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Introduction

Driving through the underground dual carriageways that wind beneathytloeicire,
one would be hard pushed to say that the modernist project was attalg in
Birmingham (Figure 1). This section of the inner ring roadasgmted the zenith of
Birmingham'’s post-war planning, crystallising its self-imagea ‘car city’ by the late
1960s. Elsewhere in the city, however, the legacy of this peridteibuilt form is
being rapidly removed, with very little protest and frequently candg deal of
celebration.

Cities are rarely the creation of a single period in hist@yrasenting a single vision
and a single style. More usually they are a mix of diffeedements, representing the
different historical traditions in which parts of the city haverbbuilt. Geographers
and historians use a number of metaphors to describe this phenomenon,ndeteibi
city as a mosaic, a patchwork or a palimp3esil give a sense of a city that is built
up of a number of parts — some reused, some new — which fit égogetimake the
city as it exists at that moment.

Britain’s modernist reconstruction during the 1950s and 1960s resultachenparts
of the city being demolished. One result of this was the notidgheo€Conservation
Area, where a group of buildings of a particular character ween g degree of
protection, even where the individual buildings were not sufficientlgrésting to
warrant individual ‘listing’ as historic monumerfts.At the moment, no one is
seriously calling for modernist townscape to receive such piateeind the listing of
individual buildings from this period — such as the Park Hill housing cemioi
Sheffield — can often cause controvetsy.

It is perhaps something of an historical irony that modernisastriucture, built in a
style associated with the destruction of outdated urban forms, istselvquietly
under attack. It is true that modernist icons such as Le Corlsudi@té d’habitation
in Marseilles or Mies van der Rohe’s Seagram building are natggtm be
demolished without a fight. More generally, however, it seemsdhasperiod many
cities, particularly in Britain, would rather forget. Modernismseen as having
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destroyed large and often interesting parts of the city and espthem with blank
concrete barrack-like buildings and urban motorways.

Architect and historian Sylvian Malfroy has, however, suggeisteda mistake to
thoughtlessly demolish ‘ordinary’ modernist buildings, simply becausg @re from

a period whose architecture is now regarded as having failededinde argues that
thought should be given to preservation precisely because these buiddmgs
representative of a unique period in histdryn Birmingham, however, a conscious
decision was made by the City Council in 1988 to completely reraleveents of its
post-war modernist infrastructure in the city cefitr@he inner ring road — the jewel
in the crown of the post-war reconstruction — was the partidalget. It was
believed, probably with a certain amount of justification, that bothirtege it
generated and the physical constraints on the growth of the eityrec were
hampering economic expansion. The last fifteen years have thousasgetermined
assault on the legacy of the reconstruction planners in Birmingham.

Birmingham’s modernist reconstruction

The individual most closely associated with the reconstruction ahiBgham
following World War 1l was Sir Herbert Manzoni, the City Engineand Surveyor.
Manzoni, who joined the City in 1927 and became Chief Engineer in 1935 guided
Birmingham through its radical post-war reconfiguratioklis major contribution to
the city came with the realisation of two closely linked sclerttee completion of
which was largely due to his personal determination and the highdriegashich he
was held by local politiciar. The first was a network of ring roads around the city
core, early plans for which had been drawn up in 191%7-T8e second scheme was
for five giant slum clearance areas, identified by 1941, whiche wer be
comprehensively demolished and rebuilt in a modernist £tyBy the early 1970s
the ring roads were almost completed and the five slum cleaearas, totalling 563
hectares! had been completely rebuilt, with almost none of the original buildings
surviving (Figure 2).

Lee Bank, one of the five clearance areas, adjoins the southern etlge aantral
business district and is currently undergoing a major redevelopmegtaprme
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which is removing a good deal of the modernist-influenced built frr@ne of the
earliest post-war visions for the estate, produced in the late {Pdse 3), shows a
mixed landscape of high-rise and lower buildings all set in rolhackland — the
model was a Swedish style ‘mixed’ development, one perhaps moredgnpayed
out at the London County Council’s Alton East estate in Roehamptéirshould be
pointed out not only that these wide open spaces were a stark comtthst high
ground cover of the original site, but also that when these plansdneesa up, the
city had no flats of more than four storeys in hefdhModern-influenced design was
really something quite new to the city at this point. The deglugtsresulted were a
little more ad hoc than this 1940s vision. A variety of differibdes reflected the
twenty years or so it took to completely clear the site obriginal buildings and
replace them, but the principle of a ‘mixed’ development remainedt,rda did the
general architectural theme of a diluted modernism.

About a quarter of the estate was designed in 1960 as a singleyuhg then City
Architect A.G. Sheppard Fidlér. This area, in the vicinity of Cregoe Street (Figure
4), included tower blocks of 22-storeys, as well as smaller $lzdate and houses.
Cregoe Street was one of a number of modernist housing estagésd sout for
criticism by theArchitectural Reviewn 1967. In a famous special edition of this
journal, which had been an early campaigner in favour of modern arahiect
Nicholas Taylor condemned not only the unimaginative design, but alssotid
environment that was being produced:

In schemes like Lee Bank, there is no threshold to connect the

private world with the public, except the anonymous lift shaft;

for any individuality — the specially painted door, the loud check

doormat, the lace curtains, even paradoxically the washing lines

— is suppressed in the interests of visually portraying communal

cleanliness?®
Although Taylor’s critique seems prescient, it was not entiialy locally directed
policies on allocations and management, combined with an extrensthctree
housing budget laid down by central government were as much te btanthe
socio-economic decline of the estate from the mid-1970s as washatie
architectural formt/ This said, the physical environment certainly did not help
matters in terms of trying to retain long-term residents and create @ ctabmunity.
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By the early 1990s, Lee Bank was being regarded as a new$land a series of
initiatives were attempted to redevelop the area. Afteeatgleal of campaigning by
a highly organised group of residents, the council housing in the aetramsferred
to the ownership of a newly established private sector social ldndldQ99. In the
years since, the project has grown from a fairly unremarkdblaolition and
refurbishment scheme, into a major commercial redevelopment ptojéxtly a few
pieces of the post-war design are being retained, with thearsigned to the dustbin
of history.

It is difficult to lament this kind of thing — tenants who remainthe end of the
redevelopment will undoubtedly end up living in a better managed and mosarglea
environment. Alongside the modernist housing programme, the othéldegaay of
Birmingham’s post-war reconstruction, the inner ring road, haslasly been
radically reconfigured. Again, it is hard to dispute that the oveffact has been to
improve the appearance and usability of the city centre. The péwsabad running
along the west of the city centre in a series of tunnels has lede virtually
unchanged, forming as it does the main link between the south ofyttendithe M6
motorway to the north. The rest of this road has, however, been draligati
transformed over the last 15 years, tied into a series of magmges to the eastern
side of the city core.

The inner ring road was built in stages from the mid-1950s tel#6s. The early
parts of the road were elevated, weaving around and over the modrhi&ing
shopping centre, which was rebuilt as part of the post-war reaotistr programme.
Pedestrians were very much subordinate to the road network, fortmeddank
underpasses, while cars rushed overhead on urban motorways of upe tantkesein
each direction. This segregation of users and functions was a cothemae in
Britain’s post-war reconstruction, with pedestrian-only presinat the city core
forming a refuge from the automobile’s conquest of the rest ofithé’c All the
elevated sections of Birmingham’s inner ring have now been removedthe
lowered roads are disciplined by a large number of surfacepdedelstrian crossings
— a complete reversal of the post-war model (Figure 5).

Much of this work to alter the inner ring road has been conn&dtbdhe demolition
of the Bull Ring shopping centre and its replacement with the Wilpdst-modern
‘Bullring’ (note the dropping of the space between the words). cbinaectivity of
the inner ring has been broken at this point — indeed, only cyclists doddaxis are
allowed to take the service road under the new shopping centrb adnoects the
parts of the old road. This is part of a policy of trying tooemage a more
‘sustainable’ approach to transport, with part of inner ringebtrck of the Bullring
having been transformed into a ‘bus mall’ to service the new shoppittge>* The

18 | ocal resident Steve Austin won the area signifigaress attention when he covered a billboard on
the edge of the estate with a poster reading ‘Weécto Lee Bank, Birmingham’s Slum Quarter’. J.
Weaver ‘Residents voice anger over ‘slum quar®irmingham Post10 June 1996

19 Interview Director of Property, Optima Communitgsociation, 26 October 2004

20|, EsherA Broken Wave: the rebuilding of England 1940-19&hdon, Allen Lane, 1981; J.
HasegawaReplanning the Blitzed City Centre: a comparativedyg of Bristol, Coventry and
Southampton 1941 — 198uckingham, Open University Press, 1992

% The new bus mall had a rather troubled openingyelver, with a series of injuries to pedestrians
confused by the new road layout. After just thmeenths it was partially closed and at the time of
writing (November 2004) remains so. B. Hurst ‘Shées: fury as commuters are trapped in queuing



large scale reconfiguration of this eastern side of thecattre during 2002-3 is
associated with a longer term plan to redevelop the entire ‘Eastsidectdistri

Referring back to Figure 2, it should become apparent that thete@rggnificant
gaps in the ring of clearance zones surrounding the city centréheQvestern side is
the Jewellery Quarter, traditionally an area of small matwrfiag workshops in the
jewellery trade, but today largely a ‘heritage’ site, with Gownation Area status in
order preserve the historical legacy inscribed in its built fornThe district on the
eastern side, Digbeth, was another manufacturing area, bhidesscally interesting
from the heritage industry’s point of view. With industry declinimghe area, it was
ripe for regeneration, particularly given its proximity to thiy centre. Removing
barrier presented by the elevated portion of the inner ring readseen as a crucial
precursor to allow redevelopment to stretch out from the city'Hdsetside’ — as this
area has been rebranded.

The removal of the inner ring road has made the natural topografiny afea all the
more striking, with fantastic views opened up from the city eerdacross the Rea
Valley to the city spreading across the hillside beyond. Beyone thes views,
however, Eastside is still struggling to make its mark upon tie ciThe
redevelopment is far from completion. The cultural centre, NishGemshaw’'s
Millennium Point, stands awkwardly isolated in the distance. Tive litzary,
designed by the internationally renowned Richard Rogers Pdrimers still to get
off the drawing board, yet is crucial to linking up the differentmelets of the
Eastside scheme. Without it, the site lacks a coherent identity.

The development of the Eastside district has, however, been fadilitgg the new
Bullring shopping complex, which stands on the eastern edge of theeritye.
Undoubtedly the new Bullring building is a good deal more pleasaide and out
than the concrete boxes it replaced. The old Bull Ring was dhgioenceived,
however, as a socially inclusive space, with upscale retail sitben@ new outdoor
market, which sat at the heart of the development. The indoor geiakly went
downmarket, as the shopping centre became increasingly unfashionalbhe. A
opportunity to redevelop the site brought with it an opportunity to bring back
wealthier consumer. The new Bullring comprises two departmergssand a great
number of upmarket shops. The market draabeen retained, but with a rather
subtle shift. Instead of forming the heart of the new developritdrds been moved
to the edge, at the foot of the steep slope down from theenitye. The focus of the
new Bullring is the 19 century church of St. Martin's, a small parish church
suddenly thrown into the limelight by dint of being used as an aestteiirepiece
for the redevelopment (Figure 6). The target customer groupsef@ultring and the
market are very different and their spatial separation care&@ as reinforcing a
class- and income-based separation.

This has interesting ramifications when one considers an interpnetd the interior
spaces of the Bullring, using de Certeau’s ideas of spaseg breated through the
way people move around them (Figure 7). De Certeau, looking doardtattan
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from the top of the World Trade Centre, suggested that the hardahktedscapes —
what we normally think of as the city’s architecture — wetatikely uninteresting,

being merely a product of the capitalist system attemptinggcess its power over
the landscape. The more interesting aspect of the citypnatuced by people
walking around the spaces in between those buildings, their actionsofungtias

tactics of resistance against the hard spaces of capitalist heg&mony.

Certainly the architecture of the Bullring could be read asgbiiinly uninteresting —
flashy detailing hiding the essential banality of a large bmstucted to keep the
rain off retailers and shoppers as they engage in practicesxafange and
consumption (Figure 8). The interior is a much more exciing dynamic space,
with large flows of people in and around the spaces contained withiarthatiectural
shell. The Bullring is designed, however, as a place where pgoptespend money
and the people in question do not belong to that less well off demograpineatkes
use of the spatially separate market spaces. The spontanemgsafactsistance that
de Certeau looks for are exactly the kind of practices that those controllimgeteri
seek to discourage through the panopticism of CCTV and private yeguaitds>
There are relatively few places in the building where one italown without having
to spend money in a café. Behaviour deemed to be outside the natrdevad by
the management of the centre can result in the removal of amdumali or group. To
utilise de Certeau's terminology, tactics of resistance nagathe physical
manifestations of capitalism are likely to result in captaliwielding its powers of
spatial discipline.

Regeneration work over the past 15 years in Birmingham has bedicapee on
removing large elements of the modernist townscape which had beenasiibalty
erected during the post-war reconstruction. The widespread popeliagfthat the
modernist architectural dream has gone sour has meant thairdbess has been
generally welcomed. On former council estates such aBhak, which suffered
from both physical and social neglect, widespread demolition and oestraction
has proved a powerful symbol of the determination to make life Hetténe people
living there. In turn, removing the eastern portion of the innernsag has created
new redevelopment opportunities beyond the city core even if, at prdékant,
redevelopment is somewhat piecemeal.

The new Bullring shopping centre exemplifies the debate about the
preserving the modernist townscape. The new centre is undoubtedsr glace to

visit, particularly if you happen to be the kind of middle-class consumeég
targeted by the retailers therein. The concept of inclusigemdgsch was built into

the design of the modernist Bull Ring has, however, been pushed If)teécabne

side by moving the open air market from the centre to the edge of the shopping centre
Modernist townscape may not have always worked particularlyimpHactice, but it
seems a shame to demolish the ideals as well as the built fabric in redearglopm
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Modernist Birmingham is not going to completely disappear iridreseeable future,
if only because the post-war construction was undertaken on suchsivenssale.
Individual buildings may be listed as historic monuments, but there psaspect of
Conservation Area status being granted to preserve parts of the geoeegal
modernist townscape and there is no doubt that a great deal mbwe lmfikt form
from this period will disappear as the city’s regeneration progra continues. Of
course, the kind of urban performances that so fascinated de Certezple-queating
new spaces as they move around the city — are the most epharbaralandscapes
of all, constantly destroyed and refashioned in a new imagemaidly, a town is
more than its material form even if, in practice, it is bhddings that are easiest for
us to capture, document and discuss. The dismemberment of the modescajmav
in Birmingham is therefore straightforward to record and fascinating story in its
own right, but an understanding of the performances undertaken in and around that
townscape lies tantalisingly beyond our reach.



[llustrations

Figure 1. Western section of Birmingham’s inner ring road. |tBaoia series of
tunnels this portion of the road continues to operate in its original 18éfiguration
(Author, January 2005)
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Figure 2: Simplified map of inner Birmingham indicating locatiorthe five central
slum clearance districts relative to the inner and middle mragls. (Redrawn by
author)
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Figure 3: Painting produced by the Birmingham Public Works Deyemt, c. 1948
showing a vision of Swedish-style ‘mixed’ development for the rddpusent of the
Bath Row (Lee Bank) area. (Birmingham Central Referémnioeary, Photographic
Collection, WK E1 1066)
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Figure 4: 22-storey tower blocks in the Cregoe Street arkaeBank, just prior to
demolition. (Author, September 2000)



Figure 5: This boulevard replaces a very large multi-leverahiange (Masshouse
Circus) which was demolished in 2002 as part of the changes to theingheyad on
the eastern side of the city. (Author, January 2005)

Figure 6: General view of the new Bullring shopping centre. Sitrtivg church
stands at its heart while the newly rebuilt market aredb(gisn the foreground) has
been pushed to the edge of the development. (Author, January 2005)



Figure 7: Bullring, interior view — note the large glass raal ¢he multiple levels of
circulation space. (Author, January 2005)
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Figure 8: Exterior of the Bullring shopping centre, rear excga (Author, August
2004)



