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Figure 1: The Trellick Tower (Archdaily.com, 2019).

Postmodern architecture is a building design that has been controversial since it was introduced back in the 1950s and 1960s. Public opinion on brutalism and postmodernism has always been strong and many have different views, but why are people so opposed? After the Second World War, the drastic change in architecture and the cities people lived in changed at a rapid rate thanks to technology and faster construction methods. Is it the change in aesthetics people do not like? Or does it go deeper? One meaningful change and introduction to do with brutalism is Le Corbusier’s inspiration for large-scale, high-rise housing blocks. One example of these flats would be the Trellick Tower, built in 1972 in Kensal town, London by Hungarian architect Ernö Goldfinger, who also built the Balfron Tower in 1965 which is remarkably similar. From the first moment the Trellick opened, people described the building as anachronistic, and it was not liked among the locals (Johnson, n.d.). However, today it is a grade II* listed structure of special interest and an icon amongst brutalist architecture in London. A contrasting example is Robin Hood Gardens by Alison and Peter Smithson, built in the same year, 1972, in Poplar, London. This residential block received admiration and criticism when first opened, being praised by architect Richard Roberts as one of the most outstanding British residential housing blocks he had ever seen (Turner, 2019). Tower Hamlets drew up plans to demolish Robin Hood Gardens in 2008, but preservation campaigners and architects launched a programme to rescue it. Listing was turned down twice for the building, leading to the western side of the site being demolished in 2017, and the remaining site cleared in 2022, however, a part of it has been reserved for the Victoria and Albert Museum, although not on display. Given the similarities between these two buildings, how did one become an iconic landmark, while the other, despite efforts to preserve it, faced demolition?
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Figure 2: Robin Hood Gardens (Archdaily.com, 2011).

Ville Radieuse, 1930, was written by Le Corbusier about his influential and controversial designs of urban Europe (re-thinkingthefuture.com, 2024). His innovation was to value maximum functionality and efficiency in architecture as well as design a new radical aesthetic that is cheaper and faster to build. The idea of brutalist housing blocks we see today stemmed from his ideas, as well as his own built example, the Unité D’Habitation in Marseille, France, built in the year 1952. It was built as a response to housing needs after the Second World War as Corbusier quoted a “vertical garden city” that included communal living, shops, and a garden for residents to play and interact. Firstly, the idea was praised, but it wouldn’t be until 1968, that fear grew among living in these buildings. On May 16th that year, a match was lit unknowingly that gas leaked in the Ronan Point tower, which led to an explosion, destroying the corner of the 22-storey building (Smale, 2018). It became known as the Ronan Point Disaster, as the cause was because of poor building construction. Other issues would develop as an increase in crime rates, due to the elevated walkways designed to create community spaces, gang activity, vandalism, and anti-social behaviour. There was a lack of building management and maintenance as well, so it became an undesirable place to live and turned into a symbol of failure in urban living. By the time Goldfinger completed the Trellick Tower, the local authorities recognised that these multi-story tower blocks were causing social problems, so they were becoming unpopular (Architectuul.com, 2019). Goldfinger was born in Budapest, in 1902. He studied architecture in Paris and was heavily influenced by Le Corbusier, the structural rationalism taught by Léon Jaussely, École des Beaux-Arts, and most importantly Auguste Perret (Johnson, n.d.). His philosophy was that the essence of architecture lay in the expression of materials and construction methods; principles that are most evident in Goldfinger’s striking bush-hammered concrete housing blocks. Goldfinger as an architect received criticism and admiration, but most negative. At his time, King Charles III (then known as Prince Charles) was public about his opposition to modernist architecture which turned a lot of opinions against Goldfinger’s work. Ian Flemming also despised Goldfinger so much due to Victorian buildings being demolished for his concrete buildings, that his famous Bond villain got named after him, which Goldfinger threatened to sue. However, after he died in 1987, he won respect and more admiration for suddenly becoming a figure of national significance (Ivry, 2009). The architects of Robin Hood Gardens, married couple Alison and Peter Smithson, born in 1928 and 1923 wanted to help restore homes after the Second World War bombings. In their twenties, they were able to work together to start a successful practice and designed the headquarters of the Economist, an extension to St Hilda’s College of Oxford University and a house for the Ideal Home Exhibition in 1956, which was a plastic, mass-produced house. The Robin Hood Gardens, which they hoped would become a symbol of modern housing became incredibly unpopular which ended their public career. They are still remembered today but are respected for other buildings they designed, such as the Upper Lawn Summer House.
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Figure 4: Alison and Peter Smithson, (archdaily.com, 2020)
Figure 3: Ernö Goldfinger, (alicemadethis.com, 2016)



Goldfinger designed the Trellick Tower similarly to his previous building, the Balfron Tower, with the exposed external concrete look. It is a 31-story, 98-meter-tall building that contains 175 flats. In its day, it was one of the tallest buildings in Europe hence earning the nickname, “the Tower of Terror” (Winstanley, 2019). Goldfinger designed its functionality uniquely, for how these flats were accessed. There are nine types of two-level flats, with main entrances on every third floor, connecting to the service tower. Inside, an internal staircase leads residents to the upper or lower level of the flat. By reducing sharded corridors, the design allows for more open layouts with windows on both sides. Goldfinger designed the units very carefully, adding dual paned glazing in the windows to help mitigate the sound transmission, as well as pivoting window systems to avoid cleaning problems of a high building. Each flat had an individual fan coil, and a great use of space saving in the rooms, such as sliding doors instead of the traditional swinging door. Trellick Tower’s top floor houses the cantilevered plant room, containing the oil boiler and water storage tanks. He placed the two together to reduce the need for pumps and how the water could easily flow down to the flats thanks to gravity. However, the building was converted to electricity shortly because of the oil crisis in 1973 (Goodwin, 2020). The north facade has large glass gallery windows that extend the horizontal look of the bridges along the access levels. On the south side, the design includes two types of balconies and vertical supports, creating a pattern that mirrors the gaps formed by the bridges connecting the two main structures. Today, the Trellick Tower is one of London’s most popular properties and is considered a luxury for those who live there. The Balfron Tower, Goldfinger’s similar building from the decade before is also well known as a Grade II listed building. Similarly, Robin Hood Gardens was also built out of pre-cast concrete. It had a total of 213 apartments. It comprised two structures, one being forty-two meters tall with ten stories and the other thirty meters high with seven stories, because the shorter building would allow more Southern light onto the taller side. The building’s structure was made of iron bars covered with concrete, and the doors were all made of wood. Since the Smithsons wanted to include space for the residents to be social, the centre includes a garden that sits on remnants of construction and debris. Bedrooms and kitchens were designed to face the garden for less noise, and the living rooms and corridors “the loud rooms” on the other side would face the traffic. The Smithsons invented the term “streets in the sky” since this building had so many concrete balcony corridors overlooking the gardens, which were on every third level. They were designed to be wide enough for children to play and for people to converse, but in practice, this rarely happened. Over time, the apartments would become fewer desirable places to live in because of the crime rates, the structural safety of the building and ironically, loneliness.
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Figure 5: Trellick Tower Section, (RIBApix.com, n.d.)



A few years after opening, the Trellick Tower was widely hated, and a centre for crime and anti-social behaviour. Many appalling events happened in the building, such as vandals sabotaging the sprinkler system, which led to the lifts being flooded and residents being left without electricity, water, and heat over the Christmas period. When the lifts were out of order, residents were forced to take the stairs and one collapsed and died. A woman was attacked from the lifts and raped, and a group of dangerous sports participated in jumping off the building resulting in one man plummeting to his death, so locals didn’t want to go hear it (Wittenberg, 2020). In 1991, Sand Helsel, Professor of Architecture at RMIT, made a documentary praising the Trellick Tower on the BBC to change public opinion. Helsel gives a tour around the flat, commenting on the aesthetic and lighting of the spaces, pointing out details saying that Goldfinger is a “man who obviously loved design” (Helsel, 1991). She explains she doesn’t think the architect, residents or lack of maintenance is the reason it was hated, but instead, she feels it’s a problem of interpretation, a metaphor for the ills of modern society. She adds, “It's too easy to put in some ominous clouds to paint shadows on every landing.” After her documentary, it became a more respectable landmark in the area, Notting Hill. People wanted to move to the building, and some flats sold by £150,000 in 1999. Then, in 1998, it was awarded its Grade II* title. Another example of a listed brutalist housing estate is the Barbican Estate, in Central London. It is a grade II listed, giant concrete estate containing 2,014 apartments, varying from single studio rooms to seven-bedroom luxury houses spanning 160,000-meter squares. When it first opened in 1982, people had mixed thoughts since pre-bombing, it was a site housing Roman ruins, and its heavy, concrete design. The architects, Peter ‘Joe’ Chamberlin, Geoffry Powell and Christoph Bon (CB & P) designed this building as a commission, their goal being to find a better way for the British to live. Each room in the building is designed generously with light, space, and comfort. Today the flats are for middle- or upper-class people, and a place they can brag about living in (Treggiden, 2016). Although it has been voted the UK’s ugliest building, Queen Elizabeth II called the building a “modern world wonder.”
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Figure 7: Lobby interior of Trellick Tower, (ArchitectureAu.com, 2016)



When it was announced that Robin Hood Gardens would be demolished, a study reported that 75% of its residents would like it knocked down and replaced (Anon, 2008). Some architects fought to try and save it, such as Lord Rogers, Stuart Lipton and Zaha Hadid, as well as historians. Residents such as Charles Alison said, “People live in Robin Hood Gardens like they live in a prison.” Others would say in interviews that they were worried about their children, and how much drug addicts lived in the building (Hussain, 2016). On the other hand, one of the good things that came out of this building was how kind and friendly some neighbours were to each other. The concrete facades would start to weather poorly, and on top of that, road pollution (weeklytales.com, 2015). However, some residents liked the building. A resident named Darren said, “I have lived here all my life, I love where I live.” Tower Hamlets, who decided to demolish the gardens said it was because new homes would be more efficient. London Borough of Tower Hamlets, in collaboration with GLA, has plans for a new residential since the demolition of Robin Hood Gardens. The project, named Blackwell Reach will have over six hundred new affordable homes, an extended school, and a mosque. It costs £500 million which is a risk considering they want the new homes to be even more affordable than the Robin Hood Gardens (Anon, 2012). However, they would be better for the environment with energy-efficient, sustainable building features. Another example is Aylesbury Estate, London. It was built between 1963 and 1977 by R.G. Davis & Partners. It is one of the largest brutalist estates in London sizing around thirty hectares, which once accommodated 11,000 people (Miklaszewicz, 2023). There are much fewer residents there now, due to poor maintenance and crime, and the council has definite plans to demolish it, to replace it with 4,200 new homes, which is twice as many existing (www.vauxhallandkennington.org.uk. (n.d.). Other than the building being considered ugly by the then Conservative Party leader, Michael Howard, the building lacks care and thought in the design and construction, meaning that the architects either rushed the plans or wanted to be known for designing one of the UK’s largest housing estates.

[image: Aylesbury Estate - London][image: The Barbican Estate at 50: why London's brutalist concrete housing ...]Figure 10: The Aylesbury Estate, (Inigma, 2010)
Figure 9: The Barbican Estate, (Standard.co.uk, 2019)



What The Trellick Tower and Robin Hood Gardens both have in common, were a lot of things. The brutalist style, influenced heavily by Le Corbusier, of the concrete facades and a noticeable decrease in exterior ornament. Both have dark histories, of crime and bad maintenance. The architects found the “streets in the sky” concept interesting and useful, even when opposed by the public. Which leads back to the question, how did one succeed, and the other, a failure? Opinion is an especially essential element of the answer. For both buildings, groups that supported brutalism have always been architects, historians, and established residents. Some architects can appreciate and understand designs more than a person who has no knowledge of construction, historians know that brutalism is a substantial change in history which needs to be remembered, and long-term residents have lived in them long enough to call them homes. On the other hand, a sizeable percentage of the public dislike the buildings. Most of these negative opinions come from the “ugly” appearance of the blocks. People can be quick to disagree since it’s a new look, the opposite of the Victorian houses they’re used to, or it could even be a fear of modernism, the future. As the Trellick Tower has proved, these opinions can be very fluid, as a BBC documentary started the journey to the flats becoming high-demand and a proud symbol for Notting Hill. The Barbican Estate is more proof of how brutalism can be popular. Robin Hood Gardens and the Aylesbury Estate failed to have enough protection from demolition, meaning that perhaps their downfall was not having enough people find them “beautiful.” The council for both explained that having sustainable, new flats replacing them would be more beneficial to the area, but plans for these buildings are in the modernist style. One notable thing that the Trellick and Barbicans have in common that the other two do not, is how they are now luxury, middle-class residents. Since people might view them as flats for the rich, they might have gained more respect and value for that reason. Another factor that could be the cause for some’s success, is the architect. Goldfinger put a lot of effort and care into the Trellick, and architects such as Sand Helsel could recognise his passion for design, and how his goal was to give people the best living experience. CB & P practice worked a practice together and was commissioned to design the Barbican, and with their combined efforts, the project turned out sensitive to the existing ruins, accommodating all needs and contemporary design. The Smithsons wanted to reinvent urban housing to be completely new, radical and a unique style. This could have been where they went wrong because although their idea had potential, the structural problems meant the building would not last long without a refurbishment, so they could have overlooked that factor. The Aylesbury Estate also suffered construction issues, maybe since it was built at such a large, ambitious size with a lack of diligence, even stated that it was rushed, and designed with no thought and necessary skills. Overall, it is possible that in the future, as Brutalism becomes a rarer style, it may garner greater appreciation. Until the public begins to understand the architects' passion behind their designs, opinions about any building can change
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Figure 11: The Trellick Tower and Robin Hood Gardens, (Personal collection, 2025)
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