man-subject or passenger-count data are analyzed; claims about users and performance
are therefore limited to what can be supported by the documentary evidence.

3.2. Case Selection

The cases were selected purposively through maximum-variation sampling rather
than statistical representativeness. Four criteria were applied: (1) each is a built and inter-
nationally recognized railway station; (2) each presents a distinct relationship between
transport function, public space, and architectural identity; (3) each is documented by at
least two relevant source types, such as an operator or heritage authority and an architec-
tural or scholarly source; (4) together the cases vary in period, geographic context, urban
condition, and dominant design mechanism. This logic supports analytical generalization
across mechanisms, not claims of global representativeness.

The selected cases are St Pancras International in London, United Kingdom; Rotter-
dam Centraal in Rotterdam, the Netherlands; Liege-Guillemins Station in Liege, Belgium;
and Hong Kong West Kowloon Station in Hong Kong, China (see Table 1).

Table 1. Case profiles and selection rationale.

Analytical Role and Selection Rationale Principal Designer(s) Completion/Reopening Location Case
Heritage reactivation: continued use links William H. Barlow; George 1868 (train shed); 2007 London,
S L . . . . . . St Pancras In-
Victorian fabric with contemporary inter- Gilbert Scott; Foster & Part-  (international redevelop- United King- .
. e . ternational
national mobility. ners (extension) [39,40] ment) dom
Urban legibility: a transparent civic gate- Team CS: Benthem Crouwel Rotterdam, Rotterdam
way links multimodal movement with ~Architects, MVSA, and West 8 2014 the Nether-
. L Centraal
contrasting urban districts. [41,42] lands

Structural symbolism: expressive infra-

Liege, Bel-  Liege-Guil-
structure combines platform organization, Santiago Calatrava [43,44] 2009 1686, be 1ege-ou

urban bridging, and civic image. gtum lemins Station
Landscape-civic integration: underground Hong Kong Hong Kong
high-speed rail is connected to daylight, Aedas [45] 2018 China " West Kowloon
roofscape, public space, and views. Station

3.3. Analytical Framework: Node—Place—Narrative
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The analysis is organized through a three-part framework (see Figure 1 and Table 2).
The three components of this framework are as follows:

e Node refers to the station’s infrastructural function. It includes transport connectiv-
ity, passenger movement, transfer logic, access points, and circulation clarity.

e Place refers to the station’s performance as a public building and part of the urban
fabric. It is evidenced by opportunities for public occupation, comfort, encounter,
orientation, and pedestrian continuity, including plazas, concourses, waiting areas,
daylight, seating, accessibility, commercial-public balance, and links to surrounding
districts.

e Narrative refers to the meanings that architecture enables users or observers to asso-
ciate with a station. It is evidenced through heritage continuity, symbolic form, ma-
terial and structural expression, public art, landscape framing, view corridors, and
the sequencing of arrival. Unlike Place, which concerns what the environment ena-
bles people to do and how it connects spatially, Narrative concerns how those fea-
tures signify memory, identity, or collective meaning.

The dimensions are analytically distinct but may overlap in a single feature. For ex-
ample, a transparent hall is coded as Place when it improves pedestrian continuity and
orientation; it is coded as Narrative only when the evidence supports an interpretation of
openness or metropolitan identity. Dual coding was permitted, but the rationale for each
code was recorded separately. The Cultural Interface category is therefore an integration
outcome, not a fourth independent dimension.

g —
-

/ Narrative \\

/ » Heritage \\
/ + Symbolism D\
/ * Materiality \

[ + Landscape \

\ + Atmosphere \

\ + Cultural memory |

Node Place
o Cultural i
obility —_ <—— ¢ Public space
« Circulation \ Interface * Urban integration
» Gonnectivity N y » Accessibility
Operational performance \\\“\—.l,./” / » Comfort

* Civic use

[ Railway Station Building J

Figure 1. The Node-Place-Narrative framework for analyzing railway station buildings as cultural
interfaces: A station becomes a cultural interface when node, place and narrative reinforce on an-

other.

Table 2. Operational definitions, evidence indicators, and coding rules.
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Dimension Operational Boundary Evidence Indicators Coding Rule
Services, platform and entrance organi-

. . . Code when the primary evidenced role is
Movement, access, transfer, zation, transfer paths, vertical circula-

Node moving, processing, or orienting passen-
and infrastructural operation. tion, wayfinding, and multimodal con- & proc & &P
.. gers within the transport system.
nectivity.
Concourse and plaza use, waiting, seat-
. . s . . Code when a feature enables co-presence,
Public use, comfort, and spa- ing, accessibility, daylight, pedestrian . .
Place . . . L 4 . non-mobility use, comfort, or urban conti-
tial connection to the city.  continuity, public-commercial balance, . . .
o nuity, regardless of symbolic meaning.
and district links.
Heritage fabric, symbolic form, material Code only when the evidence supports an
Cultural meaning attributed & y R K K y R R _pp
. . or structural expression, public art, land- interpretation of memory, identity, sym-
Narrative to documented spatial fea- . ) . . L .
tures scape framing, views, atmosphere, and bolism, or experiential meaning; identify
arrival sequence. the claim as authorial interpretation.
. One feature or sequence demonstrably ~ Record the codes and rationales sepa-
Integration outcome rather . . .
supports Node and/or Place perfor-  rately, then identify reinforcement, con-

Cultural Interface than an independent dimen-

. mance while also carrying a substanti-  flict, or a boundary condition across di-
sion.

ated Narrative. mensions.

3.4. Analytical Procedure

The analysis followed five steps. First, a case dossier was compiled for each station
from official operator material, heritage or award records, architectural practice documen-
tation, and relevant scholarship. Second, source-supported observations were extracted at
the building scale, including transport organization, thresholds, concourses, plazas, struc-
ture, materiality, daylight, landscape, and urban connections. Third, these observations
were coded deductively against the definitions and decision rules in Table 2. Fourth, a
within-case matrix linked each observation to its source, Node or Place code, and any
Narrative interpretation. Fifth, the four matrices were compared to identify recurrent in-
tegration mechanisms, differences, boundary conditions, and tensions.

Reliability was strengthened through source triangulation and an explicit evidence-
to-inference chain. Wherever possible, factual claims were checked against at least two
source types. Published or official claims are cited directly, whereas interpretive classifi-
cations—such as “heritage-memory interface” —are presented as the authors’ analytical
synthesis. The procedure does not assign numerical scores because the available docu-
ments are heterogeneous and do not provide comparable performance or user-evaluation
data. Instead, Table 3 makes the coding rationale and evidential limits visible for critical
review.

Table 3. Evidence-to-inference matrix for the four cases.

Narrative Inference and Evidential

Limit Place Coding Node Coding Documented Evidence Cases

Heritage-memory interface. Reuse Historic interior sup- International, inter- Grade I complex; restored

makes railway history present, but  ports circulation, wait- city, regional, and train shed and undercroft; in- St Pancras Inter-
user attachment and commercial-pub- ing, hospitality, art, and domestic inter- ternational reopening in 2007 national

lic balance are not measured. public encounter. change. [39,40].
Urban-regeneration interface. Open- Hall and forecourt con- Legible coordina- Team CS station completed in

ness is interpreted as metropolitan nect passenger move- tion of rail, metro, 2014; transparent hall, differ- Rotterdam Cen-

identity; user readings are not directly ment with the city and tram, bus, bicycle, entiated urban fronts, and traal
tested. adjacent districts. and walking. open forecourt [41,42].

Platforms, bridges,
access, parking,
and services inte-

Structural-symbolic interface. Monu- Open section and trans-
mentality creates civic image, but com- parent canopy support
fort and everyday occupation require visual continuity with

Calatrava station completed
in 2009; large vault spans five Liege-Guillemins
platforms and links divided Station

ted th h
post-occupancy evidence. the city. grated troug urban areas [43,44].
structure.
Landscape-civic interface. Skyline-ori- Daylight, roofscape, and Below-grade cross- Aedas station completed in Hong Kong West
ented arrival is documented; inclusive- connected ground plane boundary pro- 2018; daylit atrium, roof ~ Kowloon Station
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ness and long-term use depend on ac-  return public space  cessing and verti- routes, Green Plaza, and Sky
cess, climate, and management. above infrastructure. cal circulation. Corridor [45,46].

3.5. Data Sources and Ethical Considerations

The study uses publicly available data and published documentation. A source hier-
archy was applied: heritage and transport-authority records were prioritized for dates,
legal status, and operational facts; architectural practice records were used for design in-
tent and project characteristics; scholarly sources provided theoretical interpretation and
contextual critique. Visual-spatial reading was used only to interpret documented archi-
tectural features and is identified as authorial analysis rather than user evidence. Because
the study involves no human participants, private data, or experimental intervention, in-
stitutional review board approval is not required.

4. Results: Comparative Case Analysis
4.1. Overview of the Case Analysis

The four cases maximize analytical variation rather than represent a single national
or stylistic model. St Pancras International foregrounds heritage reactivation; Rotterdam
Centraal foregrounds urban legibility; Liege-Guillemins Station foregrounds structural
symbolism; and Hong Kong West Kowloon Station foregrounds landscape-civic integra-
tion. Table 3 summarizes the evidence-to-inference chain used to derive these classifica-
tions.

For each case, Node and Place findings are tied to documented spatial or operational
features, while Narrative findings are framed as interpretations of how those features
communicate identity, memory, or arrival. This distinction prevents symbolic claims from
being treated as self-evident facts and allows the same feature to receive separate func-
tional, public-space, and meaning-related readings.

The results are reported first as concise within-case analyses and then as a cross-case
synthesis. Each case concludes with a qualification indicating what cannot be established
from documentary evidence alone, particularly user attachment, comfort, and long-term
public-space performance.

4.2. St Pancras International: Heritage Restoration as Cultural Continuity

St Pancras International is a Grade I historic complex whose train shed was con-
structed in 1865-1868 and whose international redevelopment opened in 2007; the plat-
form extension behind Barlow’s restored shed was designed by Foster & Partners [39,40].
These source-supported facts establish the material and programmatic continuity on
which the case interpretation is based.

As aNode, the station integrates international, intercity, regional, and domestic high-
speed services. As a Place, the restored train shed and opened undercroft combine pas-
senger circulation with retail, hospitality, art, waiting, meeting, and viewing. The contin-
ued public use of historic fabric therefore links operational renewal to an expanded urban
interior rather than treating conservation as a separate display.

The Narrative classification is heritage reactivation: Victorian engineering, the Gothic
Revival frontage, public art, and contemporary international travel are experienced as
successive layers of railway history [47-52]. This is an authorial interpretation grounded
in the preserved fabric and reuse strategy; the documentary evidence does not by itself
demonstrate the strength of passengers” emotional attachment or evaluate crowding and
commercial-public balance.

4.3. Rotterdam Centraal: Transparency, Urban Regeneration, and Metropolitan Identity
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Rotterdam Centraal was designed by Team CS—Benthem Crouwel Architects,
MVSA, and West 8 —and completed in 2014 [41,42]. Project documentation emphasizes a
transparent, accessible transport hub, a city-facing entrance, and deliberately different re-
sponses to the metropolitan center and the lower-scale Proveniers district.

As a Node, the station coordinates rail, metro, tram, bus, bicycle, and pedestrian
movement through a legible hall and route structure. As a Place, the open concourse, sta-
tion forecourt, transparent frontage, and differentiated urban edges create continuity be-
tween passenger movement and surrounding public space. Here, legibility is not merely
wayfinding; it also makes the station readable as a civic threshold.

The Narrative classification is metropolitan openness. The directional roof, city-fac-
ing entrance, transparency, and contrast between the two urban fronts can be interpreted
as expressing Rotterdam’s contemporary civic identity. This meaning is inferred from
documented design intent and spatial form rather than measured user perception. The
case therefore supports a claim about how legibility can carry identity, not a claim that all
users read the building in the same way.

4.4. Liége-Guillemins Station: Sculptural Infrastructure and Urban Bridging

Liege-Guillemins Station was designed by Santiago Calatrava and completed in 2009.
Documentation describes a 200 m-wide terminal, an arched roof extending across five
platforms, and a design intended to connect urban areas previously divided by the tracks
[43,44].

As a Node, the station integrates high-speed rail, platforms, bridges, parking, vehic-
ular access, and passenger services within one structural system. As a Place, the absence
of a conventional fagade, the open plaza level, and the visual continuity between plat-
forms and city reduce the sense of a sealed transport container. Structure simultaneously
organizes movement, shelter, views, and urban connection.

The Narrative classification is structural symbolism: repeated arches, long spans,
light, and transparency turn engineering into the station’s principal civic image. The com-
parison also exposes a tension. Monumental form can create recognition while offering
limited evidence about human-scale comfort, everyday occupation, or maintenance.
Those outcomes require observation or post-occupancy evaluation and are not assumed
from iconic form alone.

4.5. Hong Kong West Kowloon Station: Landscape-Integrated Infrastructure and Civic Interface

Hong Kong West Kowloon Station, designed by Aedas and completed in 2018, is a
cross-boundary high-speed rail terminus embedded in a dense urban context [45,46]. Of-
ficial documentation identifies a large daylit curtain wall, a curved steel roof, tall struc-
tural columns, and approximately three hectares of external public space, including the
Green Plaza and Sky Corridor [46].

As a Node, the station concentrates passenger processing, large concourses, vertical
circulation, and cross-boundary rail operations below grade. As a Place, daylight, long
views, rooftop routes, and the connected ground plane counter the enclosure normally
associated with underground infrastructure. The roof and surrounding landscape return
walkable public space above a highly technical transport program.

The Narrative classification is landscape-civic integration. The bending ground
plane, harbor-facing volume, skyline views, and movement over the roof recast arrival as
an encounter with Hong Kong’s topography and vertical urban image [45]. This interpre-
tation is supported by documented design intent, but the actual inclusiveness, comfort,
and social intensity of the open spaces depend on access, climate, management, and long-
term observation beyond the present documentary study.
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Figure 2 provides a comparative visual reference for the four mechanisms identified
in the case analyses. The selected views foreground heritage continuity at St Pancras, the
city-facing threshold at Rotterdam Centraal, structural expression at Liege-Guillemins,

and the daylit atrium at West Kowloon. These images illustrate documented architectural
characteristics rather than user perceptions or post-occupancy performance.

(c) Liege-Guillemins Structural symbolism (d) West Kowloon Land-scape-civic integration

Figure 2. Visual evidence for the four interface mechanisms: (a) heritage continuity at St Pancras;
(b) the city-facing threshold at Rotterdam; (c) structural expression at Liege; and (d) the daylit
atrium at West Kowloon. Photographs: (a,b) Fred Romero (CC BY 2.0); (c) Trougnouf (CC BY 4.0);
and (d) Wpcpey (CC BY-SA 4.0). Reproduced from Wikimedia Commons [53-56]; images were

resized without content alteration.

4.6. Cross-Case Findings

Table 4 reports pattern-level findings rather than repeating the four case descriptions.
The comparison distinguishes what is common to all cases, what varies among them, and
what each pattern implies for the proposed framework.

First, Node performance is a necessary enabling condition but not the main source of
analytical differentiation. All four stations organize complex mobility; they differ in how
circulation is coupled with heritage fabric, urban thresholds, expressive structure, or pub-
lic landscape.

Second, Place and Narrative are related but non-interchangeable. Place is supported
when a station enables public occupation, comfort, orientation, and urban continuity. Nar-
rative arises when those spatial conditions are interpreted as heritage continuity, metro-
politan openness, structural civic identity, or landscape-based arrival. A place can func-
tion effectively without a strong narrative, and an iconic narrative can remain socially
weak if public use is poorly supported.

Third, the integration pathway differs by case. St Pancras links mobility to memory
through reuse; Rotterdam links mobility to city comprehension through legibility; Liege
links mobility to civic image through structure; and West Kowloon links subterranean
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mobility to public landscape through section, light, and roof access. The mechanisms are
comparable without being reduced to one style or universal formal solution.

Finally, each mechanism has a corresponding risk: commercialization may weaken
heritage-public balance; formal clarity may not guarantee social inclusiveness; monumen-
tality may exceed human-scale needs; and landscaped infrastructure may underperform
if access or management is weak. These tensions make the framework a critical compara-
tive tool rather than a catalog of exemplary forms.

Table 4. Cross-case propositions, variations, and design implications.

Design Implication Variation Convergent Evidence Cross-Case Proposition

Verify operational clarity first, then Mobility is coupled respectively

. . . . . R All four cases organize complex Node is necessary but not
examine how it enables or constrains with heritage, urban legibility, & p y

. rail movement and access. differentiating.
public and cultural value. structure, or landscape.

Assess comfort, access, co-presence, . . . Each case extends circulation into
The form and intensity of public L. Place concerns use and
a public interior, forecourt, can- Co
urban continuity.

opy, or roofscape.

and district connection inde- . .
. e occupation differ by context.
pendently of visual distinction.

. . . The dominant narratives are L
State the evidence and interpretive Meaning is tied to documented

Narrative is an evidenced
interpretation.

memory, openness, civic struc- R K
fabric, form, structure, views, or

design intent.

rationale; do not treat symbolism as . .
. ture, and landscape-oriented arri-

a self-evident performance result. ]
val.

Design for reinforcement across di- Integration occurs through reuse, The strongest features perform
mensions and identify conflicts ra- threshold clarity, tectonic expres- more than one role across the
ther than applying a fixed style. sion, or sectional landscape. three dimensions.

Integration produces the
cultural interface.

Risks include commercialization, .
Documentary evidence does not

establish user perception or long-
term performance.

Use interviews, observation, post-oc-

. . Every mechanism has a
cupancy evaluation, and environ-

boundary condition.

exclusion, monumentality, and
management-dependent public
space.

mental data to test outcomes.

4.7. Summary of Results

The framework of Node-Place-Narrative helps clarify this transformation. The node
dimension ensures operational performance and transport connectivity. The place dimen-
sion converts the station into a civic environment for waiting, meeting, orientation, and
public use. The narrative dimension gives the building symbolic, historical, environmen-
tal, or cultural significance. When these dimensions reinforce one another, the station be-
comes more than a mobility facility. It becomes a public building capable of shaping how
users experience the city.

5. Discussion
5.1. Extending the Node—Place Model Through Architectural Narrative

The findings support extending the node-place model at the scale of the station build-
ing, but they also qualify the extension. Narrative is not proposed as a third numerical
value equivalent to accessibility or land-use intensity. It is an interpretive lens for tracing
how documented spatial features carry memory, identity, symbolism, and experiential
meaning.

The three dimensions therefore answer different questions. Node asks how move-
ment is organized; Place asks how public life and urban continuity are supported; and
Narrative asks what cultural meanings are enabled and on what evidence those interpre-
tations rest. Treating them separately before examining their integration makes the ana-
lytical process more transparent and prevents architectural symbolism from substituting
for operational or public-space performance.

The principal theoretical gain is an evidence-to-inference bridge between station-area
research and architectural interpretation. Tables 2—4 show how observable features are
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coded, how meanings are inferred, and where documentary evidence is insufficient. This
traceability is more important than presenting the framework as a fixed typology.

5.2. Cultural Interface Design: From Surface Representation to Spatial Integration

A central finding is that cultural meaning is most convincing when embedded in spa-
tial organization rather than applied as surface representation. Decorative motifs can aid
recognition, but they do not by themselves establish cultural depth. The stronger mecha-
nisms in the four cases align meaning with continued use, urban orientation, structural
order, or landscape experience.

The comparison also shows that spatial integration takes different forms. St Pancras
makes memory available through active reuse; Rotterdam makes openness legible
through its city-facing hall; Liége makes structure the medium of civic representation; and
West Kowloon makes section and roofscape the medium of landscape-oriented arrival.
Cultural interface design is therefore a relation between use, spatial form, and interpreta-
tion, not a recognizable visual style.

This argument has a boundary condition: documentary analysis can identify the ar-
chitectural conditions that invite cultural interpretation, but it cannot confirm how con-
sistently users perceive them. Claims about attachment, comfort, or social inclusion
should be tested through interviews, observation, behavioral mapping, and post-occu-
pancy evaluation.

5.3. Four Architectural Strategies for Cultural Interface Formation

The four strategies are best understood as mechanisms rather than fixed station
types. Heritage reactivation works through continued use of significant fabric; urban leg-
ibility through readable thresholds and city connections; structural symbolism through
the integration of engineering and civic image; and landscape-civic integration through
the return of light, views, and accessible ground or roof space to dense infrastructure.

Their transferability is therefore conditional. Heritage strategies require significant
fabric and viable reuse; legibility requires coordination with surrounding routes and pub-
lic space; structural expression must be matched by comfort and everyday usability; and
landscape integration depends on climate, access, maintenance, and management. The
cross-case contribution lies in these relations and boundary conditions, not in copying the
formal appearance of any one station.

5.4. Balancing Infrastructure Performance and Human Experience

Station architecture must coordinate infrastructural, urban, and human scales. The
cases show that the three scales cannot be judged independently: transport clarity enables
public use, urban continuity supports orientation and access, and human-scale comfort
determines whether symbolic or civic ambitions become usable experience.

The comparison also reveals asymmetrical risks. An efficient station can remain
anonymous; an iconic station can be inconvenient; and a commercially active station can
still provide weak public value. Design quality therefore depends on the mutual reinforce-
ment—and explicit testing—of operational performance, public-space quality, and cul-
tural meaning.

5.5. Implications for Future Station Building Design

The findings suggest five design implications: develop passenger flow together with
public-space and urban-connection strategies; treat arrival thresholds as civic spaces; em-
bed cultural identity in spatial sequence, material, structure, landscape, and adaptive re-
use rather than decoration alone; evaluate light, shelter, ventilation, acoustics, and walk-
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ing comfort as part of cultural experience; and test iconic gestures against accessibility,
daily use, maintenance, and management.

Operationally, these implications can be used as a design-review sequence rather
than a stylistic checklist. Teams can first verify Node requirements, then assess Place per-
formance, then articulate and substantiate the intended Narrative, and finally examine
where one architectural decision reinforces or undermines the other dimensions. This se-
quence is applicable to new high-speed rail stations, airport-rail interchanges, regenera-
tion hubs, and the adaptive reuse of historic terminals.

5.6. Theoretical and Practical Contributions

The study makes two theoretical contributions. It extends node-place research from
the station-area scale to the architectural scale by adding a transparent interpretive ac-
count of narrative, and it defines the cultural interface as an integration outcome produced
when mobility, public-space performance, and meaning reinforce one another. The dis-
tinction between evidence, coding, and interpretation is central to both contributions.

The practical contribution is a transferable but non-prescriptive analytical sequence
and four conditional design mechanisms. Architects can use the framework to connect
circulation decisions with public life and cultural intent; planners can use it to assess the
station building as a civic asset; and researchers can use it to formulate user-based or per-
formance-based tests. The framework is not presented as a universal score or substitute
for technical evaluation.

5.7. Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, it is based on qualitative case analysis rather
than quantitative user research. Although the selected cases are supported by verifiable
public sources and architectural documentation, the study does not include passenger in-
terviews, behavioral mapping, or post-occupancy evaluation. Future research could ex-
amine how different user groups perceive the cultural and spatial qualities of station
buildings.

Second, the study focuses on four internationally recognized cases. These cases pro-
vide strong analytical value, but they cannot represent all types of railway station build-
ings. Future studies may include ordinary commuter stations, small rural stations, newly
built high-speed rail stations, or stations in rapidly urbanizing regions.

Third, the study emphasizes architectural and cultural analysis rather than technical
performance. Issues such as energy consumption, carbon impact, maintenance cost,
acoustic comfort, crowd simulation, and long-term management deserve further investi-
gation. A more comprehensive evaluation model could combine architectural design anal-
ysis with environmental performance and user-centered data.

Fourth, the concept of narrative requires further methodological refinement. In this
paper, narrative is analyzed through heritage, symbolism, spatial sequence, materiality,
landscape, and public experience. Future studies could develop more precise indicators
for measuring architectural narrative and cultural interface quality.

Despite these limitations, the study provides a useful conceptual and methodological
foundation for understanding contemporary railway station buildings as cultural inter-
faces. It argues that the future of station architecture should not be limited to greater
speed, larger scale, or higher commercial density. Instead, the station should be under-
stood as a public building where mobility, urban life, and cultural meaning are brought
together.
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6. Conclusions

This study developed and applied a Node-Place-Narrative framework to explain
how contemporary railway station buildings can operate as cultural interfaces. A triangu-
lated, deductively coded comparison of St Pancras International, Rotterdam Centraal, Li-
ege-Guillemins Station, and Hong Kong West Kowloon Station linked documented archi-
tectural features to transport, public-space, and meaning-related interpretations.

The answer to the first two research questions is that cultural significance does not
arise from decoration or iconic form alone. It emerges when Node performance enables
public occupation, Place strategies connect the station to urban life, and Narrative strate-
gies make heritage, openness, structure, or landscape experientially legible. The four cases
demonstrate different integration pathways rather than a single stylistic model.

In response to the third research question, the framework contributes a building-scale
extension of node-place theory and an explicit distinction between observable place per-
formance and interpretive narrative claims. The four mechanisms—heritage reactivation,
urban legibility, structural symbolism, and landscape-civic integration —offer a practical
vocabulary for design reflection when their contextual conditions and risks are also con-
sidered.

The conclusions remain bounded by the evidence. Documentary analysis cannot es-
tablish user attachment, comfort, inclusiveness, or long-term operational and environ-
mental performance. Future work should test the framework through interviews, obser-
vation, behavioral mapping, post-occupancy evaluation, and environmental data, and
should include ordinary commuter and rural stations. Within these limits, the framework
shows how station design can connect mobility with public value and culturally mean-
ingful experience.
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