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Introduction

			©2025 Tom Saunders, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0459.00

			In my beginning is my end. In succession

			Houses rise and fall, crumble, are extended,

			Are removed, destroyed, restored, or in their place

			Is an open field, or a factory, or a by-pass.

			Old stone to new building, old timber to new fires,

			Old fires to ashes, and ashes to the earth

			Which is already flesh, fur and faeces,

			Bone of man and beast, cornstalk and leaf.

			Houses live and die: there is a time for building

			And a time for living and for generation

			And a time for the wind to break the loosened pane

			And to shake the wainscot where the field-mouse trots

			And to shake the tattered arras woven with silent motto.

			—T.S. Eliot, East Coker, 1940

			I was born in Elm Road in High Barnet in a house that was demolished to make way for Barnet College. I grew up in a mid-Victorian semi-detached villa in New Barnet that was subsequently pulled down and replaced with a block of flats. And now I currently live an Edwardian redbrick by-law terrace in Levenshulme, Manchester, in a city undergoing rapid redevelopment with so many high-rise blocks going up on the skyline that it has gained the ironic nickname, Manc-hattan. The constant changing of the built environment is part of the dynamics of urbanism, an innate feature of urban life that has long fascinated me. But not everything changes with the new. The present never fully eradicates the past, as traces and fragments are left behind, with these elements of the old being transfigured within the new. 

			Eliot completed East Coker, the second poem in his famous Four Quartets, in early 1940 at the onset of the Second World War. The coming disorder and destruction are anticipated in the images of the poem. Yet in his self-reflective meditation on the human condition, Eliot found a measure of hope in the divine, the ‘wisdom of humility’, and the need for humanity to look inwards, beyond the ephemeral materialism and rationalism of the present. However, in this vision, the fragments and traces of what has gone on before lose their significance.

			As an atheist and archaeologist, Eliot’s idea of spiritual renewal is not for me. The vestiges of buildings and spaces, and their destruction and replacement over time provides a key for understanding both the past and our position within the present. Making sense of the material world involves a form of archaeological looking and imagination, of peeling back and examining the very human, physical environment. This is the intention of this study, to try to make sense of the material form of Manchester, my adopted home.

			Manchester. It was only in the midst of depths of depression in Trondheim, Norway, when I was contemplating moving back to England, that I seriously thought about the city. I had been to Manchester for various student demonstrations, marching up Oxford Road to Whitworth Park or Platt Fields Park, and even stayed in the infamous Hulme Crescents during one New Year’s Eve. However, it was the imminence of a return and relocation to the city, the abode of my oldest friend Doug Hawes (now Dee), that served to concentrate my mind on the history and architecture of Manchester. Being a Marxist, I was familiar with Friedrich Engels’ association with the city and was now motivated to properly read and study The Condition of the Working Class in England. From the distance of Norway, Engels’ Manchester seemed a strangely exotic place. I was intrigued by the names of the streets and the different locales such as Shudehill, Withy Grove, Little Ireland and Irk Town, as well as Engels’ disturbing but marvellous descriptions and accounts of the squalor, poverty and class dynamics of the city. And on arriving in Manchester, Engels’ book provided a way into my investigation and served as my initial guidebook for many urban walks. Manchester may not be immediately attractive to the eye, its urban geography confusing and initially hard to navigate around, but it was clearly a place imbued with historical meaning and significance. It excited me and still does. This was the city that gave birth to industrial capitalism and the modern world. The buildings, spaces and places of Manchester seemed to me pregnant with the past politics and the history of class struggle. It is through discovering and untangling this complex physical environment that I have come to identify Manchester as my home.

			Although a long time in gestation, with its roots in two decades worth of tramping through the streets of the city, much of which in the company of Dee Hawes, this study emerged as a project pursued during the lonely days of the Covid-19 pandemic and lockdowns of 2020 and 2021. It is an investigation of the way in which the physical form of the city both captures and embodies social dynamics of the past. Despite the nature of urban dynamics meaning cities such as Manchester are in a constant process of change and development, the past always exerts a material influence on the present. Streets, buildings and spaces from the past still structure and shape how we move around and experience the city. It is this that makes walking through Manchester so rewarding. The place is full of ‘living archaeology’. This incorporates much more than just the city’s ‘historic’ buildings and ‘heritage’ sites that have been consciously restored and dressed up to be seen in a particular way, it also includes the seemingly mundane and overlooked places such as the blocked Georgian pedimented doorway in Back Pool Fold, now a back alley to a business, rather than a residential entrance way (see Fig I.1 below).

			It is understanding this ‘living archaeology’, the extant built environment and what it reveals about the social history of Manchester, that is the focus of this study. The aim is therefore twofold: to unpack and make sense of the development of the city in its material form, as well as to explore the way these patterns of development highlight the social dynamics in the making and transformation of Manchester. But the overall goal is a more general one; to enhance an appreciation of Manchester’s visible past and to encourage a social ‘reading’ of the city’s existing but so often hidden and ignored historic physical fabric.

			
				
					[image: An urban alleyway in Manchester with several coloured wheelie bins, metal fire escape stairs, brick buildings, and graffiti on a black door.]
				

			

			

			Fig. I.1 Back Pool Fold, off Cross Street (Author, 2021).

			
A Contextual and Marxist Approach

			My basic approach to the study of the urban built environment is influenced by an archaeological perspective on material culture which emphasises contextual relationships. Archaeology is commonly associated with ‘digging’, excavating and uncovering what is below the ground, although it is an approach that can be equally applied to the study of what is above the ground. The physical elements of the built environment can be broken down into its various parts. But rather than analysed individually and in isolation from each other, the different components that make up the urban matrix—buildings, streets and spaces for instance—are explored in relation to each other. It is by identifying and examining these contextual patterns that inferences can be made about the social dynamics of urban development. As Ian Hodder, a leading theoretician of the discipline, has argued ‘archaeology is defined by its concern with context’ (1986, 120). Archaeologists use contextual data to build interpretations through ‘reading the past’ in terms of deciphering the patterns observed in material culture. 

			Three essential dimensions of analysis lie at the heart of an archaeological contextual approach: the material, the temporal and spatial. This is true of the micro-level of archaeological analysis of excavating and recording single layers on a site to the macro-level of the investigation of whole sites, settlements and landscapes. The different material elements need to be defined and examined relationally in time and space. Hence, an archaeological ‘eye’ can not only draw attention to key chronological developments, but also to changing patterns in the social use of space. It is on the basis of studying these contextual material, temporal and spatial relationships that broader historical interpretations can be made.

			It must be emphasised that the present built environment is the main focus of this analysis—the tangible places and spaces of Manchester that can be visited and experienced. Despite the constant and ongoing process of urbanisation, there is still much to be seen. But while not everything has been eradicated, a lot has. These uneven patterns of survival in the physical fabric of the city are of interest in their own right. What is preserved and repurposed, and what is neglected and demolished, tells us a great deal about the dynamics of urbanism (the priority given to capital accumulation over any other consideration) and the ever-changing cultural values attached to different buildings, places and spaces. Although some of these differential patterns of survival will be highlighted, this is not an issue directly addressed in this study. Still, the physical destruction of the material past carries important implications, as it obviously produces enormous gaps in the historical and architectural record. This means that existing historic buildings are often detached from their original material and spatial contexts. So, understanding what survives also requires our appreciation of what has gone before and is no longer visible. To contextualise Manchester’s present past then, we must consider urban features that have been erased or buried beneath the ground, by drawing upon a wider range of evidence and sources than just the existing architecture of the city. This will involve making use of old maps, the results of recent archaeological excavations, as well as engravings, paintings, photographs and written sources.

			While this archaeological methodology provides the basic framework of analysis, the interpretations of the contextual patterns in the urban built environment will be explored within a Marxist perspective emphasising the importance of social class and class conflict. When it comes to the study of Manchester, a Marxist perspective is particularly pertinent as it was Engels’ classic account of the city that helped forge the class analysis of Karl Marx himself. Further, his The Condition of the Working Class in England remains one of the formative texts of modern urban studies, being widely recognised as a pioneering analysis of class zoning. Engels’ socio-geography of Manchester, therefore, provides the starting point. The intention is to draw upon and extend Engels’ class analysis of Manchester, focusing upon the dynamics of capital and labour. The contradictions, tensions and conflicts inherent in the industrialisation process will form the lens through which to view of the contextual patterns of Manchester’s present physical form.

			Manchester has rightly been labelled by Asa Briggs as the ‘shock city’ of industrial capitalism. Much has been written about the novelty of the city’s dramatic growth at the end of the eighteenth century and beginning of the nineteenth century. Manchester became the showcase for the industrial city attracting visitors from far and wide to observe, in astonishment, and often, horror, this new form of urban living dominated by the demands of capital. The basic argument, on its most abstract and simplistic level, is that Manchester’s emerging physical form as an industrial city was shaped by the socio-economic logic of capitalism, which constantly transformed the built environment. At the heart of this dynamic was the configuration of new class relations between capital and labour. The interests of competing industrialists and merchants drove the expansion of the city, but importantly capital, dependent on labour, sucked in workers in increasing numbers during the ‘Industrial Revolution’, creating diverse and multicultural urban communities. Manchester, in a constant state of change, was consequently riven with social tensions and conflicting interests. These were primarily between capital and labour, but also within the bourgeoisie and proletariat, which were themselves internally divided by occupation, religion, ethnicity and politics. The central idea that I wish to pursue is that these class divisions in particular, and competing social identities more generally, were both constituted and mediated through the architecture and the places and spaces of Manchester. It was a class dynamic that led to the making and remaking of the built environment. These developments left distinctive physical traces. My aim is to identify and map these traces to analyse patterns of social and cultural change in the material fabric of the city.
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