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Brutalism, High-Tech, and Beyond in Post-war Britain
To Demolish the Rules but to Keep the Tradition

Text / PAN Yan
Translation/ SONG Yating

After World War II, three globally significant
architectural movements were started by
British architects and architectural practices:
brutalism that is derived from modernism
and localised in Great Britain; high-tech that
emerged in the 1960s and peaked during the
1980s, led by British high-tech architects
and practitioners; new formalism that greatly
innovated architectural morphology and
functional organisation, which was born in
the British academy and acknowledged as
constructivism in its early days, and later gim-
micked up with parametricism. The first could
be seen as a movement spread to Britain,
while the second was explored and practiced
in Britain and then exported to the world;
and the third conceived in Britain, with its
concept globally spread and widely practiced
before projects occurring in its motherland.
The Festival of Britain, a national
exhibition and fair that celebrated British
technology and art, was held on the South
Bank of London, only six years after WWII,
to manifest the history, ambitions and future
visions of the British Empire. Many would
suggest that it is state-led grand event with
a reference to the Great Exhibition of 1851
(with the Crystal Palace). Led by the 38-year-
old Hugh Casson, director of architecture
of the festival, a group of young architects
designed a number of international style
buildings. Although these futuristic structures
were demolished in the following year by
Churchill’s government as the remnants of the
Labour Party, their impact long lasted. Not
only did they mark the resurgence of post-war
Britain by giving new life to the South Bank
cultural centre after the bombing, they also

delineate the nation’s visions of the future: to

TP - 710723.indd 214

rise from the history and embrace the future,
with new technologies to create unprecedent-
ed possibilities for a new society.

‘Brutalism is not an aesthetic, but an
ethos.’ It was not born associated with con-
crete structures and volumes. Space shaped
by concrete is used as a ‘formatted’ artificial
environment that supports modern living
just like nature. With changes in aesthetics,
social structure, technology, and economic
environment, the ideologies of these practices
have proven less socially practical as they have
prospected. Since the late 1960s, the language
of brutalist architecture that signifies a social
organisational system made of endless, megas-
tructural artificial environment, has gradually
given way to its ‘aesthetics’, which was later
widely recognised by its concrete blocks and
bare fagades among the general public. When
the style becomes fixed instead of constantly
reinvigorating under new external conditions,
an ethos is drained of vitality and momentum.

The 1960s was an age of radical change,
when a composed, highly organised society
met progressive technological revolutions to
spark polemic questioning and imagination,
towards the future potentials and directions of
the society. The 60s also gave birth to a variety
of thinkers, experimental architects and
activists. Their theories and practices widely
discuss, criticise, and explore the rhetoric and
practical potentials of the architecture disci-
pline, in an era when the scale and impact of
the built environment could compete nature.
Cities no longer determine human behaviour,
but provide possibilities for human activities.
It is a move that represents people's power
retrieved from the built forms, through a high

degree of autonomy.

Likewise, when seeing architectural
spectacles created by our high-tech protag-
onists with steel structures, one should not
neglect the in-depth contemplations on
the macroscopic human habitation they are
embedded with, as well as their antagonism
against the superstructure of power con-
structed through monumental megastructures
across the human history, other than their
forms and tectonics.

It is worth noting that after almost
half a century, ‘high-tech’icons, like Centre
Pompidou, have not become obsolete. They
have not lost their avant-garde position under
rapid technological progress. This can help
us clarify a fundamental and widespread
misinterpretation of ‘high-tech architectures”
they do not become aesthetically outdated
because they were not developed to express
the state-of-the-art itself, but to truthfully
and actively expose the relationship between
technology and the society in which they were
conceived. A form of synchrony is achieved in
all time and space, through the juxtaposition
of authentic historical fragments and con-
temporary architectures, in which history and
the present echo each other, beyond the limit
of space and time. In other words, this syn-
chrony challenges the narrow view that sees
future as merely ‘time after the present’, and
pulls together paralleled universes as legible,
apprehensive slices of space and time.

Compared to Norman Foster who sees
the environmental discourse as the drive and
destination of architectural design, Richard
Rogers regards it as a part of the theoretical
framework of the built environment within an
urban or even planetary context. Under global

urbanisation, cities have become a factor with
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the greatest impact on our planet. Rogers’
explorations revolve around new forms of or-
ganisation between human activities and the
environment. Iz his Cities for a Small Planet, he
describes the city of the future as:

‘...one that is sustainable within its own
environment; that can make a positive
impact on its surroundings; that encour-
ages communication among its citizens;
that is compact and focused around
neighbourhoods; and that is beautiful,

a city whose buildings and spaces spark
the creative potential of its inhabitants.
As our population grows larger, our

planet grows smaller.’

With such a theoretical framework,
rather than separate sustainable design
solutions for buildings, Rogers was appointed
as chair of United Kingdom's Urban Task
Force in 1998 by John Prescott, deputy prime
minister of the New Labour government. The
objectives of the Urban Task Force are target-
ed towards urban renaissance. Its purpose was
to *...identify causes of urban decline and es-
tablish a vision for cities in England, founded
on the principles of design excellence, social
well-being and environmental responsibility
within appropriate delivery, fiscal and legal
frameworks.” Their findings were presented
in a report to the government on 29 June
1999 “Towards an urban renaissance, Final
report of the Urban Task Force’. More than
100 recommendations were made, proposing
that cities should be more sustainable, better
designed, more compact, better connected and
should support a range of diverse uses. This
would require strengthened democratic local
leadership, increased public participation and
greater investment in urban areas.

The Urban Task Force published six
years later an independent report, noting that
there had been some success, but many prob-
lems remained and even worsen. Therefore,
this report, rather than a direct guide towards
urban planning, have largely contributed to
the formation of consensus on urban issues
between the public, urban planners, govern-

ment, and social capital, through multiple
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public presentations and discussions, upon
which common discourses of urban develop-
ment are thus stablished.

At the turn of the century and the dawn
of the new millennium, a grand celebration
was expected by many. At the time, a certain
extent of social consensus about transforming
inner London into an attractive mega me-
tropolis has been reached, which was not only
promoted by Rogers, but also driven by social
awareness and actions brought by the econo-
my that recovered from the early 1990s down-
turn. ‘Starchitecture’ of the new millennium
also contributed to the celebration in the form
of a new wave of large-scale investment, since
when the skyline of the age-old city has been
dominated by tower cranes and superstruc-
tures. The skyline on both sides of the Thames
has undergone frequent reworking.

The 1960s to 1980s saw fundamental
transformations of architecture in the onto-
logical sense as a result of systemic changes in
the built environment. Relatively, by the turn
of the century, the focus has shifted to, on the
one hand, the discussion of the macro sys-
tem, such as ecology, and on the other hand,
refinement of existing concepts rather than
systematic reform of the discipline. An ambi-
tious era of radical inquiries into the ontology
of architecture has come to an end.

Since the speculative boom in the late
1990s till the subprime mortgage crisis of
2008, London-based architectural offices have

experienced a long period of expansion. Six
months after the outbreak of the crisis, its
impact was spread to the architecture industry,
with a large number of projects suspended,
cancelled or cut back on investment. Brexit
further caused another slump in the economic
confidence. In order to maintain the city’s
image as a prosperous market, large-scale
projects in inner London are no longer easily
called off for design issues. The skyline of
London again changes drastically, and this
time, with architectural design standards
greatly lowered, compared with Prescott’s
instance that ‘only skyscrapers of exceptional
design’ should be approved.

Nowadays, architecture has formed an
unprecedented close relationship with dis-
ciplines studying the macro system, such as
ecology, sociology, economics, and industrial
organisation. But the innovation of architec-
ture should not only reflect and apply those of
other fields. As of 2020, the overall high level
of architecture in London is still considerably
impressive, with an outstandingly wide range
of practices. But we should also be particularly
cautious with the difference between inno-
vative and new — whether it is projective in a
broader framework of knowledge, or merely
eye-catching. Undeniably, master architects
who grew from the 1960s and 1970s, are still
offering us the sharpest visions into our world.

For us, this is both a crisis and a challenge. @

Superstudios started a round of critical imaginations against the endless copy-paste built environment.
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Walkable City and Urban Accumulation

——

A Thinking of New London Plan (2019-2041)

Text/ SONG Yang
Translation/ SONG Yating

Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of
Space (3rd Edition).
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The exceptional amount of global attention
paid to the ‘London Plan’ manifests London’s
specific charm in its urban development his-
tory. To others, its unceasing growth accom-
panied by trendy new buildings constantly
shooting up in the city centre verifies its status
as a role model of urbanisation. However,
this striking charm could also be misleading.
The spatial development of London is full of
contradictions. Its mechanisms and practices
have long taken root in this land. At the same
time, this urban development model has
caused economic inequality, uneven regional
development, and social disorder, which are
however often concealed with growth rates
and the prosperous cityscape that is continu-
ally renewed.

'The concept of ‘walkable city’ emerged
in the early 21st century and originated as
a pragmatic approach to lower vehicle uti-
lisation rate, so as to reduce congestion and
pollution caused by excessive traffic load
in the city centre. The budget for London’s
walkable city project (Walking Action Plan)
is £2.2 billion, most of which will be used
to redesign streets, install better signposting
and maps, and add more pedestrian crossings.
Through a series of initiatives, the government
claimed that all Londoners could do at least
20 minutes of active travel every day by 2041,
if the ‘Healthy Streets’ approach is delivered.

S

'The Mayor’s Office said that active walks and
an urban environment with less traffic would
benefit citizens health. It could save the Na-
tional Health Service £1.7 billion in treatment
costs over the next 25 years, suggesting that
85,000 fewer people would need treatment for
hip fractures, and 19,200 for dementia.
However, two unavoidable questions
are: who needs walking, and who would
benefit from walking? For Londoners, ‘walk’
is not just a choice of transportation, but
also a symbol social status. In a metropolis
like London, a good pedestrian environment
could be regarded as a scarce resource. Under
the city’s spatial development and resource
allocation driven by capital, it has strong class
attributes and is very exclusive. People who
could walk are mostly upper-middle income
groups that work in busy business centres
and live in nice, safe residential areas. Urban
blocks in South London and East London
where low income communities congregate
are often noted as ‘un-walkable’. For example,
Elephant and Castle in South East London
has the reputation for being the most ‘com-
plicated’and dangerous neighbourhood in
London. Complex ethnic background and
long-term poverty lead to high violent crime
rate. The dangerous street environment forces
people to avoid walking in this area, especially
at night. In return, the poor condition of the
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neighbourhood further results in the decline
of retail, weakening its attraction for those
who wish for a good wander. Over time, areas
like Elephant and Castle became a dreadful
area to the walking enthusiasts.

In the new ‘London Plan’ that runs from
2019 to 2041, the Mayor's Office puts special
emphasis on creating more public space for
residents around the city. This is not just about
increasing recreation areas or retail along the
roads in technical terms. Socially, it means
creating public urban space that encourage
tight bonding between people from different
backgrounds, and their interaction will help
shape the ‘city’ into ‘urbanity’. On such basis,
the new London Plan, while reducing road
traffic and emission, also proposes to create
‘Living Streets’, intending to make streets
more inclusive and demand-oriented. This
also means that the street is no longer only
regarded as an economic artery of the city, but
also a diverse space for living. This concept is
widely welcomed in a commercially prosper-
ous area such as the City of Westminster, as
well as neighbourhoods near the green belt
of London, as dwellers in these places could
benefit directly from this ‘walkable’ campaign
— with safer travel, a more ecologically land-
scaped street environment, and a booming
street economy. However, in low-income
neighbourhoods, such as Elephant and Castle,
the campaign is limited to those communi-
ties that are being built for the middle class.
Only such renovated areas are designed with
pedestrian facilities, while the rest are in-
tentionally neglected and even sacrificed to
alleviate traffic pressure from other walkable
communities.

Behind such a spatial distribution is
London’s social stratification. The capital-driv-
en production of urban space has materialised
these divisions, which are further delineated
in urban dwellers’ choice of transportation.
Wealthy communities enjoy quiet streets and
small-scale pedestrian spaces. Contrarily, low
income communities are fragmented by a
large number of expressways. For example,
Elephant and Castle is a transportation hub
in South London, where the A2 major road of
south-east England, the A3 road of southern
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England, and roads toward inner London in-
tersect and form the southern transport node
of the London Inner Ring Road. The large
traffic flow results in serious congestion and
the highest road traffic fatality rate in the city.
Yet, these roads, although as economic arteries
of the city, could not bring positive economic
impacts to the area as mere passages. On the
contrary, they have negative effects on the
development of local communities, causing
damages to the pedestrian environment and
local retail businesses.

As a form of spatial production and
fix, the social benefit of ‘walkable city’is a
matter only time could prove. In the urban
regeneration masterplan for the Church
Street and Edgware Road area in the City
of Westminster, walkable designs are seen as
powerful solutions to improve the accessibility
of various public and commercial facilities for
residents. At the same time, the city council
also hopes to rejuvenate the declining Chapel
Hill markets by improving road connectivity,
claiming that 350 local jobs will be created,
and the area will benefit from an increased
customer flow.

However, these schemes only describe
the bright side. State-led ‘walkable city’ pro-
jects inevitably need participation from private
capital, as only with large private investment
can the government fulfil its promise of
increasing local population and promoting
local economy. However, in the production
of urban space, the ultimate target for most
of private capital is the real estate market.
Exemplarily, 3,000 new homes will be con-
structed in the Church Street and Edgware
Road area’s renewal, which will benefit from
a more ‘walkable’ neighbourhood and thus
become more ‘valuable’in the housing market.
However, it is too early to predict what social
effects these renewal projects and this form
of spatial production will create. Do these
measures really make the neighbourhood
more ‘walkable’> Can they really foster retail
business in the streets? Can they really attract
the new middle-class to make purchases? And
will they trigger a new round of gentrification,
in which low-income families and tenants

in the neighbourhood have to face survival

problems under increased prices and rent?

The regeneration of urban space is not
merely a reconstruction of the physical space;
it could be regarded as a small revolution in
the urban society. New social relations and
cultural values are inserted into the physical
space, and by reshaping the existing spatial
structure, an opportunity to transform the
public realm is created. The city’s public
sphere is rejuvenated in reforming local social
connections, through the reconstruction and
renovation of the urban built environment.
However, a question has to be asked: Is urban
regeneration a move to provide for and pro-
mote the well-being of communities, or a tool
to accelerate the economy?

Globalisation has redefined the capital-
isation of urban space. In China, this process
started in the late 1980s and accelerated
significantly at the beginning of this century.
Similar to some western countries in the past,
China's urban development has so far been
a pursuit of scale. This, on the one hand, has
fundamental causes such as population den-
sity and resource allocation, and on the other
hand, is an inevitable result of car-oriented
urban development. A series of consequences
including serious congestion and environ-
mental pollution are now urgent issues to be
solved in large Chinese cities. On such basis,
‘walkable city’ may become a feasible solution.
However, as manifested by the new draft of
London Plan, the choice of transportation
is not just a choice of travel method, but a
choice with social implications. For the City
of Westminster, even when a sophisticated
pedestrian network is provided, a large num-
ber of affluent residents who live and work
there would still prefer to commute by car
out of complex class issues. Perhaps a change
of mind-set is as important as reshaping the
physical space, which is also worth consider-

ing in today’s China. @
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