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Mythmakers: Alison and Peter Smithson at Hunstanton 
School, Norfolk, with Ronald Jenkins, c.1953, photo by 

Nigel Henderson 



Alison and Peter 
Smithson  
‘Soho House’ project, 
1953 



Hunstanton Secondary School, 1949-53 



Hertfordshire Schools: 1940s picturesque 



Festival of Britain, South Bank, 1951 



Alison and Peter Smithson, model for competition entry, 
Coventry Cathedral, 1951 



Alison and Peter Smithson,  
Project for Golden Lane Housing competition, 1952 



CIAM and Team 10 
 ‘Statement on Habitat’ 
‘Scale of Association’ 
 
1953 ‘Urban Re-identification 
Grid’ 
Alison and Peter Smithson with 
William and Gill Howell 
Photos by Nigel Henderson 
 



Alison and Peter Smithson with  
Eduardo Paolozzi and Nigel Henderson, 1956 
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4 Peter Smithson (far left) ,Edwardo Paolozzi, Alison Smithson and Nigel Henderson (far right) taken in Limerston Street, Chelsea by
Nigel Henderson, 1956 (Smithsons, 2001, p114)



Henderson, Paolozzi and Smithsons,  
Parallel of Art and Life exhibition,  
Institute of Contemporary Arts, London, 1953 



Alison and Peter 
Smithson,  
The Economist Group, 
St James’s Street, 
1964 

Drawing by Gordon Cullen for 
the Architectural Review 



Ernö Goldfinger, Balfron Tower, 1965-67   



Spread from Architectural Design, September 1972 



‘one of the most 
unhealthy rookeries 
in Poplar’ (1878) 
 
Ordnance Survey 
map, 1867-70 
 
 



Map from The Survey of 
London, Poplar, 1994 



Traffic in Towns 
Colin Buchanan, 1964 



London Council (GLC), assembled a larger site on the former East 
India Dock estate, in order to carry out a ‘comprehensive rede-
velopment’. The LCC became world famous in the 1950s for its 
housing developments, such as the Alton Estates at Roehampton, 
designed and executed by its own in-house architectural team. 
Their efforts supplemented and to some extent replaced those of 
the individual London boroughs in tackling a long backlog of slum 
clearance, an issue that remained politically signi!cant despite  
a declining population in inner London after 1945. The LCC had 
resources for research and development not available to the bor- 
oughs, and the trend of the time was towards the perfection of 
industrialised building systems, with a view to eventual cost-
savings in design and construction time. The early 1960s was the 
period when ‘system building’ began to be seen as a desirable  
and modern way of building housing.

With 52,000 people still on their waiting list for re-housing in 
1961, the LCC changed its policy to allow the commissioning of 
private architectural !rms to supplement the efforts of in-house 
architects at County Hall. Alison and Peter Smithson were includ - 
ed in the list of eligible !rms and in 1963 were initially given three 
small sites near Manisty Street. Their design work for these sites 
was well developed before the decision was taken two years later to 
expand the project by demolishing Grosvenor Buildings and cre-
ating a more coherent site between the two main roads of Cotton 
Street and the Blackwall Tunnel approach.

The Docklands Background

In January 1965, the cof!n of Sir Winston Churchill was car-
ried down the River Thames after the state funeral in St Paul’s 
Cathedral. Television cameras caught the moment when dozens 
of cranes lining the river dipped in homage. This was memora-
ble because, !ve years later, most of these cranes had gone. The 
decline of the London Docks, caused by larger ships, contain-
erisation and old fashioned working practices, was sudden and 
absolute, and the remaining trade migrated downriver to the 
new container port at Tilbury. From the access decks of the newly 
completed Robin Hood Gardens, the dock basins of the East 
and West India Docks were clearly visible, but they were empty 
of shipping by 1972. Imagining the wider context of their hous-
ing scheme, the Smithsons saw the potential for a water-based 
leisure zone for London, the size of Venice. In fact, through the 
1970s, many of these dock basins were !lled in and the surround-
ing buildings cleared. The desolate post-industrial landscape was 
captured as a location for !lm and television series, such as the 
ITV crime investigation programme series, The Professionals, 
the English version of Starsky and Hutch. 

By 1981, none of the planning schemes for the area had been 
adopted or begun, and the Docklands Development Corporation 
was formed to override local authority control, free of normal res-
trictions and responsibility to local communities. The developer 
G. Ware Travelstead commissioned the design of Canary Wharf 
as a high-density business centre laid out on a grid with a raised 
street deck. The Canadian developers Olympia and York took 
over the scheme in 1987, and completed the One Canada Square 

Perspec- 
tive of 
the first 
scheme, 
known as 
Manisty 
Street 
(1962-64), 
which  
became 
Robin Hood  
Gardens. 
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Manisty Street 
scheme, 1962-64, 
Prototype for Robin 
Hood Gardens on 
smaller portion of the 
site. 



Barrier blocks 
‘calm space’ 
 
136 persons per acre 
Creating open space 
 



Model of Robin Hood Gardens, made for BBC TV programme, 1970 



Streets in the Sky 
 
Park Hill, Sheffield, 
Lewis Womersley, with Jack Lynn 
and Ivor Smith, 1957-61  



‘In the Robin Hood Gardens 
model, neither the streets nor the 
dwellings accommodate activities 
useful for supervision or 
socialisation. The wide access 
galleries are primarily circulation 
spaces and are only incidentally 
available in a neighborhood 
exchange. The outdoor areas 
adjacent to the dwelling units 
miss their chance to serve as 
front porches or stoops because 
they allow no definition of private 
territory or any sense of public 
ownership. The dwelling units are 
all but disconnected from the 
“street” (imagine the difference if 
there were only a kitchen window 
on it, and a real stoop), and turn 
away from the link to the rest of 
the estate.’ 
Anthony Pangaro, Architecture 
Plus, 1973 





From Architectural Design, September 1972 



The Conservation Story 
1988 First listings of buildings after 1945 – ’30 year rule’ 
1992 English Heritage Post-war Listing Steering Group – 
thematic studies of Schools, Universities, Houses, Housing, 
Town Halls, public art, etc. 
1997 Robin Hood Gardens eligible for listing, Tony Blair 
and New Labour win general election – climate of criticism 
of heritage 
2002 Post-War Listing Steering Group ends. Post-war 
listing now conducted on ad-hoc basis, in response to 
threats to buildings. 
2007 Announcement of Blackwall Reach Regeneration 
Project. Request for Certificate of Immunity for Robin Hood 
Gardens. 



2007 Twentieth Century Society proposes Robin Hood 
Gardens for listing.  
2008 Press campaign and petition, led by Building Design 
magazine. April 2008: following internal debate, English 
Heritage advises Department of Culture, Media and Sport 
not to list. Arguments include: 
•   failure as housing, from the beginning and today 
•  low level of magazine coverage as evidence of lack of 

importance 
•   loss of original colour scheme 
•  lack of originality or influence 
•  Acoustic wall creates sense of fortress isolation 
•  street decks better represented by Park Hill 
•  stairs too narrow 
•  not all works by famous architects have to be listed 
. 



2008 Listing refused by Department of Culture, Media and 
Sport (minister Margaret Hodge).  

Twentieth Century Society requests review of decision on 
the basis that English Heritage did not conform to 
guidelines. 

Twentieth Century Society holds exhibition at RIBA with 
new photographs by Ioana Marinescu, 
2009 Listing refusal confirmed, Certificate of Immunity from 
Listing granted (until May 2014). Twentieth Century Society 
publishes book Robin Hood Gardens Re-Visions. 
Continuing interest among press and architectural students 



•  Reasons for campaign 
•  1. Maintaining standards of assessment at English Heritage and 

DCMS, including political neutrality 
•  2. Demonstrating the potential for successful conservation of the 

building at an acceptable cost 
•  3. Assertion of the importance of architectural ideas, especially in 

relation to mass housing of the 1960s 
•  Outcomes of the campaign 
•  1. The highest profile to date of any campaign for a modern building 

in Britain, engaging many architects 
•  2. Opportunity to have a public discussion about the current 

conditions of housing in Britain 
•  3. Asserting the role of a voluntary conservation group  in leading 

debate 
•  4.Political neutrality affirmed by English Heritage, but pressures 

remain strong 



Blackwall Reach 
Regeneration 
Project 
Early model 2007 



Scheme for Aedas for Swan Housing 



Gains 
More housing units 
Ends deadlock over lack of funds for upgrading Robin Hood 
Gardens 
New housing may be more energy efficient 
Existing residents to be rehoused 
 
Losses 
Rare work by architects of international significance 
Character of open space 
Low density  
Potential for imaginative transformation of buildings 
Embodied energy and CO2 in existing buildings 



Reflections on the Smithsons 
The Robin Hood Gardens controversy revealed deep divisions in the 
architectural community, going back to the 1950s, about the legitimacy 
of theory and the quality of discourse.  
There appeared to be resentment of the Smithsons’ role as well a 
criticism of their ideas and their buildings. 
At the same time, the interest of younger architects and followers of 
architecture was aroused in support of retaining Robin Hood Gardens. 
‘New Brutalism’ is one of the most difficult stylistic descriptions ever 
invented, difficult to explain, with strong negative implications. 
The shift from hope to despair through the years 1967-72 represented 
a national mood swing which is still not understood. 
How far are we willing to accept determinist views of architecture and 
behaviour? 
Was the ‘street in the sky’ idea over emphasised? Can we accepted it 
as good by comparison to some other access methods, but still limited 
in its potential? 



Reflections on conservation activism 
In Britain, there is a tradition that voluntary conservation 
bodies stimulate debate. 
Given the outcome of almost certain demolition, it is not 
clear whether the actions of the Twentieth Century Society 
were productive or not.  
One way or another, the case seems to have stimulated 
media discussion about housing architecture of a broad but 
usually not very deep kind. 
The legacy of 1960s mass housing continues to divide 
opinion, with relatively little understanding of the historical 
causes. For many, its image has become nostalgic and 
romantic.  
The refurbishment of Park Hill has created ambiguity about 
the potential for listing large housing projects, although the 
listing of the Byker Estate has  
 





Byker Estate, Newcastle, architect Ralph Erskine, 1969-82  












