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[bookmark: _Toc70545366][bookmark: _Toc148468005]Introduction 

[bookmark: _Hlk68865499]This essay will consider the design of the Barbican, one of the most famous Brutalist buildings in the United Kingdom, and examine its form and function. The Barbican divides opinion, considered by some to be a brutal and ugly insertion to the ancient City of London, while others hail it as a triumph of post war planning. By analysing the site through its contextual situation, a better picture of how it has come to hold its place in the architectural landscape of Britain can be gained. 

[bookmark: _Toc148468008]Chapter 1: Brutalism

The Barbican is an exemplar of its style and therefore has consequently become synonymous with the stylistic movement of Brutalism. The origins of Brutalism can be found in the late 1940s and early 1950, a post-war world which intended to liberate itself from the weight of all that came before it. Traditional architecture and its proportions, particularly classicism, had been tarnished by its veneration by the National Socialists in Germany who would define their power through stripped neoclassicism. Eager to escape this, forward thinking architects attempted to develop new languages for architecture. 

Villa Goth in Uppsala, Sweden, was completed in 1950 by the architects Bengt Edman and Lennart Holm and is often cited as the first use of brutalism (Lucia, 2024). Derided by architect Hans Asplund as “neo-brutalism”, the term was taken up by visiting English architects and would become synonymous with this new type of architecture. Definitions of the term vary, with caveats added to include or exclude certain elements of buildings. Le Corbusier’s Unite d’Habitation (fig. 1 ) of 1952 in Marseille is often described as proto-brutalist, a transitional style between pre-war Modernism and nascent Brutalism. Importantly, the structure is formed of concrete, produced as beton brut, which allows the concrete to show the texture of the frames into which it is formed (Grindrod, 2018, p. 19). Beton brut, translated as “raw concrete”, would later become synonymous with brutalism after its reference in 1966 by Reyner Banham in his book “The New Brutalism: Ethic or Aesthetic?”.
	[image: Unité d'Habitation of Berlin - Wikipedia]
(fig.1) (Savin, 2017)
	[image: undefined] (fig.2) (Nunn, 2020)




From the 1950s to the 1970s, Brutalism would transform the landscape of urban and suburban Britian, particularly flourishing in university campuses that were both rapidly growing and being produced in the early 1960s (Henley, 2017). These include the new “Plate Glass Universities”, such as Warwick, York and Lancaster. The challenge faced by these universities was paralleled by the local authorities, the need to house large numbers of people. Brutalism’s uptake at a time of such demand allowed it to flourish throughout the nation, thus many architects either championed or experimented with the style, including Sir James Stirling who designed the History Faculty Library at the University of Cambridge in 1968, Alison and Peter Smithson who designed Robin Hood Gardens in Tower Hamlets in 1972, and Erno Goldfinger who designed the Trellick Tower in Kensington in 1972 (fig. 2). 

[bookmark: _Toc148468010][bookmark: _Hlk62472134]Chapter 2: Context

The Barbican complex is located in the ward of Cripplegate in the City of London, the historic heart of London and an area that has served as the financial centre of the United Kingdom for centuries. It lies north-west of the Central Business District, one of the most expensive and widely recognised locations in the world due to its financial architecture, such as the “Walkie Talkie”  (20 Fenchurch Street) and the “Gherkin” (30 St Mary Axe). The site has a long and well recorded history, once being home to the original roman fort in London and later being a major gateway into the city. These gateways were known as barbecana, and hence the anglicised name Barbican was chosen for the estate (Historic England, 2022).

During the Second World War, largely due the financial and organisational importance of the city of London, the area came under heavy bombing raids. By the end of the war, the site had been levelled to such a degree that there were hardly any buildings left (Hall, 2012) (fig. 3) and the pre-war population in Cripplegate of 14,000 had been reduced to 48 (Anon., 2024).  Lack of demand for inner city living lead to the site remaining mostly empty through the 40s and 50s, however by 1957 the City of London’s Court of Common Council designated an area of 35 acres for mostly residential development, in the hope of reinvigorating the city. 
	[image: ](fig.3) Public Domain
	[image: undefined]
(fig.4) (Quinn, 2008)



In 1952, a site to the north of the Barbican had been chosen for development to form the Golden Lane Estate (fig. 4). An architect and lecturer at Kingston University, Geoffry Powell, had won a competition for the design, defeating a proposal by the upcoming architects Alison and Peter Smithson (ArchDaily, 2016). To complete the work, Powell formed a partnership with fellow Kingston lecturers Peter Chamberlin and Christoph Bon, creating Chamberlin, Powell and Bon. Thus when a competition was held for the Barbican site, Chamberlin, Powell and Bon were in a suitable position to successfully enter a design and carry it through. Throughout the project industrial disputes, common in the 1960s and 70s, delayed completion of what was intended to be a much quicker project. In 1965 the band Unit 4 + 2 performed on the cleared site their song “Concrete and Clay”, heralding the coming development (Grindrod, 2018, p. 132). 
[bookmark: _Toc148468012]Chapter 3: Structures

The landscape of the Barbican estate defies the traditional image of Brutalism, that of a large monotonous block such as Robin Hood Gardens, instead creating a varied collection of spaces framed by differing types of structures. At the very centre of the development exists the Water Gardens, a defining element of the scheme that amplifies the oasis-like feeling when emerging through the Barbican. While the aesthetic effects of this are undeniably positive, planning did not consider the necessary shallowness of the pool, a mere half a metre, necessitated by the London Underground running directly beneath. This is too shallow to allow a healthy ecosystem to develop meaning that the water must be frequently changed to prevent stagnation (Barbican Living, 2024). Noticeably car-free, the Barbican sequester almost all the 2000 parking spaces in the two-story podium on which the terrace blocks sit, a concept which would have been radical in a time of motorway building that venerated car ownership.
	[image: ]
(fig.5) (Wilson, 2024)
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(fig.6) (Wilson, 2024)



3.1 Skywalks
The complex layout of the Barbican exists on a rigid grid, essentially meaning that all buildings are in one of two possible orientations. Most routes through the Barbican are on what would conventionally be the third floor however it is essentially an elevated ground floor. All routes through the site are made via paths meeting at 90 degrees. A difficulty created by this is the unintuitive routes generated to travel what should be short distances. It can also be said that the lack of intuitive paths through the building reduces footfall in the Barbican, highlighted by the fact that common routes are marked with yellow lines (fig. 6), indicating which paths to follow. Nonetheless, the pedestrian walkways are a striking feature that were key in the ethos of the project. 
Part of a never realised scheme to unite London through high-level walkways, the paths have become iconic in their own right and serve as the embodiment of forward-thinking urban design that the Barbican was famed for (Henley, 2017). 

3.2 Tower Blocks 
To the north of the site are three towers blocks of 42 storeys that take the plan form of triangles, these are Lauderdale, Shakespeare, and Cromwell towers. The triangular shape was chosen to reduce resistance to wind, fearing that the conventional rectangular forms of the other barbican buildings would be unsuited to high-rise construction. The towers bear a heavy appearance, in-keeping with the terraces, and when completed were the tallest residential structures in London. The exterior of the towers (fig. 7) are mostly the work of Peter Chamberlin who had visited Frank Lloyd Wright’s Price Tower of 1955, influencing the design of the vertical concrete pillars that were not visible on the initial design (Barbican Living, 2024). Chamberlin, Powell, and Bon suggested that the towers would “give identity to the neighbourhood from afar.” (Barbican Living, 2024). Internally, the towers provide 3 flats per floor on average, each flat having a dedicated side of the triangular towers. They also accommodate a set of penthouses on the uppermost floors, aimed at the business elite of the City of London. 
	[image: ]
(fig.7) (Wilson, 2024)
	[image: ]
(fig.8) (Wilson, 2024)




3.3 Terrace Blocks
Much of the complex is formed from housing blocks and to the east and west they form broken quadrangles (fig. 8) with private residents’ lawns at their centre. There are thirteen major terrace blocks containing a mixture of housing types. Unlike many estate developments, a considered part of the design is the wide variation in these residences, providing for the differing needs of people working in the City of London. The attempts to accommodate for all needs was to such an extent that over 100 different arrangements were created (Henley, 2017), consisting of studios, 1,2,3 and 4 bedroom flats, maisonettes and penthouses. An iconic element of the Barbican is the high level planting, and it’s “Eco-Brutalist” style, undoubtedly encouraging residents to grow plants on their own balconies. It is generally held that residents must maintain their window boxes, with regular events being held to show new residents how to look after plants (Past in the Present, 2018). The quantity of plant-life within the confines of the Barbican highlights the amount of light that rakes across the various towers and blocks throughout the day, increasing the openness already generated by the site plan. 

3.4 Barbican Centre
The Barbican Centre was one of the last parts of the complex to be opened but unites the complex with amenities that no other development of its kind had included. The Centre includes the Barbican Hall, presently home to the BBC and London symphony orchestras, and the Barbican Theatre, designated for the Royal Shakespeare Company. Other art spaces include the Pit theatre, the Barbican Art Gallery, and Barbican Film – a cinema. 
There are also three restaurants and the acclaimed Barbican Library, housing many rare arts books and operating as a public lending library. The library maintains a high level of use, testament to the aesthetic interiors where working spaces are in high demand. The form of the Centre is presented in a more typical Brutalist style than the housing blocks, which still retain a modernist form, existing as large concrete planes on a horizontal and vertical axis (fig. 9). 
	[image: ]
(fig.9) (Wilson, 2024)
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(fig.10) (Wilson, 2024)



3.5 St Giles’ Church
Protected by the defensive terraces and guarding towers, there are two pre-existing structures within the site. The Church of St Giles-Without-Cripplegate (fig. 10) is a conspicuous outlier within the Barbican, and along with the remnants of the old walls of the city, is the only part of the complex that predates the development. One of the few mediaeval churches to survive the Great Fire of London of 1666 but damaged by the war, the 1394 building, with perpendicular gothic detailing and the grave of Milton, was essential to retain (Collins, 1980, p. 281). Deference in the design process is evident by how harmoniously it is incorporated into the rest of the development and provides an aspect of sensitivity to the Barbican that defied contemporary critical opinion that the project was inconsiderate of its surroundings.

Chapter 4: Material and Detail

The Barbican has become a byword for concrete, displaying many of the different aesthetics that are achievable from the material. The most notable finishes applied to the concrete are pick-hammering and bush-hammering (fig. 12) (Henley, 2017, p. 103), high-cost techniques to create a rugged finish achieved by worker jackhammering the concrete exterior by hand (Grindrod, 2018, p. 33). By chipping the finish of the concrete, the joint lines between blocks are disguised, removing vertical lines and increasing a horizontal effect – described by Pevsner as “used in tough masculine forms on a mighty scale” (Barbican Living, 2024).  The technique also highlights the quality of the concrete, manufactured with a Penlee granite aggregate (Historic England, 2001), hence adding an aesthetic value. Undoubtedly the finish is warmer, softening the angularity of the concrete forms. 
Elevating the Barbican are large concrete pillars (fig. 11) that extend out of the earth from 60 feet deep (Historic England, 2001), creating a strong foundation on which the large terrace blocks effortlessly float. Pillars such as these are a direct inheritance from the modernist piloti championed by Le Corbusier in the early 20th century (Twentieth Century Society, 2014). This allows for the famous open walkways and is essential to the lightness of what could have been an oppressive site. 
	[image: ]
(fig.11) (Wilson, 2024)
	[image: ]
(fig.12) (Wilson, 2024)



A frequently overlooked element of the barbican is the quantity of brick, forming most of the material not made of concrete (Grindrod, 2018, p. 83). Brick is used throughout as an accent to the concrete, appearing in walls, ceilings and floors (fig. 13). Chamberlin, Powell and Bon stated that brick acts as an “intermediate between wholly natural and wholly man-made ”, (Barbican Living, 2024) referencing the use of brick in the Barbican’s podium that elevates the concrete. The earthy tone of the brown brick undoubtedly mimics the natural colour of earth, made evident when contrasted around the leafy edges of the Water Garden (fig. 14), and creates a calming ambience and unity within the complex. 
	[image: ]
(fig.13) (Wilson, 2024)
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(fig.14) (Wilson, 2024)
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(fig.15) (Wilson, 2024)
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(fig.16) (Wilson, 2024)


The barbican blurs the line between interior and exterior spaces, with interiors incorporating external materials but reducing proportions and softening edges. The entrance to the lifts (fig. 15) exemplifies the quality of the buildings, making an elegant feature of what would usually be prefabricated unit.

Chapter 5: Reception and Legacy
A commercial success, the Barbican has continually been sought-after as a place to live in the City of London and command high prices when they infrequently are sold, reaching £700,000 for single bedroom flats. At the opening of the complex in 1982, Queen Elizabeth II described it as “one of the modern wonders of the world”, an opinion that is certainly not universal (Frearson, 2014). Public perception of the Barbican is unsurprising, and faces the same challenges of many famous Brutalist buildings, in that it is often described as a “Marmite” building – beloved or despised (Past in the Present, 2018). This reduces the argument to whether it is a good building or a bad building, which is an impossible criteria to analyse. The architects Piers Gough refers to the complex as “the greatest work of British planning and architecture of the 20th century” (Twentieth Century Society, 2014), however when London Design Week surveyed 1000 Londoners in 2003 to find the cities ugliest building, the Barbican topped the list followed by the BT Tower and the Millenium dome in 2nd and 3rd respectively (AJ, 2003). 
The Barbican marked an end to Brutalism in the UK, historian John Grindrod stating that “Brutalism died on the 3rd of March 1982” (Grindrod, 2018) – the year the Barbican was declared officially complete. From the conception of a scheme to build an urban housing development on the site in the early 1950s, to its completion in 1982, the Barbican had spanned the entirety of what could be called the Brutalist period. In September 2001, the complete site was listed  as Grade II, marked for its “scale”, “cohesion” and “ambition” (Historic England, 2001), testament to the importance of its legacy. 






[bookmark: _Toc148468014][bookmark: _Hlk70092154]Conclusion

By considering various aspects of the Barbican Estate, it is possible to understand the level of detail and thought that guided its design and construction, and the legacy it leaves. From the philosophies that impacted its architects to create a series of buildings that had no real precedent, to the material technology that allowed the design to push the limits of what could be achieved, this essay has consolidated many different aspects of the collection of buildings, such as form, planning, and purpose. Overall, it is clear from the fame and attention the Barbican continues to attract and the contextual world in which it was imagined that it is one of the most important buildings of the post-war world. 
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