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            TRAVIS ELBOROUGH

            – Introduction –

         

         It seems no less than highly appropriate that when Ian Nairn’s Modern Buildings in London first appeared in 1964 it was purchasable from one of a hundred automatic book vending machines that had been installed at a selection of inner London stations just two years earlier. Sadly these machines, operated for London Transport by the British Automatic company, were short lived. Persistent problems with vandalism and theft saw them axed in the so-called Summer of Love, by which time, and perhaps thanks to Dr Who’s then recent battles with the mechanoid Cybermen, the shine had rather come off the idea of unfettered technological progress. Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey with its malevolent super computer HAL 9000, after all, lay only a few months away. And so too, perhaps even more pertinently for our purposes here, did the partial collapse of the Ronan Point tower block (a space age monolith of sorts) in Canning Town – an event widely credited with helping to turn the general public against high-rise buildings and modernist architecture.

         As it was, Nairn’s book was published in the middle of a general election campaign that saw Harold Wilson’s Labour Party enter government on the promise of building ‘a new Britain’ forged in the ‘white heat’ of the ‘scientific revolution.’ And Modern Buildings in London is, for the most part, optimistic, or at least vaguely hopeful, about what the future might bring. Or definitely far more hopeful than much of Nairn’s subsequent output, which is an observation rather than a criticism. In many respects his growing disillusionment with the quality of many new buildings in Britain was not unjustified.

         But his subsequent descent into chronic alcoholic despair, infamously documented by Jonathan Meades who has related two grim lunch meetings in which a barely coherent Nairn drank pints of beer in quantities exceeding baker’s dozens, and his premature death not long after that at just fifty-two from cirrhosis of the liver in 1983 was nothing short of a tragedy. Robbing us, as it did, of a writer and a broadcaster who at his best was capable of describing a building and responding to place like virtually no one else before him, or indeed since. Modern Buildings in London was written when Nairn was on the brink of joining the staff of the Observer, under the editorship of David Astor who’d previously recruited the enfant terrible drama critic Kenneth Tynan to the agenda-setting paper’s roster. It finds Nairn at the park of his powers and it is a book studded with as many pithy observations and startling thoughts as cloves in a ham. Not unlike D. H. Lawrence in his essays and travel books, Nairn’s sentences almost appear to jump start, as if landing halfway through, punchy opinions falling instantly in quick-fire lines shorn of any unnecessary preamble or padding. Like Lawrence, there is rage here too, much of it directed toward the London County Council and their municipal architects and planners. Of the LCC’s handiwork in Clive Street, Stepney he bluntly states: ‘I am too angry to write much about it’ before going on to argue that the old streets by comparison had ‘ten times more understanding of how people’ lived and behaved.

         While Nairn is certainly unstinting in his admiration for Stockwell Bus Garage (‘Probably the noblest modern building in London’), at this juncture, in an age of corporate branding and slick advertorial content masquerading as journalism, that such a singular and original book was commissioned by no less a public body than London Transport seems almost a miracle. But it joined a series of mostly decent, if usually more plodding, guides that the authority published in this era. Priced at five shillings a go, the list ranged from The Architecture of Christopher Wren in and near London (1962) and Visitors’ London (1965) to Sportsman’s London (1966). Though there was even a move into fiction when it branched out with a Famous Five-style children’s adventure novel The Tyrant King (1967) by Aylmer Hall, later turned into a TV series by Thames Television starring Murray Melvin that was soundtracked by songs by Pink Floyd and The Nice. All these titles, though, fitted within the decidedly Reithian tradition at London Transport to educate and inform its passengers, a tradition established in the 1920s and 30s by its thoughtful chief executive Frank Pick, and under whose watch posters by Man Ray and Harry Beck’s diagrammatical tube map were authorised.

         These pocket guidebooks, however, were expressly produced with a view to encouraging off-peak leisure activity on its services at a point when London Transport’s bread-and-butter revenues were under threat from rising private car ownership and the slum clearance dispersal of the capital’s population to the suburbs and new towns. Although the latter, until their outer London Green Line bus service network was hived off in 1970, still fell within its vast catchment area. An area, which as Nairn notes, at that time spread ‘from Bishop’s Stortford in one direction to Guildford in the other’. All of which means that his ‘in London’ purlieu takes in rather further flung sights as the New Towns of Stevenage, Harlow (‘it gets better as it goes on, and no final judgement is possible yet’) and Crawley in Hertfordshire, Essex and Sussex, respectively. It also encompasses the likes of the bypasses at Great Missenden (‘an outstanding example of how to fit a modern road into a mature English landscape’) in Bucks and the Span Estate at Ham Common in Surrey and the Gordon Girls’ Secondary School in Gravesend, Kent (‘Worth a visit, especially if you are familiar (or bored) with glass wall buildings …’).

         Although later in life Nairn would claim Newcastle as the city of his birth, he was actually born in Bedford and raised in Frimley in Surrey, the county which he’d survey as the co-author with Nikolaus Pevsner in The Buildings of England series, published in 1962. Their working relationship would flounder over a follow-up volume on Sussex. Nairn ended up supplying entries mostly on West Sussex before bailing out of the project, wearying of their differing tastes and the laboriousness of the i-dotting fact-checking approach expected by Pevsner.

         Unlike Pevsner, who’d written his doctoral thesis on Baroque Architecture, Nairn had no architectural training, having studied mathematics at the University of Birmingham before joining the RAF as a pilot. He continued to fly, restlessly exploring and photographing Britain from above, until 1966, when his pilot’s license was revoked on medical grounds. It is as a jobbing aviator then that he was tickled by the ‘concrete aeroplane … frankly done for fun’ on the top of Great Arthur House in the Golden Lane Estate by Chamberlain, Powell and Bon, and by the new terminal at Gatwick Airport by Yorke, Rosenberg, Mardall and Partners, a ‘Swiss watch of a building’ in his view.

         Nairn first began contributing pieces on architecture to the Eastern Daily News while stationed in Norfolk at RAF Horsham St Faith and living in Norwich. He eventually inveigled his way on to the staff of Architectural Review after a concerted letter-writing campaign, and achieved almost instant notoriety at the age of twenty-four by authoring its special ‘Outrage’ issue of June 1955. Billed as ‘less a warning than a prophecy of doom’, it was a polemic in which he railed against waves of recent development that, he argued, if left unchecked would result in a Britain consisting of ‘isolated oases of preserved monuments in a desert of wire, concrete roads, cosy plots and bungalows’ with ‘no real distinction between town and country.’ He dubbed this phenomena ‘Subtopia’ and expectantly forecast it would not be long before ‘the end of Southampton’ looked ‘like the beginning of Carlisle’ and ‘the parts in between’ looked ‘like the end of Carlisle or the beginning of Southampton’.

         The idea ignited debate about the built environment and in the popular press of the day Nairn was to be anointed as architecture’s answer to the Angry Young Men – though ‘Outrage’ preceded John Osborne’s genre spawning play, Look Back In Anger, by well over a year. Nevertheless, as a figure venting dissent to an emerging generation frustrated by the pace of change, Nairn would go on to inspire a fully-fledged protest group. After giving an incendiary lecture at the Royal College of Art in 1958, a band of students, among them the tragically short-lived, pop art painter Pauline Boty, were roused to found Anti-Ugly Action. Its members took to the streets to express their disgust with buildings they considered reactionary or offensive in flamboyant fashion. They marched, for instance, on the new Kensington Public Library, a Neo-Georgian effort by E. Vincent Harris, in period costume accompanied by a Dixieland jazz band. They also carried a cardboard coffin emblazoned with a banner bearing the legend RIP HERE LEYTH BRITISH ARCHITECTURE to the new headquarters of Barclays Bank on the corner of Lombard and Gracechurch Streets, a Portland Stone-clad classical edifice by A.T. Scott and Vernon Helbing. Their impact was significant enough that both Nairn and the Anti-Uglies were cited favourably in the Labour Party’s (admittedly unsuccessful) 1959 election manifesto. (What Nairn himself, rather more of a Tory anarchist with a distinctly anti-egghead and individualistic streak who claimed to be too ‘unsophisticated’ to live in a Span house, despite believing Eric Lyons to be the heir of John Nash and distrusted Le Corbusier and his disciples for their perceived contempt for the ordinary people, made of this, I am not sure.)

         Nairn himself alludes to the Anti-Uglies in his entry for this book on the Royal College of Art’s campus at Kensington Gore, completed in 1962 by Henry ‘Jim’ Cadbury-Brown, Robert Gooden and Hugh Casson, all faculty members, though the college had no architectural school. Cadbury-Brown, a protege of Ernő Goldfinger and responsible for the main six-storey building that Nairn accurately predicted would ‘inspire affection in fifty years’, taught in the sculpture department. Amusingly another new building nearby, the faintly Miesian Bowater House in Knightsbridge by Guy Morgan and Partners, which the Anti-Uglies had cheered and clapped on one of their sorties, received shorter shrift from Nairn. He deemed it ‘a curate’s egg’ that looked like a ‘hulking shape’ from Hyde Park, though conceded some excitement could be had from driving under it, the building having been erected over a dual carriageway to allow the free flow of traffic to the park.

         The degree to which London and its outlying districts was being remodelled to accommodate gas-guzzling vehicles is palpable throughout. The multi-storey car park at Aldersgate by Oscar, Garry and Partners judged by Nairn ‘a very decent building gone wrong by having too much time spent on it’ was deemed worthy of a full civic opening ceremony presided over by the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Bernard Waley-Cohen. His entrance in a 1905 Rolls-Royce was even filmed for posterity by Pathé News. Only the engineering of Hammersmith Flyover can claim the ‘grandeur and assurance of the best Victorian designs’ for Nairn. The highest compliments he ever levels is to praise the integrity, honesty and humanity, and especially humanity, of any given building or development. The Financial Times building, Bracken House in Cannon Street, EC4 by Sir Albert Richardson (one of the first post-war buildings to be listed), was, for instance, commended for feeling as though ‘it was designed by a human being for human beings’. ‘Man-hating’, meanwhile, is what he throws at The London School of Printing by the LCC in the Elephant and Castle when going in for a quick kill. Conversely though the whizzy-sounding Zidpark on Lower Thames Street, a ‘completely automatic’ carpark ‘with cars moving vertically on lifts and horizontally on rollers’, is saluted precisely because it is ‘unaffected’ and meets the needs of cars without fussing too much about humane touches.

         That many of the buildings in this book were erected to replace those bombed during the Second World War would have been so self-evident to be scarcely worth mentioning in 1964 and indeed Nairn refers to Blitz damage only three times: in regards to schemes at Cripplegate for the Barbican Estate, then just underway, and again when considering the King George VI Memorial Hostel in Holland Park and lastly when discussing the unhappy, to his mind, redevelopment of Clarence Gardens and Munster Square in Nash’s Regent’s Park. But there are plenty of other examples, including the extension to the Mayfield School in Putney by Powell & Moya, and the quantities of new schools and educational establishments across these pages are testament themselves to both the baby boom and the after effects of the 1944 Butler Education Act in increasing the school-leaving age to fifteen.

         Nairn would proclaim the Mayfield extension ‘one of the best modern buildings in Britain’. Adding that: ‘If the book had to consist of one building. I think it might be this for its burning humanity’. Another building of this ilk worthy of mention here due to its more recent fate is 24–26 Hertford Square, a five-storey block of four flats and two maisonettes to a contemporary design in reinforced concrete by Colin Wilson and Arthur Baker that was built in 1959 on the bombed out ‘corner of a rich, leafy Kensington square’ of Victorian stuccoed terraces. Esteemed by Nairn for ‘doing a straightforward job exceptionally well’, it was listed in 2007 only to be delisted a year later when it was promptly demolished and replaced with three abominable ersatz stuccoed terraces in a crass act of anti-modernist vandalism.

         Sixty years have elapsed since Nairn wrote Modern Buildings in London and in places the city has changed beyond recognition, for good and ill. London was in many respects a far more parochial place back then. Nairn is ashamed on the capital’s behalf that ‘the only building in the book by a foreign architect of international reputation’ is Eero Saarinen’s ‘pompous and tragic’ United States Embassy in Grosvenor Square, a place remembered largely now as the subject of protests against the Vietnam War. Zidpark, Bowater House, and the LCC’s Clive Street blocks have all gone. Last orders have long since been called on the modernist interiors of The Hoop pub in Notting Hill Gate by Robert Radford, which Nairn maintained were ‘as elegantly planned as a suite of Adam rooms’. At the time of writing 55 Gracechurch Street, one-time home to the English, Scottish and Australian Bank, stands on the brink of its second complete rebuild since Nairn’s day. The first occurred in the 1990s, when British post-war modernist architecture was at something of a critical low-ebb. Two major casualties from that period that might have shocked him, both sited in close proximity to one another and lost in 1996, were Denys Lasdun’s Peter Robinson department store on the Strand (‘a classic street front. You can pass it and always feel refreshed’) and the Daily Mirror Building in Holborn by Anderson, Forster & Wilcox, which he hailed as ‘one of the happiest townscape effects in London’.

         The original cover for Modern Buildings in London, by the designer Peter Robinson, depicted a crane with a London Transport roundel hanging from a hook. The image is curiously reminiscent of gibbet, if anything, and Nairn would come to grow increasingly anxious about what he saw as the high-handed remodelling of the capital and Britain at large. In February 1966, he used his platform at the Observer to issue a 6,600-word screed entitled ‘Stop the Architects Now’ in which he castigated speculators, compliant political officials and architects for their collusion in the demolition of decent older buildings and the perpetuation of the likes of the new underpass at Blackfriars and its ilk for banishing pedestrians to dank subterranean concrete lairs. Nairn’s London, published later that year, contained material from this volume, albeit revised with a few caveats and the odd sour additions. It came with a rejoinder urging its readers to seek out some of its entries before they fell to the wrecking ball. That ball, ironically, was ultimately to fall harder on some of the modern buildings he’d earlier championed here than on the Georgian and Victorian edifices, such as ‘doomed’ Spitalfields, he’d considered most at risk.

         But in any case it’s more fascinating to consider the clamour of interest this book itself engendered. Positively reviewed in the Guardian and the Daily Telegraph, extracts were serialised in the Evening Standard and by February 1965, its initial print run of 10,000 copies had sold out and the book was in reprint. To read it today is an inevitable act of time travelling: it is a ghost gazetteer whose coordinates map out a lost London, regardless of how much of what Nairn writes about here is still standing. But it is no more dated than, say, ‘Love Me Do’. Nairn’s voice comes across loud and clear, insistent, urgent and obdurate and on occasions just plain wrong. And what he has to say about the interaction between people and places and so many individual architects and buildings, remains as relevant as ever.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Foreword –

         

         Without any doubt, London is one of the best cities in the world for modern architecture. But it is also one of the biggest cities in the world, and it does not make a display of its best things. A visitor looking for new buildings in the City and the West End might well be justified in turning away with a shudder. Yet delightful things may be waiting for him in Lewisham or St. Albans.

         Hence this book, which consists of short notes on about 250 buildings. All of them are in the London Transport area, which goes as far as Bishop’s Stortford in one direction and Guildford in another; all but a handful of them are included on merit, rather than the architect’s reputation or capacity for self-advertisement. The remainder consist of a few buildings (such as Shell and London Airport) that are so big or so well known that it would be wrong to leave them out. I hope that my comments will leave the reader in no doubt whether I think he is coming on a sheep or a goat. In addition I have listed about thirty buildings that I thought were near misses.

         The only sensible arrangement if this book is to be used in the field is by administrative areas, especially as the local authority itself has the power to alter the kind of architecture that goes on, either through its own building programme or through the exercise of its planning functions. Within the areas, the entries are arranged so that they form some kind of continuous chain.

         All types of building are fairly represented except one. In the whole area, there are only six new churches worth going to see, where any big continental city would have at least two dozen. So there is a hole at the centre of the book, and of English architecture. The deep humanity which has gone into the design of many of the schools (there are more than forty in the book) is not quite a replacement.

         Historically, the book takes in everything that is immediately recognizable as modern. The line comes just this side of Battersea Power Station and the cottage terraces of Welwyn Garden City; the earliest building in the book was built in 1929. The reason for going back as far as this is to be able to present a complete growth rather than something which begins at an arbitrary date. In fact, only a handful of pre-war buildings have stood the test of a quarter-century of English weather, and many that were once famous are now barely recognizable. Looking back, they seem to have been designed as a special kind of exhibition stand. Many buildings in this book will doubtless decay in the same way, and this is no small indictment. In the circumstances, it is especially nice that the best of Charles Holden’s Underground stations seem as fresh and appropriate now as when they were built.

         This is not a technical book. It is written by a layman for laymen, and my purpose has always been to present a building’s personality or character rather than detailed descriptive information. If you are interested, that can always be looked up in the reference library.

         Finally, it will be only too clear from the descriptions that I have seen all these buildings myself, and reacted accordingly. About twenty per cent of them I have found by accident over the last ten years. There must be many more unpublished buildings, hidden away, that deserve some kind of commemoration.

         
             

         

         Ian Nairn

         London, 1964

      

   


   
      
         
            1

            – City of London –

         

         1 Bucklersbury House and Temple Court, 3 Queen Victoria Street

         Campbell Jones & Sons 1954–61

         A few yards away from the Mansion House, the Bank of England and the Royal Exchange: a good place to start. This mass of building has a lot of storeys, a lot of windows, freedom from pointlessly applied period detail, freedom from obvious gracelessness, freedom from aesthetic megalomania. It has no virtues and no vices: it is the null point of architecture, the base line for the judgments in the rest of the book. This is where architecture begins.

         2 English, Scottish and Australian Bank, 55 Gracechurch Street

         Playne & Lacey and Partners 1958–60

         Near the Monument; a decent, dignified, carefully furnished office building. Not outstanding, but perhaps worth a special visit to understand the difference between good design and cliché-mongering, which is exemplified in pre-war modernistic terms on its right, and in post-war terms (1962) on its left. The difference in the way that abstract mosaics are used in the two recent buildings is very telling. No. 55 has a pattern deftly fitted on to the roof of the recessed balcony on the eighth floor; the Midland Bank next door has a garish design sprayed high up all over the stairwell. Quality will always tell, whatever the style.

         3 Malvern House and Zidpark, Upper Thames Street

         C. E. Wilford & Son 1961

         A wry little architectural parable here. The office block is ordinary, and the various touches intended to humanize it seem gauche and inorganic. But the Zidpark behind, because it was designed for cars and not humans, is an unaffected and straightforward job. Completely automatic, with the cars moved vertically on lifts and horizontally on rollers. The building is just an open-sided grid with bolted steel floors and vertical steel rods to stop you feeling nervous about the family saloon. No walls, no windows. The car-fronts make their own pattern. The unhappy and unnecessary fins attached to these rods were at the request of the planning authority who wanted it to have a ‘solid appearance’ at a distance. It used to look very well seen from Bankside, across the river. Now the view is hidden by a new building, but this has the best of reasons for being there, for it is the first new riverside pub in London since the war.

         4 Rebuilding east of St. Paul’s

         Various hands, 1954 onwards

         If by whim or temperament you want to find somewhere to say: ‘Oh dear, the English!’ then this is it. Every change has been rung on timidity, compromise and incompetence. There is the grinding neo-Georgian horror of the Bank of London & South America, 40 Queen Victoria Street, EC4, one of the deadest buildings in the whole of London. There is the cautious equivocation of Gateway House, 1 Watling Street, EC4, next to it, which is not too bad, especially in the way it incorporates a public footpath underneath. There is a good deal of unremarkable packing-case stuff; and there is the extraordinary Financial Times building (Bracken House, 10 Cannon Street, EC4) by Sir Albert Richardson. Unlike all the others, this is a serious and sincere building; a real attempt to adapt and extend eighteenth-century language to modern conditions. Brown brick and red sandstone make weird bedfellows for the City, and the result seems clumsy and heavy; but at least you feel it was designed by a human being for human beings. Oddly enough it would be more at home in Milan than in London, for the style is more or less what the followers of Neo-Liberty are trying to do in Italy.

         5 The Times, Printing House Square, Queen Victoria Street

         Richard Llewellyn, Davies & Weeks; Executive Architects, Ellis, Clarke & Gallannaugh 1961–63

         A new courtyard, open to Queen Victoria Street, which was built around the original building so that it could be used until the last minute. (It was finally demolished at the end of 1962.) The replacement is delicately planned and punchy enough in its volumes, which are built up with split-pitched roofs that the architects have used elsewhere (e.g. in their new village at Rushbrooke in Suffolk). But the surfaces have become too polite, even for The Times. Westmorland slate and cool mosaic have an impassivity which is not going to take on a bloom as the London bricks do. The old building with its famous pediment understood this better; if it had been preserved the new would have formed the perfect complement to it, respectful but not servile. As it is, the architectural head of steam is not strong enough.

         6 Multi-Storey Car Park, Aldersgate Street

         Oscar Garry & Partners 1961

         This is the parable of the Zidpark continued north of St. Paul’s. This building uses concrete aggregate walls as unselfconsciously as the other uses steel. It is in fact the basis of a friendly and adaptable office block, except that the materials might be considered by clients and planners alike as somehow ‘not good enough’. But then Art stepped in, with the hideous and pointless profiling of the mullions, and added further complications in the spandrels. This is a very decent building gone wrong by having too much time spent on it. Yet, ironically, town centres all over the country are being ruined by having not enough time spent on them.

         7 Golden Lane Housing, Finsbury

         Chamberlin, Powell & Bon 1955–62

         
            [image: ]

         

         I suppose I have made twenty visits to this compelling bit of modern London, over the years. Beginning with surprise and delight, sliding slowly into disillusion with the grime and the stained surfaces, emerging again now with such a powerful sense of place that a few blotched concrete balconies can be taken in their stride.

         Golden Lane was the result of a competition in which all three architects sent in entries. They were then lecturing at the Kingston School of Art and agreed to team up if one of the entries won. Powell’s did, and formed the basis of the present neighbourhood, but with repeated alterations and extensions. The density here is very high (200 persons per acre) and is organized in tight courts employing constant changes of level of a few feet to create a sequence of individual comprehensible spaces. Most of the housing is in six-storey blocks made up of maisonettes strongly defined by floors and crosswalls. These are the source of the stained balconies and stairwells, which are indeed very depressing.

         There is one tall slab, of sixteen storeys, which has much crisper detail and a remarkable jeu d’esprit on top, rather like a concrete aeroplane. This was frankly done for fun, and even if it does not succeed was still a marvellous thing to do, in this most humourless of all times. The block on Golden Lane was built last and foreshadows the extension which faces Goswell Road and was finished in 1962. This is long and curved, with a heavy cornice using the repeated segmental curves which have become a fashion in Britain in the last few years – e.g. in Sir Basil Spence’s university buildings at Brighton. Underneath it the maisonettes are arranged tangentially to the curve, with projecting two-storey bow windows which change shape for geometrical reasons with each unit. The result is so complex that it defies description, and unlike most such attempts it does manage to achieve organic complexity, so that you feel that the result is right even if your intellect can’t see why. The detail is mannered, but in the right way – i.e. you can regard it with affection, like a funny friend, rather than feeling invaded by it. The landscape and townscape ideas throughout are first rate, and will need several more years before they can be properly seen.
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