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The Liberal City


You don’t realize how vital some things are until they are in danger.


With London it is easy to overlook its best values: its openness, multiplicity, generosity, freedom. It is a place where, in principle, anyone can find a niche, define themselves, make a home, a business, a life. It allows, within the limits of peaceful co-existence, religious, cultural and sexual identities that might be commonplace, conventional, esoteric or to non-adherents mystifying. This is the idea of London, present in the provision of needs – shelter, a job – and of social pleasures: cuisine, markets, music.


The city offers fulfilments of body and soul, chances of enrichment, wonderlands of unrestrained imagination. London is dazzling, sometimes beautiful, unconventional, fluid, endless, its range of moods and possibilities approaching the infinite. It fertilizes knowledge, understanding, discovery and creation, the exchange of ideas and beliefs. It is a testing ground for medicine, science and law. It is a supreme achievement of civilization.


Its qualities are built into its fabric, in its open spaces, in the places made for entertainment and enlightenment, dignified schools and gilt theatres, and in its slack places, the railway arches and industrial remnants where makers and artists can try things out. They are in the range of its housing – Georgian and Victorian terraces, the interwar semi-detached, post-war council housing, warehouse conversions, esoteric one-offs.


London is a Liberal city, which means it stands for values in peril. Multiplicity, co-existence, knowledge and freedom are the qualities that terrorists want to tear apart. Extremist politicians in the United States and Europe, obligingly rising to provocation, slash at them. The leaders of the Philippines, Turkey or Russia conduct their own assaults. The majorities who hold Liberal values, but find the territory shrinking where they are upheld, look around for places to go. Canada? Germany? London, although not a country, is one.


By now some readers will be incredulous. If you live outside London, and very possibly if you live inside, you may not recognize this description of a shining city on a hill. You might see it as greedy, harsh, unfriendly, arrogant, alien, self-absorbed, as a noisy brat that bends the economy of a country to its demands. It is the nest of those elites that have trashed the lives of many. Now that ‘Liberal metropolitan elite’ has become a term of insult, it is clear that London is guilty on all three counts. It is Liberal, metropolitan and houses elites.


London, like Liberalism, can be its own enemy. In recent years the city has exemplified the conflation of Liberalism with neo-liberalism and freedom with the free market. ‘The market’, which might describe any kind of commercial transaction, corporate or individual, abstract or concrete, productive or parasitic, meant in particular property speculation and the financial services industries of the City of London. Politicians of both right and left, betting the city’s economic future on its expertise in finance and property, tried to make conditions as favourable as possible for these sectors. The consequences included the erosion of some of London’s strengths, its availability and openness, in particular but not only through the cost and scarcity of homes.


So London enacts an internal conflict of modern liberal societies. Freedom becomes economic freedom, which becomes the reduction of freedom (or of opportunity, identity, happiness, security) for significant sections of the population, some of whom respond by challenging the principles of openness that underlie those societies. It requires other definitions of liberty than the purely economic to counter these tendencies.


London’s flaws give ammunition to the right-wing mainstream media – the Mail, Telegraph, Express, Sun – which, conveniently overlooking the privileges of their own proprietors and journalists, assault attempts at reasoned argument as the ‘whingeing, contemptuous, unpatriotic’ outbursts of ‘a well-heeled group of London “intellectuals” which is used to having everything its own way – and which has ignored the ordinary voter for decades’. London-based judges, honestly doing their job, are called ‘enemies of the people’. London-based experts are derided.


London encapsulates the strengths of Liberalism, its vulnerabilities, contradictions and self-inflicted wounds. It also has the capacity to rise to its challenges and to reinvent what a Liberal city might be. It could show how to live together in a contemporary world fraught by urges to fragment and demonstrate how useful such things as expertise and openness can be. It could be, in the shape of a living, churning city of more than eight million people, the most powerful possible counter-argument to the lethal ideologies of the present. It can give hope.


But first it helps to understand how it got to be what it is now.


In the early twenty-first century, London became the global city above all others – not, as before, one of several. By which is meant that money and people from all over the world flowed through it, that its land and homes were tradable commodities on international markets, that it became a transit lounge and stopping-off point for the world’s migrant populations, rich and poor – all to a greater extent than anywhere else. ‘London is to the billionaires as the jungles of Sumatra are to the orang-utans,’ boasted its former mayor. ‘It is their natural habitat.’


To be global now means to be ‘globalized’, in the specific sense that describes the tendency of borderless financial forces to turn to their maximum advantage the resources and people of the world’s localities, for example the way in which a phone is assembled out of the minerals, labour and skills of four continents. London, as the world’s leading financial centre, played the major role in promoting globalization, but now this homeless phenomenon was coming home: London itself was becoming the plaything of the forces it had helped to set free. If for Londoners globalization had once been about far-away sweatshops providing cheap clothes and pangs of conscience, now it was about beautiful neighbourhoods bought by owners who barely lived in them and towers of flats sold sight unseen at marketing events in South-East Asia.


London was an originator and a recipient, the doer and the done-to. It despatched finance and consultants to reshape distant cities, who then returned to operate their techniques on the mothership. It became the best place to understand the way the world’s cities are changing – Exhibit A, Patient Zero, Experimental Subject Number 1.


Its transformations were creative. London became a place of desirability, a New Sybaris where the industries of pleasure reached new levels of refinement, where there were more types of ceviche than in recorded history and where the art of mixology reached an unprecedented height. It became a place of invention and opportunity where people were desperate to live. Its centre was clean and safe. Its schools flourished. It attracted people of talent, energy and ambition. It had architects who were world-famous, and others who were good, and even some who were both good and world-famous. It was a marvel, fantastical, fascinating, beauteous. Its population rose to new levels.


They were also destructive. London became a wonderland at which too many of its citizens could only stare, as if through plate glass. The city’s more attractive areas tended to become luxury products. New construction, though abundant, failed to create places whose qualities would match the old. Its grand natural assets, its river and sky, were assaulted by ill-considered towers. Its places of creation and recreation, its workplaces, studios and pubs, were squeezed by residential property development. The idea of home was corrupted, turned from a place where you might nurture your hopes and affections into a unit of speculation, or else into a meagre square-footage, determined by the intersection of the maximum affordable and the minimum tolerable.


From the 1980s on the city’s growth had been based on the idea that the free market can build a city, more or less by itself. House-price inflation was treated as an economic engine and a self-evident good. A generation of politicians who had done well out of buying and selling homes – perhaps starting with a flat in Clapham, moving on to a little house in Fulham, attaining the edges of Notting Hill, buy-to-letting a second home – saw in their mounting profit evidence of their own cleverness rather than good luck, and so thought trading residential space was a model form of both business and home-making. Property development was seen as the supreme tool of shaping a city and property developers were charged with delivering social goods like affordable housing and public space. Now this idea has encountered its limits. The market, even if prodded and cajoled by government, is not proving equal to the task of building the homes and creating the neighbourhoods that the city needs.


‘We’ve got to be quite up front,’ said the British housing minister late in 2015, ‘about the fact that, in London, we have got a finite space and if people want to live and work in and around London it’s actually making a judgement call about what you can afford and where is right for you.’ Which breezy statement effectively says that the country’s capital might not be ‘right for’, that is affordable for, you, and that you are effectively barred from it. It echoes the comment of mayor Robin Wales, addressing homeless citizens of his own east London borough: ‘If you can’t afford to live in Newham you can’t afford to live in Newham.’


In the summer of 2016 I found myself sitting on a panel at the conservative thinktank Policy Exchange, as we listened via Skype to Marwa al-Sabouni, a courageous Syrian architect who had written a book about her city, Homs. Her argument was that the seeds of its destruction had been sown over decades, through the politically motivated segregation of a previously integrated population, such that people of different faiths and classes who previously had daily contact with each other were now dispatched to isolated zones, which made it easier for mistrust, fear and eventually war to ferment. She said that the town-planning theories of Le Corbusier, which sought to separate the functional elements of a city, played a significant (but not the only) part. We were invited to reflect on the relevance of her insights to London.


Most of the panel, especially the fiercely anti-modernist philosopher Roger Scruton, seized on this last point. Indeed Corbusian theory should not escape its share of blame, but they found it harder to see that other forces are pushing the fragmentation of London. Among them is the Conservative government’s Housing and Planning Act, which had just received Royal assent, which obliges local authorities to sell off council homes in high-value areas (that is, the central and fairly central parts of London) in order to subsidize the sale of homes at reduced prices which, after a few years, could be re-sold at the full market value. Its medium-term effect will be to increase the polarization of the city by income. One of the panel was a former policy adviser to the Prime Minister, who had played a central role in the preparation of the act, which helps to explain the desire to flog the dead horse that is the no-longer-current theory of a long-dead Swiss architect.


London may not be in imminent danger of becoming a Homs but in recent years the direction of its travel has been towards disaggregation and fracturing, to a diminution in the contact and sharing of space between its classes. This is the antithesis of the Liberal city. An eloquent diagram of this can be seen in VNEB, or Vauxhall Nine Elms Battersea, an area of intense property speculation on the south side of the Thames, around the location of the new American Embassy. Here poorly planned public spaces and a violent impact on the Thames-side skyline contrast with a highly publicized glass swimming pool, several storeys high, bridging two exclusive apartment blocks. Here the general public is invited to gawp at the privileged bodies above their heads, even as other forms of interaction are designed out of the project.


The relationship of London to the rest of Britain can also be like that of the swimming pool to the pavement. It became, through the decades of its financial triumph, a city-state that made and followed its own rules, unmoored from the nation of which it was the capital. It was called a ‘death star’. Nationalist parties fed on the resentment London generated outside its borders, even as the country as a whole fed off its revenues. The many who dislike London, among Britons who live outside it, often say that ‘you can smell the money’ – it seems to be a place not for them. The city became both a fantastical wealth machine and a flesh-eating capitalist monster.


Anger is directed at ‘elites’, a term used indistinguishably to describe overlapping but not identical entities. An elite might be financial, political or cultural. It might be a ‘liberal metropolitan elite’, which for some reason attracts more hostile attention than the no less substantial conservative elites. If there were some among the financial elites who robbed the economy and some politicians who fiddled their expenses, mistrust falls equally on all. Everything associated with elites, sinister or blameless, including knowledge, expertise, tolerance, public spirit and indeed liberalism, comes under suspicion. And the place where these elites gather, their watering hole, is London.


In the months after the hardback edition of this book was published, two events crystallized the nature of London and its challenges. One was the choice by the city’s voters of a Muslim mayor, Sadiq Khan, thereby rejecting a pernicious campaign by his opponents to link him to extremism. At a time when the successful American presidential candidate could call for a ban on Muslims entering his country and a French presidential candidate could support a ban on swimwear favoured by Muslim women, and however successful Khan turns out to be as a mayor, this was an eloquent demonstration. It showed that, calmly and reasonably, the people of a major Western city could narrow the gap between the Islamic and non-Islamic worlds, a gap which extremists are so keen to make wide, deep and absolute. Or rather, London’s voters could act as if the gap was barely there at all.


The other event was the referendum in which the electorate of the United Kingdom as a whole voted to leave the European Union while London, along with other big cities, voted strongly to remain. Among the good and bad reasons for the country’s choice there was a reaction against the openness of London and its welcome to foreigners. And the Brexit vote was seen, with reason, as in part a rebellion against the alien and overweening city state that many in the rest of the country believed London to be. Which to some degree was a tragic misunderstanding: some Brexit-voters might have thought that all Londoners were feeding from the same gilded trough, whereas there were plenty of people both inside and outside the city who were on the losing side of its financial power. Really, they had a common cause.


The referendum result was followed by half-serious calls for London to declare independence from the rest of the country such that it really would become a city state, or at least to receive dispensations that would allow it to function much as before. The vote also threatened to slow the growth in prosperity and population that has been the recent history of the city. In which case the city’s issues of housing and availability take on different but also demanding forms.


At its best London is a city that burns slowly – it renews through consuming itself, through changing its physical and cultural fabric, its buildings, neighbourhoods and traditions, from one thing into another, but without devastating what is already there. Its past is the raw material of its future. It tends to avoid the tabula rasa, the clean slate or scorched earth. Crucial to its slow burning is its separation of powers, the way it proceeds through the creative interplay of private trade, popular protest and public action. It is idle to decide which plays the biggest role. It is all three, together.


Consider, for example, the green spaces for which the city is famous, its parks, woods and commons. These are shared places, part of the communal life of the city, offering physical and mental release whoever you are, and whether you are alone, in a couple or in a group. On summer evenings one might fill with the smoke of disposable barbecues, bought from the Turkish supermarket at its edge. There will be kite-flying, ball-kicking, reading, snogging, drinking. Another might include a bowling green, its tournaments sponsored by funeral directors, played both by elderly white Londoners and by Asians who discovered the game late in life. In some there might be undercurrents of conflict, such as invisible territorial boundaries between local gangs, or tension between gentrifying incomers and established populations. A park can’t resolve all these conflicts, but it can create a space which promotes co-existence over division.


These green spaces are taken for granted, as if it is as natural as air that they should be there, but they don’t exist without intent and struggle. Some, such as Hampstead Heath, Epping Forest and many more obscure patches of grass and trees, are there because of the prolonged nineteenth-century campaigns to protect common land from development, fought by coalitions of (for example) the philosopher John Stuart Mill, the bookseller W. H. Smith and the Willingdale family of Loughton, who made their living from lopping trees.


Sometimes there was violence, as when crowds in 1866 forced down railings around Hyde Park and helped convert it from an aristocratic preserve to a popular park, or when, in 1897, thousands stormed a hill in south London and set fire to a golf course that was colonizing previously open land. There was milder civil disobedience: in 1981 campaigners tried to plant a single primrose on Primrose Hill, in contravention of official rules and regulations, to make the case for wilder forms of nature to be allowed into the city. Their struggles led to the creation of places like Camley Street Natural Park in King’s Cross which, once attempts to destroy it had been fought off, became a primary attraction for the redevelopment of the area.


These struggles provoked reaction. They were bad for business, it was said, impeded growth and interfered with rights of property. But if they had failed, and if London has lost its shared wildernesses and green spaces, it would have been impoverished economically as well as spiritually. Its businesses would find it harder to attract talented employees from abroad. And green spaces are good – if this is your main concern in life – for property prices.


Alongside the achievements of impromptu gatherings of citizens are those of government, without which the city could not exist in its present form. Of these the best known and most impressive are the sewage systems and Thames embankments created under the engineer Joseph Bazalgette in the mid-nineteenth century, in order to relieve the city of appalling smells and of epidemics that killed tens of thousands. There are others: the building acts following the Great Fire that shaped the growth of the city in the following centuries, the mass building of schools following the introduction of universal education in 1870, the invention of council housing, the green belt that encircles the city, post-war new towns, the Clean Air Act of 1956 that would eventually reverse the flight of the middle classes from London, the protection of historic buildings, the construction of bridges, libraries and museums.


Again these initiatives were opposed, as too expensive and interfering and as obstructing the course of providence. They were not only ambitious and vast but also radical and imaginative – although they drew on the experience of other cities, nothing exactly like them had happened before. In the case of Bazalgette’s sewerage the engineering work required the creation of a new form of London-wide administration, the Metropolitan Board of Works. Once realized these works and policies came to seem integral to the fabric of the city, which it would be inconceivable to do without. They also became models for other cities to follow around the world.


The private sector built the many square miles of terraces and squares into which Georgian and Victorian London grew and the avenues of semi-detached houses of the city’s expansion between the wars. It built hotels, stores, banks and the first railways. It nourishes the endless creativity that goes into feeding, distracting and entertaining Londoners. An entrepreneurial spirit lies behind the city’s art, from the efforts of street artists to the creation by Damien Hirst, with the portion of the wealth he has amassed as an artist-businessman of genius, of a fine new gallery that the public is free to enter.


London’s friendliness to trade, to import, export, exploitations and opportunity, has given it a special flexibility, a looseness, a diversity of fabric, which more regulated and directed cities lack. Its districts can change in response to the demands of a time, becoming industrial, artistic, crowded, depopulated, transient, established, more or less criminal, poor or posh and more or less associated with an ethnic, social or religious group. But the private sector didn’t achieve all this all by itself.


It might state the obvious to say that a city owes its existence to its citizens, governance and trade, but the modern tendency to credit business above the others requires a correction. Not that each operates in isolation. More often the city grows through hybrids and cross-overs between categories, such as the Jacobean public–private partnership that brought the fresh water of the New River into London. Much of London’s housing might have been built by speculators, but was given form and order, not to mention basic levels of safety and comfort, by government regulations. The London Underground owes its modern form partly to Charles Tyson Yerkes, an aggressive, risk-taking, Trumpian tycoon from Chicago, but also to Frank Pick, chief executive officer of the London Passenger Transport Board, a fastidious and puritanical public servant.


London evolves in cycles. Typically free enterprise is given its head, allowed to do its thing, to create growth, opportunity and attraction until it generates crises – fire, cholera, bad housing, pollution, chaotic transport, civil disorder, destruction of the countryside – that it is unable to deal with alone. Then public actions, drastic and unprecedented, intervene, until the state agencies become sclerotic and themselves in need of reform.


Now it is at the turn of another cycle in which its politicians are groping after the initiatives that will address its current needs. There is widespread agreement that the problem is to do with the numbers and affordability of new homes but, still fixated on the idea that the property market will provide, they haven’t yet come up with a Bazalgette-sized response to what is a Bazalgette-sized problem.


The basic question is how to accommodate a population bigger than it has ever been, and which by 2030 might be 50 per cent more than it was in the 1980s, within boundaries fixed by the existence of a green belt. There are also multiple answers – make both outer suburbs and council estates denser, use existing stock better, add additional storeys onto the large tracts of London that are two and three storeys high, make inhospitable arterial roads into boulevards, build towers, create new towns outside the city, expand carefully and cautiously into a small proportion of the precious green belt, which is more than three times the area of the city it is supposed to serve.


All are possible and none are easy, because wherever they go they will affect the people and the physical assets already there. Their effects could be either positive or negative – building outside the city’s limits can create either garden cities or sprawl, a tower can be a landmark or an eyesore, and densifying a council estate might be regeneration or social cleansing. The difference is in how it is done, which means planning and design, which usually means some degree of public involvement. They also require use of public land and public investment.


Of course, the past history of state-led planning has had its share of disasters – waste, grandiosity, indifference to the fate of people affected. Invoking Bazalgette, indeed, should be done with caution, as there was a brutal aspect to his approach that is neither desirable nor possible to replicate. So intervention in London has to work with and not against its patterns. An example of how not to do it is the Thames Tideway Tunnel, the colossally expensive, crude and environmentally damaging ‘supersewer’ that the privatized monopoly Thames Water is building under the river. An example of how to do it might be the counter-proposals put forward by opponents of the TTT: a plan for slowing the run-off of rainwater from the streets and buildings of the entire city, with the help of planting, permeable surfaces, pools and water-butts, which would relieve pressure on the sewers without heavy engineering and make the city as a whole more pleasant.


New planning could also learn from Walter’s Way and Segal Close, two small 1980s developments in the borough of Lewisham, guided by the architect Walter Segal. He devised a way in which people could build their own homes, using standard elements from builders’ merchants, such that they were both beautiful and cheap and gave their residents the fulfilment of creating their own living space. An essential element of these projects was the provision of land by the local authority. Here the role of government was not to do everything itself but to help communities and individuals pursue their own destinies. It is a principle that could be applied at a much larger scale, for example by designating areas of land for new self-built neighbourhoods.


If it seems frivolous to talk of such slow-burning responses when the needs of the city are large and urgent, in reality they are more essential than ever. Ponderous, blunt, insensitive infrastructure projects have a way of grinding extremely slowly to completion due to the opposition, usually well-founded, that they provoke. Incremental transformations are more likely to win support and can offer tangible improvements sooner rather than later.


It might also be asked how large-scale public interventions can be paid for and achieved, at a time when the country has become used to the idea that its government doesn’t have enough money. But spending on housing is an investment in a long-term capital asset that is more productive than the huge sums currently paid in housing benefit to private landlords. There is value that can be tapped in land already owned by public bodies. And public spending has proved possible for large rail and airport projects: it only requires a shift in attitude to see that housing is equally urgent.


There are signs that the city is indeed tapping its ingenuity and resilience. In the same Camley Street that contains a pioneering natural park, a group of businesses got together, in 2016, to present an alternative to the ubiquitous luxury housing that is the usual fate for industrial sites such as the one they occupied. This group – made up of wholesalers of fish and meat, a commercial laundry, an architectural modelmaker, a muesli factory, a plumbing supplies store, car repair workshops – showed how their site could be redeveloped to provide more workspace than it currently has, plus about a thousand ‘meaningfully affordable’ homes. The key to its success was to invest in community benefits the portion that a developer would take as profit. It wasn’t a fantasy – institutional investors backed it and property companies vouched for its viability. The London Borough of Camden, which owned the site, would get a good deal out of it too – they only needed to be persuaded of the strengths of the proposal.


If the London 2012 Olympics proved that ambitious public works can be successfully achieved it remains to transfer that ability to projects of everyday life. The last few years have also seen a resurgence in the building of homes by local authorities such as Camden, Hackney, Enfield and Brent, to a higher quality than most of that achieved by developers. The idea that the public sector is always less competent than the private is simply false.


What has Liberalism ever done for us? Nothing, apart from peace, prosperity, justice, relief from disease, the advancement of knowledge, the reduction of disadvantage, the growth of freedom – achievements often hard won in the face of opposition from vested interests and their media allies. The transformation of Victorian London’s sanitation was opposed with bogus science and specious philosophy by journalists of the time. The same thing is happening now with the useful idiots and flat-out liars of the Conservative press, who abuse their educations at ancient schools and universities to twist the facts about, for example, climate change and the European Union.


A single city cannot address alone all the turbulent forces of the world we now inhabit, but it can both lead by example and strive to achieve whatever it can with the powers it has. It can aim to live by the best of its nature and history. It can create alternatives to the dominant narratives of the time.


London is miraculous. It embodies a form of metropolitan society that cannot be taken for granted. In the past it had an ability to invent responses to the conflicts and problems it generates. Now it has to do this again. If, as its financial boosters like to call it, it is a ‘world-class city’, it also demands ‘world-class’ approaches to housing and shared space. It is time to apply to its planning and building the brilliance and invention that goes into its cocktails.


December 2016
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MADE BY TRADE




1: City of the Present


Inside the Snowdon Aviary at London Zoo, the building fades. There is a walkway, sloped and zig-zagging, and a slice of park landscape that tips towards the Regent’s Canal beneath, dramatized with a rocky waterfall and made exotic by sacred ibis, black kite and brolga crane. The birds wouldn’t stay if it wasn’t for the building and the nets it hangs between its steel struts, but the enclosure recedes from the mind. It captures a zone rather than makes a room, a Middlesex-tropical fusion in which you can feel the English weather and hear buses on a nearby road while sensing the ripe guano of the foreign birds and their horse-like cries. It is a rare trick, making a building disappear when you enter.


Seen from outside, in vistas along the canal, the aviary is conspicuous, a work of tetrahedral Gothic nestling in foliage, a folly in the tradition of the English picturesque. It is a wonder of tensile engineering, in which everything seems to hang from everything else. It is a Grade II* listed structure, erected between 1962 and 1965 to the designs of the brilliant young architect Cedric Price, the young engineer Frank Newby and the Queen’s brother-in-law, Lord Snowdon, in an alliance of establishment and rebels of a kind that can realize the exceptional in London.
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Tetrahedral Gothic





It is an episode in the struggles inherent in the zoo’s being: between reason and nature, human and animal, cruelty and care, science and entertainment. It is inscribed with attitudes of social class. It materializes with steel and feathers the zoo’s relationship to the world, the planet being a trove from which wonders can be imported and then admired by people also from anywhere. This relationship, colonial in origin, was justified in the name of enlightenment and came to be tempered by a troubled conscience about the ethics of acquiring and enclosing rare creatures, to be salved by work on conservation. In which respect – the making of a local territory open to global fluxes, to the import and export of knowledge and exploitation, its issues of havoc and control – the zoo stands for the city in which it sits.


Exotic beasts were imported to London before the zoo was invented in the early nineteenth century. They had been objects of royal fascination and prestige since the Middle Ages, with a collection kept in the Tower of London, and commodities to be exploited by travelling showmen, exhibited for a charge at fairs and eventually installed in commercial menageries inside the city’s ordinary street buildings. It helped that London was a major port, with captured animals added to the cargos of ships. The practice of walking elephants through the streets (for example), from the docks to the zoo, continued into the twentieth century.


The main attraction of seeing strange animals seems to have changed little through those centuries, which is not that different from the motivation of tourists and children at the zoo now. It was to gawp. It was to satisfy the human desire to connect with another form of life, especially if strange, in order to find some comfort that the world is not atomized and disjointed. Hence the common tendency to anthropomorphize, to dress apes in clothes and give animals human names.


Nor in all this time did the treatment of the living exhibits change much. As described in Hannah Velten’s Beastly London, it was typically atrocious, sometimes sadistic, sometimes the result of ignorance about diet or housing or of misguided scientific curiosity. An elephant was fed on a gallon of wine a day, in the belief that this would protect it from the English cold, and it died. An ostrich was fed nails to test the theory that it could digest iron, which it couldn’t. An orang-utan was given beer. James I had a baiting yard built, where mastiffs and lions could maul each other. Chunee the elephant, flatulent, sexually frustrated and raging, was executed by a firing squad of keepers, soldiers and policemen, who in the course of the hour required to finish him off fired 150 bullets. There were health and safety hazards – a monkey escaping into an oyster shop, a leopard at large in Piccadilly, buffalos in Mayfair, a tiger in Limehouse, neighbours’ complaints about the noise and stench of a first-floor menagerie in the Strand, a girl debrachiated by a lion, a mail coach attacked by a stray lioness.


The Zoological Society of London, founded in 1826, and the zoological gardens in Regent’s Park, which it opened in 1828, set out to be different. The society would pursue ‘a correct view of the Animal Kingdom at large’. It would be about serious enquiry rather than spectacle, and order would be applied not only to nature but also to social class: initially there was no public admission, ‘to prevent contamination’ by the ‘poorer classes of society’. The Zoological Society’s founders included leading scientists; they were led by Stamford Raffles, the colonial adventurer and administrator who in his forty-five-year life also founded the port of Singapore.


The zoo’s high-mindedness (and snobbery) did not stay perfectly intact. The public was admitted from 1846. Animals became named celebrities – Tommy the chimp, Jumbo the elephant, Chi-Chi the giant panda – and inspired hippo waltzes and giraffe-print dresses. Chimpanzees’ tea parties were first held in 1925. There was no more lion-baiting, but Victorian children could still watch live rabbits being fed to snakes. Strange science persisted, with the attempt during the First World War to train sea lions to detect submarines, and inappropriate diets. A contributory factor to the death of Guy the Gorilla in 1978 was tooth decay caused by the sweets fed to him by the public.


The zoo is both a repudiation and a continuation of the tradition of royal and commercial menageries. The Zoological Society’s desires for more humane treatment and better understanding of animals were and are sincere, but it remained exploitative. It assumed a right of dominion over the creatures of the world, extracting them from their habitats and restricting their freedom. It failed to abolish the urge to gawp and now lives off it, with much of its revenue coming from admission fees. Until they were discontinued in 2015, the Society made a reported £800,000 a year from Zoo Lates, Friday-night parties where guests could ‘laugh like a hyena at the improv-sets in The Comedy Den’ and ‘shake their tail feathers at the Silent Dance Off’. The Lates were criticized for disturbing animals’ sleep; more so when a man poured beer over a tiger and another tried to swim with penguins.


The zoo’s values and contradictions are embedded in its physical fabric. Over nearly two centuries it has acquired a menagerie of notable architecture in parallel to its animal collection. Many are now protected as listed buildings, possibly to the frustration of the zoo’s administrators. Some were prototypes of ideas that would later be applied to the human population of the city – there is social housing in north and east London, for example, whose designs develop from buildings in the zoo. All take a position on the relationship of civilization to nature and of science to spectacle.


The zoological gardens’ original layout and its earliest buildings took their cue from Regent’s Park, the then-new assemblage of speculative housing and greenery created by the Prince Regent. The zoo’s architect was Decimus Burton, who with John Nash had designed the park’s luxury terraces and villas, and who distributed the homes of animals in a picturesque landscape of winding paths and surprising incidents somewhat as he had the homes of humans. In the 1830s he created the Giraffe House, whose basic elements – brick arches, shallow slate roofs – are those of a simple villa, adjusted to the scale of the animals. Three arched openings of unusual height are set in an oblong building in a brownish palette similar to the giraffes’ hide, whose regularity complements their graceful habit of mirroring each other’s movements. Burton may not have meant it – he may only have been seeking a practical and elegant way of housing the strangely proportioned beasts – but he achieved a harmonious choreography of flesh and brick.
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The Giraffe House put exotic nature in a frame. Eighty years later, in 1914, the idea behind the Mappin Terraces was to create a rocky landscape as similar as possible to the natural habitat of bears, goats and deer. Although credited to John Joass of the architects Belcher and Joass, their design owes much to the direction of the Zoological Society’s secretary Peter Chalmers Mitchell, and to the ‘Hagenbeck Revolution’ of Carl Hagenbeck, a German businessman, animal trader and maker of zoos and circuses, who believed in breaking down barriers, removing visible caging and simulating nature. The structures are prompted by their unusual brief to be innovative in their use of reinforced concrete and revolutionary in form, man-made mountains that anticipate the fantastical crystal cathedrals and Houses for the People later conceived by Germanic expressionists such as Bruno Taut, Rudolf Steiner and Hermann Finsterlin. They precede by decades the free-form works of Frank Gehry. As it was for Burton their brilliance is partly inadvertent, a reward for the unselfconsciousness that can come when working with dumb animals.


Like the later aviary, the bright white Penguin Pool of 1934 is the offspring of outsiders and the establishment. In this case the architect was Berthold Lubetkin, born in Tbilisi, a still-socialist émigré from the Soviet Union and the boldest apostle of continental modernism in 1930s Britain, who had a partner in his practice who was the son of the politician Herbert Samuel, through whom he was introduced to the zoo’s leadership, who commissioned several buildings. Also crucial to the pool’s success was the engineer Ove Arup, born in Newcastle to Danish parents and educated in Denmark on an English model, who made its daring structure possible.


The pool was the Zinoviev Letter of architecture in Britain, only more successful and not fake, smuggling the dangerous foreign ideology of constructivism under the guise of creating a fun structure for lovable flightless birds. A gracious ellipse, with a central intersection of helical ramps made for the scurrying and jumping of the penguins, it was the most admired and popular modernist building in pre-war London. It is, as Lubetkin himself said of his zoo works, ‘a vision of nature tamed, not with a fist but with a smile’.


It has something of the Giraffe House in that its geometries announce themselves as the work of calculating man, and something of the Mappin Terraces in that its ramps are an attempt to create the sort of landscape that its fauna would enjoy. It adds the idea of spectacle, a heightened awareness that this is a place where people entertain themselves by looking at animals. The ramps make performance art out of feeding time. Or did, until the birds were moved to the new, larger, Penguin Beach in 2011. Knowledge of habitats had moved on, and what was considered animal-friendly in the 1930s was no longer sufficient.


The Snowdon Aviary, coming from the post-war continuation of the zoo’s commitment to pioneering architecture, pushes further the ideas both of a naturalistic environment and, in the exceptional engineering of its tensile structure, of the power of human reason. It develops, too, Lubetkin’s interest in the experience of the spectator: having passed through an ingenious two-layer entry that stops the birds escaping, the visitor is in the same space as them, not separated by nets or bars.
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This is not a Penguin Pool





To judge by the fact that it is still serving its original purpose, the aviary was one of the more successful of the zoo’s innovative buildings. (As is the Giraffe House, whereas the Mappin Terraces, which were not in practice friendly to their intended animals, have been awkwardly repurposed for smaller creatures.) But the aviary and its contemporary the Elephant House turned out to be the peaks of the zoo’s architectural boldness. John Toovey’s Lion House of the 1970s still has flickers of ambition: with upside-down arches, cantilevered canopies and intersections with trees and water, it gives the big cats what could be, if it were less tatty, a Blofeltian luxury villa in the Bahamas. Since the Millennium Conservation Centre of 1999 most of the zoo’s architecture has been carried out by Wharmby Kozdon. They’re not Lubetkin or Decimus Burton and don’t pretend to be, but they seem to do what the zoo wants them to do, in terms of both animal habitat and visitor attraction.


The zoo now is a multiple hybrid. It is global and local, with the exotic and familiar turned upside-down. Beyond the black-and-flame flashes of Nile Red Bishops rises the 1850s church of St Mark’s, a work of unbending Kentish Gothic of the kind Victorians scattered across the world without regard for climate or locality and which looks no more at home here than does a similar one in (for example) Grahamstown, South Africa. The visitors are mostly from outside London, whether from Lancashire or China, for whom everything is strange. ‘They do have the funniest rain here, don’t they,’ says a North American accent to her child.


From the other side of the zoo you can see the dome and minaret of Frederick Gibberd’s Regent’s Park Mosque, finished in 1978, which looks no more or less foreign than the church. The eighteenth-century picturesque, of which Regent’s Park is a significant descendant, liked to cushion disparate styles in lush greenery (Gothick, Hindoo, Chinese) such that they achieved equality of meaning or insignificance; here, half-accidentally, the idea is taken to its conclusion. Everything is diverting. Nothing is more important than anything else.
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The zoo is a zone of altered geography and altered nature. The Regent’s Canal, a work of industrial infrastructure, becomes a forested ravine. A tunnel, which serves the practical task of taking zoo-goers under a public road, makes them into burrowing creatures; narrow bridges give them an approximation of flight. Animals are juxtaposed which would otherwise be thousands of miles apart. They are sometimes met face-to-face, but also glimpsed obliquely, like people in the rear windows of terraces, or the park lovers framed by David Hemmings’s camera in Blow-Up.


It is compelling and unnerving. It is festive, like a funfair, a nice day out with the kids, but with anxieties that cause parents to invent needless prohibitions. Reminders of scientific dignity, like the Francophile elevation of Belcher and Joass’s 1910 library, are punctured by the Carry-On ribaldry of donkey erections and poo smells. ‘You just have to get used to their bottoms,’ says a mother about the Sulawesi crested macaques, who through their black fur present gross globs of flesh, pressable like the controls of a games console. If there is a thrill to be had from seeing creatures that could kill you with teeth or poison, tigers and tarantulas, there is the obscure fearfulness of missing something, getting lost or not having a good time. There is unease that these animals might not be happy in their cages. The information panels pound out their amphibrachs and spondees of doom: ENDANGERED, ENDANGERED, EXTINCT.


The zoo’s cool omphalos is Lubetkin’s Penguin Pool, now an engine of disappointment. The sign still says PENGUIN POOL, because the raised steel sans-serif letters are integral to the design and so part of its Grade-I-listedness. They can’t be removed. Historic England would never allow the zoo to prefix them with THIS IS NOT A. The proportions wouldn’t be right. So crowds peer over Lubetkin’s constructivist ha-ha, only to find a water feature where the birds once gambolled.


‘There’s nothing there, sweetheart, it’s just where they used to be.’


The Elephant House, designed by Hugh Casson, is also anti-climactic. For all that the architect shaped the copper roofs such that they resembled a gathering of trunks at a watering hole, and built the walls of pachydermic concrete, there was something about the distribution of space that the large mammals didn’t like. In 2001 they were sent to the Zoological Society’s other zoo in Whipsnade, Bedfordshire, which left London, for the first time in centuries, elephantless.


The zoo provides explanatory labels of its architectural specimens, much as it does of its animals, but there is a resentful tone. ‘The Casson is a listed building, which means we can’t alter its appearance much.’ Another label apologizes for the 1960s concrete, actually Piranesianally wonderful, at the north entrance to the pedestrian tunnel. The zoo’s modern administration has different priorities, seen at their best in Wharmby Kozdon’s new Penguin Beach, which offers gravel shoals and shallows, based on a South American beach, for wallowing and burrowing.


The modern zoo doesn’t want only to make better habitats for the creatures, but also to give itself the trappings of the safari experiences and theme parks with which it competes. Having almost closed due to financial pressures in 1992, and receiving no public subsidy, it had to fight to lure visitors, charge high admission fees and then justify them with enhanced attractions. So there are bouncy castles and inflatable slides, decorated with pictures of monkeys. There are jokey signs with primary-school lettering and sweetie-coloured information panels buzzing with their high sugar content. There is a tiger gift shop selling tiger earrings tiger gold-plated pens tiger freeze-glass storm lanterns tiger eco-friendly wooden rulers. There is a condescending display about the zoo’s enlisting of African villagers to help them find pygmy hippos.


There are some appearances of the Hopkins Hat, a tent-like architectural device in Teflon and steel cable that appeared in the 1980s on the Mound Stand of Lord’s cricket ground, not far from the zoo. It was designed by the architect Michael Hopkins, a former partner of Norman Foster’s who developed his own, highly crafted version of Foster’s high-tech style. The version at Lord’s, summery, festive, and at once modern and traditional, made sense, but the hat became a cliché, popping up on shopping malls and leisure attractions, a device for denoting the presence of Fun in a way that tells you that fun is what you are not going to have.


There is BUGS (Biodiversity Underpinning Global Survival). Here are true marvels, the nebulae of sea anemones and jellyfish, mantises, the radical ugliness of naked mole rats, who look like foreskins with teeth. But you have to fight to appreciate them through a storm of info-graphic gunk, a tornado in a Fisher-Price toy box, seconded by queasy combinations of carpet, wood, plastic and glass and the dumbest of all dumb uses of the Hopkins Hat. It is indoors, so its role of protecting from sun and rain is redundant. Whatever attempt there might be at reconciling the hat’s parabolic curves with the oblong panels they abut, is abject.


There’s a term for much of this, which is patronizing junk. Do children have to be sugared and harried into looking at animals? Does it help to watch a butterfly if you have first seen a bad cartoon of it? Does it respect nature to put it in a game-show set? This ingratiating-hectoring muzak gives no space to think or imagine, no time for quiet wonder.


It is not that habitats should remain unimproved, or that zoo animals should be condemned to live in the outdated environments of Casson, Lubetkin or Joass, just because they are listed. The Penguin Pool’s greatest fans would have to admit that the birds look happier, and offer a richer range of behaviours to the spectator, in Penguin Beach. But the zoo is extraordinary and essential in its encounter of the wild and the urban, in the altered perspective it gives on civilization. It is good for a city to acknowledge the beast in its nature and the possibilities of chaos over which its superstructures of enlightenment are built. The zoo is a space of strangeness and fear, as well as beauty. From the Giraffe House to the Aviary architects took account of these phenomena in different ways. Now the instinct is to obliterate them, and fill the mysterious gaps between humanity and animals with multicoloured noise.


The zoo can be compared to other institutions, such as the British Museum, which, combining the idea of enlightenment with imperial instinct, assumed that the best way to understand the culture and nature of the world was to bring trophies of them to London, whether marbles from the Parthenon and bas-reliefs from Mesopotamia, or rare species from Asia and Africa. The zoo can also be compared with nineteenth-century housing reforms that similarly sought to tame barbarous and chaotic practices and, like the zoo, would develop their own exemplary architecture to embody their values.


The desire to improve the world was genuine, as was the belief that certain nations and classes were better qualified to do this than others. Which belief became eroded by self-doubt and external criticism. Challenge came not only from the formerly excluded, but also from pressures of the market, for which the values and knowledge of the leaders of the zoo, or of museums, or of social housing, were an obstructive freemasonry that got in the way of choice and the movement of wealth. And so regulations and privileges were dismantled and ideals discredited.


Before the zoo there was the disordered combination of royal whim and commercial barbarity with which exotic animals were treated. Then there was the earnest but paternalist zeal of the Zoological Society, which created a radically new institution. There was revision and reform, driven by concerns about the well-being of animals and the ethics of capturing and enclosing them. Then there was crisis, followed by a demand to follow the market. Commercialism returned; if no longer barbarous, it was still corrosive.


These shifts had their architecture – first the ad-hocery and adaptation of unsuitable premises by commercial menageries, then the classicism of the early zoo, followed by attempts at naturalism, the early modern movement, further attempts at naturalism and, finally, a present which, while trying hard to achieve best practice, is Disneyfied.


This story is like that of London as a whole.


A plaque behind me commemorates the generosity of the property company British Land in sponsoring the restoration of an agreeable 1920s tea-house in a red-brick-and-white-paint style that owes something to Christopher Wren. In front, the Arctic-African mountain range of the Mappin Terraces makes a high horizon. Aeroplanes loop above towards Heathrow. Behind this horizon, between the hybrid geography of the Mappin and the internationally regulated airspace above, is the rest of London.


A teenager is leaving by the northern gate, in a white football shirt that says BEAST 30 on its back, and I follow him out. This exit leads to Primrose Hill, a place whose name could have come from a children’s book – the home, indeed, of spotted dogs in 101 Dalmatians – whose houses have children’s book colours, pale blue, pink, lemon, peach, and a perfection that tells of the wealth of the owners. Some are famous, or were when the newspapers were fascinated with tales of wild parties among the actors and models whom they called ‘The Primrose Hill set’. The zone called Primrose Hill Village (children’s book multiplied by estate agents) offers cakes and pastries as Las Vegas offers slots. Continental pavement culture, long longed-for in London, is here. The colours are pastel on pastel, the shop signs cute lower-case: iloveyougorgeous, sweet things. Or you can leave this sugared land and climb the eponymous hill, which, like the Mappin, offers pure horizon: the ground meets the sky directly.


A round mound – with peripheral distractions edited out by trees, and despite lamp posts and asphalt paths – the hill retains a pre-urban essence that a Druid might recognize. Martians were attracted to it too, when they chose it for their last encampment in The War of the Worlds. Silhouettes are running up the slopes, or enjoying their couple-ness, conducting the business of being alive with added intent. At the top, turning round, there is the view, a theatre of construction. Visitors comment on the number of cranes – perhaps sixty or seventy. The blurring of distance makes them hard to count.


They see an old city. They can pick out its cathedral and parliament and discern the texture of its streets. They see many trees in the foreground and a backdrop of distant grey hills, and might infer a river in between. They can see the zoo, with the aviary at its most stately and entire. The church of St Mark reappears. But the thing that commands attention is the fabric formed in the last fifty years, with an accelerating havoc of towers.


By the standards of Asian or American cities, the height of these towers is nothing exceptional. The tallest, The Shard, slightly surpasses the Chrysler Building of 1930, which puts London eighty years off the pace in the race for height. What impresses are extent and distance. You can see structures an hour’s journey away, which are still part of the same shabby-majestic artefact. The Shard seems to be in conversation, if a garbled one, with Canary Wharf, off to the left, which in turn has something in common with two remote splinters in Ilford, further left and distant, which have a relation with Paddington Basin, nearby on the right. Hard and angular though these objects are, their composite has the quality of meteorology, a grounded cloudscape whose layers light up and fade with sunshine and shadow. Illumination makes fleeting alliances of objects miles apart. But the view is also ugly, in a way that the blessing of atmospherics can only partly mitigate.


It contains styles of architecture, theories of planning and political ideologies, each one of which might have imagined it was The Answer in its own time. In front is the trio which stakes out Tottenham Court Road – Centre Point, the BT Tower and the Euston Tower – which reflect a short-lived 1960s idea that it was good to plan tall buildings as slender objects standing alone. Canary Wharf, with its fat silver obelisk flanked by grey posts, is formed by the 1980s rediscovery of the grand axial planning of the nineteenth-century École des Beaux-Arts, with a corporate uniformity made possible by the fact that the property is in the ownership of a single company. In front of it is the City of London’s response to competition from the Wharf, an upward thrusting of floor space into odd shapes, at the urging of the City’s whimsical chief planner. There is the convex Gherkin, the concave Walkie-Talkie and, created by the same British Land who sponsored the zoo’s tea-house, the pointy Cheesegrater.


There are try-ons, punts and gambles. Much is shaped by the huge companies that dominate the property business as South Korea’s industry is by its dynastic chaebol conglomerates. There are also individual efforts. The London Eye, right of centre, was pushed into the air by the determination of husband-and-wife architects. The Shard was conceived by a formerly bust property developer who, never having proposed much more than low-rise business units in Warrington and Portsmouth, formed a series of unlikely deals to realize, on a wonky, barely there site next to a railway station, the tallest building in Europe. The red steel 367-foot sculpture called the Orbit, leftward and more distant, is an Olympic ejaculation reportedly stimulated by a conversation between two men, Mayor Boris Johnson and the steel tycoon Lakshmi Mittal, at adjacent urinals at the World Economic Forum in Davos.


This view is multinational, the clusters of buildings echoing the polyglot spectators on the hill, and the zoo’s recruitment of Macaques from Sulawesi and an architect from Georgia. The tower at Canary Wharf is by an Argentine-American architect working for developer brothers who had been born in Vienna, prospered in Tangier and prospered still further in Toronto. The Shard grew from the alliances of a London developer, a mayor from Cricklewood, an Italian architect, the Qatari sovereign wealth fund and a Hong Kong hotel chain; the Orbit from an Indian businessman, an Etonian mayor, a Mumbai-born artist, a Sri Lankan-British engineer, a Scottish architect and that Swiss toilet.


It is a truism about London, but also a truth, that it is international and multicultural. At least since the early Blair years its boosters have glibly celebrated its curries and rap, its 300-plus languages. Less flatteringly, it has been called Londonistan, an incubator of Islamist extremism. In the years around the 2008 crash, Canary Wharf was called ‘Wall Street’s Guantanamo’, a compound where the most dangerous financial terrorists were sent and where, unlike the prisoners in the real Guantanamo, they were free – encouraged – to wreak further damage. The city contains versions of Poland, Syria, Dubai and Switzerland. Its residential property is traded on world markets like tulip bulbs or currency, with physical effects that include the ghost streets and iceberg houses of Belgravia – properties made vaster and emptier as their often absentee owners grow richer – and a flurry of towers of flats whose owners might buy without visiting the property. It is an import–export business of people, ideas, skills and goods. London consultancies and contractors help build Doha and Qatari funding helps build London. The great Irish writer Flann O’Brien wrote of a policeman so habituated to his bicycle that man and machine exchanged molecules: parts of London are similarly part-Gulf and parts of Doha are partly Londonized.


It is another truism, not as perfectly true, that London is above all a city of trade, a great port which, even though the cargo ships now offload elsewhere, still cranes and traffics weightless bales of finance in the same spirit that it once did bananas and spice. According to this reading, London owes its physical substance to the pursuit of profit – the Georgian and Victorian terraces built by great landowners and speculative builders; the underground railways created by gambling and bankruptcy.


In 1934 the Danish architect and writer Steen Eiler Rasmussen published London, the Unique City, the greatest book there is on the city’s built fabric. Rasmussen argues that ‘the commercial city, London, became the antithesis of Paris, the city of absolutism’, and ‘London is the capital of all capitals which has resisted absolutism and maintained the rights of the citizens within the state’. He traces this free spirit to the Norman Conquest and King William’s pragmatic decision not to fight the already-powerful city, but do a deal which would win its support in return for rights and privileges. Ever since, argues Rasmussen, the city has resisted rigid plans imposed from above, and has followed laws ‘organically developed out of the life of the people’.




Through the whole history of London we find a latent power, a desire to make the town healthy, and it has been able to act because London in contrast to other capitals was self-governing and independent of the Crown, and no standards for her development could be forced upon her.





The result, in Rasmussen’s reading, is a city whose commercial nature is linked to a respect for citizens’ rights, is responsive to change, trade and individuals’ needs, favours private houses over apartment blocks, and whose unmanicured, quasi-natural parks invite people to pursue their sports and loves as they would wish.


London indeed has fluidity and adaptability arising from its looseness. It was without city walls for longer than most continental cities, meaning that it could spread with less meticulous management to become what Rasmussen calls a ‘scattered city’. Never subjected to an overarching plan, it is rather a series of responses to the demands of particular times and places, which leave behind a variegated geology that can be inhabited and reinhabited in ways none could have predicted.


There are, for example, the stucco districts of west London, built in the mid-nineteenth century for prosperous residents which, falling victim to successive crashes, became slum tenements in multiple occupation, inadequate shelters for Irish and Caribbean immigrants, then bohemian quarters and, at last, the luxury homes they were first meant to be. Or the industrial buildings made without regard for anything but function and profit that converted well into studios for creative start-ups and designers, or flats for similar people. (Before becoming, also, luxury homes.) Or the twentieth-century council flats left to rot by neglectful authorities, apostrophized as disastrous, but then bought by their occupants and later sold to adventurous buyers unable to afford more conventional options, before becoming luxury homes. (There is a pattern here, of which more later.)


London can offer networks of lanes that retain their medieval shapes even as the plots they define are built and rebuilt into money factories of ever-greater size and technical sophistication. It has mute streets whose elevations look away, with a discreet cough, from whatever lurid lives may be going on behind them. The city has, or has had, old factories, dispersed suburbs, empty churches and cinemas, railway arches and wharves which can adapt to unforeseen fluctuations of wealth, population and work. It has districts that can light up and dim in response to the demands of a moment. A ‘tech city’ can form in mediocre buildings around an ugly traffic roundabout. It does so almost invisibly, with minimal outward signs of change, and it is helped precisely by the ordinariness of the built environment. The architecture’s lack of preciousness lends itself to reinvention.


But, if the city is accommodating, available and open for business, it has also been made by radical actions in the name of the public good. After the city burned in 1666, building regulations were introduced to reduce the spread of fire. When law enforcement was inadequate, the first modern police force was created. When it was afflicted by cholera and appalling smells, a comprehensive network of sewers and river embankments was created. When it was decided to bring education to swathes of the population who had had none, an elegant and repeatable way of building schools was devised. In response to slums, the concept of council housing was invented. When privately run transport was chaotic and uncoordinated, London Transport was formed. In response to sprawl, a Metropolitan Green Belt was decreed. After bombing, new housing and new towns were planned. When smog was killing people and making streets opaque, laws on clean air were passed. When too much of the old fabric was being wrecked, protections of historic buildings and areas were created. Rasmussen, indeed, for all his admiration of London’s trading spirit, also saw its local government and public institutions as equally important in maintaining its freedoms.


Often interventions were prompted by popular actions, such as the occupation of exclusive parks, campaigns to preserve historic buildings, and the decades-long struggle to prevent the enclosure and development of open spaces. Such interventions form the fabric and appearance of London, as much as those of the industrious and brilliant entrepreneurs, and the dreamers, makers, grabbers and chancers of the private sector. The characteristic front of a brick London house, in the placing of its windows and the details of its parapets and roofs, is governed by building acts. There are graceful inter-war underground stations, famous museums, thoughtful council housing, the granite balustrades and cast-iron lamp posts of Thames embankments and the trees on the streets. The tourists’ image is formed by London Transport graphics, red buses, policemen’s uniforms, the Houses of Parliament and such as remain of the red telephone boxes that made technical equipment civic.


In each case the response was creative and unprecedented: public authorities, sometimes under pressure from popular campaigns, devised new methods to address new problems. They were also huge in scale. They usually involved both the challenging and the accommodation of vested interests. They were not just functional but generated structures and spaces that help shape London’s visual and social culture.


London is sometimes portrayed as an anarchic free-for-all, whose spirit and vitality would be betrayed by any kind of public action or direction. It is not. It is a competitive and creative interplay between capital, citizens and visions of the public good. From Primrose Hill you can pick out local authority housing estates and NHS hospitals among the new towers, not to mention the Palace of Westminster. The setting for the view is the verdant hill itself, preserved as public open space by an Act of Parliament.


There is also, guiding the bunching and scattering of towers, the London View Management Framework, a policy which creates zones where tall buildings can and cannot be built, in order to preserve key views of monuments. One of these views is of St Paul’s from Primrose Hill, although you have to position yourself carefully to catch it. Seen from here, in fact, the policy seems Canute-like. For the message of the most recent changes to this view is that, if London is an arena of contest between public and private concentrations of wealth and power, it is the latter that is winning. The biggest, the newest, the shiniest and most attention-grabbing structures are almost all built for profit.
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London’s genius is to be the City of the Present, too pragmatic to be a utopian ideal of the future, too messed-up to be a model from history, but able to give shape to whatever forces are running through the world. If, now, a central struggle of cities is that between the productive and destructive powers of borderless finance and the specificities and liberties of a place, it is vivid and complex in London – the more so as the city combines its openness to trade with an inherited fabric of buildings and politics that is intricate and resistant. As an example of the way the world goes, London has a special significance. To be optimistic, it also has in its present state – as it has in the past – the potential to generate responses to the social and economic forces that belong to the present. Such responses would be provisional, as they always have been, but they would also have the ability to create new models for cities almost everywhere.


Scenography, however, only tells so much. To know more you must descend Primrose Hill and leave the area, its sugar houses and celebrity spottings, its vulture squawks and Dalmatian howls, to explore elsewhere.




2: The Disembodied Economy, Embodied


During the 2014 campaign for Scottish independence, it was clear from what independence was sought. It was not from England as a whole – there was little sign that Scots minded being part of the same country as Ipswich or Middlesbrough – but from London.


Alex Salmond, then First Minister of Scotland, quoted Professor Tony Travers of the London School of Economics: ‘London is the dark star of the economy, inexorably sucking in resources, people, and energy. Nobody quite knows how to control it.’


He also quoted the business secretary of the British government, Vince Cable, for whom the capital is: ‘a kind of giant suction machine, draining the life out of the rest of the country’.


Gordon Wilson, Salmond’s predecessor as leader of the Scottish National Party, said: ‘today the grip of the London octopus is so powerful that the rest of the UK exists to serve it regardless’.


This death star, this suction machine, this octopus, this thing so frightful it mixes metaphors, had two hearts, the ‘Westminster elite’ and the financial centre usually described as ‘The City’ which, as well as the square mile of the historic City of London – the place that did an epochal deal with William the Conqueror – was now augmented by its rivalrous sibling Canary Wharf. Salmond and Wilson, like many others, identified this financial centre as the place from where bankers, traders and speculators grew rich on recklessness, leaving the rest of the world to pick up the bill, and still do.


Since 2007, Salmond continued, ‘London’s economy has grown approximately twice as much as the rest of the United Kingdom’s. And growth is again being driven by consumption rather than investment; by a housing bubble as opposed to the real economy.’


Irvine Welsh, writer and supporter of independence, wrote: ‘Scots are showing they won’t go on committing their taxes or oil monies to building a London super-state on the global highway for the transnational rich, particularly when it’s becoming unaffordable to their Cockney comrades, driving them out of their own city to the M25 satellites.’


To know the place they described, contemplate Canary Wharf. Its central silver obelisk is often used as an image of London’s financial industry, especially its more sinister side. It appears in views reminiscent of the famous shot of St Paul’s Cathedral shrouded in Blitz-smoke, only with a different message, bright and imperturbable amid a penumbra of unsettled weather and east London shabbiness. Canary Wharf also generated some of the most memorable images of the Lehman Brothers collapse, when the windows of the bank’s headquarters filled with tailored fesses, hands fidgeting behind suit trousers or pencil skirts, as they heard their fates. The facades of such buildings are usually inscrutable – that for once one of them betrayed its inner life showed how torn was the fabric of the financial universe.


Next to the obelisk is the HSBC tower, one of the grey posts visible from Primrose Hill. Seen from closer it is a sleek tube designed by Norman Foster, the architect who in the 1980s achieved worldwide fame for designing the headquarters in Hong Kong of the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, as HSBC was formerly known. Where the earlier work had been elaborate and legendarily expensive, however, being in part a statement about Hong Kong’s assertion of faith in its future, the Canary Wharf version is plainer.


Greater interest lies inside. Its boardroom, to judge by images available online, is unsettling: a grey-black room and an oval table ringed with decision-makers before a wall-sized world map, the continents light against darker oceans. Have they not seen the War Room in Dr Strangelove? Worse, have they seen it and been inspired?


In the tower’s foyer is the ‘History Wall’, a relatively early work by the prodigy of British design Thomas Heatherwick, a plane thirty metres by seven on which are displayed almost 4,000 images from the bank’s archives. The Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation was founded in 1865 and in the course of its existence took over some older banks, so the archives go back some time. The images include fragments of documents and banknotes, all swirly copperplate and sepia tones, profiles of directors, stiff group photographs of staff in suits, forested tropical coasts bearing the first straight lines of colonial city building, cast-iron banking halls, ports of steam and sail and other props and sets for the novels of Joseph Conrad. The images are crisply printed on sharp little aluminium flags, a frozen flutter set perpendicular to a mirrored backdrop. Approached obliquely they make a vibrant fuzz; seen straight on they prettily disappear, such that you can see right through to the reflection or, through a transparent section of the wall, into the lift lobbies behind.


According to one explanation, the aims of this installation were to:




•   build stature and credibility for HSBC


•   demonstrate that HSBC is a global brand with a unique experience – a multi-local approach that is very different from the standardizing, homogenizing approach of other multinationals
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•   showcase and celebrate the diverse background of the Group – its continuous growth and development through amalgamation and acquisition since 1762.







It is considered a success. It ‘perfectly illustrates the company’s brand message “The World’s Local Bank”’ and provides ‘rare and intriguing glimpses of the financial sector and gives social and cultural context to the business’. It also ‘impacts the built environment by exuding character and humanity throughout the imposing head office foyer, making it a “warmer” environment for visitors and staff’.


It fits the bank’s ambition, as the advertising publication Campaign put it, ‘to appear global yet approachable,’ which would also be supported by advertising that saturated the world’s airports with images of tribal masks, wizened Orientals, babies, classical torsos, ballet dancers and gay men kissing. It was part of a triumph of brand-building: Campaign said that in five years the HSBC brand went from non-existence to an estimated value of $8.7 billion.


Which is all charming, except that the History Wall’s version of history glides over many things not-nice with which the bank might have been involved in the last two centuries. It doesn’t stress the fact that the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation was founded in the immediate aftermath of the Opium Wars, in which the British used violence and destruction to force the Chinese government to accept a devastating narcotics trade. Among the upshots was the making of Shanghai into a treaty port, with special provisions for foreign trade, and of Hong Kong into a British colony. If the bank was not responsible for the wars, it benefited from the business they facilitated.


The Opium Wars are as rarely recalled in Britain as they are often remembered in China. At the time and since they have been seen as some of the darkest episodes in British imperial history. There have also been revisionist attempts to portray them as regrettable necessities for the Empire’s civilizing influence on mankind. But, even if one is as generous as possible to the latter arguments, there is at the very least some moral complexity in the matter. Of which the wall gives little clue.


The wall is ‘a requisite part of new employee learning’ and ‘employees are required as part of their performance contract to demonstrate the values and character of HSBC (illustrated by the History Wall)’. This implies that employees’ career prospects can suffer if they don’t absorb the incomplete truths of the aluminium flags, an almost Pyongyangian exercise in obedience and propaganda. In view of this inculcation with ethical amnesia, it is perhaps not surprising that HSBC returned to making profits from addiction. In 2012 the US Department of Justice announced in a Deferred Prosecution Agreement that it had handled billions of dollars of illicit cash, on behalf of the evil Sinaloa drugs cartel in Mexico as well as rogue states like Iran, Libya, Sudan and Burma. Its Swiss subsidiary was later found to be assisting systematic tax avoidance. It seems that the bank took too literally the idea of adapting to local customs.


The History Wall is an example of the politics of the picturesque: if you make something pretty, you might stop people noticing what lies behind it. It is also an episode in the vaster creation of Canary Wharf, which is made possible by the many dollars, whether clean or dirty, generated by HSBC and similar institutions, as well as tax breaks, government investment in infrastructure and some spectacular bankruptcy. And the first thing to say about the physical environment of Canary Wharf is that it is in many ways pleasant.


It is composed of large blocks organized formally around planted spaces, some with tended lawns and clipped and espaliered trees. One area is of North American character, with rough boulders, winding paths and conifers. The buildings often have broad arcades at their base – a simple but effective device that is surprisingly underused in London, given its patchy weather. The Wharf is inward-looking, but allows views from time to time of the water of the old docks. Smaller, more Mediterranean courts feed the larger square, where trees are now mature enough to make a canopy, and their expanding root balls pleasingly bulge the pavement. With a bit more dust, you could start a game of boules here.


It has most of the desirables of model modern urbanism: bike racks, artworks, mown grass, safety, Wi-Fi, good signage, considered street furniture, controlled smoking, mixed uses, accessibility, film screenings, an ice rink in winter, the smell of woks. It is very clean, with staff picking fallen petals from the bowls of cyclamen and polishing the steel and granite. There is a balance of transport modes – train, tube, bus, bike, foot, car. None dominates another, the well-behaved hum of the motor traffic being almost agreeable. The development follows a plan which set a strong pattern from the outset, but which also allows some degree of variation.
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