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Any presentation of architectural work carries with it the danger of 
misrepresentation. A narrow focus gives what is perhaps the most 
fundamental misrepresentation, that of architecture as an object in itself, 
of design as creation ex nihilo. I find this tendency worryingly prevalent at 
this moment; perhaps the best that can be said is that this delusion provides 
some consolation to architects struggling in conditions far from this ‘ideal’. 
The broadest range is for the most part constituted by abstract narratives 
of transnational tendencies, or national stereotypes: the simplifications 
involved in this approach are of little assistance in understanding the complex 
dynamics of the climate in which building activity takes place.

Every act of building is a partial transformation of a signifying environment, 
whose socially negotiated topography has accreted over a long period. It is 
precisely for this reason that emotional responses to new buildings are so 
strong: parallel to the near-violent physical disruption engendered by the 
process of construction,  a building once completed constitutes an alteration 
to the familiar world of countless people, redefining boundaries and altering 
self-images of a social community. Sometimes the social dimension of the 
change enacted through building is consciously willed; at other times, this 
is the by-product of narrower interests. In all cases, the architect works on 
contested ground, helping to promote conscious change or simply displaying 
the symptoms of an unreflected process. 

Architectural activity cannot be set apart from the structure of the political 
state: it cannot be sheltered from complicity in periods of crisis, nor can it 
avoid the responsibilities and opportunities offered by a new settlement.

In organising this exhibition, we have attempted to explore this oblique 
relation between architectural action and the web of collective forces in 
which it is enmeshed. While such an approach is motivated by a desire 
for intellectual honesty, there are strong practical reasons to commend it. 
Britain in the last decade and a half has seen significant changes to its social 
equilibrium and collective structures: it would be impossible to find work 
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which is not marked by or implicated in this process. The work shown here 
is no exception to this, and some explanation of political circumstances is 
necessary if an adequate understanding of the achievement and potential of 
these architects is to be arrived at.

The achievements of the Conservative government since 1979 are hotly 
debated both within and outside Britain. With a period of economic boom 
in the mid- to late-1980s framed by long recessions on either side, claims 
that the economy has been mismanaged through the dogmatic application 
of monetarist principles seem reasonably well-founded. However, the 
Conservatives claim that minimal government intervention and low non-wage 
costs have made Britain a dynamic and competitive economy, and that recent 
public spending cuts in Germany and France reflect an acceptance that 
European social costs are untenable in the global market.

If these claims of British resurgence seem over-optimistic, the prospects 
for public investment by any national government, whether in infrastructure, 
education or social cover, seem significantly reduced, if no less necessary 
than before. While some would assert that Thatcherism was simply a 
local aberration, triggered by the oil crisis of the 1970s and sustained by 
revenues from North Sea oil in the 1980s, there are many who argue that 
the comprehensive and progressive welfare cover of post-war Europe is no 
longer sustainable. In the words of one political commentator, ‘in a globalised 
economy there can be no going back to the policies that underpinned social 
democracy in the post-war period.’1  

Moreover, there is considerable support for this view on the left of the political 
spectrum: the opposition Labour Party (the bookmakers’ favourites to win 
the 1997 general election) are committed to maintaining tight control on 
public spending, and accept that the scope for wide-scale government action 
is limited, unless carried out in partnership with the private sector. Equally, 
in Europe, the terms of economic and monetary union are already placing 
severe restrictions on public finances, and governments are facing the 

invidious choice of unpopular cuts in welfare or reductions in levels of public 
investment. If it is perhaps over-hasty to argue that the fragmented, privatised 
state is our future, it seems, at the very least, that a greater suppleness and 
inventiveness in the use of state resources is necessary.

Although the ideology of the modern Conservative Party under Mrs. Thatcher 
has been largely expressed in economic terms, its roots nonetheless lie 
in a vision of the morality of the state. This explains in part why practical, 
strategic arguments (for example, concerning energy policy) have often 
been outweighed, and defines the distance from traditional Conservatism 
or continental Christian Democracy. With a mixture of libertarianism and 
the ethos of self-sufficiency, it is argued that government is obliged to 
interfere as little as possible with the freedom of action of its citizens. As the 
former leader put it, with customary starkness, in a recent speech: ‘The very 
existence of the state, with its huge capacity for evil, is a potential threat to all 
the moral, cultural, social, and economic benefits of freedom.’2 

The effects of this mix of political philosophies on the physical fabric and 
architectural imagery of Britain are worth considering in some detail, both for 
the conditions they establish for the practice of architecture, but also for the 
latent contradictions and tensions which they reveal.  Through a combination 
of economic necessity and political choice, the reform of state finance and 
of government action is under wide discussion throughout America and 
Europe: the spatial and architectural results of one such experiment provide 
indications as to the broad viability of co-ordinated strategies of privatisation 
and deregulation. 

Nowhere are the results of this period more evident than in the state of 
the country’s public space: battered, but, in a strange way, liberated. After 
the benign control of the Welfare state, and the cumulative entropy of the 
privatised state, perhaps there is now the possibility of a new equilibrium. 
If the energies of individuals, social groups and institutions can be partially 
focused on common concerns, a vigorous, coherent and non-paternalist 
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public space can be formed.

The work we show in this exhibition illustrates such an approach. The 
cumulative effect of 20 or so projects is inevitably limited: they are, as is to 
be expected in an exhibition, exceptions to the rule. However, the opportunity 
to which they testify, both architectural and political, is of more than local 
interest.

Public building
While the uncertainty caused by exaggerated cycles of boom and recession 
have had a significant effect on both public and private investment, the most 
obvious effect of government policy on architectural opportunities has been 
the radical diminution of public commissions, including the virtual cessation 
of social housing projects. 

Small scale housing schemes have been undertaken by semi-autonomous 
trusts with central government funding, but in the desire to avoid the 
institutional character of earlier public housing, the character of these is 
invariably domestic in the extreme: slate roofs and brick walls, with a parking 
area as the sole common space. These compare unfavourably with attempts 
to humanise public housing in the latter years of the Welfare State 1970s, 
such as the Byker Wall in Newcastle by Ralph Erskine, where extensive 
consultation led to a focused but varied development with a strong community 
identity.

 A number of public services, such as hospitals, schools and libraries, were hit 
by severe limitations imposed on local government spending - thus reducing 
the amount of work undertaken - while design services have been subject to 
assessment on the basis of professional fees alone (known as Compulsory 
Competitive Tendering). The majority of this work has gone to practices 
producing cheap, formulaic buildings: these are characterised by poverty of 
materials and imagination, and prioritisation of car parking over meaningful 
common space - a depressingly negative contribution to the public realm.

Structural changes in the health service to give community-based general 
practitioners greater autonomy resulted in government funding for 
construction of small-scale doctors’ surgeries: Tim Ronalds’ surgery in 
Glenavy, Northern Ireland is an example of this programme. The overall 
number constructed is small, but the design quality has often been high, 
reflecting the priorities of the doctors concerned, and represents a modest but 
welcome exception to the cheap, short-term principles generally applied in 
publicly-managed services. 

While school-building has been highly restricted and unambitious (with 
inadequate spending even on maintenance), the universities, with a 
substantial increase in student numbers if not of government funding, have 
invested in new facilities and accommodation. This  activity has largely 
reflected the existing distribution of resources, with the old universities of 
Oxford and Cambridge (who have also been able to raise considerable funds 
from private and corporate donors3 ) seeing sustained programmes of new 
building. It is worth commenting, however, that the autonomous nature of the 
universities’ development since the 1960s - many of them are on out-of-town 
campuses, while Oxford and Cambridge simply dominate their town centres 
- means that any wider public benefits of this educational expansion are fairly 
limited.

Funding for public buildings and construction projects has been sought in 
increasing amounts from the private sector, which has made more projects 
possible, but has arguably restricted processes of consultation and control. 
Eric Parry’s project for a new general hospital in Norwich was designed for 
a hospital trust with private financial backing for the new building: however, 
despite being named joint winners of the competition, and initially favourable 
signs, the practice has not been asked to help in the development of the 
design - an indication of the vagaries of this somewhat haphazard process.

Planning
Planning control has shown up a number of tensions within the Conservative 
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alliance of property-owners and corporations, and a number of contradictions 
between the aim of an economy open to the global market and the moral 
preference for traditional forms of community. Positive planning initiatives 
have been exceedingly rare, with investment in public transport insufficient, 
whether existing services or new lines. The slowness in moving forward with 
high-speed rail links to the Channel Tunnel and Heathrow airport bear witness 
to this, while London’s Underground, with a massive backlog of repairs, 
struggles to cope with the volume of use: an extension to the Jubilee Line 
is due to open in 1998, but this will give only localised relief, given the scale 
of the capital’s transport problems. Roadbuilding has, however, continued 
more or less unchecked, reflecting the influence of the car and road transport 
lobbies, and the numbers of people increasingly frustrated by poor public 
transport provision.

This burgeoning car-dependency, along with a significant relaxation of 
planning controls, have accelerated the process of urban fragmentation, 
with the activities of the city dispersed over a wide area. Manufacturing, light 
industry,and offices have been decanted into estates away from the existing 
urban fabric, while out-of-town shopping centres were built in a frenzy of 
competition between the major supermarket chains. High levels of housing 
demand during the boom of the late 1980s were satisfied by large estates of 
detached houses on previously undeveloped sites.

The benign concerns of the architectural community, with earnest talk of 
the virtues of the European city, have been overtaken by the realities of 
extra-urban development, and by the shift of power in the development 
process. Public interest has  come to be considered in terms of a trade off, 
where a public amenity (this is sometimes nothing more beneficial than 
parking space) is given in return for permission for large-scale development: 
this process is known as ‘planning gain’. Local authorities’ shortage of 
funds limits their ability to put forward alternative proposals, leaving them 
in a position where they can only reject or accept projects before them - and 
rejections are often overturned on appeal by national government. 

If London’s Docklands is notorious for the manner in which infrastructure 
requirements were barely considered, public amenities were omitted, the 
views of the local communities were ignored, and large scale development 
was permitted with almost no co-ordination, it is necessary to emphasise that 
these tendencies are visible all over Britain: what is displayed intensively at 
Docklands has been applied extensively elsewhere.

If the interests of corporations have been served by deregulation, those of 
homeowners have been served by strict controls. While the possibility of 
democratic influence on insensitive large scale commercial developments is 
insufficient, smaller projects are often ludicrously restricted by the defense 
of the character or amenity of an area. Pierre d’Avoine’s ‘Invisible House’ 
encountered objections from neighbours for these reasons - despite the 
fact that it is underground. In cases such as these, considerable pressure is 
often brought to bear on councillors and planning officers: in this instance 
the application was refused on grounds of undesirable overdevelopment and 
substandard accommodation, and was subsequently approved only after a 
lengthy appeal. 

Appearance is often the dominant criterion for consideration of projects, 
while use, density and engagement with the situation seem to be of secondary 
concern, whether there is a positive or negative case to argue on these 
points. This has led to the bizarre state of affairs where every building type, 
whatever the scale, whether house, supermarket, police station or library, can 
be dressed up with a variety of domestic details and materials - brick with 
steeply pitched roof in slate or tile, with projecting eaves and dormer windows 
- and the fundamental nature of the development will be ignored.

Building in historic areas - and this classification is widely applied - is 
closely monitored by local authority planners, conservation officers and 
government-funded agencies such as English Heritage. While large scale 
economic change and demographic and development patterns are beyond 
their area of control, specific building projects are firmly within their power: 
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resistance to the bewildering pace of change, and anger at what has already 
been destroyed, is displaced onto proposals for new buildings. Thus the 
architects of new national library in London, sited on the traffic-laden Euston 
Road, faced restrictions on height and proximity to the street, while due 
deference was exacted towards the adjacent Victorian railway station and 
Edwardian social housing. Recent university buildings in central London have 
faced similarly tight controls on size and materials. 

These controls are enforced erratically, thus allowing some scope for 
different strategies: at the Lisson Gallery, Tony Fretton agreed to the 
planners’ request to align the floor heights with those of the neighbouring 
building, but no restrictions were placed on materials or scale of openings; 
on the other hand, Tim Ronalds encountered fierce resistance from English 
Heritage to his proposals for the Ilfracombe Pavilion, who argued that the 
project rested on a ‘fundamental misconception, that the site is landscape 
rather than townscape’ (the misconception seems to be theirs) and that 
the theatre building should be ‘simple in form but elaborate in detail’ (i.e. a 
Victorian box). Fortunately, the local planning department did not share these 
objections, and recognising the wider arguments in favour of the project, 
granted it planning approval.

This paradox, whereby the economic forces which are destructive to the 
patterns of community have been embraced with enthusiasm, while the 
familiar motifs of pre-industrial or pre-modernist architecture are enforced 
or promoted - a nostalgic, supposedly humane veneer over the often brutal 
processes of narrow economic self-interest - is a telling indication of the 
self-deception at the core of the new Conservative philosophy, and in the 
psychology of the nation. This veneration of the symbols of traditional morality 
simultaneous with the willing destruction of structures of communality is 
summarised in a pledge made by Conservative MP John Redwood when he 
challenged John Major for the leadership of the party: he would find, he said, 
a further 8 billion pounds of public spending cuts, but would save the Royal 
Yacht from the threat of decommissioning.

This peculiar conjunction of imagery and spatial development, of the 
rejection of positive planning and the fetishisation of domesticity, shows 
the two to be closely intertwined, despite the appearance of a contradictory 
relation. Together, they represent the belief in the independence of individual 
economic agents, whose desire for security and self-sufficiency is expressed 
in the free-standing house, whose right to choose services is embodied in 
automotive freedom, and whose bad conscience about the changes thereby 
induced is assuaged by the sustained illusion of continuity with the traditional 
imagery of building. 

I would stress that, in my interpretation, this is not a question of aesthetics; 
rather, the belief that economic relations alone are sufficient to mediate 
the complex interdependence of a society has resulted in a multitude of 
irrational and contradictory acts in the urban and architectural fields. The 
common thread linking these phenomena is the undermining of the diverse 
communality which underpins our transactions with one another: the 
questions and objections which can be raised in relation to this converge on 
the conception of public space.

Public Space
While this has clearly been a difficult time in which to establish or maintain 
an architectural practice, it is not so much the paucity of commissions as 
the cumulative social effect of the tendencies described above which should 
cause most concern.

A high degree of zoning has been achieved through out-of-town development 
of offices, shops and workshops in business parks, shopping centres and 
industrial estates. While the attractions have mostly been cheap land, 
low rates and space for parking and for further expansion, many of these 
developments are difficult to reach without personal transport, thereby 
excluding a significant proportion of potential employees and customers. 
In towns and cities, the picture is more ambivalent: the strict licensing laws 
restricting the use of public open space for tables outside pubs or cafes or for 
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If Norman Foster’s Stansted Airport terminal building represents something 
of an isolated achievement of public building in the late1980s, Nicholas 
Grimshaw’s Eurostar terminal at London’s Waterloo railway station can 
be seen as the first of a number of high quality publicly-funded projects 
initiated in the last few years: Michael Hopkins’ Inland Revenue building in 
Nottingham, and Underground stations for the Jubilee line extension by Alsop 
and Stormer, Foster, MacCormac Jamieson and Prichard, Van Heynigen and 
Haward, and Hopkins once again (over the station sit new offices for the 
Houses of Parliament).

For the Lottery, there are projects by Herzog & de Meuron for the new Tate 
Gallery and by Daniel Libeskind for the Victoria and Albert Museum, by 
Richard Rogers for the South Bank and by Norman Foster for the British 
Museum, all in London, while Gunther Behnisch will build an arts complex in 
Bristol, Caruso St. John an art gallery in Walsall, and Nicholas Grimshaw an 
arts centre in Salford and possibly an ecology centre in Cornwall.

In the context of this deluge of public projects, it seems churlish to complain. 
Indeed, there are a number of positive aspects to this renewed activity. 
Equally, there are signs that the political forces which have sustained these 
policies for nearly 18 years are in the process of realignment. However, it is 
necessary to ask what vision of public space underpins these projects, and 
what contribution they make to the common political realm. Do they represent 
a significant step towards the renewal of the shared space which has been so 
thoroughly undermined?

Moreover, this exhibition takes place at a time of uncertainty and change. 
Two questions in particular are pertinent. Firstly, how long will public opinion 
and the government continue to support the emphasis on building projects 
for Lottery grants, or could a greater strategic focus consolidate the slightly 
haphazard achievements thus far? Secondly, if, as seems likely, the centre-left 
Labour party comes to power in the general election this year, can it bring a 
genuinely progressive intent to questions of planning and architecture, using 

street selling, slowly being relaxed; however, the streets are still polluted and 
noisy as a result of excessive traffic. Poor districts, for example in areas of 
industrial decline, struggle to sustain the necessary range of basic common 
facilities, while the more affluent and mobile citizens have a wide range of 
services and amenities to choose from.  If appreciation of the diversity of 
urban life seems to be increasing, as indicated by the newspapers’ ‘lifestyle’ 
columns and the imagery of youth culture, the rise in crime and homelessness, 
not unrelated to high levels of unemployment, generate an undertone of fear 
and unease about common space.

Considered in this light, the obvious popularity of shopping centres and the 
commercial success of business parks and closed residential schemes is 
understandable. While the architects provide a range of reassuring references 
to the civic realm of 19th century buildings, the private security guards 
ensure that restricted access is maintained. At the Broadgate Centre in 
London - one of the most well-intentioned of this kind of development - public 
gestures such as the pedestrian routes through the scheme from the railway 
station, and several interior squares, one of which contains an ice rink and 
performance area (with references to the classical theatre) fail to conceal 
the aggressive closure of the development in the direction of the largely 
immigrant area of Spitalfields just to the east. 

Attitudes and opportunities are, however, changing. Over the last two or three 
years, conditions have become much less inimical to architecture. A National 
Lottery has been established, with substantial amounts of money for arts 
capital projects; new guidelines on government procurement of buildings 
have put an emphasis on architectural quality, while similar criteria apply to 
the assessment of Lottery proposals; the new Environment Secretary, John 
Gummer, has issued planning guidance discouraging further out-of-town 
development, and has even suggested that restrictions on building in London 
might be relaxed in order to encourage the best of contemporary architecture; 
increasing co-operation between businesses and local government in 
metropolitan areas is increasing the scope for necessary investment.
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the potential of architecture as a vehicle for the renewal of the body politic?

Here I would like to establish a yardstick to assist in considering these 
questions, by defining more precisely the nature of public space. It seems 
to me that nNotions of the public are dependent on the both the ideal of a 
principled community and on the body of people that constitute it. Such a 
definition is inevitably political, and depends on the relative weight given to 
the public as an abstract principle of equality, as in ‘the public interest’, or as 
a concrete reality, the populace, as in ‘public opinion’. To ignore the political 
nature of the idea of public space would seem to me to deny its usefulness as 
a concept, and to rely solely on vestigial connotations of the civic realm.

I would argue that public space should be considered foremost as a vehicle 
of democratic participation and social justice: it is not a politically neutral 
concept, it is rooted in the progressive ideals of the post-Reformation 
and Enlightenment periods. In the face of increasing social division and 
segregation, resulting from a narrow consideration of economic interests, I 
would assert that genuine public space is that to which the different groups 
which constitute the local or national community not only have access, 
but where they actually encounter one another face to face. A progressive 
definition of public space would therefore be somewhere that the political 
community can be experienced, through participation in an entity both 
cohesive and diverse. I will consider each of these briefly:

diversity: every community contains difference, whether through the division 
of labour, ethnicity or age. While the full scale consideration of conflicting 
interests can take place only within political discourse, the encounters and 
conflicts which occur within everyday experience form an important basis 
for and parallel to the the domain of politics. The acceptance and enjoyment 
of diversity is an important pre-political experience. Thus it is necessary to 
recognise that the public realm has a frictional, conflictive character, and 
that this is a positive and necessary part of our democracy, as long as the 
conflict remains formalised and non-violent: this ranges from the most banal 

experience of diversity, expressible in the idea of ‘rubbing shoulders’ with 
different types of people in the street, to the formalised conflict of a public 
meeting or sporting occasion.

participation: this concerns the relation of institutions to a hinterland of 
everyday life. There is the potential to root the collective institutions of 
politics, culture and welfare in living communities, creating a positive, open 
dynamic between the introversion of domestic concerns and the autonomy 
of organisational culture: clearly, the possibility of local action must be 
enhanced, perhaps through regional and local government. This dynamic 
combines the populist aim of access to the processes of government  and the 
accountable and decentralised exercise of power with the paternalist aim of 
cultural and educational opportunities for working communities.

cohesion: the idea of the unity of community is evident in the topographic 
relation and accessibility of facilities. The  market-led approach is irrational 
precisely for the reason that it encourages us to consider separately our 
experiences as consumers, workers, citizens, parents and patients. The choice 
of car owning consumers has been allowed to outweigh other parts of the 
community, such as children, the old, the unemployed and the poor, leading to 
the spatial dismemberment of the city. It is, of course, worth remembering that 
we are all young and old, most are parents, and too many are unemployed, at 
some time in our lives. A cohesive and rational community is formed through 
the proximity of the range of everyday situations, from offices, workshops 
and homes, to schools, parks and pubs, including the more unpalatable or 
unprofitable institutions such as hospitals, homes for the elderly, cemeteries 
and abattoirs. 

This is a qualitative understanding of public space based on the social 
experience of place, rather than referring to ownership or explicit 
signification: according to these latter viewpoints, public space is a) 
everywhere whose upkeep and control is the responsibility of municipal 
agents, or b) only those places where symbols of the political community are 
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displayed - these descriptions seem, respectively, too wide and too narrow. 
This qualitative understanding leads us to a loose but coherent approach 
at both strategic and tactical levels: thus the concern should be first of all 
for the diverse topography of community, and secondly for the architectural 
framing of encounter; this provides something of a corrective to the dynamic 
of large scale development and regressive architectural imagery. 

Two points are worth emphasising here. Firstly, while the idea of community 
is often associated with nostalgic or regressive political models on both 
left and right, what I have tried to sketch out is an understanding of a civic, 
open community. The disjunction and alienation of the modern city cannot 
be erased, indeed it is an essential part of some of the freedoms we have 
come to know. The civic realm cannot be built out of homeliness or harmony. 
Nonetheless, the continual process of entropy must be opposed by a resolute 
aspiration to cohesion. As one philosopher has written, ‘we inhabit the 
megalopolis only to the extent that we declare it uninhabitable’, by ‘bearing 
witness to the impossible work, by citing the lost domus.’4 

The second point is that community is asserted through numerous channels 
of the press and broadcasting, and through collective imagery. The experience 
of the political community in public space is inevitably partial and personal  
- the clear exceptions are circumstances of democratic crises, such as 
the demonstrations in Wenceslas Square, Prague in 1989. Within a stable 
democracy, it is the repeated, accumulated experience of public space that 
legitimates and affirms the mediated community. Thus when looking for public 
space, or seeking to make, or enhance it, it is with the accumulation of local 
encounters that we should start, not with grandiose settings: I have tried to 
sketch out  the structure of everyday places forms the pre-political dimension 
of the public realm above.

In his book ‘The Uses of Disorder’, Richard Sennett sets out a case for a 
political community built on participation and confrontation. He writes of two 
strategies for destabilised authority, following economic or democratic aims. 

Concerning the first, ‘the removal of central authority, following libertarian 
lines of the nineteenth century, all too often means the passing of central 
authority to a few private individuals who cannot be touched by the public at 
large.’ By contrast, ‘what is needed is to create cities where people are forced 
to confront each other is a reconstituting of public power, not a destruction of 
it. As a rule of change, the situations creating survival encounters would be 
as follows: there would be no policing, nor any other form of central control, 
of schooling, zoning, renewal, or city activities that could be performed 
through common community action, or, even more importantly, through direct, 
nonviolent conflict in the city itself.’5 

If the deregulation and privatisation carried out in Britain in the previous two 
decades has close parallels with Sennett’s first, ‘libertarian’ example, I would 
argue that the possibility of creating a genuinely participatory community 
hasve thereby nonetheless also been increased. Given the limitations 
now incumbent on central government,  the energy of participation - the 
opportunity to participate in the political community, in the fullest sense 
- will be indispensable to any attempt to renew the political and economic 
community.

If such a response to present circumstances seems absurdly optimistic, 
perhaps we are more capable of achieving this than might seem immediately 
apparent. The scale of action does not need to be immense, rather, a 
cumulative effect should be sought. I find such a patient approach in the work 
carried out in Barcelona, while the Parc de la Villette in Paris illustrates the 
multiplied effects of a single strategy: here, the mix of de-monumentalised, 
accessible cultural activities with areas for sport, games and promenade, 
brings a metropolitan animation to this traditionally working class, immigrant 
area on the periphery. While public finances are constrained, it is nonetheless 
possible to build a public realm through partial, private or co-operative acts.
Considered in these terms, the large Lottery projects seem for the most 
part conceived as isolated monuments: this is partly due to the nature of 
the institutions they serve, and to the fact that many of the proposals cover 
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existing buildings in unchallenging surroundings. The opportunity to connect 
with a hinterland has been a secondary, minor consideration when it has been 
entertained at all. This situation cannot entirely be blamed on the architects 
concerned, but perhaps goes some way to explaining the preference for 
large, transparent structures. The somewhat vague, unfocused spaces of 
Rogers’ South Bank proposal and Foster’s British Museum project, hovering 
uncertainly between the vastness of a Crystal Palace and the homogenised 
space of the shopping centre, do not have the same precision or openness as 
some of the same architects’ earlier projects, such as the Pompidou Centre in 
Paris or the Carre d’Art in Nimes. 

It must be open to question how much these large projects can contribute 
to the public realm, particularly when trapped in large arts ghettoes. 
Zaha Hadid’s Cardiff Opera House project, sited in the new business 
development on the waterfront, explored a tensional openness with its 
surroundings - although perhaps this is why the application for funding was 
not widely supported in the local business community. The organisers of the 
competition for the new art gallery in Walsall chose a site adjacent to two 
new supermarkets in the town centre, clearly relishing the confrontation - and 
received an impressive selection of entries. 

Clearly, the main issue must be to make the best use of the opportunities 
which are currently on offer; however, I believe this will only  be possible on 
a sustained basis within a larger political strategy such as I have tried to 
outline. Of course, isolated examples of good practice are always welcome, 
but we can only talk of a renewal of the public realm when the results of such 
practice are more widespread.

It is precisely for this reason that I believe the work on show in this exhibition 
to be among the most interesting in Britain currently, and which is most 
illuminating of questions of public space.

The four architects from London whose work is shown here - Tony Fretton, 

Eric Parry, Pierre d’Avoine and Tim Ronalds - show a lively understanding 
and concern for the public realm, to the extent that there is often an extreme 
disproportion between this aspiration and the means or situations available. 
 
They all studied in the 1970s, and have set up in practice during the difficult 
period of the 1980s. In countries such as France, the Netherlands, Germany 
or Switzerland, they would probably have received a number of significant 
commissions at a relatively early age. However, I would not lament this 
obvious fact too loudly, because the inventiveness and resonance of their 
work seems to me to be rooted in the contingencies and often harsh realities 
of Britain in the Conservative era. 

The acknowledgement of the valuable familiarity of conventions and 
types that is common to their work is surely due as much to the  particular 
expectations of architecture at this time as it is to the undoubted influence of 
Robert Venturi’s writings, as both Tim Ronalds and Tony Fretton admit, or of 
the Surrealist-based ideas of Dalibor Vesely, as is the case with Eric Parry6 .

The everyday theatricality of these projects, and the mix of fragility and 
robustness, of earthy and artificial materials, display an empathy with 
the roughness, formality, ordinariness and continuing versatility of the 
speculative buildings of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century London, which 
still largely establish the basic character of this city. The domestic is a 
consistent point of reference in these projects, through scale and association, 
establishing a tension with the more modernist formality which is also 
evident: this conjunction calls to mind the notion of ‘porosity’ used by Walter 
Benjamin and Asja Lacis in their description of Naples to describe the 
metamorphic theatricality of that city.

While the majority of Pierre d’Avoine’s British projects are in the London 
area - he has also worked in Italy, India and Japan - the other architects 
have their work spread quite widely over the country. Eric Parry has taken 
on speculative, commercial work, and has several university-based projects 
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- he has had the good fortune and persuasiveness to work for an enlightened 
part of the Establishment - while Tony Fretton has worked largely for the 
visual arts, and Tim Ronalds on theatre projects, both at relatively modest 
scale. It is worth noting the courage, energy and strategic vision shown by 
some of these clients, which have given the architects opportunities of broad 
scope. Perhaps it is not an accident that a bolder spirit is to be found in more 
marginal places - such as Sway, Ilfracombe, Brighton or Southwark - which 
have little to lose by going forward.

While the architects had all very much established themselves prior to the 
recent thaw in government policy, they have received a welcome impetus 
from this change. Of the projects in this exhibition, a large proportion have 
been carried out with Lottery funding or through local authority initiative. 
Tony Fretton’s arts centre for Sway and Tim Ronalds’ arts centre for East 
Grinstead and theatre for Ilfracombe have all been given Lottery funding, 
while Pierre d’Avoine’s and Tony Fretton’s designs for Walsall Art Gallery 
were competition entries for a Lottery project. The change of climate at local 
government level is also visible: while Tim Ronalds’ arts projects are local 
authority initiatives, Eric Parry’s Innovation Centre at Sussex University is a 
collaboration between several local government bodies and the university; 
Pierre d’Avoine’s project for Twickenham was a joint architect/developer entry 
for a local authority organised competition, and his proposal for the Elephant 
and Castle in South London were put forward in an joint initiative by the 
Borough of Southwark and the Government Office for London.7

Tony Fretton’s work is based on an understanding of the resonance of 
everyday objects and structures, an approach that draws on the work of 
artists such as Robert Rauschenberg, Dan Graham and Chris Burden. He 
writes of established building types that ‘their power as a form of expression 
stems from their being banal and consoling, and yet anxiety-ridden when 
destabilised’. This is combined with a thoughtful perspective on the 
topography of the city, and the exploration of the intuitive theatricality of 
interpersonal relations in public.

His attempt to both reflect on and contribute to collective culture, an 
ambitious mixture of detachment and engagement, is well illustrated by his 
building for the Lisson Gallery in northwest London. The gallery takes its 
place in a diverse and somewhat dislocated community, profiting from a 
location opposite the open space of the school yard to stake a claim, through 
its compact presence and forceful transparency, to public status. This is 
fundamentally an audacious stance, challenging some of the established 
boundaries of both public and private in its assumption of this role. These 
civic pretensions complement the gallery’s quietly unsettling role in the 
shared space of the street market and the school environs. 

The fragile relief of the facade is revealed by the dark brick flank walls, set 
off against the deep openings of the lower floor. The building’s fusion of order 
and instability express an empathy for the ruptured banality of its setting, its 
delicate proportions and ordinary materials dignify what Fretton calls ‘the 
quiet workings of disorder’ that have made this impure, gritty district.

As well as this subliminal appearance of entropy, the building engages on a 
direct, physical level. The ground floor gallery space, set at 90cm below the 
pavement is opened up but partly screened by its large sliding windows. The 
difference in level and in degree of illumination creates a strange relation of 
intimacy and exposure between passers-by and those in the gallery. On the 
pavement, it is as if one is on a balcony looking onto the room, while from 
the inside, the street seems to be on a podium, an open stage with great 
immediacy.

Fretton’s work displays a partial disengagement between the spatial 
strategies and the language of the building, between skin and volume. If 
there is an implicit respect for the continuity of a single structure, the syntax 
is nonetheless expanded almost to the point of contradiction. The domestic 
and monumental registers are interwoven, the fragile and the substantial 
counterbalanced, as in the slab-like scale of the Lisson’s sliding doors. At the 
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Lisson, the result is close to what could be called a disenchanted modernism, 
where the certainties and implicit promises of modernist architecture 
reappear in tentative, almost blank mode.

This sense of a disenchanted, ambivalent architectural communication 
gives a matter-of-fact quality to some of the odd juxtapositions and hybrids 
which are characteristic of Fretton’s work. Thus, at Sway, his exploration of 
the commonness between backlands workshops and neo-vernacular houses 
is underpinned by the sheer physical imprint which these elemental spaces 
make. The purification of detail  and often unusual scale serve an architecture 
of unsettling simplicity, in which direct relations between earth, construction 
and light retain the resonance of social experience - in this case, the 
paradoxes of the modern cultivation of rusticity.
 
In the Glasgow or Walsall Art Gallery projects, this is expanded into an 
exploration of the intertwining of personal and collective realms. Each of the 
architectural figures is employed as both experience - how a room feels - and 
icon - what this assembly of rooms adds up to. This is particularly evident at 
Walsall, where he actively encourages the provisional appropriation of spaces 
into diverse uses, parallel to the basic divisions of the upper floors and the 
more fluid choreography of the ground floor space. 

The sense of the acting out of relations, and the framing of a spectacle, is 
fundamental in Fretton’s work. If the Lisson shows his sensitivity to the 
dynamics of an existing neighbourhood, his project for a mixed development 
in Glasgow explores larger-scale strategies for establishing and articulating a 
collective territory. 

The unbroken line of the terraced buildings, and the restrained, repetitive 
pattern of openings, force a strong sense of unity and focus on this delicate, 
expansive behemoth with its intriguing collective spaces, their exaggerated 
landscapes mimicking the topography of the opposite river bank. The project 
shows the range of concerns which Fretton addresses in the attempt to form 

an animated collective territory, sustaining the diversity of the personal 
realm, but exposing the individual to an insistent low-level contact with 
others.  

He succeeds in capturing something of the spirit of austere, diverse 
communality typical of Glasgow, the well considered mise-en-scene of 
the site plan complemented by the deliberately emblematic character of 
the typical situations of street, court, terrrace and portal. I am reminded of 
Georges Perec’s deeply personal exploration of typicality and collective 
space in ‘Especes d’Espace’ and ‘La Vie, Mode d’Emploi’: Fretton’s use of 
everyday, individual experience, self-aware as opposed to knowing, articulates 
a common territory that is scattered with traces of inhabitation, but remains 
neutral and open, animated by encounter.

Eric Parry’s work betrays a persistent fascination with the meanings 
stratified in the spatial structures of the European city. The projects display a 
demarcation between a formalised, austere frontage, and a sensory, intimate 
intensity of the interior, characterised by strong colour, top light and material 
depth. While this amounts to a recapitulation of the principles of ninteenth 
century bourgeois architecture, Parry nevertheless filters this through the 
perceptions of the Surrealists and Cubists, leading to a considerable freedom 
with this material.

This tension between introversion and engagement with the exterior runs 
throughout Parry’s work: at the Sussex Innovation Centre, the central 
gallery, with its rhythmic spatiality, modulated top-light and bright colours, 
is both expansive and focused, while the strip windows and screen of glass 
fins establish a strong orientation to the landscape; in the project for a 
new hospital outside Norwich, a garden is established at the core, with the 
wards and public rooms, while a forecourt of more civic character provides 
the backdrop for contacts with the outside community. This respect for 
internal space represents an acknowledgement both that a varied public 
life needs a hinterland of well-screened privacy, and that ‘the public’ itself 
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is formed of many smaller collective units whose cohesion is dependent on 
a degree of focus. The formalised equality of the public realm is defined in 
part by contrast to the comfort and intimacy of a developed private sphere, a 
‘backstage region’ to the stage of the street.8 

Parry’s use of materials reinforces the demarcation of interior and public: 
the shell and structure of the building show a grammar of construction, 
established by proportion and hierarchy, as the stone lintels and piers at 
Cambridge, or the emphatically horizontal lightness of Stockley Park or 
the Sussex Innovation Centre; on the interior, collage is used to establish 
an expansiveness of reference, both elemental (as the ‘cloud’ of white 
marble and the riverine expanse of slate at Stockley Park) and personal (as 
the bookcase tower at the artists’ studios). The tension between a closed, 
rigorous language, and an open, associative one, with the fractures and 
juxtapositions of remembrance - like the snatches of French and demotic 
English in T.S. Eliot’s poem ‘The Wasteland’ - represents an attempt to 
differentiate the materiality of private and civic experience.

The accommodation building for Pembroke College in Cambridge shows a 
theatrical sobriety unusual in Britain - where the undulations of the Bath 
terraces and crescents are considered the acceptable face of 18th century 
planning. Parry’s project eschews this in favour of a highly compact group of 
buildings. The public, formal face of this project is unequivocally that forming 
a court to the interior of the college: this inverted order - like a back-to-front 
terrace - whereby small courts open onto the street side, is used to create an 
alternative focus to the introverted life of the college, both more private and 
more exposed. 

A series of rooms of intermediate, communal use - common room, and 
seminar and tuition rooms - are woven into the fabric of the building, with 
aspects to both the college and to the exterior. It is the incorporation of 
these different levels of shared space within a unified but complex spatial 
hierarchy that gives this building a particularly urban, compact feel: a similar 

structured diversity works across the common space at the Norwich hospital. 
The master’s residence is accomodated within the simple court structure; the 
status of the master, the titular head of the college with responsibilities for 
entertaining and fundraising, is explored in the interlocking of domestic and 
large public rooms. The master’s salon is cut from front to back of the building 
in a powerful oblique, revealing the strategies of separation between the 
formal interior and the diversity of the street.

If the steel furnishing and colourful projections for the Ministry of Sound 
nightclub show an interest in a hedonist, nihilistic appropriation of the 
dislocated space of the metropolis - in sharp contrast to the humanist 
pretensions of the ‘ideal city’ of the Cambridge college - Parry’s encounter 
with speculative development has raised more elementary questions, and 
forced an engagement with the neutral, anti-urban prejudices of this genre. 
Perhaps the two most frequent commonplaces of this type of building are the 
drive-thru nature of the approach, where the main entrance faces an expanse 
of car parking, and the suburban banality of the corporate English landscape 
garden. At Stockley Park, the building is turned towards the approach road, 
bordering a lake: after a 270 degree circuit around the building, the visitor 
reaches the entrance from the side, along the edge of the water and over a 
bridge spanning a bed of lavender; the cars are screened by rows of pleached 
limes, whose formality and artificiality help establish a degree of urbanity. 
These strategies are further developed at Sussex Innovation Centre: the 
cars are fended off by a change in level, giving its long blank frontage a 
forceful presence, and creating a paved area where the building abuts the 
existing campus. The building has a formal theatricality which responds to 
the scale of the rolling landscape: this epic quality enhances the demarcation 
of thresholds established by the cuts into the sloping ground, articulating 
the adjacency of campus and village, and the encounter of business and 
university.  
Tim Ronalds work shows a thoughtful  concern for the substantiality of space, 
for the coded messages given by materials and by the interrelation of rooms. 
The spartan feel that recurs throughout the projects has been the source of 
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some criticism and controversy - not least because a number of his designs 
have been put to public scrutiny - complementing the humane and democratic 
aspirations evident in their 
languid spatiality and varied daylight with a Calvinist severity which mocks 
the flimsiness of consumer culture.

Ronalds uses the language of construction in an intuitive manner, working 
between the depth and weight of masonry and the taut planarity of concrete. 
The sharp brickwork of the Coroners’ Court and sheer boarding of the arts 
centre display an eloquent silence, the former out of respect for the nature 
of the use, the latter in response to the road cutting which the building abuts 
(the boxes wooden volumes are undercut and made transparent to the interior 
of the site). The whitewashed walls of the doctors’ surgery, with its hybrid of 
monumental and domestic spaces, are articulated both as abstract planes 
and as conventional enclosures, with the solid timber screens inserted within. 
At the Ilfracombe Pavilion, the seaward wall is faced in a thick skin of rough 
stone, relating it to the battered sea walls, while the aspect to the town is a 
long, low canopy, the fluid horizontality of the foyer brought to the exterior. 
Throughout the projects, the rich, bright colours of the furnishing,  breaking 
the physicality and disrupting any singular perception of scale, give the 
interiors an expansiveness and a luxuriant degree of warmth. 

His feeling for the resonant typicality of simple forms is overlaid on a 
spatial sensitivity of great refinement. This is evident at the Coroners’ Court 
extension at Walthamstow, where the tomb-like brick portico is placed with 
lightness and precision in relation to the existing courthouse and birch tree, 
the alignment of paving underlining the uncertain hierarchy of the elements, 
the whole forming an elegiac backdrop for the interludes in this often tragic 
judicial process.

The mix of compact monumentality and a generous domestic scale is evident 
in the doctors’ surgery at Glenavy and the arts centre at East Grinstead. In 
the former, where the contrast of monumental and domestic registers seems 

almost schizophrenic, the subtle succession of thresholds establish a sense 
of privacy and intimacy in this elongated building. The small light courts which 
punctuate this sequence create an expansive spatiality, the modulations of 
light on the cedar external walls articulating an elemental, bodily time. The 
blank, timber-clad volumes of the arts centre, which enhance the presence of 
this somewhat secluded establishment, contain a series of inter-linked spaces 
of generous scale, the dark, focused intimacy of the theatre contrasting with 
the airy lightness of the cafe.

Ronalds’ project for the Ilfracombe Pavilion explores a more fluid, informal 
model of performance, at the same time creating a monumental presence 
in this run-down seaside resort. The compact, tall spaces of the theatre 
and cafe are wrapped by an extensive low foyer; this has a robust, external 
feel, its broken stone paving running through from the entrance to the bar 
with its raised ceiling and the gaping maw of its window facing the sea. The 
pyramidal rooflights cast light in through the depth of the soil and grass roof, 
emphasising the decentred spatiality, the raking columns which support the 
cones reinforcing the weighty, subterranean feel - a curious, compelling mix of 
Gaudi and Scharoun.

In the absence of linear, rectangular geometry, and the thresholds it enforces, 
there is a feeling of naturalness and ease of movement about the building; 
the forcefully physical enclosure of the cones creates a unity within the 
performance spaces, seeking a direct and simple relationship between the 
audience and actors. 
Equally, in the type of popular entertainment that will be played here in the 
summer season, being able to see, sensing the unity with the rest of the 
audience is as important as the view of the stage: these cavernous brick 
structures are oddly suitable to this kind of performance, underlining the 
shared experience, rather than elevating the professionals. The resident 
community will benefit, like the transient summer one, from the generous 
compactness of these spaces.
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The simple boldness of the cones, like Boullee’s brooding, monolithic 
fantasies, is reinforced by the absence of clues to the real size, creating 
a sense of robust strength attuned to this often bleak marine landscape; 
equally, the caprice and artificiality of the roof landscape around the cones 
relate well to the adjacent gardens, with their palms, thatched huts and floral 
displays, capturing well the steely frivolity of the town and its visitors.

Pierre d’Avoine’s work is animated by a feeling for the epic, collective scale 
of landscape and metropolis. This interest in a pre-architectural sublime 
is complemented by a sensitivity to the transformational character of the 
natural, human and technological worlds, which is visible in the processes of 
growth, appropriation and dynamic equilibrium.

If the Richmond studios have the character of a section of terrace, with 
precise, responsive furnishing inhabiting the repeating monumental bays, 
d’Avoine’s competition entry for the new Art Gallery in Walsall shows how 
such a counterpoint of convention and difference might be structured at an 
urban scale. The proposal can be read as both boundary and landmark to the 
city centre, its continuous wall of red sandstone like a remnant of an aqueduct, 
establishing both a formality and an epic dimension within which the separate 
elements of the gallery coexist. The idea of in-situ sculptures in the niches on 
the outside of this wall, to be carried out over time, further extends the idea of 
creating a framework for metamorphosis.

Enfolded within this wall, the gallery is structured in distinct blocks, facing 
out through transparent screens to the canal basin, a sunlit open space 
bounded by an animated perimeter of cafe, shops, conference room and 
project gallery, reached through the imposing open room of the gallery 
forecourt. The private collection which forms the heart of the gallery is 
located in a separate, house-like enclosure, covering three floors, while 
the studio of the artist in residence sits on the rooftop at the far end of the 
building. These more humble counterpoints to the monumental enclosing 
wall evoke the tension between the introverted, domestic world of the artist 

and the civic grandeur of the works he created. Together with the sculpture 
niches and the varying treatments of the wall, these domestic elements evoke 
the complex dynamic of collective history, a mix of static frameworks and 
individual appropriation.

The recent project for the Elephant and Castle district in south London further 
extends this idea of inhabited infrastructure. The scale and formality of the 
walkway betray a sympathy with the strategies of the 1950s which made this 
place, while its improbable delicacy - its timber boarded floor and  elegant 
steel transfer structures - seeks a lightness of presence, a responsiveness 
to the pedestrian’s footsteps, in order to establish a psychological as well as 
physical distance from the road traffic.

This raised boardwalk would serve as a pavement to the first floor shops 
in the shopping centre, as well as being lined with market kiosks at various 
points, forming a suspended, empty ground for the varied life of this working 
class area, a traditional focus of popular activity, the London equivalent 
of Berlin’s Alexanderplatz. The lighting proposals, which emphasise the 
surrounding buildings as walls to the ‘urban room’, would enhance the sense 
of stability and focus that the traffic tends to dissipate. d’Avoine seeks 
with this project, both adventurously and somewhat tentatively, to enhance 
the metropolitan public realm by creating a place where transience and 
occupation complement each other, a space which is animated by activity and 
framed by the scale of the city itself.

The humane, natural concerns of d’Avoine’s domestic projects is more 
evident in the scheme for Twickenham’s riverside, where the understated 
rawness of the sloped river bank establishes a broader frame of reference 
for the civic space defined by the buildings. In this wealthy borough on the 
western edge of  London, with its associations with the roots of the English 
landscape garden - it was a 17th century Arcadian proto-suburb, its riverside 
villas inhabited by the cultural elite of the time - the project plays cleverly 
between the aleatory spatiality of the picturesque and an elemental, earthy 
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simplicity. The tall covered market, with its rows of slender columns, and the 
scaleless box of the music theatre sit like remnants of a fair on this patch of 
‘wasteground’, forming a relaxed place of encounter and diversion in these 
low-key, affluent domestic surroundings.

These projects stand in sharp contrast with the mix of regressive imagery and 
urban entropy that has been the unofficial planning policy over the previous 
decade and a half. While these architects are far from being alone in their 
concern to enhance the common spaces of our towns and cities, I would argue 
that, through a precision of understanding, their work represents a significant 
contribution to the public realm, perhaps more so than some of the grandiose 
civic projects currently under way. 

The majority of these projects are sufficiently recent that the possibility of any 
empirical observation of the life they frame has been limited. This is inevitable 
in the presentation of current architectural work, which would need correction 
on a larger scale than a single exhibition can manage. However, buildings 
such as the Walthamstow Coroners’ Court or the Lisson Gallery, having lost 
the aura of novelty, show signs of being assimilated parts of the communal 
space they occupy.

What this body of work does show is the potentiality of modestly-scaled 
‘local’ action. Attempting to underpin the structures of community with 
well-placed interventions, as opposed to destroying and bemoaning at the 
same time, they betray a confidence to create humane spaces of encounter 
which accept the liberal ideals and fractured realities of the modern 
democratic state. The contemporary world does not follow a human measure, 
but is open to collective appropriation if one does not attempt to suppress its 
fundamentally challenging, inhuman aspects.

Taking advantage of the mixed locations where they find themselves, these 
projects show a respect for the topography of difference, expanding the life of 
the interior with simple, generous rooms, and framing the space of encounter 

with a theatrical formality. Their use of materials is best understood as 
a subliminal means of reinforcing or challenging social conventions - for 
example the exploration of a more exposed, external character of interior 
space, using hard materials. While respecting the private sphere, the public 
realm must be extricated from preoccupations with comfort and taste.

Instead of the contradiction of aesthetic control and deregulation of planning, 
the reverse is required: the imagery of an open, democratic society, and 
controlled development with a broad view of the public interest. These 
buildings and projects, both humane and confrontational, show how this 
tension can be positively resolved.

Britain’s long history of modernity has been characterised throughout by 
continuing resistance from some quarters to significant political or social 
change. In every national culture, the dynamic of modernisation is overlaid 
on many specific, local conflicts, and enters a confused realm of imagery. 
These projects explore and give evidence of this conflict of images - in 
which modernity can be a vehicle of change, not simply the result of it - at the 
same time addressing the structures of interdependence and participation 
which are at the root of the modern political state. If this difficult period of 
Britain’s history presents its fair share of cautionary tales, nonetheless the 
perspectives on a non-paternalist public space which these architects have 
put forward  are worthy of wider attention   consideration, both Flanders, with 
its neglected and fragmented public realm, and further afield.
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of ‘backstage’ and ‘foreground’ in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.


