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Flats in London’s privately owned Barbican go for
£4m, while four miles away a similarly iconic social
housing estate is set for demolition

In the late 1960s, when the Barbican was built, New Brutalism had become a key
architectural expression of the welfare state. Photograph: James Barr (work
experience)/The Guardian

Last month I cycled the four miles between two of London’s most iconic brutalist housing
estates, the Barbican and Robin Hood Gardens.
Both were designed by eminent architects around 40 years ago. Both have been praised and
condemned in equal measure. One is a private estate and one is social housing. One is
thriving, the other facing demolition. Their contrasting fortunes say a great deal about
British housing policy over the past 40 years.
The Barbican, with more than 2,000 homes, is a frequent winner of London’s ugliest
building award. Yet its homes are very desirable, with penthouses going for more than £4m.
https://www.theguardian.com/housing-network/2016/jan/13/brutalist-housing-estates-private-barbican-social-london
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Designed by Le Corbusier devotees Chamberlin, Powell and Bon it features raised walkways,
gardens and lush greenery. The estate has an army of caretakers and porters, and service
charges range from £1,700 to £16,000 a year.
Robin Hood Gardens, a stone’s throw from Canary Wharf, was designed by Alison and Peter
Smithson for the Greater London Council (GLC). There is a wonderful ﬁlm online made by
cult novelist BS Johnson which catches their rather snooty attitude. Two massive slab blocks
enclose a large open space and a two-storey high hill. It was modelled on the “little pool of
calm” at Gray’s Inn and it is astonishingly peaceful, given that the site is surrounded by
major roads.

Robin Hood Gardens: ‘astonishingly peaceful, given that the site
is surrounded by major roads’. Photograph: Construction
Photography/Corbis

The estate is innovative, with deﬂecting acoustic walls, “streets in the sky” and innovative
internal layouts. It has become a battleground brutalism’s defenders – Richard Rogers likens
it to a Nash terrace and says it is post-war Britain’s most important social housing
development. The Twentieth Century Society has tried in vain to have it listed, but Tower
Hamlets council is determined to knock it down and replace its 214 ﬂats with up to 1,575 new
homes. Whether this will include a higher or lower number of genuinely aﬀordable homes is
unclear, but the decision to demolish has split the architecture profession, with some calling
for a boycott of work on the estate.
I visited on a bleak December day with London-based British artist Jessie Brennan. She has
worked on the estate for the past two years and has published a book, Regeneration!, about
the experience. Her drawings depicting the metaphorical crumpling of the estate were
commissioned by the Foundling Museum for Progress in 2014.
We met on the hill in between the two blocks, like spies in a cold war ﬁlm.The windows and
concrete mullions are crumbling and the blocks have none of the greenery that softens the
concrete facades of the Barbican. Many residents have ﬁtted security grilles to their ﬂats,
suggesting a fear of other residents or outsiders, or both. The lifts are coﬃn-like and slow,
unlike the Barbican’s spacious and eﬃcient lifts. But the ﬂats, built to Parker Morris
standards, are spacious, and the structure appears mostly sound. The estate cost £1.8m to
build, a ﬁgure that has been wiped away by inﬂation.
https://www.theguardian.com/housing-network/2016/jan/13/brutalist-housing-estates-private-barbican-social-london
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Brennan said that when Robin Hood Gardens was designed in the late 1960s, New Brutalism
had become a key architectural expression of the welfare state. As part of her project she
invited residents to explore the uncomfortable story of redevelopment and the ideological
attack on council homes.
If Robin Hood Gardens had been blessed with a diﬀerent owner perhaps it would now be as
desirable a place to live as the Barbican. But it would be easy to blame the management and
allocation policies of the GLC and Tower Hamlets for its decline. The wider issue is the
sustained assault on social housing over the past 35 years. Councils have been forced to send
half of their rents and most of their receipts from house sales to Whitehall and the level of
management and investment could never match that of the wealthier residents at the
Barbican.
There is no doubt that the Robin Hood Gardens estate could be refurbished, but the costs
would be high and the land it stands on has become increasingly valuable as London’s
centre of gravity has shifted eastwards. Housing providers are being forced to take an
increasingly commercial approach to their assets. The fate of the residents often takes
second place.
Abdul Kalam, a former resident who participated in Brennan’s project, summarised how
many resident feel: “They are basically driving the poor people out”.
Sign up for your free Guardian Housing network newsletter with news and analysis sent
direct to you every Friday. Follow us: @GuardianHousing

Farewell to the 2010s…

… will the 2020s oﬀer more hope? This has been a turbulent decade across the world –
protest, populism, mass migration and the escalating climate crisis. The Guardian has been
in every corner of the globe, reporting with tenacity, rigour and authority on the most
critical events of our lifetimes. At a time when factual information is both scarcer and more
essential than ever, we believe that each of us deserves access to accurate reporting with
integrity at its heart.
More people than ever before are reading and supporting our journalism, in more than 180
countries around the world. And this is only possible because we made a diﬀerent choice: to
keep our reporting open for all, regardless of where they live or what they can aﬀord to pay.
We have upheld our editorial independence in the face of the disintegration of traditional
media – with social platforms giving rise to misinformation, the seemingly unstoppable rise
of big tech and independent voices being squashed by commercial ownership. The
Guardian’s independence means we can set our own agenda and voice our own opinions.
Our journalism is free from commercial and political bias – never inﬂuenced by billionaire
owners or shareholders. This makes us diﬀerent. It means we can challenge the powerful
without fear and give a voice to those less heard.
None of this would have been attainable without our readers’ generosity – your ﬁnancial
support has meant we can keep investigating, disentangling and interrogating. It has
https://www.theguardian.com/housing-network/2016/jan/13/brutalist-housing-estates-private-barbican-social-london
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protected our independence, which has never been so critical. We are so grateful.
As we enter a new decade, we need your support so we can keep delivering quality
journalism that’s open and independent. And that is here for the long term. Every reader
contribution, however big or small, is so valuable. Support The Guardian from as little as £1
– and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
Support The Guardian

Why support matters
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