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Preface

I am standing at the edge of a big roundabout near the centre of Leicester, an industrial city in the English Midlands. I'm trying to get to the Asian supermarket on the other side, my favourite place for food shopping, when I am in the city, which these days is fairly often. It's a muggy summer's afternoon, and the traffic is intense, roaring around me, and above me on an elevated flyover, making conversation difficult. It's a struggle to get across the road, so I have time to take in the surroundings. Around me are the surviving brick fragments of the Victorian industrial city, grimy but unexpectedly handsome, some low-rise social housing in the postwar Swedish style, and hard by the flyover, a twenty-storey modernist high-rise, built of a piece with the road scheme. It is a place no one would describe as beautiful, but I have got to know it well, and lately (and somewhat self-consciously) I have started to take pictures of it because it is, in its peculiar way, an extraordinary sight. A bizarre amalgam of things, it is something that no one would have consciously built in its present form, or could even have imagined, a century ago. Why is the traffic roaring over my head at fifty miles per hour? Why does that housing look like it belongs in Gothenburg? How have those Victorian factories survived, and what are they now for? Why is the supermarket that shade of green? Why is it so hard to get across the road? These are good questions. We habitually pass through places like this wherever they are in the world (and this fragment of Leicester could actually be anywhere, from São Paulo, to Singapore) but we rarely take them seriously, or spend any time looking at them. We should, because areas like this are what our cities mostly are. But why, if we wouldn't deliberately set out to make cities like this, do they look like this? Why do cities look the way they do?

There aren't any straightforward answers, in part because when we think about cities, we habitually think they must have been designed. We want to attribute London to Christopher Wren, Barcelona to Antoni Gaudí, Chicago to Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, or São Paulo to Lina Bo Bardi. We're habituated to think of design and intention. But even if these individuals built great things in cities, they are no more than fragments of the whole: cities rarely have designers as such, however much we might want that to be the case. Instead, this book argues, cities are the outcome of processes that may have spectacular visual effects, but which are in themselves generally unconscious. Design responds to processes, such as the demands for housing, or for places for people to work, or for buildings that make attractive capital investments, to pick examples of typical urban processes, as well as one covered by this book. And design is often trying to ameliorate the effects of processes – think how much architecture is about mitigating changes in, for example, the workplace. But cities, and the way cities look, are largely the result of processes that design doesn't, and can't, control, much as it might like to. Of course, that is much less true of planned economies – for example, in North Korea now, or the USSR in the 1950s, or even, briefly, in Britain's postwar new towns (see Harlow, or Milton Keynes, or Cumbernauld). It is, however, certainly true now of the global cities of the world, which is to say those cities that understand themselves to be part of the global economy, or which aspire to be part of that economy. ‘Global’ means not only financial and informational networks, but also, importantly, the projection of ‘global-ness’ to the rest of the world, a promotional process in which the way a city looks matters a great deal. (For more on this, you could start with the work of Saskia Sassen, a sociologist of globalization.1)

Design, of course, routinely struggles with this problem of process. ‘Design’ means architecture to begin with, the professional discipline most commonly associated with city building, and it means all the professions allied to, and overlapping with, architecture. It means landscape architecture, when we are thinking of the open spaces of cities, their parks and public spaces, their streets and squares. It means town planning, which, depending where and when it has been practised, can be a highly ends-oriented, practical profession focused on the provision of primary services, or one astonishingly short on detail, bordering on art (Lucio Costa's 1957 plan for Brasília is a great example of the latter). Design can also mean the contemporary subdiscipline of ‘masterplanning’, a kind of urban public relations aimed at attracting capital or boosting a city's standing in some real or imaginary urban competition. Design certainly means engineering, in terms of both the engineering of buildings without which they would not stand up, and the major structures of cities, like bridges or highways, or towers. Some of the latter inhibit a grey zone bordering on architecture – think of the work of Gustave Eiffel of the eponymous Tower, or, more recently, the work of Santiago Calatrava, who has made bridges into a form of public sculpture. You can find all these disciplines in more or less the same place, educationally and professionally, and in multinational practices, like Foster and Partners, where you find them as all part of the same multidisciplinary package. The firm can, and often does, provide all these design services.

The design professions have some important things in common. They make it possible to believe in a designer, someone who literally draws, and through drawing makes things come into reality. That is a very powerful idea, endlessly reiterated in photographs of architects or planners at desks, drawing. I met the great Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer in 2001 when he was already 93 years old (he died eleven years later, when he was nearly 104). He was as great an enthusiast for the myth of the designer as you could hope to find. We met in his studio, where we sat at his desk, and his conversation was punctuated by sketching. I pick up a pen, he told me as he told absolutely everyone who came through the studio, ‘and a building appears’ – and that magical transformation, effortless lines in pen and ink becoming concrete, seemingly without any intervening struggle, was what Niemeyer described to everyone in every TV interview, every press interview, every photograph. He had an engineer in the office, of course, but the process of building held little interest for him, as did (notoriously) the performance of his buildings after they had been put up. There was often a gap, to say the least, between the rhetoric of the image in the architect's hands, and the messy reality. Niemeyer's buildings, as often as they were brilliant, could also be highly impractical and poorly built. The case of Niemeyer is merely an example of a much bigger problem, of course, which is our tendency to invest too much in the myth of the designer, in their unencumbered imagination, in their ability to produce total solutions. The reality is far more complex.

So this book is, first of all, about processes – the circulation of money, the operations of political power, the changing nature of things as different as work and sex, and the impact of war and culture. The book is about the way all these processes inform the look of the city, much more than the actions of any individual. Second, it's a book about images. Cities are their visual representations as well as material realities. As much as we understand cities by the way they look in reality, we also understand them through images that we have already seen – so we can understand the modern city at night, all high-rise towers and lights as constituting some kind of romantic image (see chapter 4) because we have seen so many films that say this. Or we understand a refurbished industrial building to be culturally sophisticated, because we have now seen so many pictures of such buildings converted for creative purposes (for example, chapter 5). As tourists, we know how much images of cities condition how we perceive them, so our experience of New York or Beijing, Venice or, for that matter, Disneyworld, is a mixture of material reality and image. So when we think of the look of the city as being conditioned by process, we're thinking of it as an image as much as a material reality for the reasons above – and it is often through image, especially images in mass media forms like film, that the argument about process is best made. City designers have a stake in design, naturally enough. Filmmakers, artists and photographers, and for that matter we ourselves, with our smartphones, aren't subject to the same restrictions, and it is their (and our) images that often best reveal the processes of the city. Put crudely, designers tell you how they would like the city to be; image-makers, at least for some of the time, are more inclined to try to tell you how it is. Of course, the best designers exemplify both attitudes. Learning from Las Vegas, the great 1972 book by the architects Robert Venturi and Denise Scott-Brown, is a radically open-minded survey of that city as much as it is a prescription for anything new.2 Its openness to the actual city as much as to the imagined one is an important lesson, and one of the models for this book. Although it is about the real city of Las Vegas, it is more generally about the city as process. And thinking about the city as a process, architects would argue, explains why cities take the strange forms they do, how they evolve and change and how we as their inhabitants often have more agency than we might think. Seeing cities as processes arguably downgrades the role of the designer, and not all architects will be pleased by this book's emphasis. But understanding process not only explains why cities look the way they do; it might, in the end, help us make better cities.


Notes

1 S. Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). See also Loughborough University, Globalization and World Cities Research Network, http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/.
2 R. Venturi, D. Scott-Brown and S. Izenour, Learning from Las Vegas (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1972).
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1 
Introduction


Cities as Processes

I have a confession: I hate Venice. Not its architecture, precisely, and certainly not its long-suffering residents, but for what it reveals about our understanding of cities. We pretend it's an unchanging product of human ingenuity, in other words the opposite of process. We institutionalize that view in UNESCO World Heritage Status, which is an attempt, in essence, to stop time. And yet this city exemplifies more clearly than almost any other how important process is in defining how a city looks, the process here being the circulation of tourists (and I am certainly one of them). It would be a much better place if we could be honest about this fact. I have visited often enough myself, mostly for the huge Biennales of art and architecture, huge international exhibitions that occupy purpose-built premises just beyond the end of the Grand Canal. Almost everything in Venice now exists in relation to the tourist processes, which bring upwards of 10 million visitors to the historic city each year, and 30 million to the Venice region.1 On an average day, 60,000 visitors enter the historic city alone, 5,000 more than its resident population. And most days in the summer season, cruise liners, now limited to a mere 96,000 tonnes in displacement, chug up the Canale della Giudecca to the city's deep-water port, each one carrying as many as 5,000 people, or 10 per cent of historic Venice's resident population. Only 3 per cent of the visitors are Italians: this is a truly global phenomenon. Given my day job as an academic, I ought to be able to see past all this, to the art historical city of the Basilica, and the Piazza San Marco, and the contemporary art spectacle of the Biennale. But I've never been able to do it. Each time, I'm transfixed by the density of the crowds, by the difficulty of moving about, by the distortions to city life brought about by the dedication to this one industry, by the sheer, inadvertent spectacle of it all. Venice has been a tourist destination since at least the eighteenth century, when well-heeled young Englishmen made it a stop on their Grand Tour, and a subject of their poetry. However, the contemporary city is the first in which the crowds who have come to see it have displaced the thing they have come to see; the true spectacle of the contemporary Venice is the tourist industry itself.

Well, so what? Venice is interesting because its overwhelming, complex and often spectacular reality couldn't be the result of any conscious design; instead, authorless process made its impact on the way the city looks. As long ago as 1968, a British art critic, Lawrence Alloway, grasped something of this. Writing about the Biennale, he argued that Venice wasn't a city, but should be better understood as a cultural medium, like an exhibition or a newspaper, ‘compounded of famous architecture, recurrent festivals and tourist industries’. Venice, he wrote, was ‘a communicative pattern, a geo-temporal work of art’.2 It's a throwaway remark, but a perceptive one, because it describes a city – correctly – in terms of process, rather than as an object. And in addition, it implies that a process-oriented understanding of a city does not mean that it will have nothing to look at. If anything, the reverse is true, for it is a ‘work of art’, it has ‘architecture’, it's a ‘communicative pattern’ – and so on. Most important of all, perhaps, is the implication in this process-oriented understanding of the city that it is ongoing. In other words, the contemporary Venice, with its millions of annual visitors, its Biennales and its leviathan cruise ships, is the city as much as the art historical city of monuments.

So what of the ‘process’ that makes this strange, contradictory city? The process in this case, tourism, might be multidimensional and transhistorical, comprising not only economic actions (like the provision of hotel beds, or docks for cruise ships), but the cultivation of cultural beliefs, or, as academics tend to call them, myths. A British, Venice-based writer, Dominic Standish, has written of the city's having been produced by a series of these myths as it became a fashionable place to visit, some political, some cultural, all of them prone to keeping it in its peculiar condition.3 So he argues, for example, that the eighteenth-century Grand Tourists (among them the poet Lord Byron) had much invested in Venice's contemporary decay because of their attachment to the idea of the ruin. For these Romantics, the ruin was a convenient symbol of the frailty of human existence and, by extension, the futility of human progress. This makes for great literature, of course, but also for poor city building, and, as Standish and others have argued, it is this widely shared and now longstanding commitment to the city as ruin that has prevented it from modernizing. Almost everyone with an interest in Venice seems to be committed to maintaining it in as close to a premodern condition as possible. My own discomfort in the city has something to do with this cult of the ruin, and how awkwardly this sits in relation to the fact of all the people, and their processing (I am also not that wild about crowds). But that aside, what is interesting about Venice from the point of view of this book's argument is how important process is to the look of the city. Thinking about this most art historical of cities only in terms of intention and design gets you only a little way. The spectacular experience of Venice can only really be understood if you allow yourself to think of process.

Or more accurately, processes – for Venice, like any city, is not just the manifestation of one process, but of many, interacting with each other. And in common with any number of smaller cities, it is dominated by one in particular, which in this case is the circulation of tourists. On ‘process’ itself, I use instead the word ‘theme’, or ‘industry’, because I feel it is important to embody a sense of cities as dynamic entities, in large part immaterial, and certainly not fixed; we tend to see them as objects, when in fact they are more like events, or performances. ‘Process’ implies time, and it also tends to imply some kind of circulation, which in the case of cities could be of money, political power, sexual desire, human labour, violence, or culture. And these are, slightly modified, exactly the processes described in the six chapters that follow in this book. There could certainly have been more process categories, religion or religious belief being one of them, and if I had been writing about cities in another time, or with a different geographical focus, I would have included them. But this is a book about self-consciously ‘global’ cities, and those cities, although they contain plenty of believers, are broadly secular in organization. The list could certainly be extended to religion, however, as well as to a variety of other categories, from waste, to transportation, to food. The aim was not to provide an exhaustive categorization of urban process, but, in the first instance, to show how process matters in the visual culture of cities.

So it is process that explains why cities look the way they do. Yet cities have not always been studied in visual terms as much as you might think. A small number of cities, Venice among them, are supposed to exist as art objects, and have a thick literature around them describing them in these terms. But most cities are not like this. Most cities, perhaps the cities that we for the most part live and work in, are invisible, and have little representation in films or art, no touristic sights, no books telling you what to look at or how to look at it.
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Figure 1.1 Singapore, the view from the Jen Orchard complex. The epitome of the global city. (Photo 2018.)

That is one problem with looking at cities. We don't always know how to do it, with the exception of the places that make an appearance in tourist guidebooks. Another, perhaps more serious problem is the value given to looking. Looking so often is thought to be a frivolous activity; books of pictures are, we still imagine, less serious than books filled with words. Looking remains closely tied to low-value activities like shopping, an entertainment, rather than a productive activity.

To really understand a city we might say that we need big data, numbers and words, and analyses of (say) traffic flow, and sewerage output, and CO2 emissions, or demography. City plans, certainly those for much of the twentieth century, were remarkably coy about images. I have on my desk a plan for the city of Edinburgh, the place where I live and work, from 1972 (Edinburgh: The Recommended Plan). It is a big book, outsize in format, and running to 300 or so pages. Remarkably, for a document that offers a plan for this city of grand views, it has almost no images; just nine perfunctory, low-res black-and-white photographs out of several hundred figures.4 Instead, the city is reduced to statistics on demography and flows and money, proposing incremental work on traffic calming and the zoning of different activities. That is not to offer a criticism of the plan (although it is by any standards very boring) but it is to say, simply, that it is one that does not take looking seriously. It says to the casual reader that the city is to be understood through different kinds of data, and that images, as evidence, are unimportant.

People who study cities are often uneasy about images, with good reason. There are real connections between images and the commercialization of cities. Images of cities, especially the ones discussed in this book, are more often than not images of those cities as commodities. To pay attention to looking is, it can be argued, to comply with the idea that cities are primarily assets to be bought and sold. For an example of that, you only have to look at the visualizations of new property developments that can be seen on the hoardings around construction sites (see Figure 1.2). As Gillian Rose, a geographer, has described, these can be extremely seductive images, full of promises of luxury, and good weather.5 They can also be threatening for the inhabitants of the area in which they make an appearance, presaging in the worst cases the economic displacement of lower-income populations by high earners.6 While I was writing the book, images of this kind became targets for attack by housing activists in London, as impoverished local authorities realized their fixed assets, selling off social housing for profit. Images in this context can be dangerous.
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Figure 1.2 Visualization for The Pinnacle, development by CBRE in the City of London. (Photo 2016.)

Images and commodities are certainly connected, and you can see it in the way that words connect the two things. To ‘speculate’ is, in one basic sense, to look; it is also to invest money with a view to making a profit in the future. ‘Spectacle’ is a word that combines the two ideas perhaps even more closely. As the French writer Guy Debord (about whom we will hear more later) said: ‘Spectacle is capital accumulated until it becomes an image.’7 If we take that statement at face value, we need to be wary of looking, and of the visual in general. Looking is never innocent, although it might seem that way.

I trained as an art historian, and whichever branch of that strange discipline you call home, as an art historian you are trained to have a respect for images, not to take them at face value, and to accept that what they mean and how they mean it can, and usually does, change over time. Some of the most important art historians of the past have specialized in cities, and their attention to how things look is worth taking seriously, I think, in an image-obsessed time. I don't imagine this means treating all cities as works of art, in the same way that the Victorian art critic John Ruskin did. Ruskin's monumental book The Stones of Venice, published in three volumes from 1851 to 1853, describes the city as, in effect, an outdoor sculpture park, and he is largely indifferent to its life and economy. But from that model, we can take an alertness to the way things look, a sensitivity to the gaps between what people say something means and what it says in image, and an acceptance that neither the way a city looks, nor the way we as observers look at it, is fixed or stable.

Much of what I describe here could apply to the cities of any historical period. But some aspects of city form have changed in recent years, as cities have become global, and wish to project themselves as such. Here are some things to think about: first is the renewed growth of cities from the early years of the twenty-first century. There is a well-known United Nations statistic that has been used to show that the world became predominantly urban in 2007.8 One of the remarkable urban trends in recent years in the richest economies has been the return of cities as centres of economic activity after a long period in the middle of the twentieth century when they were defined by decentralization and dispersal. Capital accumulation in these rich world cities can be frightening. San Francisco's average house price rose in 2017 to $1.5 million, making its housing about the most expensive in the world.9 Capital growth has often been accompanied by renewed population growth. Greater London, in decline for much of the twentieth century, grew by over 2 million between 1980 and 2015.10 Information at the time of writing indicated that these trends may have peaked, but they are striking nonetheless: all over the most economically developed parts of the world, there has been a startling recovery of city life, with the renewed centralization of capital, and the concentration of populations.11 An American journalist, Alan Ehrenhalt, called it ‘the great inversion’, meaning the reversal of the once intractable ‘doughnut’ city, with wealth on its periphery and poverty in the middle.12 Now cities seem to have reverted to type, concentrating wealth rather than scattering it.
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Figure 1.3 Canary Wharf, London. The spectacular skyline is entirely a product of thirty years’ development, dating from the 1986 deregulation of financial services in the City of London. (Photo 2015.)

If cities have reasserted themselves, they have done so partly by creating favourable images of themselves, in the form of buildings, or agreeable media representations, or some combination of these. To academics keen on French cultural theory, this was just the logical development of the tendency for things to become ‘signs’, increasingly detached from their referents, operating in an economy with its own pathology. The ‘political economy of the sign’ once posited by the philosopher Jean Baudrillard certainly makes sense in relation to cities.13 A key event in the recent history of urban visualizations was the 2006 Venice Biennale of Architecture, Città: Architettura e Società (Cities: Architecture and Society), curated by Ricky Burdett of the London School of Economics.14 (A repackaged version called Global Cities was staged at Tate Modern the following year.)15 Both versions of the exhibition celebrated the re-emergence of the city as a political and economic force, and they did so with unprecedented visual sophistication. Here for the first time in such a public context were large-scale visualizations of economic and demographic data, often very dramatic, emphasizing the speed and scale of urban change. The giganticism of the data was underlined by the physical settings of both exhibitions, the Arsenale in Venice, a former eighteenth-century shipyard, and the Turbine Hall at Tate Modern, the engine room of an old power station, both among the museum world's largest venues anywhere. Both exhibitions also presented large-scale colour photographs of cities, which were, by any standards, sublime. One image in particular, Tuca Vieira's aerial photograph of the Paraisópolis favela in Brazil's economic capital, São Paulo, became iconic. Depicting the densely packed, bodged favela against a futuristic high-rise with cantilevered pool decks, it was endlessly circulated as an image of economic inequality. But it was also a picture of danger to excite the (rich) imagination. It was an important image in this second respect, in that it inadvertently validated something about the spectacle of which it was ostensibly a critique.
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Figure 1.4 Paraisópolis favela, São Paulo. High-rise suburb of Morumbí in background, as shown in exhibitions at the Venice Biennale of Architecture and Tate Modern. (Photo 2009.)

Images of cities have not come only in the form of photographs, or their close relatives, architectural visualizations. Cities everywhere have made themselves visible by constructing buildings that are made primarily to demand attention: museums, cultural centres, skyscrapers, landmarks of all kinds, all jostling for attention. The logic of the icon has always motivated architecture, but it is evident to anyone who cares to look that it has been elevated in the past twenty years, with certain architectural practices – Frank Gehry and partners, Jean Nouvel, Daniel Libeskind, Zaha Hadid – specializing in it.16 The logic of the icon is the logic of the brand, and the purpose of the building, more than any sense of utility, is to differentiate an organization from all others. That logic has been particularly acute in the field of cultural buildings, but it is pretty visible in the areas of housing, where its logic is a means of increasing capital value, and of office design, where it can be used equally to differentiate one set of corporate values from another, or to give an image to a business district. London's icons are often known by nicknames: the Cheesegrater, the Gherkin, the Walkie Talkie, the Shard. Each has a distinctive envelope, visible from miles away, easily reducible to a sign.
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Figure 1.5 Foster and Partners, 30 St Mary Axe, London, completed 2003. (Photo 2018.)
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Figure 1.6 View from Tate Modern viewing platform looking towards the City of London. (Photo 2016).

And alongside all those iconic buildings, we now have places from which to see them. As recently as the mid-1980s, it was difficult in London, as it was in many cities around the world, to get any kind of all-embracing view. London is now overrun with viewing places, sometimes ticketed affairs like the viewing platform of the Shard, a South Bank skyscraper, or the London Eye, the latter an overgrown Ferris wheel designed by Marks Barfield, a British firm specializing in such attractions. Quite often these are views framed by the experience of culture, as is the case with the (now) three viewing areas at Tate Modern (see Figure 1.6). The 2016 extension to that museum by Herzog and de Meuron has an extensive covered platform from which one can have a 360-degree view of the whole metropolis, including, to the horror of residents, into the expensive flats next door.17 These viewing places encouraged speculation, in the full sense of the term. From the viewing platform at the top of the Shard, for example, you see not only the sights of the financial district, the City (with a capital ‘C’), but also, in sharp relief, its underdeveloped parts, its gaps and absences, the places where things might be done. The view puts you not only in the position of a tourist, but also in that of a commercial property developer.
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Figure 1.7 Singapore central business district. View from Marina Bay Sands Hotel. (Photo 2015.)
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Figure 1.8 Herzog and de Meuron, Turbine Hall, Tate Modern, London. From a disused power station to the biggest and most visited museum of modern art in the world. (Photo 2016.)

Cities also staged spectacular events, using buildings, temporary displays of light and sound, to render the city visible as a single entity. London's 2012 Olympic Games were the pretext for some athletics competitions, but they were arguably rather more to do with selling London as a brand. London 2012 built vast stadiums in which huge numbers could see not only running or swimming, but also each other. It built spectacular pieces of transport infrastructure, such as a high-speed train link, and a cable car across the Thames, all to stage the entrance to the city as theatre. It staged colossal opening and closing events that successfully rendered the city as image. In doing these things, London drew on decades of experience. In terms of the Olympic Games in particular, London, like Barcelona in 1992 and Beijing in 2000, used a combination of new and existing architecture, and architectural-scale spectacle to render a city visible to the world.

Along with the proliferation of architectural spectacles like the Olympic Games, there was, hiding in plain sight, an extraordinary but largely unremarked explosion in the availability of images of cities. The growth of cities has meant more people making images of them, whether at the highly professionalized level of film and TV, or in art, or at the amateur level, via the appearance of Apple's iPhone in 2007, and accompanying image-sharing technologies. All these developments are very recent. Writing about the Brazilian capital, Brasília, as recently as 2001, it was almost impossible for me to find up-to-date images of the city outside Brazil. There were good monochrome images of the place in the international architectural journals around 1960, the year of its official inauguration, which was also the moment at which those journals sat up and paid attention to the city. But since then, very few further images have been easily accessible, not even in the newspaper archive of the British Library. Brazilian architectural journals were as inaccessible as the newspapers. There were hardly any books on the city readily available, and the images they reproduced were, for the most part, the historic ones of the journals. In the Anglophone world at least, Brasília was not the location of any readily available television or film productions in the same way that New York or Paris were.
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Figure 1.9 Praça dos Tres Poderes, Brasília. The political centre of the new capital, inaugurated in 1960. (Photo 2001.)

In addition, there was practically nothing readily available that described, in visual terms, what the city actually looked like in 1960, how its streets and storefronts, shopping malls and restaurants appeared in reality, what its inhabitants wore, how they occupied the grand ceremonial spaces around the Parliament. Most reports of the city at the time depended for their information on those few iconic images made around the day of inauguration. Otherwise, you simply had to guess – or go there, as I did, supported by a research grant, to make my own pictures (see Figure 1.9). The format I used to make these pictures in, the 35mm colour transparency, is now of course largely defunct. Now, images of any city are available instantly. Along with these technologies has, arguably, come a much better general understanding of how images are produced, and what they can signify. By the standards of even the late twentieth century, everyone who now has a smartphone is an amateur architectural photographer.

The same technologies have made photography and video possible in poor light conditions, as well as making it possible to film unobtrusively. At the same time, new technologies have revolutionized the production of images for professional circulation, so new property development in cities is announced by imagery of an unprecedented scale and sophistication, projecting in minute detail the lifestyles of the imagined occupants; the images themselves are of such density that their processing has become a global enterprise, ‘render farms’ in China or South Korea specializing in the business of making an image usable for large scale circulation and display.

Global cities have produced any number of new ways of reproducing themselves in image, but they have continued to make images of themselves in established ways too, in film, in television and in art. What this book makes clear, however, is how much more interdependent images and actuality now are than they have been in the past, because the economy of images is so broad-based (and also because new technologies mean that the gaps between technical and amateur knowledges, as well as between design disciplines, are arguably much less significant than they were). So I move promiscuously between architecture and film and mass media, because we all, arguably, now have a stake in why the city looks the way it does. It isn't a matter only for designers.

In an image-saturated time, cities are going to be experienced first and foremost as images. So how should we look at the city in this peculiar time? How should we think about images and looking? And how might we relate what we see to underlying historical, social and economic phenomena?


Writing about Looking

For academics in the humanities who study cities, one of the commonest, and still most fashionable concepts is that of the ‘spectacle’, originally coined in 1967 by a French writer and intellectual provocateur, Guy Debord, who that year published an incendiary book, The Society of the Spectacle (it was meant to be incendiary, fortunately). Debord was writing in the context of what was beginning to be called the consumer society, which meant an economic growth model based around a boom in the consumption of goods and services, and (for the first time in France) the development of a genuinely mass media.18 Debord wrote of things that now border on cliché, or truism: of the real displaced by its image, the proliferation of a self-justifying economy of images, the image as the literal representation of accumulated capital. Debord's book, true to its Left Bank intellectual origins, is largely untroubled by facts. All the same, his ideas, and those of the Situationist International, the left-wing activist group he founded, have been important for people writing about cities insofar as they provide a vocabulary to talk about cities in a condition of image saturation.

Debord's thinking underwrites many of the more critical accounts of cities in recent years: you can't avoid books about cities, vaguely apocalyptic in tone, whose arguments breathlessly depict a world of simulacra, in which real problems of housing, food and circulation are obscured by images of one kind or another – Mike Davis's work on Los Angeles is a good example, especially Ecology of Fear, and it is the primary characteristic of many of the films he discusses, above all Ridley Scott's Blade Runner, made in 1982.19

But Debord wasn't really writing about cities. Someone who was, and who knew Debord, was the English art historian T. J. Clark, who used his encounter with Situationism to define a book about French nineteenth-century art.20 The Painting of Modern Life is ostensibly about Impressionism, but it is really about urban spectacle, and its preoccupations – the displacement of reality by image, the remaking of the metropolis as a succession of signs – are really those of the time when Clark was writing. Clark wrote that a modern city is inseparable from the things that represent it. Paris was as much about its paintings, engravings, etchings, cartoons, pencil drawings and photographs as it was about its architecture: ‘Haussmanization’, its mid-nineteenth-century transformation under the autocrat Napoleon III, wasn't just a process of building streets, but a whole set of artistic responses to the times, a multimedia culture as it were. The way we look at cities might therefore be subversive; looking itself might be a form of opposition. Crucially perhaps, Clark argued that what we look at in cities doesn't need to be beautiful. We have learned to see Impressionist paintings of the River Seine as beautiful, but what they depicted was not: a scrappy landscape consisting of factories and railway viaducts and chimneys is, conventionally, a mess. Clark's book was primarily about painting and the historical past. But it indicates what we might look for in cities, and how what things look like represents processes that otherwise remain unspoken; the visual as a sort of unconscious.

Clark could make that argument about the built environment because he wasn't an architect. But architecture has, sometimes, opened itself to a similar argument: design might not have all the agency. The Swiss-French modernist Le Corbusier said as much as early as 1922 in his great polemic Towards a New Architecture.21 Arguing that traditional forms of architecture had become inadequate in the industrial age, Le Corbusier wrote that new forms in fact already existed, if only we would pay attention. In a section provocatively titled ‘Eyes That Do Not See’, he laid out images of modern automobiles, ships and aircraft, along with American grain elevators that he had only seen in photographs, but thought appropriate by their simple forms and scale alone. In this book, and in his later The City of Tomorrow, Le Corbusier made a compelling case for this counterintuitive looking, for seeing what was hidden in plain sight. The best architectural polemic has always done this, regardless of its perspective. The urban activist Jane Jacobs's famous and influential 1962 book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, asked the reader to see the ordinary nineteenth- or early twentieth-century city street with its diversity and depth as valuable in its own right, rather than a problem to be swept away. (It's worth mentioning that there isn't a single visual image in the book, and the looking Jacobs encourages the reader to do is more metaphorical than real).22 The same year the American architect Kevin Lynch did something similar in his book The Image of the City, although, unlike Jacobs, he did it with copious photographs, drawings and maps. Lynch showed, through careful analysis of these images, along with research with the users and inhabitants of cities, how the ordinary built environment was a forest of signs read by ordinary citizens.23 Both Jacobs and Lynch used their skills in looking to build an argument in favour of rehabilitating the existing city, rather than – as some modernists had wanted - sweeping it away.

A decade later, the architects Robert Venturi and Denise Scott-Brown made comparable arguments for an open attitude to looking at the city in two books, Complexity and Contradiction in Modern Architecture, and (especially) Learning from Las Vegas. The latter is a lesson in openness, taking a then most unfashionable object, Las Vegas, and subjecting it to minute scrutiny, wondering if what we see is not, counterintuitively, the contradiction of every­thing we have been told about cities. Vegas had its own perverse logic, and through the gaming halls and resort hotels, casinos and parking lots, Venturi and Scott-Brown found it, reading the city against the grain. Their catholic imagination was fed by anything they could see. The book is a lesson in open looking and it has been the inspiration for any number of architectural research projects since, a particularly interesting one being the film Rem Koolhaas made with Bregtje van der Haak on the Nigerian metropolis, Lagos (Lagos Wide and Close made in 2004).24 That openness, learning to understand a city by seeing what is there, rather than what they would like to be there, was characteristic of Reyner Banham's great book on Los Angeles, which – as Venturi and Scott-Brown did with Las Vegas – saw value in the ordinary and the everyday.25 For Banham, LA represented the traditional city turned inside-out, and all the better for it. So all the analytical methods he had learned as an art historian at London's Courtauld Institute in the 1950s were useless, and instead what was required was a new approach, to see what was simply there, often hidden in plain sight. The city, he wrote, entirely lacked traditional monuments, so downtown was worth no more than a ‘Note’ (he actually wrote more than that, but the ‘Note’ is, revealingly, only one of eight chapters). Much more interesting, and valuable for understanding the way the city looks the way it does, were the elements produced by processes – the development of transport infrastructure, especially the highways, the colonization of the Pacific beaches, and technology. None of this was traditionally architecture, and only some had identifiable authorship, but it was all critical to the city's appearance. The highway, especially, Banham regarded less as a monument and more as the stage for a daily performance, in which man and machine, regulation and freewill played out a remarkable dance (I say more about this later).
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Figure 1.10 Intersection of 405 and 110 Freeways, Los Angeles. The experience of successfully navigating this intersection is one of the highlights of the film Reyner Banham Loves Los Angeles. Photograph on the approach to LAX. (Photo 2018.)

The works described above are some of the most familiar on architecture, appearing on most art historical curricula. If students want to start looking at cities, these are good models for doing that looking.

There's a problem, however – and not just with this literature, but with this book too. They are written, most of them, by ‘tourists’, which is to say people who are essentially detached from the phenomena they are describing. This encourages a special kind of looking, what the sociologist of culture John Urry has called ‘the tourist gaze’, by which he means a mode of looking embodying both power and pleasure, inevitably casting the object as other. As Urry and his coauthor Jonas Larsen wrote, ‘Gazes organise the encounters of visitors with the “other”, providing some sense of competence, pleasure and structure to those experiences’,26 locating the ‘tourist gaze’ as one of a number of modern ‘gazes’ that structure our experience of the world. The idea is useful here because so much of the literature on cities has been written by tourists in this sense, including this book. The tourist can do many things, but he or she always, in the end, goes home. That is not just true of nineteenth-century picturesque studies of travels in Italy, John Ruskin's Stones of Venice, for example. It is acutely the case in Banham's Los Angeles. Banham frequently alludes to his outsider condition, which he underlines with explicit references to the picturesque tradition. His introduction states, memorably: ‘Like earlier generations of English intellectuals who taught themselves Italian in order to read Dante in the original, I learned to drive in order to read Los Angeles in the original.’27 With a well-developed sense of theatre, Banham played up his role of the Englishman abroad, cultivating a sense of benign befuddlement, where it suited. It meant he never really had to confront the more difficult aspects of the city he loved, such as its divisions of social class and race. As the art critic Peter Plagens wrote of Los Angeles in one of the most hostile book reviews ever written, the problem with Banham was, simply, ‘the fashionable sonofabitch doesn't have to live here’.28

I can't claim to have solved the problem of the tourist gaze in this book: I am as much a tourist as anyone, even in those few cities where I can claim to be more embedded than others. Part of my approach has been simply to acknowledge the tourist gaze as an inescapable fact. There is certainly something about smartphones and other image-making technologies that turns us all into tourists, wherever we are. Part of my approach has been to evolve analytical categories that cut across geography and history, so that this is a book about ‘the city’ in general, rather than cities in particular. If there is a tourist in this book, he or she is certainly a breathless and jetlagged one, hopping frantically between time zones and megacities. But as I hope this book shows, there is a consistency in the visual representations of global cities that can be discussed as a totality, whether those representations occur in architecture, advertising, art or film.

Like any book, this one is conditioned by the partial and eccentric experience of its author. I grew up in Manchester in the 1970s and 1980s, a place that has marked me ever since, not least because it was in ruins at the time that the city's culture was most palpably alive, especially in musical terms. That story has been well told by Dave Haslam, amongst others, and however often it is retold, it reminds us to be sceptical of official views of what constitutes a city and its appropriate form.29 I later spent some years in Madrid during the economic boom of the early 1990s, where I not only learned truly to read cities for the first time, but also felt a little of what the startled inhabitants of the outskirts of nineteenth-century Paris must have felt when they saw whole neighbourhoods spring up overnight, a de facto new city emerge in front of their eyes. After that I did some real academic legwork in American cities, including New York, and, from the early 2000s, in Brazil, where São Paulo caught my attention, and where I became properly aware of what the ‘tourist gaze’ really meant, and my inescapable bearing of it.30 But home for this book, and for quite a while, has been Edinburgh, a small and occasionally magnificent city on the damp north-western periphery of Europe. It is small, but has intermittently global ambitions, especially during the annual festivals, which, taken as a whole, still constitute the world's largest celebration of the arts. Edinburgh is a place that has self-consciously designed itself to be seen, especially during the nineteenth century, and there are any number of monuments and viewpoints in the city, made to make the most of its remarkable topography (it is built on top of an extinct volcano) and its grand public architecture. So it's as good a place as any to think about the central question of this book – Why do cities look the way they do? – because over the years it has invested, literally, in that question. Near the castle is a small, strange building called the Outlook Tower, usually associated with a visionary planner and eccentric, Patrick Geddes, who took on its management in 1892. From here you can get one of the best all-round views of the city, not only from its crenellations, but from a camera obscura, which projects a real-time image of the city onto a horizontal plane on which you gaze. Geddes took up the site because it illustrated as well as anything his way of understanding cities – that they were processes as much as anything, that they were dependent on such factors as topography and climate well beyond human influence, and that they evolved in real time and were visual artefacts. Looking at cities in Geddes's sense via the Outlook Tower meant seeing them as far as possible as they actually were, as processes, not as eternal monuments. I'm sure Geddes was right.


The Stones of Venice, Again

To conclude this introduction, we might ask what would happen if we were to return again to our starting point, Venice? What kind of city would we want to describe in view of the approach set out here? Taking a cue from the work of the writers mentioned above, it would, I think, be the city of our contemporary experience. In this particular case, it would be Venice as the site of perhaps the world's most concentrated urban tourism, so the account might begin by looking at modes of arrival in the city, from the airports, to the long railway causeway, to the Fascist-era car-parking structure near the Piazzale Roma, to the cruise ships moored nearby (some of which, it should be noted, will have been built nearby at the Fincantieri yards in Mestre). Our account of Venice might go on to look at where and how those 30 million tourists circulate in the city, and what other infrastructure is provided for them. We might look at how, over at least two centuries, Venice has been produced as a tourist city, and how as such it has been contrived to look a certain way in order to conform to expectations. And here we could say something about the place of decay in the city, despite the obvious wealth of the region; how important it is for the city and its visitors to be the Romantic ruin of the imagination. The account might then look, somewhat anthropologically, at how the tourist city defines behaviour, how for example it legislates against the perfectly ordinary activities of sitting down, and eating in the Piazza San Marco. It would say something about the extent of the visual spectacle that defines the city via its more sophisticated tourist attractions, the Biennales. It would say something about tourist accommodation, about how this tiny city houses so many visitors. It would have something to say about how a city that is culturally and politically forbidden from building anything does actually build, and what the consequences of that have been (the controversy of the 2007 Ponte della Constituzione over the Grand Canal would be well worth exploring). It would explore the rich iconography of resistance to mass tourism from the dwindling numbers of residents in the Venetian lagoon. How all of these processes are written in the material form of the city would be the subject of this account. Its symbol, as the freeway was for Banham's LA, would, I am sure, be the cruise liner, all fourteen decks and 96,000 tons of steel and glass, vibrating the island of Giudecca with its diesel motors. It would, in other words, be the city in its contemporary state, the city as process, an imperfect but dynamic visual spectacle – not the city, perhaps, that all those visitors come for, but the one that they, in reality, experience, and the one that provides the most obvious answers to the question that motivates this book: why do cities look the way they do? Those answers, as we will see, have less to do with history and design than with contemporary processes, hidden, along with so much else in plain sight.
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Figure 1.11 Castlefield, Manchester. The remains of the world's first industrial city, now an urban park. (Photo 2017.)
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Figure 2.1 Daniel Libeskind, Reflections development, Singapore, completed 2011. The logic of the icon. On release, prices for individual apartments started at 2.5 million Singapore dollars. (Photo 2015.)

If the way cities look is the result of process more than of design, I can't think of any process more consequential than the circulation of money. Architects would mostly disagree. On my desk is one of the great histories of architecture by Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture, first published in 1980 and still a crucial text in the teaching of the discipline.1 Frampton's book is an heroic story of great architects, big ideas, new technology and history. But it has almost nothing to say about money. So we never find out what the Bauhaus cost, or whether Le Corbusier's villas represented good value. Frampton's still-bracing conclusion is that architecture's very survival depends on it being a defence against money, a ‘reality reserve’ as he calls it. Architecture and money occupy worlds that are not only different, but opposed.2

But without money, buildings cannot exist. If you follow, as I do, real-estate development stories, the reason for the existence or otherwise of projects is almost entirely down to finance. Buildings are generally our biggest investments, for labour and materials and legal advice are costly. Buildings are also a form of capital speculation. After the 2008 global financial crash, buildings in the centres of global cities increasingly functioned as proxy currencies, providing security in uncertain conditions; that fact explains the extraordinary growth of real estate values in this period, when the wider economies exhibited little, or negative, growth. So a great deal of the built environment is made up of buildings whose primary purpose is to deliver a financial return. They would not exist without that investment, or the potential for it, and to those investors it may matter very little whether, or how, those buildings are used or occupied – or even, in some cases, whether or not they actually exist. The phenomenon of the construction of housing for investment rather than occupation is one we will return to in various forms in this chapter.

Capital speculation has been aided, as it always has, by support from public funds – the logic of urban renewal (US) or urban regeneration (UK), whether it has taken place in Pittsburgh or Liverpool, has been the pump-priming of development with public money, with the promise of capital growth. Its results have on occasion been, in every sense, spectacular. The High Line, a popular repurposing of a freight railway in New York as a public park, has led to a real-estate boom in its environs, which now sport apartment buildings by Rafael Viñoly, Richard Meier, Zaha Hadid and other global architects. Visitors come less to gawp at the ruins of the industrial city than to see how High Net Worth Individuals (HNWIs) invest their money.3

A particular concern here is the way design might respond to financial technologies. An office building might adopt a particular shape to maximize revenue, or a house an interior layout for the same reasons. And there are the parts of cities that money defines through use – the areas of commerce that put money most obviously in circulation, for example, like shopping malls, or the financial district of major cities. Both have distinctive forms that represent the technology of money, and allow it to circulate. In terms of theory, one of the most widely circulated ideas that connects money and built form is the so-called ‘Skyscraper Index’, first described by the economist Andrew Lawrence in a much-cited report for the bank Dresdner Kleinwort Wasserstein.4 Lawrence's speculative theory was, simply, that tall building construction accurately predicts economic downturns: all the major economic shocks of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have been immediately preceded by periods of concentrated skyscraper building. In a way, this should not surprise us, as we know from Karl Marx in the part of his analysis on which economists of both the political left and right agree, that capital does not tend to circulate in an orderly fashion, but oscillates between boom and bust. The central business district of the modern city has often been depicted as a histogram, describing its financial fortunes, and there is a lot to be said for that representation, even if the x-axis rarely corresponds to a geographical axis as we would like. It works well in Manhattan, however. The skyline of Midtown Manhattan (which is to say the twenty or so blocks below Central Park) beautifully describes the fat years of the post-Second World War boom. The money flowed, and the towers rose in response. There have, from time to time, been architectural histories that have connected these capital flows with the production of buildings – Carol Willis and Leslie Sklair have both written them.5 But architects prefer to imagine cities without money, which is why Frampton's great history of Modernism is so untroubled by it, and why studio teaching in architecture rarely asks students to start from the point of what things cost.

Marx produced theories that can explain the overall forms of a city, its presences and absences, but he didn't say much himself about cities, other than the industrial activities that might take place in them. For a commentary on cities, much better is Marx's contemporary and sometime collaborator Friedrich Engels, who wrote about Manchester.6 Engels was a German immigrant who lived in that city at the height of its nineteenth-century cotton boom, during which it transformed itself from a village of little importance into a complex industrial metropolis, the like of which had never been seen before. He ran a cotton mill owned by his father (many of the mills in the city were foreign-owned, a prefiguration of contemporary global capitalism). He was, in Marxist terms, a member of the ruling class, certainly the ruling class as far as Manchester was concerned, a city with no appreciable aristocracy. Yet he was unusually interested in the life of the people who worked for him, and in similar employment in the city. His observations, written between 1842 and 1844, when he was only in his early twenties, resulted in the remarkable book The Condition of the Working Class in England, published in German in Leipzig in 1845, and rather later in English (an American translation appeared in 1887, but it was not until 1892 that it appeared in England, nearly fifty years after its original appearance).

What Engels described was a city in the throes of industrialization, in which all assumptions about civilization, cities, even the nature of human life, had been thrown into doubt. A particularly striking passage from the chapter titled ‘The Great Towns’ showed how capital produces distinctive urban forms. Writing of the city, he noted it to be

peculiarly built, so that a person may live in it for years and go in and out daily without coming into contact with a working people's quarter … This arises chiefly from the fact that by unconscious tacit agreement, as well as with outspoken conscious determination, the working people's quarters are consciously separated from the sections of the city reserved for the middle class. … The finest part of this arrangement is this, that the members of the money aristocracy can take the shortest road through the middle of all the labouring districts to their places of business without ever seeing that they are in the midst of the grimy misery that lurks to the right and the left. For the thoroughfares leading from the Exchange in all directions out of the city are lined on both sides with an almost unbroken series of shops and are so kept in the hands of the middle and lower bourgeoisie, which out of self-interest cares for a decent and cleanly external appearance.7



This was something new, a way of arranging a city unlike the medieval cities of the past in which people of all classes and occupations habitually occupied the same space, and, in a city like Edinburgh, the same buildings. The new city worked by separating social classes. It did this in a way that was as much as anything visual, contriving an appearance of respectability in the look of the main streets. This was a city working hard to conceal things by design, its obfuscatory ‘arrangement’ a function of capital in its modern form. This most advanced of cities was defined by its flows of capital. Capital produced its divisive plan, the superficial respectability of its main streets, and the cesspool of the hidden working quarters. Capital's promiscuity means, of course, that it can really take any form. But our experience of it, wherever it is, tends to be that it likes to concentrate, and that it likes to produce an image of itself. In other words, wealth accumulates, producing the unevenness that is so characteristic of global cities, and their pervasively illusory qualities. You often find echoes of Engels in more contemporary writing. Mike Davis's work on contemporary Los Angeles recalls Engels in its sensitivity to both capital flows and social class. To drive LA's freeways, according to Davis, is as to walk the main thoroughfares of nineteenth-century Manchester – that is, to experience a city that is, in some important respects, an illusion.8

Engels is crucial to any understanding of city form and capital. Equally important is the Marxist philosopher Walter Benjamin's accounts of late nineteenth-century Paris, particularly The Arcades Project. This collection of notes made in 1927–40 for a book on Paris was curtailed by the author's suicide in the Catalan town of Portbou, while fleeing Nazi persecution. It only emerged as a book, still fragmentary and incomplete, despite being 1,000 pages long, in 1999. The project was a Marxist attempt to understand contemporary capitalism in all its complexity, using as a metaphorical lens the architectural form of the Parisian shopping arcade. The arcade was, and is, a cast-iron framed structure, top-lit and marbled. It cut through entire city blocks, whose owners (in a contemporary account Benjamin quoted) had ‘joined together for the purpose’. They were, Benjamin wrote, ‘the first establishments to keep large stocks of merchandise on their premises’, and contemporary visitors ‘never tire of admiring them’, not only for their unprecedented displays of luxury goods, but also for their light, dry and comfortable environment.9

The Arcades Project is remarkable for the way it itemized, in minute detail, the workings of capitalism in a city. The goods, the experience of shopping, the literary representation of that experience, what it meant for political theory – all these things were explored in a vast compendium of quotations and musings, all centred on the architectural structure of the arcade. Benjamin managed to show how form and capital were linked in complex ways, in which authorship and representation were often ambiguous. In Paris, form was never the straightforward representation of capital, but the result of dialogue with it, in which both had agency. Benjamin understood the city to be a kind of cultural unconscious, and that, through attentive looking, its processes might be revealed.10

Benjamin was a sophisticated and open-minded observer, and while there was a basic assumption that the arcades represented capital flow, there was also openness to exploring the precise nature and form of that flow. The Arcades Project is shot through with a sense of wonder at the myriad forms that capital could take. The figures who inhabited this landscape were not mindless automata, but individuals with values and choices that were their own, and Benjamin understood their primary activity – shopping – as a creative act. There is always a sense that what capital created for one purpose may be used or inhabited for another – and it is worth remembering that Benjamin was writing in the mid-1930s about architectural forms that were by then already a century old. These were not new forms at all, but historic ones, fashioned in one way and then used to sometimes quite different ends. Benjamin haunts so many accounts of the modern city in capitalism because of his sensitivity to its peculiar exclusions and excesses, and his tricky, layered subject position in relation to it. As a Marxist, his understanding of Paris was highly critical, of its authoritarianism and of the brutality of its property speculation. But he was also never less than enthralled by it.


r > g

So much for the nineteenth century. What about the contemporary city? One of the most striking global phenomena of recent years has been the capital growth in residential property. This global phenomenon arguably started with the liberalization of capital markets in the 1980s, and has continued, briefly interrupted by economic recessions in the early 1990s and 2008 financial crash, until the present day. People have always invested in property, as long as money and property have existed; it has always had an attraction given the usually limited supply, and the incessant demand (Mark Twain is alleged to have said on the topic, ‘buy land, they aren't making it any more’11).

What's new in recent years is the extent to which this process has become the defining feature of the world's most global cities. The bestselling French economist Thomas Piketty has described how, since the industrial revolution, an asset-owning class has become more and more dominant.12 Using an exceptionally wide range of data, Piketty produced the rule r > g, meaning that the rate of return on accumulated wealth (r) was greater than the economic growth rate (g). As The Economist wrote in a useful summary, ‘there are no natural forces pushing against the steady concentration of wealth’, and, this being the case, wealth not only continues to accrete regardless of the fate of the economy, that it has a tendency to be concentrated in the hands of ever fewer people.13 There is United Nations data to suggest that the trends to concentration are not necessarily inevitable or irreversible.14 But it remains a working concept for politicians, journalists and electorates the world over, which explains some of the remarkable success of Piketty's fat academic book. His main thesis, r > g, will resonate with anyone who has ever had dealings with the residential property markets in any global city: the value of property bears no absolute relation to the state of the wider economy, least of all ordinary earnings from work. One of the quirks of the book is the consistency of its focus on macroeconomic data. Unlike Marx's Das Kapital, there are few suggestive vignettes, and nothing much about the city, despite the fact that most of the capital accumulated in the book accumulated in cities. However, Piketty made a few references to real estate, to its reversion to type in terms of the capital growth expected on it (4 per cent is historically consistent, he wrote) and the importance of urban markets. Compared with historical economies, the rural economy in the contemporary world is worthless; 90 per cent of the economy is urban. If Piketty doesn't exactly provide a manual for the contemporary urban economy, he nevertheless sketches out its broad parameters.15

In particular, Piketty's emphasis on investment is suggestive of why urban property increasingly looks the way it does. Property has become disproportionately expensive in global cities, and its material form has increasingly expressed its new value. Its impacts on the look of cities has been extremely marked; in existing cities, it led first of all to the rehabilitation of older properties, and then to a second phase, in which capital investment in residential property coupled with increasingly liberal planning regimes led to a boom in skyscraper construction.16 This latter-day boom, which is most marked in the world's most global cities, has produced unprecedented verticalization. London, a low-rise city for most of its history, had, at the time of writing, more than 450 buildings of twenty storeys or more planned or under construction, the vast majority for residential purposes.17 The real use of these buildings is as investments, alternatives to investing directly in stock markets, or, for buyers from markets with unstable currencies, safe places to park money.
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Figure 2.2 Trump Tower, Chicago. SOM architects, completed 2008. The Trump family business is real estate. (Photo 2015.)

Architecture's engagement with this process is, on the one hand, total. It is through architecture that capital investment becomes most visible, and architects can be willing accomplices. In the Waterside development on Manhattan's Hudson River frontage, the presence of star architects (Richard Meier and Rafael Viñoly, about whom more later) is a key part of the development's pitch, and coolly attired, smiling photographs of them are prominent in its advertising.18 Architects can also help brand (or re-brand) investments, to make them more palatable to planners, or to the public. At Neo-Bankside, a development of flats priced from £2.5 million next to London's Tate Modern, was designed by the firm of Rogers Stirk Harbour and Partners; the presence of Richard Rogers, an architect who has consistently advocated an equitable and inclusive vision of city life, probably helped the developers sell the project as a public amenity, although it exists almost entirely for investment purposes. (The development as built has, however, provided a lot of public entertainment, as visitors to the museum can now see right into the flats).19 Architects also provide strategic help at key stages of the planning process, lending a name to a project that is only later, after planning has been secured, removed.

Although architecture is sometimes integral to capital accumulation, if you read the Architectural Review, L’Architecture d’Aujourd’hui or any of the other international journals, it can seem entirely absent. For architectural modernists like Kenneth Frampton, to engage with capital so directly means not to be doing architecture at all. The American novelist Tom Wolfe described some of the difficulties of that position in a popular architectural polemic he once wrote, From Bauhaus to Our House. He imagined a scene in which Alfred H. Barr, the New York Museum of Modern Art's first director, registers his disgust with the skyscrapers rising all around him:

[Barr] took a look at the finials, the crowns of NY's most famous skyscrapers. He was appalled. ‘The stainless-steel gargoyles of the Chrysler Building’, ‘the fantastic mooring mast at the top the Empire State’ – how could such vulgarities come into being? … ‘We are asked’, said Barr, ‘to take seriously the architecture of real-estate speculators, renting agents and mortgage brokers.’20



Wolfe describes a stand-off between an architecture of capital, and an architecture of resistance to it, and, as an American pragmatist, he wants the former: an architecture that recognizes money as a fact. The ‘vulgarities’ of the American skyscraper are simply explained, he writes. The country's architects simply ‘stood still and listened to the client’.21 By contrast, the severe European modernism that MoMA was so keen to promote, was the architect talking down to the client, telling them what they should have.

But From Bauhaus to Our House, like many architectural polemics, is not much more than a post hoc rationalization of personal taste (although an entertaining one). Wolfe liked early American skyscrapers because he just liked them.22 In architecture, however, there are examples of a more sophisticated engagement with capital and meditation on it, above all John Portman, another American, whose work quite deliberately blurred the boundaries between architect and developer. Portman was responsible for popularizing one of the most distinctive architectural forms of the twentieth century, the high-rise atrium, which he applied to hotel design in particular.
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Figure 2.3 John Portman, Bonaventure Hotel, Los Angeles. The architect as real estate developer. View of block, and pedestrian access to the hotel. (Photo 2010.)
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Figure 2.4 John Portman, Bonaventure Hotel, Los Angeles. The atrium, looking skywards. (Photo 2010.)

Portman said, epigrammatically, that he had ‘learned to think of real estate architecturally and architecture entrepreneurially’.23 In a book-length summing-up of his early work, he and architect and educator Jonathan Barnett argued for realism as regards capital. Most of the buildings published in the architectural magazines, they wrote, were oblivious to capital. The result has been ‘an architectural profession, for all its theories and aspirations’, with ‘only a marginal influence on our everyday surroundings which are formed by the real estate market operating in a context of government regulation and public works construction’.24 That blunt assessment underwrote an original approach to capital that incorporated it as an ethical consideration at the start of the design process, rather than an inconvenient fact left to the end. To make a real difference to the built environment, the architect, they argue, must also become a developer: someone who actively seeks to realize capital growth as part of the design process. It was a position, Portman and Barnett acknowledged, that made people ‘uneasy’. ‘Other architects’, they wrote, ‘tend to bestow on Portman the same kind of suspicion that the literary world reserves for a best-selling novelist.’25 But at best, they argue, this finance-positive design process could be a means of improving the public realm, bringing into existence buildings of public value that could not otherwise have been done. The bottom line, in other words, was not Portman's goal; doing architecture was.

Portman's buildings are whole city quarters, built for profit, whose scale and complexity impress on the observer the power of capital to shape cities. They are architecturally bold structures, designed to attract investment. His extensive work began with a series of projects in the southern American metropolis of Atlanta, which he shaped in a literal way, creating the elaborate freeway system connecting downtown with its suburban satellites. Portman's work there comprised a set of flashy hotel complexes, with signature atria rising to nearly the full height of each building. The first of these developments, the Peachtree Center, opened in 1967 and was much praised by the avant-garde English architect Peter Cook.26 It still exists: the bullet-shaped elevator car streaks upwards through the atrium, bursting through the roof like a rocket exiting the earth's atmosphere, to dock with a revolving restaurant that resembles a flying saucer. It is quite some spectacle, as is the Hyatt Regency hotel at the Embarcadero Center in San Francisco (1973), the entrance to which, in a joke typical of Portman, is nothing, a mere service corridor, before it opens up into a vast atrium overlooked by the hotel rooms. It is a room of colossal scale and complexity – the nearest thing the contemporary city has to the Baroque – one of the great interiors of the twentieth century, all the more surprising for being functionally no more than a hotel lobby.
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Figure 2.5 John Portman, Embarcadero Center, San Francisco. The architect's biggest atrium, and once the world's. (Photo 2014.)

For academics, the best-known of Portman's buildings is certainly the Bonaventure (now the Westin Bonaventure) Hotel in Los Angeles, completed in 1977 – although ‘known’ generally means as a reference to the philosopher Fredric Jameson's Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, found on all cultural studies reading lists.27 It is a multifunctional complex in the form of four huge mirrored silos set on a concrete podium, bringing together a hotel, and conference, retail, health, entertainment and parking facilities, all on one enormous site bordered by the twelve lanes of the Harbor Freeway. Each function reinforces the other and the labyrinthine nature of the interior keeps activity focused inwards. Jameson's discomfort in the building stemmed from his inability to navigate, and he described floors of sad retail outlets, whose fate seems to have been determined by the inability of customers to find them, or, if they have found them once, to fail to locate them again. It was, he argued, a building so evolved in terms of its representation of contemporary capital that it exceeded what ordinary human beings could understand. Jameson extrapolated his confusion to make a broader argument about postmodern architecture. A partial and illustrative account of a building, it rather misrepresents the Bonaventure.

I have visited the Bonaventure many times. It is profoundly disorientating, but, as with all of Portman's work, the disorientation is intentional, designed to produce distracted visitors, happy to consume their way out of trouble. It is exactly the sort of programme that has been described in relation to shopping malls (and IKEA stores);28 the Bonaventure also has a distinctly weird quality that disturbs one's normal sense of space and time. You can get lost there for hours, and provided you are not actually trying to do anything other than pass time, it is pleasurable enough. It is a complete world, as Peter Cook wrote in relation to the Atlanta complex, ‘really a small city’.29 The Bonaventure remains a finance-driven project, however, not a psychedelic one. This is the unapologetic architecture of surplus value – and the glitziness points to its primary role, beyond any ostensible function, as a real-estate vehicle. However, Portman's business model, much admired, has rarely been emulated on the same scale. Perhaps, as he wrote, it just required a character type rarely produced by either schools of architecture, or MBA programmes.30
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Figure 2.6 View of City of London with Rafael Viñoly's 20 Fenchurch Street on the right. The other buildings are Tower 42 (Seifert and Partners, left) and the ‘Cheesegrater’ (Rogers Stirk Harbour and Partners, centre). (Photo 2016.)

More typical of architecture in its relation to capital has been the work of the Uruguayan architect Rafael Viñoly, both in terms of his public presence and the form taken by his work. Two projects have had a particular impact in recent years on the cities in which they were built, 432 Park Avenue in New York, and 20 Fenchurch Street in London, the latter (as is the way with contemporary skyscrapers) known much better as the Walkie Talkie, owing to its bulky outline (see Figures 2.6 and 2.7). The oddest of the clutch of skyscrapers to be built in London since 2000, the Walkie Talkie is thirty-eight storeys high, 177 metres tall, just over 64,000 square metres in floor area, and built in glass and steel with a half-dome of a roof. The architect, somewhat implausibly, described it as a response to ‘the city's historic character following the contour of the river and the medieval streets that bound the site’.31 At ground level, the building reads as a conventional curtain-walled, international-style office, but it bulges outward as it ascends, meaning that the upper storeys have larger floorplates than the ones below. The top floor is occupied by a Sky Garden, an area of semi-public space orientated towards the river Thames. From here, the building looms towards the viewer, anthropomorphically hunched; the horizontal opening at the top reads unerringly as an eye slit.
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Figure 2.7 Rafael Viñoly Architects, 20 Fenchurch Street, London. The upper floors attract double the rent of the lower ones – so there are more of them. (Photo 2014.)

For all this, 20 Fenchurch Street is a conventional office building, and its peculiar form is the result of acknowledging as a design principle the quirks of the rental market. Precisely, it responds to the fact that the upper floors of an office tower can attract a greater rent than the floors below. So 20 Fenchurch Street is a material representation of a financial process, as well as a means of extracting more rent by building more of the valuable floors. The lower floors have areas of 1,400 square metres and the upper ones 2,400 square metres. A suite on a (high) twenty-fifth floor was marketed in 2018 at £79.50 per square foot (£855.73 per square metre), 25 per cent above the average rent of £64 per square foot (£688.89 per square metre); the highest floors would attract still higher rents. The rents seemed to be no obstacle to occupancy – the building was 98 per cent let at the time of writing.32

In order to get planning for building cleared, Viñoly was obliged to incorporate some form of enhancement of the public realm. Given that, at ground level, the tower occupied all the available site, Viñoly provided a public area at the top of the building in the form of a large, mall-like space occupied by a restaurant and bar with an outdoor terrace with views to the south. The ‘sky garden’, as it was called, was (according to the designers) ‘a further example of the “public good” that sky gardens can offer civil society within dense urban habitats’.33 However, ‘public’ is defined in decidedly narrow terms. You do not have to book into one of the restaurants, but if you don't your visit must be booked in advance, and limited to an hour, within an eight-hour window each day; furthermore, twenty categories of restriction apply to access to and behaviour in the sky garden, from the number of children an adult may bring, to the food and drink that may be consumed on site.34 The story of the sky garden is a good illustration of the way capital functions in relation to the city. In strictly legal terms, it can offer a contribution to the public realm, but it does so in a way that is so circumscribed that it mainly serves to show off its power. The French anthropologist Marc Augé wrote grumpily of such spaces in a much-cited book, Non-Places. The problem with them, he wrote, was that they continually demanded that you produce evidence of your right to be there, in the form of an ID pass, a ticket or a dinner reservation. Ostensibly open, they were actually machines of control.35

The critical reception to 20 Fenchurch Street on its opening in 2015 was overwhelmingly hostile, especially in the international architectural journals. In the Architectural Review, of all the journals perhaps the one most viscerally opposed to a monetized approach to architecture, it was ‘like a broad shouldered banker squeezed into an ill-fitting pin-striped suit and barging into every view of the skyline’.36 In the Financial Times, the house newspaper of the financial services industry, the critic was not much kinder: Edwin Heathcote wondered if it were not the worst new building in London, and whether, taking into account the startling impact on existing views, the planners might have let it through ‘by accident’.37 If anything, the Observer's critic, Rowan Moore, was even more forthright – ‘bloated, inelegant and thuggish’, 20 Fenchurch Street was a means of extracting surplus value from the site, not least in the way its ostensibly public garden at the top would, in the words of the City's then chief planner Peter Rees, help create a ‘party city in the sky … It's very important to our business offer that people can party as close to their desks as possible’.38 So the building functionally and symbolically represents the capital that is its reason for existing in the first place. As Moore went on to point out, it was a place for capital to admire itself, a strategic viewpoint just outside the developing core of City towers from where the biggest signs of capital could be observed and celebrated.39 In all of this criticism, there is a sense of the building being perhaps a too literal representation of capital and its consequences, its bizarre form the image of quirks in the real-estate market, its crude relation to its surroundings a picture of the macho aggression of the financial markets, and its viewpoint revealing of itself capital's self-regarding qualities. This was, in short, a building that revealed a little too much about the nature of capital. Its inherent aggression had already been noticed in an incident in 2013 when, during a period of bright sunshine, the trim of a parked Jaguar XJ was unexpectedly melted by a beam concentrated by the concave south face.40 After journalists discovered that at certain times of day it was possible to fry an egg in the reflected glare, adjustments were made.41 But by that stage the Walkie Talkie had already been firmly inscribed as a representation of capital's more brutal characteristics.42
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Figure 2.8 Rafael Viñoly Architects, 432 Park Avenue, New York. (Photograph courtesy Rafael Viñoly Architects © Halkin Mason.)

Brutal it may be to some, 20 Fenchurch Street is an important example of using the nature of capital to define a building's design programme. Another remarkable case of this, also designed by Viñoly, but this time in New York, is a tower built on a tiny site at the corner of 56th Street and Park Avenue in the middle of Midtown Manhattan. An astonishingly slender building, it defies belief at first sight. A concrete-framed tower built on a square plan slightly less than 30 by 30 metres, it rises to 425 metres and 85 storeys, with just 104 apartments in 38,000 square metres of usable space. The apartments started in price at $7 million, ranging up to $82 million for a six-bedroom apartment near the summit. The slenderness of the design necessitated a number of design quirks in order to ensure stability, including two open floors between every twelve inhabited floors, allowing the wind to pass through.

It is a residential building, but, as the developers admitted, they did not expect the building to be more than a quarter occupied at any one time.43 A hundred people, perhaps, occupying an average of 3,800 square metres each, in one of the most densely populated and expensive cities on earth.

Manhattan has long been one of the world's most expensive real-estate locations and it is a commonplace to explain the development of the skyscraper in the first instance as a means of extracting the maximum rental value out of a limited plot; technologies of steel construction and mechanical lifts were developed in order to take advantage of the real-estate opportunities. What is new in this recent example of Viñoly's is the tiny scale of the plot and the exaggerated height of the building in relation to it. Also new is the sense, from the start, that, in spite of its scale and impact on the skyline, this is, first and foremost, a real-estate investment rather than a building with a material function. It could be entirely empty (and the lights and power switched off) and it would still function for its investors. This is not housing, despite appearances to the contrary, but a form of banking that functions as a safety deposit box for global investors. These towers are, in other words, places to park money, not people. The architect, unlike many of his contemporaries, was relaxed about this role, noting in a widely quoted statement in 2013 that there were really only two arenas for architects to perform in, ‘ultraluxury and subsidized housing’.44 In the words of a correspondent for Fortune magazine, 432 Park Avenue was ‘the house that inequality built’.

The most remarkable thing about it, beyond its scale, is the fact that it contains a mere 104 units. Joshua Brown, a journalist for Fortune magazine, was clear that the market was the super-rich (those HNWIs), and specifically the rich from countries lacking banking security, with Russia and China regularly cited. The tower, Brown wrote, ‘works very well as a facilitator of this as well as a store of value’.45 It might be said – paraphrasing Robert Venturi in his defence of ‘ugly and ordinary’ architecture, that 432 Park Avenue both looks like, and is, a store of value much more than it looks like housing. In that sense, money has a tendency to produce highly functional buildings.

Manhattan's peculiar geography, together with the contours of global financial markets, have produced a rash of these spectacular buildings, each one more improbable than the last. There were even narrower and taller towers than 432 Park Avenue under construction at the time of writing, such as the building above the Steinway Hall piano showroom at 111 West 57th Street designed by SHoP Architects; this structure takes skinniness to a new level. At 438 metres high, the tower reaches even taller than 432 Park Avenue, and with a plot to height ratio of 1:23, this is the slenderest building in the world.46

One of the characteristics most remarked on by critics of 432 Park Avenue was its probable emptiness; with only a quarter of the apartments likely to be used as residences, actual occupancy on average might well be much less than the hundred or so apartments would lead one to expect. That connection of wealth with physical emptiness is a key idea in popular visual culture. Images of capital accumulation are so often devoid of human life; it is a key cinematic trope. The apogee of capital accumulation in Ridley Scott's 1982 film Blade Runner, the Tyrell Corporation HQ, is an Olympian void disturbed only by the occasional fluttering of a robot owl. It is a persistent theme in Marc Augé's book Non-Places, which is full of allusions to the spaces of the most advanced forms of capitalism, invariably empty and lifeless. Emptiness is also a key topic in accounts of the newest parts of the urban world. A recurrent story about contemporary urban China is its production of vast cities in anticipation of residents who have yet to arrive; the product of colossal capital speculation that seemingly has yet to bring a return. A recurrent story in the western news media, it has been a regular subject of contemporary art photography.47 Emptiness is also a trope in depictions of Dubai, especially around the time of its property-led crash in 2008; accounts in western media abounded of abandoned construction projects, unsold apartments and unlet office developments. That said, there was a structural element to Dubai's emptiness. As a 2017 UN report described, Dubai had the greatest concentration of towers with what it called ‘vanity space’ – that is to say, floor space that was too high to let because of the small size of the floorplates at high level, along with the time penalty in reaching the upper floors. The upper third of many towers in the city was in effect unlettable.48

The most familiar tropes of emptiness occur, however, in cases of capital failure. The ghost villages of the Republic of Ireland and Spain, both products of excessive capital speculation, are good examples and have been fertile subjects for art. In Spain, favourable market conditions in the early 2000s produced a development boom in the small city of Ciudad Real, in the province of Castilla La Mancha, forty-five minutes by train south of Madrid. Development included not only thousands of apartments for a population that never existed, but – most dramatically – a brand new international airport which failed to attract more than a handful of flights and closed to traffic in 2012 after only three years in operation.49 Its continued emptiness is, of itself, spectacular. The most spectacular failure of all remains Detroit, once the third largest city in the United States and the centre of the automobile manufacturing business. Its well-documented decline can be traced back to the late 1960s and the relocation of manufacturing outside the city boundaries; what remains is arguably still a shell city, two-fifths the size it once was, a cliché of abandoned buildings, miles of cleared housing, all emptiness and barbed wire. Its collapse has inspired genres of apocalyptic nonfiction writing and art photography that luxuriate in the ruins.50 Detroit's example shows what happens to a city in a condition of capital flight – but its recent experience shows that in certain limited ways, capital flight can itself become a commodity.

Capital has produced these uncanny situations. But perhaps the best place to see the way contemporary capital best represents itself is not in a city at all, but in a small town of just 11,000 inhabitants in the Swiss Alps. Since 1971, Davos has hosted the World Economic Forum, a gathering of economists and world leaders, who meet over five days to deliberate a key theme of economic importance. The town may be a pinprick by global standards, but it is undeniably a spectacle – not just the landscape, but the architecture of the event itself, which must accommodate 2,500 delegates with unique security demands, along with a press contingent of around 5,000. The security system is a veritable apartheid: hologram badges for leaders and CEOs, white passes for VIPs, orange for journalists and other visitors. The passes control access to specific zones, with higher prestige passes offering access to more zones. The event has some of the most elaborate security of any human gathering, and it controls the dissemination of information minutely while at the same time, via the World Economic Forum website, offering the comforting illusion of open debate.51 In an elaborate series of photographs taken at the 2003 Forum by the Swiss photographer (and, coincidentally, a Davos native) Jules Spinatsch, the event is depicted by means of three networked cameras, each programmed to make a series of sweeps of a designated area using technologies and practices designed to mimic photographic surveillance. The Forum entrance is the subject of one of the more striking images, for which one camera was set to record activity by means of horizontal sweeps of the area, for three hours per day, for six days. Two things stand out about it: the tessellated quality of the whole image, being made up from hundreds of still photographs; and the startling fact that scarcely anyone is there. For six days, for three hours per day, in bright sunlight, in arguably the world's most important political forum, there are virtually no signs of life.

Hugh Campbell, an architect, wrote: ‘[the] blindness of even the most elaborate and seemingly comprehensive surveillance is striking. On the one hand, the picture shows every aspect of the terrain. On the other hand, it shows almost nothing of the action.’52 Perhaps, however, there is no action to depict. Or to put it another way, the action is so invisible that it cannot be depicted either as hidden behind security screens or hidden in the innumerable electronic transactions of the financial markets. For as becomes clear the more you look at money, the less there is to see – and in the case of its impact on urban form, it is striking how the biggest accumulations of capital are also marked by absences, typically of human activity.

Thinking of Davos also brings us to a final point: the emergent technology of the blockchain – an elaborate set of protocols and workarounds to encrypt value in data – is so power-hungry, that its key centres are not cities at all, which have more than enough demands on their resources, but some of the planet's wildest natural landscapes, the ones with abundant sources of renewable power.53 In this still-fanciful scenario, beloved of financial journalists, the world's capital of capital is as likely to be Iceland, as it is any global city. Nobody could have foreseen this: it is a good illustration of how process factors, in this case financial process, can form the built environment in the most unlikely ways.
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Figure 3.1 The Capitol, Washington, DC. (Photo 2010.)

We live in economically fixated times, which is why in this book money came first. Traditionally, however, the key urban form-giving process was less money than the operation of political power. In 1961, the American historian of cities Lewis Mumford wrote: ‘monumental architecture is first of all the expression of power’, whose point is to produce ‘respectful terror’.1 He was thinking of the architecture of somewhere like Washington, DC, whose street plan, drawn up by Pierre Charles L’Enfant in 1791, is one of the purest representations of Enlightenment rationality, a rectilinear grid imposing order on a swampy and indeterminate landscape. The opposite of Nature, it was designed to show what Man was capable of. So it has a colossal central mall, around which are organized the instruments of government, and from which there is an unimpeded view towards the legislature (the Capitol building, the home of Congress) and, in the other direction, the Lincoln Memorial. In between stands the huge obelisk of the Washington Monument, which commemorates the first president of the republic, and which was the tallest building in the world until it was overtaken in 1889 by the Eiffel Tower. The mall is 3 kilometres or so in length and takes the best part of an hour to walk, during which time there is little to distract from the scale of the plan, not to mention one's own insignificance in relation to it. It is only during political rallies and (most) presidential inaugurations that human beings start to rival their surroundings, but it requires a crowd in excess of the city's 700,000 population for that to happen.

Lawrence Vale, an urbanist who has written about the architecture of political power, described the character of the mall in three ways, focusing on the Lincoln Memorial at the western extremity. The memorial has architectural force, he wrote: it ‘gathers in the linear force of the Washington Mall’, drawing the visitor's eye to it, acting as a point of closure. Then there is its temple form and (as a vast effigy) Lincoln's seated presence in it, giving the architecture a religious signification. And then there are a host of sculptural adornments that give the place meaning. Vale wrote: ‘Even if the average American citizen knows little about the details of classical systems of proportion and cannot comprehend the richness of meanings encoded into an ancient temple's entablature, that citizen will sense Lincoln as an enthroned deity and will know something of his deeds.’2 He noted, perhaps cognizant of the gigantism of the Lincoln Memorial, that power is never an easy force to deal with. In Washington, as anywhere that represents power, ‘reassuring civic messages and discomforting authoritarian ones coexist in a kind of cognitive coexistence’.3

[image: c3-fig-0002.jpg]
Figure 3.2 Tiananmen Square, Beijing. The world's largest urban square, dating from 1415. The modern enlargement was completed in 1959 to allow rallies of half a million. (Photo 2017.)

That cognitive dissonance will be familiar to anyone who has experienced the world's powerful places of power of the world. The gigantism, the geometry and the order that are so characteristic of Washington, DC can be found in not altogether dissimilar form anywhere from New Delhi (the Parliament complex built 1912–29), to Beijing (Tiananmen Square, enlarged in 1954–9), to Brasília (the Monumental Axis, 1957–60).4 It is powerfully present too, in Albert Speer's plan for Berlin, largely unbuilt but widely shared as an image and developed between 1936 and 1943. Unofficially known as ‘Germania’, Speer's plan envisaged a domed parliament so large it would have generated its own rainfall, the literal condensation of the breath of so many deputies. But the contemporary global city, although it may have the traditional emblems of the architecture of power, has not been built for power in this way. How and why this is the case is the subject of this chapter. Power is represented in the contemporary city, but in ways that are furtive. Reinforcing the argument of this book, power, like the other processes described here, might define how a city looks, but it doesn't always do so in a conscious way. Some aspects of the functioning of power in the contemporary city have been consciously designed in ways that – as we will see – depart from the ‘respectful terror’ that Mumford found in traditional forms of monumental architecture. But much of the way power is represented in the contemporary city isn't consciously designed at all, at least not on that macro level. To explore that question, we will have to consider what we mean by power in the first place, because the changing representation of power in cities is in many ways a response to the changing nature of power itself.

The imagination of power in Mumford's and Vale's work, as well as other accounts of the traditional architecture of power, is something like that sketched by the German-American philosopher Hannah Arendt. In her groundbreaking and controversial 1951 work The Origins of Totalitarianism, she posited political power as a force transcending ideology, and in its most extreme, and then newest, form, totalitarianism, it functioned by instilling terror in a whole population, not merely one section of it.5 The instruments of terror were various. Some were certainly architectural, and the gigantism of 1930s Berlin was certainly an instrument of control in Adolf Hitler's imagination (whether the overt exercise of power was what motivated his chief architect Albert Speer is more arguable.)6 Arendt's account of political power was quite understandably focused on the experience of the Second World War and on a particular version of authority and control in which citizens are regarded as essentially passive. For the contemporary theorist of power, Stewart Clegg, this is ‘the crudest form of power’, expressed as ‘direct violence’, or (as is the case here) ‘violence deferred, which is coercion’.7

It's easy enough to imagine how that understanding of power as physical violence, deferred or otherwise, might make sense in the traditional city. The neoclassical monuments of Washington, DC are literal impediments to movement: they not only define the central city visually, but they block movement, telling you in the most physical terms where you can and cannot go. The architecture performs the same physical function as a cop or nightclub bouncer, controlling your progress through the city with the threat of violence, underlined (if it needed underlining) in the form of the monumental human figures, especially Lincoln, who inhabit the mall. It is a city of physical threats, you could say, inhabited by literal giants. However, that crude understanding of political power doesn't obtain so clearly in the consumer society that emerged in the rich world after the Second World War. Here it came to be understood that citizens had agency, albeit of a highly prescribed kind. In a society of expanded consumer choice, the citizen became literally an actor, an individual performing and interpreting a variety of roles, by no means all of them passed down to him or her by authority – this was the sociologist Erving Goffman's contribution to theories of power in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.8

Later theories of power pushed it further towards a sense of it being literally embodied. Michel Foucault's Discipline and Punish, for example, evoked a world-view in which power was embodied in human relations, rather than being something done to human relations by abstract authority. For architects, his account of the Panopticon was electrifying. This nineteenth-century invention, rarely built in its pure form, but influential as an idea, was a form of prison in which open cells were visible to a centrally placed jailer, but not to each other. In the Panopticon, it is the prisoner's awareness of being observed that allows power to be enacted.9 Mainstream views of power have increasingly acknowledged the agency of the political subject's polyvalent understanding, making clear that it can only have meaning in pluralistic societies if it includes consent – although, as the sociolinguist Noam Chomsky has written, consent can arguably be ‘manufactured’ by means of a compliant media.10 Contemporary understandings of political power have been much more alert to the form of counterhegemonic power, most visibly in the twenty-first century in the form of the worldwide Occupy movement, which took inspiration from, and was supported by, Chomsky.11 The more sophisticated understanding of political power that now obtains is more (as Stuart Clegg puts it) like ‘a systemic set of relations’, with ‘a set of rules of the game which all are familiar with’, in other words ‘a shared system of social knowledge’, in which all, in differing ways according to status, are players.12

Well – what does all this mean for the way the city looks? In any kind of pluralistic, market-oriented society, as well as societies that have aspirations to be such societies, the traditional expression of power no longer prevails (it is striking that although China has reinforced security in the existing square, it has built no more Tiananmens since 1989, when government troops fired on a student-led demonstration, killing hundreds of civilians). The architecture of power looks altogether different now, sometimes overt, sometimes obscure, but rarely with the same presumption of agency that comes with the Enlightenment plan. Nearly all images of power produced by contemporary cities speak to an updated concept of it, with distributed agency, and the ‘shared system of social knowledge’. These images may be, as often as not, fictions, but they are important fictions that tell us about how we imagine ourselves and our relation to power.


Postmodern Power
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Figure 3.3 Michael Graves, Portland Building, Portland, Oregon. The first large-scale postmodern monument. (Photo 2017.)

Some of the most striking examples of contemporary power have been built in the architectural style known as postmodernism, which first appeared in the United States at the end of the 1970s. One of the first and best known of all postmodern buildings is an expression of power, although it is rarely discussed in those terms. This is the Portland Municipal Services Building in the state of Oregon's largest city, designed by the American architect Michael Graves. It contains ten municipal departments of the administration of the city's municipal government, and it is a very odd building indeed. Occupying a city block, adjacent to Portland's City Hall and facing Chapman Square, it is a big cuboid, rising to twenty storeys, and punctuated across its entire façade by tiny, square windows. The massing continues the tradition of this part of the city, many of whose buildings date from the early twentieth century and are similar in size and presence. What is remarkable about the Portland Building, however, is its façade: a polished granite decorated with large forms that both represent, and send up, neoclassical architecture. Its enormous pilasters are flat, and look it; there is a huge, schematic Doric capital and, in green, a ludicrous, outsize ribbon adorning the tops of the pilasters. The interior can only be imagined, and in any case was much less elaborate than planned, for cost reasons.13 The tiny windows don't help, in reality even smaller than they appear at a distance.14 At ground level, the building presents a more or less blank face to the world. It is a strangely decorated, mute box. Nobody much liked it when it first appeared, and its appearance in architectural histories is nearly always couched in negative terms, as a portent of (stylistic) disaster. For Kenneth Frampton, the Portland Building represented a wholly unwelcome turn to what he called ‘scenography’, that is to say architecture as a play of two-dimensional façades. Some observers were more receptive, however, such as Charles Jencks, who found in this and other postmodern buildings a sophisticated ‘double coding’ that made them appealing to a variety of publics; such buildings might serve their publics better than modernist ones. But he also acknowledged, without being very specific about what he meant, that there was always ‘something strange’ about them, representative of ‘a highly developed taste for paradox … characteristic of our time and sensibility’.15
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Figure 3.4 Terry Farrell, SIS Building, London, completed 1994. (Photo 2018.)

That statement tells us a lot about how attitudes to power and its representation have changed. Politicians in Washington, DC are determined to avoid paradox. They are more concerned about the unambiguous representation of authority, with the force flowing in one direction, from government to subject: the DC visitor leaves with no doubt about the power of government, and their tininess in relation to it. ‘Paradox’, the word Jencks used to describe a government building, suggests at least a more nuanced understanding of power, one that might accommodate multiple forms of signification. The Portland Building wasn't a one-off, but representative of a global tendency towards postmodernism in public buildings in the 1980s and 1990s, with outcrops all over the United States, Japan and northern Europe. London's striking examples include the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) Building at Vauxhall Cross, completed in 1994, to a design by Terry Farrell and Partners. Housing MI6 (the UK's overseas intelligence agency), the SIS occupies nearly 25,000 square metres on a prominent site overlooking the Thames at Vauxhall Bridge in central London. It's important to note that it wasn't originally conceived of as a building to house the security services, but was instead a speculative office development pitched at a range of occupiers. MI6 happened to be in the right market at the right time, but that in itself tells you something about the exercise of power in the global city. Power doesn't need overt representation, you might say; it doesn't need to be explicit about what it is, or to threaten or admonish or impress. It is enough to know simply that it is there. Nevertheless, the architecture is worth describing because, even if this was built for speculation, it is also a very self-conscious building, one that demands attention, and it is hard to describe because it is so eclectic. The colour, a vivid green for the extensive triple glazing, set against Portland stone, certainly stands out against the grey of the river and the surrounding buildings. It is broadly neoclassical in plan, and symmetrical, a kind of palace rising in steps towards a bifurcated central tower with an atrium. It has two distinct faces. From the rear (although this, on the south side, constitutes the main entrance) it has the massing and presence of American civic architecture of the 1920s. From the river frontage, the most familiar view, it is an exuberant mix of neoclassical, Mayan pyramid and art deco – and probably some other things too.

These strange postmodern buildings play with the architecture of power, turning its traditional forms into jokes, revealing, and often parading, their artifice. When the SIS building was finished, it sported a row of immaculately trimmed pyramidal conifers lining the terrace and defining the mid-point of the main façade, so geometrically perfect that they demanded repeated takes to see if they were real, which they were. It was an extraordinary amount of work to make a natural thing – a tree – seem as artificial as possible, and not only artificial, but toy-like, for the peculiar scaling, and ziggurat-like massing of the building at this point suggested nothing so much as Lego.

What does this say about power? It says, perhaps, that the city no longer needs to deploy the language of power in an overt way, that it can afford to be playful because its authority is not really in question and that city recognizes, even flaunts, its own artifice. It doesn't, arguably, need the traditional symbols of power because its authority is so well understood – to the point which state power can happily adopt others’ symbols, rather than contrive its own unique ones. The building's visual ambiguity about power represents, it could be said, a genuine structural ambiguity. This both is, and is not, a government building.16 These are powerful ideas, with implications for the way the contemporary city looks. Postmodernism, it turned out, was a short-lived style, but these implications, in particular that power is no more than its visual rhetoric, has continued to inform the design of spaces of power.
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Figure 3.5 Kenzo Tange, Tokyo City Hall, completed 1990. ‘Metropolis’ made real. (Photo Bohao Zhao, Wikimedia Commons.)


Transparent Power

Postmodernism turned power into a joke, but a somewhat sinister one, for it left the observer ultimately powerless. Outside the Anglosphere, where the movement had a particularly strong purchase, postmodernism in architecture tended to represent authority more openly. Kenzo Tange's colossal, twin-towered complex for Tokyo's metropolitan government (1990) is a good example: its outward form plays with cinematic images of power (most obviously Fritz Lang's 1927 film Metropolis) as well as first-generation American skyscrapers, in a package that makes a highly rhetorical distinction between surface and depth. But its overwhelming scale, along with its neoclassical plan, makes it hard to read as anything other than authoritarian. If any building can be said to produce ‘respectful terror’, this one can, in spite of all its postmodern play of surface referents.

But there were other representations of power. Coincident with the discourse around postmodernism was the application of Hannah Arendt's The Human Condition to architecture, which meant the equation of human life with public life, and the elevation of the concept of ‘the space of appearance’. This was a metaphorical realm representative of a liberal politics, in which ‘publicness’ was the key term. Architects including George Baird and Peter Rowe took the ‘space of appearance’ literally to mean architecturally designed public space.17 That idea was probably best represented in Barcelona, which, under the leadership of its chief urbanist Oriol Bohigas in the 1980s and 1990s, positioned itself as a city uniquely committed to the public realm, refurbishing several hundred public spaces in the city over a ten-year period.18 The city was its public space, according to Bohigas. To make space for its citizens to be in public, space for them to enact publicness, was, Bohigas argued, the principal task of municipal government.19

In terms of urban architecture, this Arendt-lite belief in publicness justified, above all, transparency, which became the most readily understood architectural currency of power. The best example of this is the reconstruction of Berlin's Parliament building, the Reichstag, which rebuilt the central dome as a viewing gallery, both admitting light to the debating chamber, and affording visitors a view directly down into it. In image form, the Reichstag now typically dissolves in a crystalline sphere, a loose crowd of tourist visitors etched against the sky. It is the opposite of the traditional image of state power. The architects Foster and Partners, who were responsible for this 1999 project, revisited the idea in the building they completed in 2002 for the Greater London Assembly, which, like the Reichstag, included a 500-metre ramp, spiralling through the structure, affording a view of the debating chamber. If anything, the rhetoric of transparency was greater than at the Reichstag, with the entire building faced in glass; a modified sphere, more or less, it had a panoptical quality, implying that everything in this building overseeing the affairs of Europe's largest city would be visible to everyone.

The Greater London Assembly is administratively tiny by comparison with its predecessor, the Greater London Council (25 members versus 100). The building is similarly modest, 20,000 square metres in all, the size of a small office building. Its debating chamber is a simple, circular meeting room, with a seat for each of the twenty-five elected members of the Assembly, with rooms elsewhere housing the 500 supporting staff, and the offices of the Mayor of London. It is a fraction of the size of County Hall, the seat of the former Greater London Council, and which still stands opposite the Houses of Parliament. The rhetoric around the building was modest too, particularly around its impact on the natural environment. It would be naturally ventilated, unusually for a glass building, its cooling system pumping cold water from the ground table through ‘chilled beams in the ceilings’, innovations that meant it would use about ‘a quarter’ of the energy of a similarly-sized office building.20 The rhetoric minimized the building: transparency so that it would efface itself in reflections, energy design to reduce its imposition on the natural environment, and a building that dissolved in public space. In short, almost everything about this building, built to exercise power, is about the mitigation of that power.

Transparency has been good business for Foster and Partners. Their projects since the Reichstag conversion have included significant civic buildings of the past twenty years – for example, the refurbishment of the Treasury in London (2002), the Supreme Court in Singapore (2005), the Casa del Gobierno, Buenos Aires (2015) and the Nazarbayev Centre in Kazakhstan (2014). In each of these cases, like Berlin, transparency serves to mitigate, and soften, power. As Foster and Partners were building transparent icons throughout the world, Rogers Stirk Harbour and Partners were doing much the same: their National Assembly for Wales is a lightweight timber roof floating on a largely transparent box, a building whose express purpose was ‘making visible the inner workings of the Assembly and encouraging public participation in the democratic process’.21 The Assembly for Wales was a small building on a limited budget, a mere £41 million for a national assembly. It nevertheless, if anything, cultivated a sense of its contingency: designed to last a century, it looks as though it could fly away. Great effort has gone into mitigating the sense that this political monument might be an expression of political power.


Anxieties of Power: the Scottish Parliament

The image of power represented in these transparent buildings is a comforting liberal myth: power as open to scrutiny, distributed and accessible. But that myth could also produce some stranger contorted buildings. A good example is the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh, designed by the Catalan firm Miralles Tagliabue EMBT, commissioned in 1999 and opened in 2004. It's a good example because it is inadvertently a representation of what it actually is: an expression of power when power is uncertain and contested – and thinking to the main argument of this book, it is a splendid representation of a process. Perhaps more than any other case described here, design was circumscribed by a political process, in which no one ever seemed fully in charge.

A project in the small capital city of a small devolved country, for the architectural profession it was nevertheless of global significance – Miralles was certainly a star. Edinburgh, as mentioned earlier, is also a city with intermittently global ambitions. At around the time of the Parliament's completion it was home to a bank (Royal Bank of Scotland, or RBS) briefly the world's largest by market capitalization, and its combined arts festivals, held in August, remained the world's largest despite intense global competition. The political devolution initiated by the left-leaning Labour government of 1997 was also, you could say, on trend. The European Union increasingly imagined itself, via the principle of ‘subsidiarity’, as a union of small nations and regions, superseding the authority of the unitary nation state.22
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Figure 3.6 Miralles Tagliabue EMBT/RMJM, Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh. View of whole Parliament complex from Calton Hill, showing the integration with the buildings of the Old Town. (Photo 2018.)

The buildings that I have described so far are all formally simple – a box here, or a sphere there. They are also very small. The Scottish Parliament was not a small building, although it began as one, not much more than a debating chamber, projected to cost as little as £10 million.23 Its final cost, around £414 million, an increase of more than a factor of forty, reflected a much larger project than the original design. What was a debating chamber in the first instance, similar in concept to the later Welsh Assembly, became a government campus, with offices for all 129 deputies as well as for ministers, and a sizeable administration and facilities for the general public. It is a building that almost completely resists description. Like the Indian parable about the encounter of the blind men with the elephant, it has different characteristics from whichever angle you approach. It has no obvious front or back. From some angles it is extremely imposing, from others quite intimate. It has a very urban part, specifically the frontage to the Royal Mile, a concrete barrier that actively prevents access. At the same time, the southern face of the building is less a face than a piece of landscape, merging with the solidified lava of Salisbury Crags. The complexity does not stop there: some parts of the building allude to Brutalism, with large areas of exposed cast concrete; other aspects are postmodernist in their detailing; the complex even includes, at its centre, a piece of historic restoration, the eighteenth-century Queensberry House.

It was meant to be a building with clear signification, but in reality the imagery rarely had the stability intended: the projecting reading pods on each of the 129 MSPs’ offices were meant to resemble the outline of the skater on Duddingston Loch on the outskirts, an image famous from a 1790s painting by Henry Raeburn, and an idea put about by the architects as construction began. More generally, the rationale for the initial concept spoke of upturned fishing boats on a beach, or sometimes leaves. In any case, the Parliament was meant to represent forms alluding to the natural landscape. The interior was no less complex. The debating chamber has an elaborate network of trusses supporting the roof, an echo of the medieval Parliament House, the last pre-union site of the Scottish Parliament a mile up the road. Then, amidst the multiple layers and almost wilfully complex circulation, there are historical elements – barrel vaulting that could come from Le Corbusier's monastery of La Tourette, or the Romanesque St Magnus cathedral in Orkney. Historical quotations and allusions are everywhere. A mashup of Corbusian monastery, Harry Potter and Disney, it is also popular with the visiting public, with a peak of 400,000 annual visitors in 2009.24

The Parliament's complexity derived – as the official Fraser Report into its finances described – from a series of design changes, including the selection at a late stage of its site at Holyrood at the foot of the Royal Mile.25 The original estimate had worked on the assumption of a free site, and an existing building that could be converted. Design changes, based on working experience post-1999 at the temporary Parliament complex on the Mound, also included increasing the size of the accommodation by 4,000 square metres. The 9/11 attacks in New York also resulted in design changes, particularly to the public areas, and the decision, after much debate, to have a formal entrance to the building resulted in a further rise in costs; there were several points at which the decision to proceed, or not, with the construction was at issue. Only narrow victories in Parliament ensured that it continued. And the project was not helped at all by the deaths in 2000, midway through the construction process, of both the principal architect Enric Miralles at the age of 45, from a brain tumour, and the First Minister of the Scottish Parliament Donald Dewar, from a brain haemorrhage. The Fraser report noted, finally, the poor communication between the architects and the parliamentary body – the Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body, or SPCB – tasked with delivering the building; the SPCB was a new, cross-party body, and had inherited its authority only recently from the Scottish Office, the UK government's representation in Scotland. The SPCB also had to work in tandem with an architectural adviser to the project, along with the Parliament's Presiding Officer.

It was hardly a recipe for clear thinking. But, in retrospect, the building perfectly represents the nature of political power in this particular time and place. Here was a Parliament anxious to project itself in the world through the medium of architecture, but it was doing so before it had completed the end of its first term of existence, having still to establish the extent of its powers, or its traditions of discourse. It came into being with a contradictory set of expectations about power and democracy, the desire for openness running into the need for security and secrecy, especially after the time of the 9/11 attacks (for more on that, see chapter 6). On top of that was a further contradiction, about which Miralles spoke on several occasions: the desire to represent Scotland as ‘a land’, in spite of the urban context of the building, hence the landscape aspects to the design.

The Scottish Parliament complex arguably represents something authentic about the nature of political power in this context: distributed, obscure, idealistic and mostly somewhere else. The ‘somewhere else’ in this case was, in the first instance, certainly the huge Scottish Government complex in Leith, built by the firm later to be EMBT's local partner on the Edinburgh Parliament building project, RMJM. Then a pragmatic, commercially focused business, RMJM built the complex in three years, between 1993 and 1996, with little fuss or ceremony. Housing 2,000 civil servants, it is the largest of the Scottish Government's buildings. It is here, arguably, that political power really resides, although it is the occult power of the bureaucracy, rather than the debating chamber. As is the case with any bureaucracy, the space occupied by the executive is tiny by comparison with its administration, and in thinking about the footprint of political power on any city, we need to think about its administration as much as anything else. When it comes to understanding the structure of power in the modern state, parliament buildings are urban sideshows, and EMBT's Scottish Parliament is no exception.


Bureaucratic Power

So to get a better sense of the look of power in cities, we really need to pay attention to bureaucracies. Bureaucracies can still be usefully defined using terms devised by the sociologist Max Weber in 1905, who thought of them as embodying and perpetuating power through the division of labour, the production of regulated tasks and duties, the maintenance of chains of command and the production of compliance via internalized routines. Weber's understanding of bureaucracies derived from the observation of government; we have come to understand bureaucracy in many other areas on the fringes of state power, which, in order to have influence, must adopt governmental regimes of power.26 Washington, DC's gentrification in the early twenty-first century has been fed by a neo-bureaucracy needing proximity to government.27 DC's economy has concentrations of law firms, lobbyists and nonprofit organizations, all ostensibly separate from government, but whose existence is all about serving it. For all of them, proximity to government matters. They all require buildings, but not the debating chambers and law courts and other overt symbols of power. Instead, they need space for the anonymous exercising of bureaucratic power.
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Figure 3.7 Palais de Justice, Brussels, built 1866–83 to a design by Joseph Poelaert. The word ‘architect’ allegedly remains an insult in the neighbourhood affected by its building. (Photo 2015.)

The history of Washington, DC needs to be revisited when the current phase of bureaucratization has reached some sort of conclusion. In the meantime, there is no better case of the bureaucratic city than Brussels, the curiously organized capital of Belgium, and since 1958 the de facto, although unofficial, capital of Europe.28 Brussels emerged as a city in which various functions of the (then) European Economic Community (EEC) could be, pragmatically, concentrated. That concentration has been facilitated by proactive real-estate markets which have occupied the political void left by a weak executive. Brussels is interesting for several reasons. First, although its most important business is undoubtedly politics, its political status as the capital of the present-day European Union was achieved by accident. As a Belgian philosopher argued in 2014, it may have even come about because in most languages, Belgium began with the letter ‘B’ – one of innumerable stories about the city that contribute to a neo-surrealist narrative of the irrational, or the absurd. (One of the city's most famous residents was the key Surrealist painter René Magritte, and writing about Brussels often infers a connection between his presence and the city's peculiar character.)29 Second, that absurdity, so often an undercurrent in accounts of the city, springs from Brussels's historic traditions of representing power. In spite of its size, it has some of Europe's – and for that matter, the world's – most grandiose monuments, chief among them the neoclassical Palais de Justice, designed by Joseph Poelaert and built, although never entirely completed, between 1866 and 1883. Reputedly the largest single building constructed anywhere in the nineteenth century, the construction of the Palais involved the demolition of a large section of the Marolles neighbourhood, with the consequence that the Flemish word architek (‘architect’), referring to Poelaert, allegedly became a local insult.30 And third, this grandiosity has not found a contemporary equivalent: contemporary Brussels is no Brasília. The impact of (EU) power on its outward form is extremely marked, but not in the ways power has been conventionally represented in cities. It ‘lacks narrative’, according to some. It is very short of the conventional symbols of this power, and it is said to be a ‘missed opportunity’ that is only slowly being addressed.31 For the architect Rem Koolhaas, this lack is a more existential ‘iconographic deficit’, which suggests something about the nature and operation of EU power, something about it that does not produce overt expressions of itself because at some level it cannot.32

Brussels is not a big city. Its officially estimated population in 2017 was 1.2 million for the municipality, with a total of 3.6 million in Wallonia, which includes the metropolitan region.33 It is, however, an unusually complex one. Divided into no fewer than nineteen municipalities, it has two languages and a layered structure of governance that produces (as Isabelle Doucet, a Belgian architectural historian has written) the persistent problem of multiples casquettes (‘many hats’ – in other words the proliferation of political roles held by a single person). Decision-making, Doucet writes, is widely seen as ‘opaque’, even ‘Kafkaesque’.34 Brussels's main concentration of EU power is the unofficially named European Quarter, a district two kilometres to the east of the medieval centre, bisected by the major artery of the rue de la Loi, and bookended by the parc du Cinquantenaire. The latter, with its triumphal arch (1905), is a reminder of how power conventionally represents itself in imperial cities, of which Brussels was one.

The European Quarter came into being more or less accidentally, when real-estate interests saw opportunities for development as the EEC and then the EU evolved.35 Its principal monuments are two of Europe's largest buildings, the Berlaymont Building, the home of the European Commission (built 1963–9), and, standing a few hundred metres to the south, the European Parliament complex (first phase opened in 1992). In between these complexes can be found the Europa Building, the new (2017) home of the European Council and the Council of the European Union, and the still colossal Justus Lipsius building that it vacated in 2017. The rue de la Loi axis is the location for the forty or so other buildings housing EU institutions.
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Figure 3.8 Berlaymont Building, Brussels. The home of the European Commission. Lucien de Vestel (architect), built 1963–9. Renovations took place in 1995–2004. (Photo Andersen Pecorone, Wikimedia Commons.)

In a smallish capital like Brussels, a building of 20,000 square metres would normally be big. But here, the buildings are a factor of ten bigger. The Justus Lipsius building is more than 200,000 square metres; the larger of the Parliament buildings is 350,000 square metres. These are among the biggest concentrations of office space in Europe. The real-estate market in Brussels is dominated by this one client, the EU, whose demands occupy over half the available office space in the city, and have created, by stealth, a new landscape in this part of the city.36 After the Second World War, the neighbourhood comprised mainly middle-class nineteenth-century housing, of seven or eight storeys, with a population of 80,000. That landscape is now best described as a monoculture, in which administrative offices predominate, and in which residence and retail are now rare. This process has been facilitated partly by design, as the EU, as client, has repeatedly demanded an area of the city for work alone. It is partly the actions of the market, which has consistently made offices in this area the most valuable property in Brussels. Brussels's political complexity has opened up a space that houses politics without representing it in the usual ways. That relatively free play explains the lack of consideration given to the outward form of the buildings. For an organization so concerned with symbolism, the EU's buildings are remarkably lacking in symbols.

The nature of EU power means that its buildings are not always occupied straightforwardly – in fact, the way power operates means that they may not be occupied at all. The buildings in Brussels were built speculatively by commercial developers, predicting the need for a complex to serve the needs of the Parliament when it was not in session in Strasbourg, which is the official site of the European Parliament.37 The developers were right, and, as the Parliament in Brussels has grown, so has its need for office space. Power means a steady accretion of physical space.38

Given the inexorable growth of institutions and their complexity, power can also result in some extraordinarily protracted building projects. The Berlaymont Building, the original home of the European Commission, and, with its cruciform plan and curving curtain wall façade, one of the few distinctive parts of the EU's estate, was declared unsafe due to its use of asbestos. It was vacated for renovation in 1991, and was not ready for reoccupation until 2004. The rehabilitation of the building, at a cost of €800 million, took thirteen years; the original construction took five.39 The point here is that the operations of power can produce peculiar forms of non-occupation of space. Little about Brussels is straightforward, apart from its inexorable demand for office space. In response to criticisms that it lacks symbolism, the EU produced the Europa building, a rare effort to provide a new image for the European Commission. The building, designed by Belgian architect Philippe Samyn, provides an image of a giant lantern suspended in an atrium and the exterior walls are transparent, a vast collage of timber window frames salvaged from demolition sites around the EU. The transparency is more in image than anything; the lantern itself is opaque, so rather like the EU itself, it promises openness, without ever really delivering. Like the Scottish Parliament, but on a vastly bigger scale, the European Quarter unconsciously delivers an image of the opaque bureaucracy it often actually is.

The case of Brussels reminds us that the expression of power in a city is more often than not the occupation of space. The committee rooms and debating chambers are so much window dressing for the real power of administrations; to look at the office market in Brussels is to see in material form just how much power lies there. Occupation can also of course be used to hold power to account; it is significant that the worldwide anticapitalist protests of 2011 focused on one key activity, the occupation of urban space – hence the group's name, Occupy. Its demands were diffuse, too much so to be sustained, but its instigators understood the relationship between space and power better than mainstream politicians, and in actions at Wall Street, New York and outside St Paul's Cathedral in the City of London, they could articulate, if briefly, an alternative politics. Whatever the success or otherwise of that movement, it drew attention to the fact that the operation of power in urban space is contingent. For power to work, it needs the consent of those in whose name it acts, consent to occupy space and make cities in its name. If it doesn't have consent, it needs submission, and global cities have historically required that in order to work. Brussels is a relatively benign example, but its occupation, over four decades, of the Leopold Quarter, has involved the displacement and dismemberment of a city neighbourhood.

However, the exercise of power in cities is rarely straightforward. As Occupy shows, it can be met with resistance, and our images of the spaces of power of the great global cities are very often also images of power resisted, or negotiated, or satirized. Trafalgar Square, Brasília's Square of the Three Powers, Washington's Mall: these are all places of resistance as much as they are brute expressions of power. The microarchitecture of that resistance matters, and it has increasingly been a subject of study in architectural history.40 At the same time, the example of Brussels shows something else, an opacity, perhaps cultivated, in which power cannot be associated with a single image or place. Here, power is real, but the architecture of the city constantly diverts attention from it. The exercise of power, perhaps more than any of the other processes in this book, has the capacity to give form to a city more thoroughly than any other, but it is also a process whose actions are multiply authored and obscure.
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4 
Sex

In what is generally regarded as the best episode of the 1990s television comedy Seinfeld, the four main characters, George, Elaine, Kramer and Jerry, hold a contest to see which of them can refrain the longest from masturbation. Each of them faces a unique obstacle: Kramer's voyeurism, George's obsession with the curvaceous female nurses in the hospital where his mother is being treated, Elaine's infatuation with John F. Kennedy, Jr., who has lately joined her aerobics class, and Jerry's relationship with a sexually naive woman determined to hold on to her virginity. Kramer caves in first, followed by the others, each driven mad by sexual frustration. I can't claim any special expertise on Seinfeld, having watched this episode only a hundred or so times, but I do think it tells us a lot about sex as a process – a process like the circulation of money, or political power discussed in the previous chapters, that defines the way cities look the way they do.

How? Seinfeld's action, first of all, takes place in a lightly fictionalized New York City and each moment in the plot says something about that city. There is the initial deal, a wager in which each participant has to stump up $100 ($150 in the case of Elaine) which takes place at the group's usual table in the grimy Monk's Restaurant. Then there is Kramer's shameless voyeurism, which (here, and in many other episodes) thrives on the close proximity of tall residential buildings to one another in the global city. Elaine's adventures with JFK, Jr. involve a lot of circulation up and down Manhattan's principal avenues. The city as a whole is envisaged in broadly Freudian terms as the site of both sexual exchange and sexual frustrations. The city facilitates desire, but in its labyrinth of social conventions around dating, it nearly always ends up killing it. The city itself is also profoundly sexed: Seinfeld gives a lot of time over to satirizing male and female roles, bringing to the surface from time to time – to great comic effect – the latent homoeroticism of the George/Jerry relationship. For the most part however, it describes a city of normative sexual relations and identities, in which certain spaces are male, others female and so on. Seinfeld not only represented the global city in sexual terms, but it also helped produce that city.

Seinfeld might have been mainstream, but it nevertheless drew on some robust sexual theory, starting with Freud. Freud didn't say much about cities directly, apart from Rome, which he discussed as a psychological metaphor in ‘Civilization and its Discontents’ (1930), the Eternal City's physical layering of the past standing in for the theoretical layering of the mind.1 More generally, however, Freud understood that cities regulate the sexual life of their inhabitants, setting in stone what was and what was not permissible, where sexual pleasure may or may not take place. Freud's understanding of his home city Vienna was a clear subtext of ‘Civilization and its Discontents’, and certainly of the much earlier essay, ‘Civilized Sexual Morality and Modern Nervous Illness’ (1908).2 In both, Freud thought ‘civilization’ to be essentially coterminous with urban life, so, in the first essay, the experiential character of modern life was essentially the experience of the modern city. ‘City life is becoming more sophisticated and more restless’, Freud wrote:

all is hurry and agitation … the exhausted nerves seek recuperation in highly-spiced pleasures only to become more exhausted than before … our ears are excited by large doses of noisy and insistent music … political, religious and social struggles, party politics and the enormous spread of trade unionism inflame tempers and place an ever greater strain on the mind and encroach upon the hours for recreation, sleep and rest.3



Freud's understanding of the city, like Georg Simmel's slightly earlier one in his ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’ (1903), supposed the city to be a place of unprecedented distraction productive of compensatory mental attitudes (in Simmel's case this was ‘blasé’, or emotional detachment, an antecedent of ‘cool’).4 Freud's take was rather different: the modern city drove people mad. Specifically, the modern city was in effect a machine for redirecting libidinal energy to the production of capital. Modern civilization and, by extension, modern cities were, to use Freud's language, now common parlance, the result of sexual repression. Freud well understood that this process was likely to produce neurotic citizens: after all, the desire for pleasure was natural, and its suppression naturally unpleasant. But what he would elsewhere call the ‘reality principle’ kicked in, for human beings sadly do not have unlimited energies. A man, he wrote, must ‘accomplish his tasks by making an expedient distribution of his libido. What he employs for cultural aims he to a great extent withdraws from women and sexual life.’ This process Freud elaborates elsewhere as ‘sublimation’, a chemical metaphor describing the transformation through reaction of base matter into vapour; the production of culture likewise involved the transformation of matter into something more ethereal, and the city in this imagination is something like a machine for the production of culture. The production process inevitably stems from neurosis, but that cost must be borne if culture is to be had at all. ‘Sublimation of instinct’, Freud continued, ‘is an especially conspicuous feature of cultural development; it is what makes it possible for higher psychical activities, scientific, artistic or ideological, to play such an important part in civilized life.’5

There couldn't be a better formulation of the way in which sex might be one of the defining processes of the modern city. That isn't to say Freud was necessarily right, for the city (and the civilization) he imagines is a partial and privileged one, as well as one by social and religious convention already predisposed to the public control of the libido. But those qualifications aside, Freud provided a language for thinking about the modern city in sexual terms, when, at least in polite circles, sexuality was something to be kept under control. One aspect of Freud's work on civilization that is very suggestive is the sexual division of cities. He posited the city as an essentially male realm, from which women are absent, and to which, they – women – direct suspicion and hostility. That view of the city was an extrapolation from the city Freud knew, Vienna, and the regimented, bourgeois part of the city in which he worked and lived. But it could have applied to any of the great European capitals of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries – for art historians, the sexed condition of Paris in this period has been an object of sustained interest. The art historian T. J. Clark described a city of male actors and female sex objects, a situation that is acutely represented in two of the most important case studies, Olympia and the Bar aux Folies-Bergères, both paintings by Edouard Manet. In the former, ‘Olympia’ scandalously represents a prostitute, scandalous because in scale the painting approaches that of history painting, and because of the figure's gaze, which meets the viewer's on equal terms. In the latter, a waitress stares dead-eyed out at the viewer, who may or may not be the fellow in the top hat in the mirrored background; meanwhile, she supplies the drinks and also, implicitly, herself.6 In this and other accounts of nineteenth-century Paris, what emerged was a profoundly sexed city in which male and female roles, agencies and powers are precisely determined: men cruise the streets, looking for entertainment, women provide. Meanwhile, the respectable women are largely absent from the picture. Or, when they are present, as another art historian, Griselda Pollock, argued in a landmark essay, it is in an entirely other city, of domestic interiors which men would rarely frequent.7 Paris was certainly segregated by sex in some important ways; its pleasure was also sexually segregated, in that the city might have been a sexual playground, but one in which the pleasure was largely male.

Important here, however, is the sense that the form of the city might be determined by sex. These historical accounts of Paris nearly all point out the suitability of the wide boulevards for street prostitution, a de facto shop window for sex viewed from the café terrace. Or the covered arcades, as the cultural theorist Walter Benjamin pointed out, as much as they prototyped retail spaces in which women might feel at home, they were also excellent spaces for prostitutes to tout for business.8 The sexual division of the modern city appeared in a different form in the theorization of the American city. Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique described a postwar landscape of cities devoted to (mainly male) work, surrounded by suburbs of (mainly female) residence, a diurnal division of labour written in the stones of the city. Both, she argued, were dysfunctional. The suburb was a male desert during the day, affluent, but sterile.9 Friedan's contemporary, the urbanist Jane Jacobs, was equally scathing about suburbs. There is an important vignette in Death and Life of Great American Cities, in which she describes the ‘night ballet’ and the noises that keep her awake; suburbanites were sexually unhinged, unprepared for the city's temptations, whereas city dwellers could accept and negotiate them with maturity.10 For Jacobs and Friedan alike, the suburb was unnatural. By contrast, the city was where a woman might find some agency, as demonstrated by their own writing careers. That account of the sexually divided city obtained a good deal of cultural leverage. The dysfunctional, alienated suburb became a key cinematic trope, with its ultimate expression arguably in the 1975 film The Stepford Wives, which depicts an Arcadian suburb populated by female automata, who, it turns out, have been intentionally produced by the men as docile servants.11

From Freud to The Stepford Wives there is a familiar city in popular culture, whose contours describe morphology of spatial segregation determined by sex: men here and women there, with sexual roles distributed according to their position in space and time. This sexed city has been amply represented in popular culture, especially in film, and the dysfunctional suburb is one of Hollywood's most enduring tropes. Sexual theory after the 1970s underwent a revolution, important for cities. Michel Foucault's unfinished, three-volume History of Sexuality recreated conditions in the ancient Greek city in which male homosexuality was, by modern standards, not only normative, but inseparable from public and political life.12 The lesson of Foucault's History of Sexuality is the plurality of sex: that its outward form in terms of the city will be a function of culture, which, in theory, might take any form. In other words, the expressive form of biology depends on culture, and the relation between biology and culture is, in essence, arbitrary. The idea of sex as culture was developed as performance by Judith Butler, in her highly influential Gender Trouble.13 Like Foucault, Butler imagined sex as complex, multidimensional and culturally determined, thereby wrecking the binary assumptions of the early sex theorists. After Butler, you could say, the city could no longer be straightforwardly described as male. Historical evidence for a sexually polymorphous city could be found in Richard Sennett's Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilization, a (mostly) happy narrative of sexual diversity and tolerance, told through ancient Athens, nineteenth-century London and modern-day New York.14 It turned out to be a crucial political fantasy for the makers of global cities. Sexual diversity, from Foucault to Butler to Sennett and beyond, has moved from the academic margins to the centre of municipal discourse.15


Cruising the Piers
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Figure 4.1 On Pier 52, in the same area at the same time, Gordon Matta-Clark made Day's End. (Photo Alvin Baltrop, untitled, c. 1975. Digital image © 2018 Museum of Modern Art, New York/Scala, Florence.)

Well – how might these ideas about sex be played out in the real city? How might real desires and frustrations be represented in its built form, even if they are not consciously designed (indeed, a good question might be, are they?)? One of the best places to start thinking about this in terms of the contemporary global city is in fact one of the most marginal, scarcely part of any public imagination, more or less illegal, and by normal standards barely visited. The place is the North River, New York, along the banks of the Hudson, bordering the West Village and Chelsea. It now the epicentre of the city's – and probably the world's – contemporary art scene, embellished in 2015 with the opening of the new home of the Whitney Museum, designed by Renzo Piano (there is more about that in chapter 7). In the 1970s, it was the centre of something else altogether – one of the places gay men sought out for anonymous sexual encounters, but one where the encounters and, more particularly, their architectural settings have been described to the point at which the participants sometimes seemed to show more affection for them than for the human beings with whom they were having relations. This, and other cruising scenes, have, whatever their marginality, been the site of intermittent but intense architectural interest. The 2018 Venice Biennale of Architecture prominently featured an interactive Cruising Pavilion, designed by an international team.16
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Figure 4.2 Cruising Pavilion, Venice Biennale of Architecture, 2018. Installation shot. (Photo Louis de Belle.)

Pre-AIDS, the Chelsea scene was one of relative innocence. The warehouses along the Hudson River had been abandoned with the decline of shipping in the 1960s, and by the middle of the 1970s were almost entirely vacant, more or less cut off from the western districts of Manhattan by the West Side highway. The area was almost impossible to reach by car, barely policed, and (in the words of one regular visitor) about as far as it was possible to get from civilization while still in walking distance of Manhattan.17 We know about it as a site of sexual activity because it turned out to have been well documented in photography, and while its visitors were for the most part a small and self-selecting group of devotees, it acquired (like gay clubs such as the nearby Mineshaft) a mythical status, a place that was better known in the imagination than experienced in reality.18

The better known of the images were produced by an artist unconnected with the cruising scene, Gordon Matta-Clark, who made works in 1971 and 1973 on Pier 52, North River, by cutting channels in the buildings to admit light and photographing the result. The largest of these temporary, but spectacular, interventions was Day's End, made in 1975, a set of enormous cuts and ellipses cut in the corrugated outer skin of the warehouse to form a space analogous to a cathedral. The artist had hopes of opening the work to the public on a regular basis, but the local police unfortunately had other ideas. The extensive photographic documentation of this space, sublime in every way, nevertheless brought the site to the attention of the art world, and Matta-Clark's images of it constitute something like a blueprint for how we tend to view industrial spaces now. In 1975 it was hard to talk openly about their use for sexual purposes, although conversations were being had on the fringes of architecture about what might be called the erotics of ruins. The French architect and theorist Bernard Tschumi wrote of the libidinal quality of Le Corbusier's (then) dilapidated Villa Savoye in Poissy, Paris: for him its appeal lay in the way its rotting structure transgressed architecture, giving a building something of the character of the human body transformed by sex.19

These were marginal matters, however. Only a few people were interested in what artists were up to with New York's abandoned waterfront, and what (then) obscure French theoreticians thought about ruins. However, the New York piers were the site of a well-developed cruising scene, spilling over the West Side highway from the gay clubs of the West Village, such as the established and tolerated gay area of Christopher Street. On the piers, men could find quiet and solitude, but also danger of both social and architectural kinds. The social dangers included occasional gay bashing or harassment by the police. Here on the piers activity beyond the law could take place with the tacit sanction of the rest of the city in the knowledge that it was contained and temporary. It was, according to art world gossip of the time, a place that permitted temporary identification, not just the affirmation of existing sexual identities. So male artists who were otherwise thought of as straight (and would have thought of themselves as straight) were said to make occasional visits to the piers for sexual encounters with other men.20 The architectural dangers are obvious from Matta-Clark's pictures: there was the constant risk of falling though a floor. This world was documented in photography by many artists, including Alvin Baltrop, Leonard Fink, Peter Hujar and David Wojnarowicz, few of whom were successful at the time, but whose work has since entered museum collections. Alvin Baltrop's intricate, small-scale work, shown at MoMA's PS1 outpost in 2015–16, depicts a society on the edge of the most photographed city in the world, but radically different from it. Here the official world has collapsed into ruin, the urban apocalypse of so many science fiction films. And amid the ruins, if you look hard enough for them, are men, naked and well-muscled, sunbathing by the water, some of whom are apparently engaged in sexual acts. Among Baltrop's better-known images is a crude, largely blank façade of one of the warehouse buildings, concrete framed, roughly utilitarian, punctuated by three windows; the bright sunshine throws the rough surfaces and their condition into relief and the calm water below gives the scene a bucolic, picturesque quality, far removed from the bustle of Wall Street only a few hundred metres away. It's a natural landscape – in the middle of which, dead centre, a naked man sits kneeling gripping his partner. Another of these images depicts the architectural chaos of a warehouse in a state of full collapse, structural beams at crazy angles; again, dead centre, a man can just be seen in the middle of an ambiguous, but certainly sexual, act.

These pictures represent a scene that involved only a few people at any one time, unsurprising given the myriad dangers (and that is before we consider the unseen, and at this point unacknowledged, danger of AIDS). Nevertheless, the abandoned piers were important in retrospect as they functioned, in effect, as the research and development departments of sexual theory. The people making the running in new sexual theories were, like Foucault, often enough, participants in scenes that literally explored the boundaries of sexual ethics as much as practice.21 It was here in these peripheral urban zones, beyond the gaze of authority, that the polymorphous condition of contemporary sex theory was played out in practice.

Or something like that. Whatever happened on the piers in the 1970s, and whoever was doing it, we know enough about subsequent urban history to be able to understand it as prototypical. One of the most visible urban processes in global cities since the end of the twentieth century has been the official cultivation of zones of sexual tolerance, and such zones became key signifiers of globality. The process was popularized by American sociologist-turned-consultant Richard Florida, whose bestselling 2002 book, The Rise of the Creative Class, described how the most successful global cities were also those with a marked tolerance of sexual diversity.22 Florida had noted a correlation between the clustering of technology in business and gay-friendly cities, and reported discussing findings with another sociologist, Gary Gates, who had earlier devised a Gay Index of American cities. The correlation between technology and gay indices, with the addition of a further ‘Melting Pot’, index was then synthesized as the Tolerance Index. Florida noted that the metropolitan regions most associated with technology growth were also typically those with bold gay communities – four out of the top ten cities for technology were also in the top ten for the Gay Index for the same period in the 1990s. Both lists were dominated by the metropolitan area of San Francisco, which had, and continues to have, the world's greatest concentration of technology business, along with, in the Castro neighbourhood of the city, perhaps the world's most visible gay community. More generally there is a well-established history of gay activism in the region.23

Florida was widely misinterpreted. Many thought, in a classic misunderstanding of data, that he meant a gay population was the cause of the technology boom rather than a leading indicator of it.24 But the misinterpretation became, if not orthodoxy, a latter-day cargo cult. If Florida only meant that sexual diversity was an indicator of globalness, city managers took it to be a cause. Through the sudden cultivation of gay villages, festivals of sexual diversity, and an interest in popular economics of the ‘pink pound’ (UK) or the ‘Dorothy Dollar’ (US), it was widely encouraged by ambitious politicians.

San Francisco's Castro district is probably the archetype. A square kilometre of stores and restaurants centred on the Castro Theater, it lies about three kilometres from the commercial centre of the city. Architecturally speaking, it has few monuments, but a good range of middle-class late Victorian houses, and a traditional street plan, and it is connected to the financial district of the central city by the Market Street streetcar system, which uses, to the delight of most of its patrons, 1940s-era PCC tram vehicles, painted in their original liveries (the PCC, or President's Conference Committee, was a consortium of US streetcar companies that commissioned and licensed a standard design in the 1930s, in use for decades afterwards in the USA and elsewhere). If this is the prototype gay village, then it can be said to have certain key characteristics. It is, first, an evolution of an existing neighbourhood, an appropriation of it not a rebuilding; second, the signs of that appropriation are visual, and ephemeral, like the ubiquitous rainbow flags; third, there is an attention to style and to detail that is otherwise rare in cities – and in this I would include the liveries of the tram vehicles, which inescapably bring to mind the greatest era of Hollywood cinema. There is also, where there is architecture, sometimes a rhetoric of openness. The Twin Peaks Tavern, a Castro bar opened in 1972, had plate glass windows that allowed customers to see out, but that also, in a way that was groundbreaking at the time of its opening, allowed passers-by to see in; hence one local nickname for the place, ‘the glass coffin’.25 This quietly rhetorical transparency was one reason the venue received municipal Historic Landmark status in 2013.
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Figure 4.3 Canal Street, Manchester. Here, and elsewhere on the street, the ‘C’ of ‘Canal’ never survives for long. (Photo 2018.)

San Francisco was certainly a global city. Manchester was not – and its Gay Village is a good case of a city supporting a sexually diverse community in order to acquire global status, or, more accurately in Manchester's case, reacquire it after a period of decline. The Gay Village (an official name, and mapped as such) occupies a loose grid of streets in the city centre, a half kilometre square in extent, bordered by Whitworth Street to the east and Portland to the west, its northern edge defined by extravagant late Victorian City Police Courts, the area bisected north/south by the Rochdale canal. The area is an architectural mish-mash – Victorian warehouses, with the most coherent concentration along Canal Street, some pubs, a few early nineteenth-century houses, a park, a multistorey parking structure with a bus station and some mixed use at the ground level, and two big open sites, the result of wartime bombing, the one along Whitworth Street at the time of writing the subject of a big mixed-use development. There are few real landmarks. A big modernist tower on Portland Street is not in any meaningful sense part of the Gay Village, but it marks the western boundary. The extravagant gothic of the Minshull Street Police Courts lies to the north, and on Sackville Street to the east there is a magnificent warehouse palazzo that would be equally at home in lower Manhattan. The village centres on Canal Street, and the dense, if curated, interaction that takes place there. The sense that this is officially sanctioned is plain enough in the literature provided to tourists. The official map produced by the tourist agency, VisitManchester, encourages visitors to experience the ‘unique atmosphere’. The place is intimate, and at weekends a little frantic; there's a lot of colour, not only the ubiquitous rainbow flags, but a lot of very theatrical dressing up – the atmosphere is unmistakably that of a festival, albeit a permanent one. It is hedonistic, upbeat, brash. In architectural terms, it's important to note that from the origins of the Gay Village as an officially sanctioned attraction, its outward form changed little. No large buildings were constructed at all, in marked contrast with the rest of the city which underwent a construction boom in the early 2000s, and again in the 2010s. Development was done, but on a small scale, such as the two-storey neomodernist bar at the southern end of Canal Street originally known as Manto. Development where it happened was minor infill. The real investment was in interiors, and there was real spectacle, from the gothic extravagance of Via Fossa, to the theatre of the basement washrooms of Velvet, to the panoptical dancefloor at Manto, to (until it closed, threatened by gangsters) the space age microbrewery at Mash. These big bars marked the official sanctioning of the Gay Village, and at the same time it was memorialized in a big-budget television production, Queer As Folk, depicting the scene in unambiguously glamorous terms.26 In other words, Manchester's Gay Village had exactly the kinds of surfaces that an increasingly entrepreneurial city might wish to project.27

Manchester's experience built on that of San Francisco; both were representative of a global tendency towards entrepreneurialism in city management that saw in zones of sexual tolerance images that they wished to project to the world. Sexual tolerance might be a good leading indicator of other entrepreneurialism in the technology and creative sectors, if Richard Florida was right. More prosaically, sexual diversity seemed to grow new local property markets. So the argument about San Francisco could also be made about Amsterdam, Berlin, London, São Paulo, Miami or Toronto, and as the connections between the promotion of sexual diversity and the entrepreneurial city have become clearer, so has gay culture become both global and remarkably homogenized. That has been experienced both as a victory and as a threat, for it suggests that gay culture is one mainly concerned with shopping and food.28

The capacity of gay culture to generate urban spectacle – and the attendant capital flows – is certainly astonishing. São Paulo's annual Pride march, to pick one example, has attracted as many as three million visitors.29 These events and the zones they occupy are perhaps the clearest marker of the way sex might define the global city, and this kind of activity has in large part displaced the red light areas, which is not to say that prostitution no longer occurs, but that many of its transactions have shifted online, and that consequently it no longer provides visual definition to a city in the way that it once did. Amsterdam's red light district is a shadow of what it was. In London, Soho was, until the early 2000s, defined by the sex industry (postcards advertising services in telephone boxes, street prostitution, clusters of stores selling pornography, lapdancing clubs). It has in large part vanished, at least as a defining characteristic of the city. It is partly technological change, much more so gentrification.30


Sex – Lost in Translation

The most visible changes to the sexual cultures of cities have happened on their margins, and in the mainstreaming of those activities. The running in sexual theory has been made by those who have historically been marginalized, a process that continues (and is beyond the scope of this book). But we need to think more carefully about where sex is in the visual culture of the mainstream city, or perhaps where it is not. It's often said that the cultures of the industrialized world are uniquely saturated with sexual images, and that this saturation is, if anything, increasing. In relation to cities, however, the picture is less clear: the professions responsible for planning and designing cities have very little to say about sex at all, despite the fact that our sexual lives are for the most part contained in buildings in cities.31

The depiction of sex in the city has largely been done in television and film. In retrospect, from the middle of the 1980s, American television networks appear to have been in frantic competition with each other to represent the city as a site of erotic fascination (this at a time when, demographically, American cities were still in decline). Cheers (Boston), Seinfeld (New York), Friends (New York), Frasier (Seattle) and, most overtly of all, Sex and the City (New York) all reimagined the city as a sexual playground. Each series revolved around sexual etiquette and ethics: the selection and discarding of sexual partners, the anxieties of wealth and social class and the way they interacted with sex, contraception and sexual health, fetishism, sexual perversion and anxieties about sexual orientation. All these narratives played out against the literal backdrop of each city, its bars and restaurants and public spaces. In the case of Frasier, the Seattle skyline with its iconic Space Needle was ever present, sometimes a priapic celebration of the central character's adventures, but more often an admonitory finger, putting him back in place at their conclusion. The apartment interior was itself an important device, an open-plan space, calculatedly furnished to make room for seduction – here the grand piano a space to impress a date, there a cosy space to get more intimate, through the glass doors a terrace with that remarkable view, a space to clinch the deal.
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Figure 4.4 Still from Lost in Translation. Scarlett Johansson contemplates Tokyo from the Park Hyatt Hotel, Shinjuku. (S. Ford Coppola, dir., 2003.)

Of all mainstream films of the 2000s, Lost in Translation (2003) is perhaps clearest in its eroticization of the city. Directed and written by Sofia Coppola, and starring Bill Murray and Scarlett Johansson, it depicts a developing romance over a weekend in a five-star Tokyo hotel; Murray, playing an ageing American actor, is in Tokyo for a Suntory whisky commercial. Johansson, the wife of a distracted young fashion photographer, is at a loose end, and the two bond over their shared sleeplessness and alienation, over cocktails in the hotel's bar, broken with two sequences in which they are lost – figuratively and literally – in the city. The sex never really happens (for one reviewer, the film was in a tradition of cinematic yearning, rather than sex).32 Murray is baffled by a hooker sent up to his room, and in one of the few sequences outside the hotel, he finds himself awkwardly waiting on Johansson in a lapdancing club. The nearest the two get to physical intimacy is a sequence on her hotel bed where Murray caresses her ankle. Nevertheless, the sexual tension is sustained throughout, and sex remains a possibility from their first meeting; an awkward embrace in the film's final moments raises more questions than answers. What marks the film out as especially interesting is the way the city plays a role as, in effect, a character to the point at which it effectively turns the couple into a trio. The city, like a mutual friend is a proxy member of the couple, a convenient excuse for their meeting. So the city not only frames their intimacy and gives it shape, defining where and when they can meet, for how long and in what circumstances, it is also the reason they are together at all. There is more, however, in the way the city is photographed, which is as an immersive, but otherworldly atmosphere, ethereal and unfathomable, drawing much from the Tokyo sequence in Andrei Tarkovsky's 1972 film Solaris.

The city rarely becomes human; it is oceanic in scale, and sublime. A source of wonder and fear, it becomes an object of shared attention for the couple, something that forces them together out of necessity. It is an enigmatic third character that sometimes assumes human agency and at other times is a force to be regarded with awe; the characters even become erotically fused with it. Johansson is photographed in one sequence in her underwear perched on the window-ledge of her hotel room, looking down on the towers below, and in this image she has become a part of the landscape. The sex may be permanently deferred in Lost in Translation, but the film shows how a city might be thought of as an erotic partner.

Lost in Translation is, to say the least, a problematical film. For one critic, it is ‘an insufferable, racist mess’ for its depiction of its Japanese characters, a difficulty largely overlooked by American critics at the time of its release, not to mention the Academy Awards judges (nominated in several categories in 2003, it won Best Screenplay).33 The problem, which has been usefully explored by an academic, Homay King, lies in the activation and the sustaining of a range of Japanese cultural stereotypes, from the repeated comedic confusion of the consonants L and R, to the depiction of Japanese men as hysterical and effeminate and of women as subservient, to the city itself, a baffling, illogical mess that threatens as much as it beguiles.34 (To be fair, Coppola has described the considerable lengths she went to in order to avoid this reading).35 For the question of the city, however, and precisely how sex might be imagined in relation to it, the film's problems are actually instructive. First, there's an understanding of sex as essentially exotic, which is to say that it is not part of the everyday world of the city, but something that happens when one is removed from that world: it needs the heterotopic, or exceptional space in order to happen at all. Second, the racial stereotyping of the Japanese, and Murray and Johansson's willing cultivation of those stereotypes, help produce this exotic – for them – world, in which anything is possible. And third, the typecasting of the Japanese city as fundamentally unknowable – as King writes, also a kind of racism – also helps produce Lost in Translation's eroticism.36 As any student of art history knows, the exotic and the erotic have always been connected. What is striking in this case is how far this connection is made in relation to the way the contemporary city looks.

Arguably, Lost in Translation is saved – just – by its ambiguity. Its stereotyping of the Japanese is worthy of a Second World War propaganda film, and as one academic has written, the film never clarifies its position. Not only are its central characters lost, but Coppola ‘never clearly locates herself in relation to the city and people she films’.37 What we're left with is an eroticized ambiguity, which is to say that the film's uncertainty about its surroundings is presented in sexual terms – or, to put it more straightforwardly, Tokyo is weird, and weird is sexy.

There are any number of other mainstream films that eroticize the contemporary city. For example, the 2016 film adaptation of J. G. Ballard's 1975 novel High Rise, by Ben Wheatley and Amy Jump, which depicted a future East London tower as an erotic dystopia.38 A spectacle of sadistic excess, it keyed into a local revival of interest in architectural Brutalism, and it made that style's interiors coterminous with the sex. In one of the film's more troubling scenes, a gang rape in the chief architect's penthouse, the camera luxuriates on the white shag pile rug and exposed concrete finishes as much as on the plight of the victims.

Lost in Translation is more compelling than the others because of the way its urban aesthetic makes some sense of the city beyond the medium of film. It was also extremely successful, making $120 million in box office receipts, thirty times its budget, and a lot of people saw it and must have reflected on what it had to say about sexual desire.39 The way in which the film depicts the city as a ‘desiring machine’ (to borrow a phrase from the palpably mad Félix Guattari) can be described as follows: first, the city must be depicted as vast, and inherently unknowable, something not entirely unlike the ocean, with hidden depths. Second, the interiors from which the city can be seen are largely empty, existing outside the real time of the city; like the bar at the top of the hotel, they are voids, inhabited by transients. Third, the (temporary) inhabitant of the city experiences it as a detached observer, not someone who is properly a part of it. The observer is no more part of the city than he or she lives in the sea. Finally, all these things combined give the city an erotic charge, because, vaguely dangerous but also spectacular, it forces its observers to be on top of each other.

If this is broadly right, it makes a lot of sense of the marketing and advertising for the super-luxury flats in the world's financial capitals. One architect operating in this sphere of production, for whom sex was an important part of the architectural imaginary, was the Iraqi-British architect Zaha Hadid. Her extremely decadent flats at 520 West 28th Street in New York occupy broadly the same West Village neighbourhood described at the beginning of this chapter. But where the cruising scene operated in a place abandoned by capital, Hadid's flats, thirty years later, find themselves at the very centre of capital accumulation, and in fact are an example of it.40 The site has some erotic charge already, for it lies adjacent to the High Line linear park and is not far at all from the Chelsea Piers; it is bang in the middle of the Meatpacking district, another key site in New York's queer history. More recently, the Standard Hotel, a large establishment straddling the High Line, with floor-to-ceiling windows, was widely reported to encourage exhibitionism among its clients, and even, according one report, staff.41 The New York Post published photographs of naked guests displaying themselves to park visitors, and other reports – whatever the truth of the matter - cultivated an exhibitionist myth around the hotel that the management did not work especially hard to dispel. Zaha Hadid's building can be found just a few hundred yards to the north, and like the hotel overlooks the park. Eleven storeys and largely transparent, it hooks into a history of transparency in modern architecture that inevitably alludes to sexual exhibitionism, as well as voyeurism – associations that in this particular location, with its cruising history and the history of the hotel, are only intensified, and that is well before we take into consideration the curvaceous, organic form of the floorplans, with their bodily allusions. Sex is inescapable in Hahid's building, and the pre-sale marketing photographs key into the kind of alienated urban sexuality cultivated by Lost in Translation. One is meant to inhabit this space, if one can be said to inhabit it at all, in a cinematic way. One of the rather alien interiors of the complex is furnished with a giant (ceramic?) penguin, for no very good reason other than to make it strange. But it puts you in the mood of the film's protagonists, for whom the city, by definition, resists rational explanation, and in relation to which they adopt a position of defensive intimacy – just the two of them against the metropolis. However, these very expensive flats – $5 to $16 million on release – are unlikely to be much occupied, if at all. They are investments primarily, whose eroticism is theoretical rather than anything to be acted on. Their allusions to sex, you suspect, help underwrite their attractiveness as investments. The sex here – as it is in the city of Lost in Translation – is perpetually deferred.
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Figure 5.1 Fisher Body Plant, Detroit. Albert Kahn, built 1919. (Photo 2016.)

Perhaps no process defines the form of the city as much as work, especially – if we have had experience of it, or been near it – industrial work. It is work that gives the city its largest forms, produces its flows of people and things, defines its diurnal rhythms and, more often than not, provides an image or identity. And, you could say (thinking of this book's argument), that, despite the importance of work in giving form to a city, it rarely starts that way. The factories and shipyards of the industrial age might have dominated the cities in which they could be found, but none of them were actually built as visual spectacles (although their architects and engineers, the better ones, were certainly aware of spectacle as a by-product). No: the process of work came first, and the form later, and the same is as true of contemporary industry as it is of that of previous centuries.

The impact of work on the outward form of cities is indisputable. Near where I grew up, there was a factory, Linotype, that made the hot metal typesetting machines on which the newspaper business then depended. It employed 10,000 people at its height, and what was striking was the way it defined this part of the city. Its buildings were the biggest and most architecturally distinguished of the area, and many of its workers lived in well-proportioned Edwardian housing built by the company. Its siren could be heard all over the neighbourhood, marking the start and the end of the working day, and the rhythms of work defined the life of the whole area: there was hardly any traffic on the main roads during work hours, and the close of the factory each day was marked by sudden crowds of men on the street. Linotype is long gone now, replaced by flats designed by the global architect Norman Foster.1 I remember it well enough however, and it describes in microcosm the factory system that grew up in the nineteenth century, and was perfected worldwide in the twentieth, and it is still the folk memory that defines what we think of as the modern city. Furthermore, it still does define the modern city in the most rapidly urbanizing parts of the world. The factories of the Chinese electronics firm Foxconn, which makes 40 per cent of the world's smartphones, are still recognizably factories, and China, although it expects to transition from an economy based on manufacturing, has reiterated the traditional features of the factory economy.

The factory's durability as an idea reflects its ability to do more than produce, embodying, in the most indisputable material form, the idea of work. Work, wrote the sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, was ‘the foremost value of modern times’, with a ‘magical ability to give shape to the formless and duration to the transient’. He continued: work was ‘a collective effort of which every single member of humankind had to partake’. Work became ‘the “natural condition” of human beings and being out of work … an abnormality’.2 The greatest expression of the industrial order was arguably the factory complexes that Henry Ford built in Detroit to manufacture automobiles; the working culture embodied there is known as Fordism. Its key features include the vertical integration of the production processes to ensure control, the breaking down of manufacturing to discrete tasks, the location of the process on one site, and its organization in a simple geographical path, otherwise known as a production line. Added to these elements of the production design was the use of wages and benefits to reduce the mobility of labour. Ford ‘wanted to tie his employees to Ford enterprises once and for all, to make the money invested in their training and drill pay, and pay again for the duration of the working lives of his workers’.3
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Figure 5.2 Fisher Body Plant, Detroit. Albert Kahn, built 1919. (Photo 2016.)

The impact of Fordism on the form of cities was immense. It meant plants themselves the size of small cities, physically and psychologically dominant, defining the rhythms of the day and the year, giving form to the entire lives of their employees. Ford's Highland Park factory, in a Detroit satellite, effectively was Highland Park, employing more than 40,000 workers at its peak. The later River Rouge plant at nearby Dearborn was an industrial city more than a factory, employing 55,000 by the mid-1920s in the largest and most sophisticated factory complex in the United States. Ford – like the other car companies – employed the German American architect Albert Kahn to build these complexes, which he did in a manner that provided a new architectural vocabulary for the city, in the words of a historian of factories Joshua B. Freeman, creating ‘sleek surfaces of glass and metal in buildings both functional and beautiful’.4 The aesthetic – steel frames, simple brick skins, open-plan floors, ribbon windows framed in steel, little extraneous decoration – has proved extremely durable and (as we will see later) adaptable. Beyond the material form of the industrial city, it has been hard to escape the idea of industrial work as a total system.

The industrial microcosm of Linotype that I remember was exactly one such system, incorporating labour, residence and welfare for the lifetime of its employees. This was security of an unprecedented kind. It was also, in a relatively benign form, a prison that kept employer and employee, in different ways, ‘enslaved’.5

Industrial work provided a material form for the city that has exceeded and outlasted the industrial city itself. Our image of the city is still conditioned by industry, even when, as has happened in large parts of the industrialized world, industry itself has gone. It is important to say that this does not mean there is no industry, because industrial societies are more than ever dependent on manufactured goods and the things that factories produce. And contrary to widespread belief, the societies that first industrialized are still by any standards formidable industrial powers. But industry doesn't define cities in the way that it once did. The nature of work in cities has changed, as has the way work defines cities.

In the industrialized world, this is a pattern that we think we know well. Cities that used to make things now consume things made elsewhere. The sites of production, the factories and warehouses, have been turned over to sites of consumption, of eating and drinking and residence – the sociologist Sharon Zukin was one of the first to describe this process in detail in a 1982 book, Loft Living.6 It is a neat story: the displacement of work by leisure activity, production by consumption accompanied by a vague sense that the process is wrong. As Robert Harbison wrote in Eccentric Spaces, ‘we visit the docks in London but not in Rotterdam because commerce is romantic only when it has vanished’.7 Few of those who have experienced work in a factory find it romantic; it is a pleasure reserved for those who are detached from it, for whom it is a kind of modern sublime. Deindustrialization tends to be described in primary colours, however, and there isn't always so much attention paid to the kinds of activities that now fill the former spaces of industry and how much those activities constitute new forms of work.

This chapter is about the look of work in the global city. I could focus on any area of work, and for many urban researchers, the logical one would be financial services. For the urban theorist Saskia Sassen, it is global finance and its networks that define the global city.8 But in terms of the city's appearance, global finance hasn't for the most part led to great morphological innovations, apart from some detailed changes to office ceiling heights to accommodate the cabling for IT. The most visible changes have been in the so-called creative industries, which refer to anything from advertising, to film and TV production, to architecture, with large elements of the technology sector often included too. In the rich world, telling a story about the creative industries has been a way of telling a story about economic growth. The UK government, for example, has been able to describe a sector growing at twice the annual rate of the wider economy, comprising over 14 per cent of the economy as a whole.9 In spite of the difficulty of defining what this actually means, it matters here because, if nothing else, the creative industries have supplied so many images of new kinds of work. Even areas of the financial services have started to reimagine themselves, or at least their offices, as ‘creative’. In terms of the way the city looks, ‘creative’ work matters a great deal.


Living Big in a Loft

The prototype of creative work is the loft. Life magazine featured the loft phenomenon in ‘Living Big in a Loft’, an article published in 1970.10 It's a short piece text-wise and says little that in itself is new. However, it shows the mainstreaming of the phenomenon beyond the demi-monde of Andy Warhol and likeminded artists to people who were recognizably members of an entrepreneurial middle class. The text was written with middle-class sensibilities in mind, lamenting the state of the sidewalks and the traffic and the ugliness of the surviving industry, mainly the manufacture of cardboard boxes and textile reprocessing. The article also noted the illegality of loft living, by which residents were in contravention of zoning regulations (‘we're all surviving at the whim of building inspectors’) – not to mention the lack of schools, garbage collection and food (‘the nearest supermarket is half a dozen blocks away’).11 But having set out the challenges, the article went on to identify some clear advantages to the phenomenon. As the title of the review made clear, in a loft you could ‘live big’. Your ideas have room to grow in a loft, one resident was quoted as saying. Another could perform acrobatic stunts in his. Another made claims for the trash aesthetic: it was ‘fantastic … a dumping ground of the technological culture’.12 In all this, a set of attitudes was further refined in relation to the building type, so the loft was not merely a building type but a lifestyle.
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Figure 5.3 Life magazine on loft living, 1970. The magazine was right on trend here, anticipating the wholesale move downtown of commercial galleries in the 1970s.

Like Warhol's Factory, the lofts pictured by Life's photographer John Dominis were spectacular in scale and decoration, approaching the condition of public spaces in the scale of the artworks that adorned them, their furniture, and the enormous plants giving accents to the interiors. But what Dominis emphasized most was the sense of work as play; in one image of a graphic designer's pad, the foreground was a sprawl of hippies on a great multi-coloured beanbag, while in the background, the owner played ping-pong. No garden of earthly delights, it nevertheless suggested the possibility of an eroticized workplace, which in retrospect looks a lot like the hedonistic Silicon Valley's ideal of decades later (for more on this, see later in this chapter).

As art critic Germano Celant wrote later, summarizing his twenty years as a flâneur of the New York scene, the phenomenon was indicative of a new culture of work practices as much as a trend in real estate. He wrote of ‘the vertige of the space and surroundings, the abyss of their depth’. Living and working there was ‘a vital transgression and was highly symbolic’, imbued, he went on, with a ‘romantic spirit’.13 Celant, whose life was split between Genoa and New York, was the intellectual force behind Arte Povera. This neo-avant-garde art movement used poor, cheap materials to make deliberately short-lived, contingent artworks. A good example is Michelangelo Pistoletto's self-destructing ball of newspapers, which rolled through Turin's streets in 1967. It was, Celant said, all an attempt to resist commodification: if the art world was compelled to make a commodity out of art, Arte Povera would put a stop to it. Celant's 1967 essay, ‘Appunti per una Guerriglia’ (‘Notes towards a Guerrilla War’), imagined the artist as a Che Guevara-like romantic revolutionary, fighting capital by resisting the attractions of the consumer society.14

Well, there was plenty of romanticism in his writing on the loft phenomenon: the loft as transgression, as a performance, as statement, even as an artwork as much as its contents. Celant was articulating the desires of a tiny and somewhat self-regarding section of the New York art world, ‘slumming it’ in a city that was, for all its cultural importance, at that moment in a state of economic collapse. So we should be cautious of ascribing too much importance to what he might say about work as a process – but his identification of the environment as ‘romantic’, and something of the sublime in its ‘depths’ (by which he means its literal poverty), is important in identifying the transformations in the process of work that were, in effect, sold to citizens. One of the most spectacular of those processes, the evisceration of the industrial city, was by any standards a disaster for those whose livelihoods depended on it. But its spectacular quality – all those industrial ruins! – could be repackaged for subsequent generations of workers as an opportunity, and Celant, like others in the cultural sphere, was central to making that process palatable.


Amsterdam's Broedplaatsen
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Figure 5.4 Noorderlicht Bar, NDSM, Amsterdam.

Steven Gerritsen (architect), built in 2005 using off-the-shelf technology from the agriculture industry. (Photo 2016.)
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Figure 5.5 Scheepsbouwloods, NDSM, Amsterdam. One of two giant assembly halls on the site. (Photo 2016.)

The evisceration of industry is one of the great defining processes of the global city – few of those cities have not been marked by it in one way or another, and some, like New York and London, have remade their economies in its image. One of the best places to explore this phenomenon further is, rather counterintuitively, Amsterdam. One of Europe's great trading cities and cultural capitals, in image it is more often depicted as the human-scale city of canals and brick houses seen in seventeenth-century art. But exit Amsterdam Centraal station to the north, instead of the tourist exit to the south, and almost immediately you find yourself in one of the world's epic industrial landscapes: a huge river, the IJ which brings almost constant traffic from the Amsterdam-Rhine canal, and then just downstream, a zone of warehousing and shipyards and oil refineries stretching an unbroken 40 kilometres to IJmuiden, and the North Sea. The banks of the river IJ are dominated by the former Nederlandsche Dok en Scheepsbouw Maatschappij (Netherlands Dock and Shipbuilding Company, or NDSM), a complex of shipyards established in 1946 with support from the United States as part of the postwar Marshall Plan. NDSM built ships at a rate of up to six per year, mainly tankers to transport crude oil for the Anglo-Dutch conglomerate Shell, whose headquarters can still be found close by. NDSM closed in 1984, after which the site was occupied by squatters. In 2000, the city government of Amsterdam held a competition to find alternative uses for the site, leading to the creation of a state-supported space for artists in the largest of the assembly buildings. The area was the subject of a lavish municipal plan in 2012, which envisioned it as the centre of a series of interlinked creativity-focused neighbourhoods along the IJ.15 It was incorporated as a not-for-profit foundation in 2013, and is the largest and most spectacular of the broedplaatsen, or ‘breeding places’, short-life regeneration projects designed to house creative sector businesses.

It takes some effort to get there. You wait, usually quite a while, at the Amsterdam Centraal wharf, and then pick up a ferry that chugs its way westwards along the IJ for twenty minutes, leaving behind the dense central city with its trams and bicycles. When you arrive at NDSM, you are somewhere else entirely: a vast, empty landscape defined by water and sky, and the wreckage of industry that has largely gone. The ferry pulls into a dock where there are already some peculiar things that grab your attention: a big crane turned into a boutique hotel and, a little further away, an assemblage of brightly painted shipping containers, which, even from a distance can be seen to be housing (for students, who are presumably inured to the harsh surroundings).16 The dock itself leads to a vast slipway, its walls like every other vertical surface in this place covered in graffiti. To the rear of the slipway is the vast assembly building of the NDSM, the Scheepsbouwloods, a colossal steel-framed brick box the size of ten football fields. An even larger brick assembly building stands to the east, while in the centre of this loose complex is a smart, neomodernist block of offices that houses the local headquarters of the drinks company Pernod-Ricard and the environmental pressure group Greenpeace.17 Around the back, there is another block for the technology company Viacom, and a smart, slim hotel, the Hilton Doubletree. Looking back towards the water, your eye catches a floating hotel (the ‘Botel’) and, most improbable of all, a Cold War era Russian submarine.18 Shipping containers, a fashionable symbol of transience, abound: one bar is made entirely from them, the mysteriously named Pllek.

This book is about the city as process. You couldn't hope for a better image of process than NDSM: an industrial site with cranes and slipways that, in its heyday, was in a constant state of flux, and which has been reinvented as a place that positively celebrates transience. Everything here is temporary: the ferries and floating hotels, the shipping containers that are so much part of the landscape, the endlessly shifting interiors of the artists’ studios, the layering of graffiti and even the recently built architecture seems transient. It has not happened by design so much as by accident, and it represents something of the power of informality in contemporary cultures of work. Process has been sublimated, you could say, in new work cultures that not only recognize change as inescapable, but wish to make their surroundings in its image.

Industrial work is a good starting point given that its own architectures are so much about flux, but the culture in Amsterdam draws on more recent traditions of squatting (that is, the informal, usually illegal, occupation of buildings for residence, and sometimes work). Amsterdam's traditions of squatting are perhaps the most developed in the industrialized world. NDSM was once a squat, and its example shows how important that history is to its present existence as the site of creative labour. It preserves a lot of the informality of the squat, and certainly a lot of its appearance, a look and a set of attitudes for which there is a lot of residual affection. A British photographer, Dave Carr-Smith, documented the squat culture along the banks of the IJ from the late 1970s to the mid-1990s in a series of fascinating images that described the transformation of the site as well as the consolidation of an aesthetic.19 They showed a landscape of both dereliction and imagination, with hand-built and bodged insertions into the industrial ruins. Looking at them now, there is something fortified about them, and something otherworldly, as though they had come from another universe. The architectural insertions, fragile and temporary, contrast abruptly with the solidity of the surrounding industrial buildings. Images of the De Loods (‘The Shed’)/Westerbrook area, which include a house owned and built by the proprietor of the present-day Noordelicht bar at NDSM, show a scruffy site full of debris amongst the ruins, a site that is in permanent transformation, with discarded building materials lying about alongside bicycles and old trucks and other vehicles. It is an image that at some level presented the ‘official’ world as, in essence, abandoned, replaced by a temporary occupation of the ruins. With its emphasis on horticulture it inverts the expectations of its location, turning the urban into the rural, the industrial into the bucolic and the programmatic into the picturesque.

In order to survive in such a landscape, you needed to be tough. But it was more than the physical toughness of the old NDSM that is required. Mental toughness was necessary, a resourcefulness and a resilience and an entrepreneurial spirit. The person with these qualities has become a mythical subject, ubiquitous in sympathetic accounts of squat culture. And now, as has been described in one suggestive account of contemporary ‘creative’ culture, he or she has emerged from the margins to stake a claim at the heart of culture. This ‘creative subject’ is a heroic figure, ‘a leader in the collective drive for innovation, one who sheds the narrow preconceptions of calculative and instrumental rationality to generate new possibilities for action’.20 In other words, the qualities found in the squatter movement of the 1970s can now be celebrated as ‘creative’. The creative industries, as this book argues, which are now at the centre of state urban policy in the west, depend on attitudes and skills that developed in critical relation with the state.

One of those creative subjects, an Amsterdam-based artist Bart Stuart, featured in a documentary film on NDSM made in 2012, The Creative Capitalist City.21 Stuart described NDSM as an ‘Art City’ in opposition to the everyday world. Smiling at the camera, he nevertheless resents the way the project might have been incorporated into the larger official task of neighbourhood regeneration. What he was drawn to was the utopian sense of space at NDSM, that anything might be possible: it should be ‘spontaneous, no planning’. The real problem, he went on, was ‘the idea of the city as a project we all work on … the city is a coincidence. It is not an office where you plan every­thing and organise who is sitting where and how much is that.’22 In common with the others interviewed for the film, Stuart said very little about the products of his work, his art; instead ‘work’ appears more as the practice of a special sort of urban citizenship, devoted to the production of the creative subject. What was plain here was the extent to which this apparently countercultural position was in fact perfectly aligned with Amsterdam's municipal policy. To put it another way, where NDSM once produced ships, now it produces artists. Work has become play.


Creative Labour

At the NDSM site, play is the play of the artist's studio, of which there are hundreds, like a hive. Mostly it is not the nine to five routine of the factory or the office, but project-based, short-term, individualized and contingent. The environment provides both a frame for that kind of work and an image of it. As soon as the creative industries were invented, Amsterdam took a special interest in them. Amsterdam's formal mechanism for supporting the creative industries was the broedplaatsen programme, in operation since 2000.23 Its key publication was Creatieve Steden! (‘Creative Cities!’) published by the Dutch Ministry of Housing and Spatial Planning, which, far from merely adding to the existing literature on hipster urbanism, actually anticipated the form the discourse would take globally in the following years. Its publication coincided with that of Richard Florida's Rise of the Creative Class.24 As Jamie Peck, a geographer, wrote, Florida's book ‘made the case for a concerted cultural-economic turn in Dutch urban policy’, and confirmed ‘Amsterdam as the creative capital of the Netherlands’.25 Florida visited Amsterdam for a lavish ‘Creativity and the City’ event in 2003 (‘it was $50,000 for one day of Richard Florida!’), although the city made sure it got good value from him by making him start at 7 a.m.26 The venue, the historic Westergasfabriek, was symbolically important, a nineteenth-century brick gasworks-turned-exhibition hall, a literal representation of the creative turn. Amsterdam's was a distinctive version of the creative turn, however, based substantively on practices that already existed. ‘The creative cities script … was part import, part local (re)invention in the Amsterdam case. The message was an essentially affirmative one, enabling city leaders to celebrate culture and embrace growth at the same time.’27

Among those pre-existing practices was certainly the squatter movement. The broedplaatsen's origins lay in that movement of the 1970s, and in its transformation following violent confrontations between the De Vrije Ruimte (‘Free Room’) group and the police in 1999. Those events led away from revolution, towards compromise and reform. The squatters agreed to collaborate with the municipal authorities in return for their being left to their own devices. Both sides benefited, the squatters from the relative security the programme afforded them, and the municipal government from having a form of urban regeneration provided for them at minimal cost (the expectation that squatters might at some level care for the built environment rather than be destructive lay behind the widespread tolerance of London's squatters in the mid-1980s).28 In 2000, the municipality of Amsterdam committed €45 million to the first decade of the broed­plaatsen programme, the funds going towards re-using up to a hundred underutilized or abandoned buildings, as well as towards funding cultural activities, crucially including ‘creative industry startups’.29 Through the broedplaatsen, the squatter movement became, somewhat bizarrely, an arm of local government, with its own municipal bureaucracy, the Bureau Broedplaatsen, whose website provides advice for potential applicants to the programme as well as comprehensive histories of existing projects.30

It appeared to be a good deal all round. The squatters needed security, and the municipality, however much it might have baulked at the squatters’ unconventional lifestyles, needed their cultural legitimacy. ‘For their very credibility’, Peck argued, ‘creative city policies must tap into, and valorize, local sources of creative edginess, conferring bit-part roles to creative workers as a badge of authenticity for the policies themselves.’31 Not everyone has agreed by any means, and the squatter movement has predictably devolved into factions, fundamentalists versus pragmatists.32 But the NDSM site however edgy, is palpably a part of the global economy, providing office space for (amongst other clients) MTV and the drinks conglomerate Pernod-Ricard. And evidence from former squatters suggests that the traditional opposition between squatters and the municipality crumbled under the new paradigm of the creative city, in which all parties had a stake.33
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Figure 5.6 De Ceuvel, Amsterdam. Space & Matter architects, built 2013–14. (Photo 2016.)

What the creative city looks like is certainly an interesting question in Amsterdam. NDSM is one image, a vast factory floor populated by hundreds of artist-bees. A different image can be found in another broedplaats, De Ceuvel, two kilometres eastwards from NDSM on the Van Hasselt Kanaal. Given a ten-year lease from Amsterdam city council, De Ceuvel consists of a community of repurposed river boats, set on rehabilitated industrial land and turned into offices for the creative industries. There is a powerful aesthetic of re-use: the plants clean the soil, all rainwater is collected, and the development produces its own vegetables and biogas. By contrast with the grand impositions of the old shipyards, there is a palpable sense of temporariness. Like a nomadic encampment, this development could, in theory, leave at any time, its boats relaunched and floated further downstream. That they never will is not the point, for it is the imagery that matters. A spokesperson for Metabolic, one of De Ceuvel's tenants, described the romance of the site: the houseboats ‘have their own unique character, they have their own stories, and the more you look the more stories there are and that's something that really intrigues people’. ‘It's a little bit weird and it's intriguing. I do think it's like a romantic image … it's also like a waste product in Amsterdam, which is funny.’34 On the one hand, De Ceuvel is an image of play, a fantasy landscape that is more like a children's adventure playground than anything else.35 But at the same time there is something deadly serious about it: not only the fact that it is built on toxic land that its planting is designed to clean up, but, more strikingly in some ways, in the image of contingency that it propagates. Its boats may not any longer be functional, but they, and the development as a whole, look as if they could sail away at any moment (and the nautical imagery references the genuine threat of Amsterdam, and the Netherlands as a whole, being inundated in the coming decades as a result of rising sea levels). Everything about this aesthetic speaks of contingency, and the survivors in this environment are those tough enough to deal with its threats. It is an extraordinary aesthetic, all the more so because in Amsterdam it constitutes some sort of mainstream.

In a passage that might as well have been the concept brief for De Ceuvel, Zygmunt Bauman wrote suggestively of the changing condition of work: ‘The place of employment feels like a camping site which one visits for just a few days, and may leave at any moment if the comforts on offer are not delivered.’36 Workers in this new landscape would be unprecedentedly mobile: ‘Having shed the ballast of bulky machinery and massive factory crews, capital travels light with no more than cabin luggage – a briefcase, laptop and cellular telephone.’ Trade was no longer in ‘material objects’, but ‘ideas’, while ‘speed of movement has become … perhaps the paramount factor of social stratification’.37 De Ceuvel, in its own eccentric way, is the perhaps the perfect image of the creative city. This, you could say, is what work has done to the city; a dynamic process, it has turned it inside-out and upside-down in ways that have wrecked any sense of overall design. All we can do – like De Ceuvel's boats – is float in the wreckage.


California Dreaming

Amsterdam describes a European, and in some ways, peculiarly Dutch, approach to the creative city – ‘Dutch’ in its pragmatic co-option of once revolutionary activity. But recognizably global is the sheer look of the place. The spectacle of creative workers bashing away on their laptops amidst industrial ruins of the city is one of the twenty-first century's great urban clichés, and on the north bank of the IJ it is the inescapable, dominant reality. There are other equally striking versions of the creative city, however, and more than anywhere California has been responsible for producing them. To understand them better, and just how long they have been around, we might turn first to a film, perhaps a surprising one – Sunset Boulevard, directed by Viennese émigré director Billy Wilder, and made as long ago as 1950. Sunset Boulevard is about many things – age, a declining career, unrequited love, and murder. It is also, if nothing else, a story about the epic transformation in the film industry from one dominated by all-powerful, vertically integrated studios that did everything, to one defined by horizontal integration in which the studio managed services brought in from elsewhere. Films, as film historian Janet Staiger has written, were henceforth made on ‘a project-by-project basis’, with ‘labour and finance reconstituted anew on each occasion’. The result, although efficient, was ‘a hand-craft operation’ with each film ‘a one of a kind custom job’.38 The collapse of the studio system was the collapse of the film world's version of Fordism, where the (short-term, contingent) project was the term of reference rather than the (long-term, permanent) studio. To be involved in the film world at all after the 1950s was to be permanently pitching for business. Wilder understood this as well as anyone.

Sunset Boulevard is not only one of the great city movies of all time, but also a precise analysis of the precarious condition of ‘creative’ work.39 (It is also a useful corrective to any view of artistic creativity as pleasant: as the critic Robert Ebert put it, it is ‘an extreme work full of bile.’)40 Starring William Holden and Gloria Swanson, it describes the perverse love affair between a failing screenwriter (Holden) and a much older, retired star (Swanson). It is a marriage of convenience: the unemployed Holden needs protection from both the repo men who want his car, and the vicissitudes of Hollywood. Swanson needs a writer for a vanity project she is convinced will put her back on the screen. Sunset Boulevard marvellously describes the connection between creativity and contingency. Its Hollywood is all precariousness: Holden's flat and car are both threatened with repossession, his ‘headquarters’ office is a corner of a Sunset Boulevard drugstore from where he pitches for business, and when out of ideas he restlessly cruises the boulevard and its twenty miles of transient hedonism. Nobody is ever truly at home in this city, nothing is ever more than provisional, and human relations are no more than transactional. In this blackest of comedies, the only way out is death.

Murder aside, Sunset Boulevard tells us a lot about the movie business, and how it might form a city. Perhaps the most telling scene takes place at the drugstore, ‘Headquarters’, as Holden laconically calls it. In reality, this is the now-demolished Schwab's Pharmacy at 8024 Sunset Boulevard, and for aspiring writers and actors it functioned much as it does in the film for Holden. The nearest thing to his home, here he writes, and makes endless pitches for business by phone, but his rights to the place last only as long as the next drink. It is the very picture of insecurity, and (if we update the technology a little) a very modern scene. This is, surely, what ‘creative’ work mostly looks like: a low-key, informal setting, in which the business consists in convincing a distant interlocutor of the value of some work that may or may not be done in the future. Richard E. Caves, an economist, understood the inherent precariousness of the creative sector particularly well. In a 2001 book called simply Creative Industries, Caves described a sector capable of extraordinary capital growth, but at huge risk. Thinking of the film industry in particular, he listed seven important principles, all of which contributed to the sector's precarious character: ‘nobody knows’, ‘art for art's sake’, ‘infinite variety’, ‘time flies’, ‘A list/B list’, ‘motley crew’ and ‘ars longa’.41 Taken in order, these characteristics mean, first, that success was not a given, creative people were not motivated only by financial gain, there was no limit to the nature of the products in the creative industries, time pressures were extreme, there was vertical differentiation in skills, work was organized on a project-by-project basis and, finally, the products of the creative industries could be extremely durable - or not, depending on the case.

Several of these properties have direct implications for the look of cities under the regime of creativity. ‘Nobody knows’ implies a universe in which nothing can be planned, the precise opposite of industrial models of labour in which supply and demand may be predicted. It means redundancy and profligacy in the way cities look, which in turn means grand schemes and white elephants. But it most likely means pragmatism too, and a making do with what is there – which is why Schwab's Pharmacy is so important as a location in Sunset Boulevard. Both ‘time flies’ and ‘motley crew’ have marked implications for demography because they imply the existence of a self-organized, concentrated pool of labour that produces a team on a project-by-project basis. Whatever the difficulties of surviving in Hollywood, screenwriters (and by extension any other specialized people in the movie business) ‘find they must be based in Los Angeles to follow the deal-makers’ current film interests, which may well have shifted by the time they surface in films released and playing in theatres’.42 Agglomeration pressures of this kind go some way to explaining the largely unexpected growth of global cities from the end of the twentieth century. The ‘great inversion’, as the journalist Alan Ehrenhalt called it, arose from the transformation of labour markets and the growth, in particular, of high value, but insecure, work.43 The creative industries have produced distinctive new agglomerations; their geographies underpin Richard Florida's Creative Class thesis, discussed elsewhere.

The subject matter of countless films, the creative city defines television too. The most successful of all American TV sitcoms, the series Seinfeld, takes as its subject matter the precarious life of the comedian. In each episode, the characters endlessly circle, pitching, waiting, pitching again. The comedy arises from the repeated, often bathetic, realization that no opportunity ever leads to closure; life is lived in a constant state of deferral. Seinfeld was set in a fictional New York, but it was made in the dominant television production site, Los Angeles, and it is really an allegorical portrayal of that city – flat, restless, mobile, physically and ethically centreless. LA is in many ways the prototype city for the contemporary world of work.


Silicon Valley



[image: c5-fig-0007.jpg]
Figure 5.7 Google HQ, Mountain View. The Googleplex, a refurbishment of an existing Sun Microsystems campus. Clive Wilkinson architects, completed 2005. (Photo 2014.)
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Figure 5.8 Google Bus on Haight St, San Francisco. A symbol of Silicon Valley's economic colonization of the city in the 2010s. (Photo 2014.)
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Figure 5.9 Google HQ, Mountain View. (Photo 2014.)

In a trick of accounting, creative city advocates like to include the technology sector, and it is why the San Francisco region comes out at the top of most creative indices. There has been, to be fair, an increasing tendency for workers in the technology sector to self-describe as ‘creative’, when in the past they might have thought of themselves as engineers.44 The physical epicentre of the technology sector, the area between the cities of San Francisco and San Jose in northern California, along route 101, became known as Silicon Valley from 1971, after a series of articles in the trade magazine Electronics News. The label quite rightly stuck. In terms of the amount of intellectual capital it produces, there is probably no greater city on earth at the time of writing, and its per capita income puts it among the world's three wealthiest cities.45 Yet to visit Silicon Valley is to visit a city that in the conventional sense is not a city at all – its true administrative and political centre would be San Jose, in Santa Clara county, but it spreads across at least three other jurisdictions, including Mountain View, Fremont and Palo Alto, and its political and financial centre would most likely be somewhere around the campus of Stanford University. Its population passed 3 million in 2015 and continues to grow. It has all the attributes of a city – the power, the institutions, several airports, an industry – but visiting the city is to visit a place that has no geographical centre in the conventional sense, no monuments and, apart from a carefully preserved historic village in Palo Alto, no civic spaces. This is almost exclusively a zone of private enclaves crossed by freeways. Some of those enclaves, such as the NASA Ames facility, an airfield complex devoted to aeronautical research, have military security or, in the case of some of the technology companies (Apple, for instance), apparently near-military levels of security. Other parts of the city are merely ordinary, such as the miles of tree-lined bungalow suburbs erected in the post-Second World War building boom. And there are parts of the city, such as the Google complex at Amphitheatre Parkway in the city of Mountain View, that have an ersatz civic quality about them, but are in actual fact private compounds. It is well connected by roads, and, traffic permitting, distances of fifteen or twenty miles can be easily covered in a short time by car, although connections within the city by other means of transport are thin. It is a peculiar place, a state of mind it is often said, more than a city in the conventional sense. Its peculiarities derive from the technology-oriented nature of its work. The origins of Silicon Valley as a city lie in the work of computer scientists at Stanford University, and in particular a group set up by Frederick L. Moore in 1975, and known as the Homebrew Computer Club.46 This group came into being specifically to explore the personal dimension of computing, and its members, which included the engineer and entrepreneur Stewart Brand, were committed to the view that computing was the key to a liberated future; putting the individual in charge of computer technology was an extension of the libertarian attacks on state and corporate power characteristic of the 1960s’ counterculture. The culture of the Homebrew Computer Club was laboratory focused, sect-like and somewhat subversive. That work culture, writ large, explains a good deal of why Silicon Valley looks the way it does.

In place of the monuments and public spaces of the conventional city, Silicon Valley has a set of more or less disconnected architectural tropes that repeat themselves randomly throughout. In its architecture, it is self-effacing to a fault. The first and historically most important trope is the garage. The garage makes an appearance in all histories of modern computing as the site where Hewlett-Packard was founded, and then Apple, and then Google. Apple's garage origins have been the most mythologized: the garage was the place where the radical personal computer was invented by the two Steves, Wozniak and Jobs. Their garage, like all the others, was a small enclosed space, out of public view. In Walter Isaacson's biography of Jobs, the garage of the family home was ‘commandeered as work space’. Steve's father Paul, ‘put in a long old workbench, hung a schematic of the computer on the new plasterboard wall he had built, and set up rows of labelled drawers for the components. He also built a burn box bathed in heat lamps so the computer boards could be tested by running overnight at high temperatures.’47 The garage, you could say, is Silicon Valley's primitive hut: its mythological architecture, its foundational type. Typically, it is a repurposing of a space meant for something else. Also typically, it is the opposite of the urban space, conventionally understood.

The second trope is the suburban bungalow, the key domestic housing type, built for owner-occupier, cheap mortgage-financed single-family occupation after the Second World War. No other building type so defines the urban landscape of Silicon Valley, and typically, this urban form turns its back on the urban. Also typically, it is a form that has been (at least in some cases) repurposed. The chief conceit of the Mike Judge-produced comedy drama Silicon Valley is the bungalow that has expelled its nuclear families and welcomed in colonies of programmers.48 The default location for the series, its 1960s bungalow, is inhabited by a dysfunctional, multinational rabble, all unsuccessfully looking for the main chance. The bungalow is simultaneously dormitory, clubhouse, office and incubator, at one point becoming so crowded that its elite programmers find themselves displaced to the garage, while, in a perverse twist, a sizeable amount of living space is taken up by a fridge. Silicon Valley makes the bungalow as the default workspace in the new city. Here is the space where the new proletariat scrapes a living, the workers who haven't yet graduated to purpose-built office spaces, either of their own, or belonging to one of the giant tech corporations that dominate the business of the Valley. The bungalow is – at least in this fictional representation - the Little Ireland of the digital age. (At the time of writing, The Economist reported that a small two-bedroom bungalow in ordinary Sunnyvale had sold inside two days for $2 million, ‘a new record’, and four times the price of the average American home. If Silicon Valley's bungalow conceit was not already a reality, the market was on its way to making it so).49

The third trope is the office campus, which in the fictional Silicon Valley is the home of Huli, a lightly disguised Google. In real life, Silicon Valley is scattered with office parks, mostly architecturally undistinguished; low-rise, inward-looking and surrounded by acres of surface parking, they give little away, even when pretending to do the reverse. Private, defensive enclaves, with few exceptions they resist the gaze, or simply bore it into submission. A big, partial exception is the archipelago of around thirty Mountain View buildings leased or owned by the tech giant Google. Most of these are anonymous and self-effacing, and, significantly, none was commissioned by the company but were refurbishments of existing space. The Amphitheatre Parkway world headquarters (‘The Googleplex’), another refurbishment, does make some effort to meet the public: it has two wings that enclose a semi-public plaza with a water feature. Google security staff mill around, along with a proportion of the many thousands of Google employees on the campus; there is a vegetable garden and (company-provided, free) food trucks; advertisements for yoga classes and film screenings give the sense of a university campus rather than a corporate headquarters. Inside the buildings of the central area, the academic atmosphere continues: the staff are young and international, and they work in informal clusters in open-plan offices; the walls have whiteboards scribbled with flow-charts and network diagrams; the office cubicles are decorated with postcards and post-it notes. There are remnants of cake everywhere.50 There are a few playful elements: the reception area to building 1900 has a slide, much photographed; there is an occasional ping-pong table. It could be an art college, were it not for the ubiquitous security presence and the heaps of bicycles in the corporate colours. An animated scene, the work that Google does, and its increasing sensitivity about its public image, mean that it builds enclaves rather than chunks of traditional city.

The fourth and largest element in Silicon Valley's work-defined morphology is the server farm.51 As the journalist Andrew Blum has written, the history of computing is the history of very large pieces of infrastructure – although we may think of the internet as ethereal, it is in fact a network of hardware as much as it is a network of information. Arguably, the buildings most suggestive of this are the huge server farms providing the computing power underpinning the internet. They house thousands of networked computers in standard nineteen-inch steel racks, with thousands more computers in the same arrangement for backup in the case of power failure. The heat generated by server farms is substantial – up to 60 per cent of the total energy usage of each installation is in the cooling system, which is why, for some years, some of the most imaginative attempts to reduce costs and energy use have involved locating server farms in cold parts of the world to reduce the heat load, especially ones with abundant renewable sources of energy. Iceland and northern Canada are often cited.52

But Silicon Valley still has plenty of these self-effacing buildings, and naturally they make an appearance in Mike Judge's series Silicon Valley, a key building typology along with the others. There is an architectural sublime in these colossal, but largely unseen, landscapes, intermittently explored by architectural critics.53 Reyner Banham and Martin Pawley were writing before the internet, but both were remarkably prescient about the hollowing out of architecture by telecommunications, with cities in the old-fashioned sense increasingly replaced by largely automated landscapes, moving goods, services and information without human intervention. Pawley's meditation on the future of work, Terminal Architecture, was a series of wry reflections on the word ‘terminal’, at the end of which the author saw no reason for architecture to meaningfully continue at all. He thought the historic centres of world cities like London increasingly irrelevant, their sense of plenitude an illusion, with authentic human life located somewhere else entirely.54

Pawley died in 2008 but he would have found an authenticity in the present-day condition of Silicon Valley; above all, he would have enjoyed the irony of the old city of San Francisco becoming Silicon Valley's de facto suburb. The real-estate boom in that city since 2000 has been driven by the growth of high-paying technology-sector jobs, a fact of life confirmed early each morning by the somewhat sinister fleets of blacked-out buses, taking San Francisco-based employees to the big companies 50 kilometres down the road.55 San Francisco is perhaps the most egregious example of the split between work and life in the global city, whereby life takes place in one place, and work in another.

Silicon Valley as built demands attention because it is the largely unconscious representation of the new world of work. It embodies a fashionable series of disruptions that characterize the modern workplace, especially the creative workplace: industry has become leisure, work is play, residence the factory floor, and the pursuit of capital has become a charitable act. This upside-down world certainly isn't the entire world of work, but it is, at the time of writing, the most imaged one; what happens in Silicon Valley informs the way cities look everywhere. But as technology companies have matured, they have started to become self-conscious, and some have begun to build monuments to themselves. In 2015, Google commissioned Thomas Heatherwick along with Bjarke Ingels to design a new Silicon Valley campus. Most spectacular of all is the Cupertino campus for Apple Inc., completed by Foster and Partners in 2018. A colossal steel and glass ring in the middle of a low-rise suburban neighbourhood, at over a mile in circumference it is one of the largest single buildings in the world, but it underlines rather than challenges the nature of the rest of the city. It departs from Silicon Valley convention in one important respect: its colossal form. Outside the prodigiously scaled airship hangars at NASA Ames, the city has no monuments. The new Apple HQ is certainly a monument on that same scale, but in other respects it reinforces the secretive and inward-looking tendencies of the rest of the city, along with – within discrete compounds – the need for proximity and information sharing and flexibility.

None of the worlds of work described in this chapter were exactly planned; sometimes there's a retrospective coming to terms with the world that has appeared, an attempt to make it architecturally palatable, but the transformations in work since the 1980s and 1990s have mostly seen the global city transformed in ways that could not easily have been envisaged. You wouldn't set out to design Silicon Valley as it currently exists, or lower Manhattan, or the northern fringe of Amsterdam. No one in their right mind would have built these places, which (however successful they now are) are informal adaptations of sometimes violent disruptions to the world of work. They're adjustments to process, rather than design from the ground up. Of all the urban processes in this book, few have been quite so formative of the urban environment as work.
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Figure 6.1 Hiroshima in 1945 from the Red Cross building. (Photographer unknown.)

Could there be a more complete, more total urban process than war? Could there be anything less planned in its detailed effects, but so materially and visually devastating to the form of a city? Could there be anything that illustrates so well the futility of individual human actions in the face of process? If we wanted an image of what that total process would be like in a city, we would probably think of the destruction of the Japanese city of Hiroshima. The first detailed account of its destruction was John Hersey's, published to general astonishment by the New Yorker in 1946.1 Through the eyes of survivors, Hersey described the effects of the nuclear bomb dropped on the city by an American B-29 aircraft on 6 August 1945. He depicted an industrial city of 300,000 inhabitants instantaneously flattened, its physical structures replaced by a formless ocean of misery; buildings no longer exist in this condition, except in intermittent and surreal ways. Instead, the city has become the ruined bodies of its inhabitants, all horrific injuries and pain. The incomprehensibility of that account has in itself something to say about our understanding of the global city at war: its (still) total and exceptional qualities mean that we tend not to see experience of the global city at war as warfare because it is not that kind of war. Nevertheless, Hersey's account is an important one here because it points out the possibility of the total destruction of a city in the modern age, a readily understood fact that informs any understanding of war and the city.

Total war was the experience of the German novelist W. G. Sebald too, as he noted in his study of the aerial bombardment of German cities in the Second World War. A strange amnesia seemed to obtain about the question of war and the city, even in those cities such as Frankfurt or Dresden in which the destruction of both infrastructure and human life had been nearly total. The epic scale of that horror, Sebald wrote, ‘remained under a kind of taboo like a shameful family secret, a secret that perhaps could not be privately acknowledged’. The difficulty of acknowledging history might have to do, Sebald continued later in the book, with the all-encompassing scope of the destruction: it was simply too much to take in. ‘The death by fire within a few hours of an entire city, with all its buildings and all its trees, its domestic pets, its fixtures and fittings of every kind, must inevitably have led to overload, to paralysis of the capacity to think and feel in those who were escaping.’2 What Sebald describes is something too horrible to call to mind, an experience that must be repressed. It is striking how much of an absence it is in the popular urban studies anthologies, as if our capacity to destroy cities as well as build them is too horrible to contemplate and too morally awkward.3

Of course, there have been ways of representing war in cities more openly. The London-based journal the Architectural Review devised one method during the Second World War, during which it continued be published, albeit at a reduced capacity. The most important Anglophone conduit for theories of modern architecture, the Architectural Review was at the same time (and often enough, via the very same writers) a great advocate of the picturesque, a visual theory dating from the eighteenth century aiming for harmony between human beings and nature.4 Normally a justification of landscape painting, the picturesque turned out to be good for making sense of the smoking ruins that were the centres of most big British cities by 1941. In 1943, the Architectural Review published The Bombed Buildings of Britain, surveying the damage caused by the German air raids on British cities in 1940 and 1941, partly to record the damage, but also to try to find a way of living with the damage. War ruins could be surprisingly beautiful, wrote the journal's editor J. M. Richards, describing the pleasures of ‘blasted walls’, ‘calcined masonry’ and the ‘sagging contours of once rigid girders’ (the latter seemingly an elegy to lost sexual potency). Moreover, a building in its death throes might take on a beauty it never had before: ‘Some of the most dramatic and evocative ruins have flowered suddenly out of a structure no one would have looked at twice.’5 John Piper, a popular artist at the time, argued much the same thing: ‘decay’ ought to be part of the repertoire of the planner, a means of producing visual effects.6

Piper, Richards and the Architectural Review in general were unashamed aesthetes. What is striking is perhaps the readiness with which they were able to rationalize the blasted landscape of England's cities, and to find a meaning in the destruction. To English readers at least, and perhaps any readers with a memory of war, they would have been very familiar too – they describe something of a model for how the city at war is represented. So, the first image in Richards's book, opposite the title page, is one of the great wartime images of London's St Paul's Cathedral, the twin towers of its west front seen through a teetering arch somewhere to the north. The ruins of the Victorian commercial building in the middle ground are still smoking; streetlamps lie felled in the foreground. In the cloudless sky, the vapour trail of high-flying aircraft is just visible.
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Figure 6.2 Frontispiece from The Bombed Buildings of Britain (1943).

Like all the classic images of London at war, this one is highly rhetorical: it speaks of the indomitable character of the city in wartime, of its survival against overwhelming odds. The cathedral towers stand proudly, heroically amid the ruins, a metonym for a brave city. The wreaths of smoke tending its base serve to underline what it has survived. It is a simple image. The city is anthropomorphized. It's clear who is right and who is wrong, and that right in this case has prevailed; it speaks of a time of simple certainties, shared identities and shared cultures.


The Military-Industrial Complex

In January 1961, the outgoing US president Dwight D. Eisenhower made a famous address to the nation in which he remarked on the sudden and unprecedented development of the world's greatest arms industry, supplying a military directly employing 3.5 million people. The speech is famous for bringing into circulation the concept of the ‘military-industrial complex’, a nexus of combined power (‘economic, political, even spiritual’) that, Eisenhower warned, could be felt ‘in every city, every State House, every office of Federal Government’.7 That nexus could be found in plain material form in many American cities, profoundly altering their demography, their rhythms and their urban form. The Los Angeles metropolitan area grew rich on defence contracts, especially aerospace, with the Douglas Corporation, Lockheed, Northrop Grumman and North American Aviation all based in the region. The sector employed up to a quarter of a million workers in huge facilities, with growth continuing through the 1970s, in contrast to many rival cities.8

The Second World War produced factories on a fantastic, unprecedented scale; in the United States, many of the most impressive were designed by Albert Kahn, who also constructed facilities in the USSR. Wartime American facilities included the Willow Run bomber plant near Ypsilanti, Michigan, capable by 1944 of turning out a complete B-24 Liberator bomber every hour; the Brooklyn Navy Yard built the world's largest dry dock facility, and employed at its peak 70,000 workers; the Liberty Ship plant built by Kaiser during the war at Richmond, California employed 90,000, and could manufacture an entire warship in four days.9 These immense plants were cities in their own right, and they continue to define their environs. Richmond today, and the East Bay in general, is still recognizably a product of the war effort, dotted with shipyards and airfields, linked by highways. California's big cities would not exist in the metropolitan form they do without the military-industrial complex. Mike Davis, the journalist and urban activist whose work has become inescapable for fans of Los Angeles, repeatedly invoked the city's ‘militarization’ in City of Quartz: he meant it both figuratively and literally, for the city would not exist as a metropolis without the war economy.10
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Figure 6.3 Liberty Ship, Richmond, CA. At its peak, in 1942, the Permanente factory launched the SS Robert E. Peary, 4 days, 15 hours and 29 minutes after its keel had been laid. (Photo 2014.)

The military-industrial complex is best understood as an American phenomenon, and a specific response to the needs of the Second World War. In Europe, the war was, and is, a defining urban phenomenon in different ways. The intense aerial bombardment of major cities, on both sides, created postwar opportunities for real-estate development, some of which are still being realized seventy years after the end of the war.11 Frankfurt's emergence as continental Europe's banking capital has to do with, in part, the availability of open sites for the building of very large office towers, its celebrated medieval centre having been almost completely obliterated by an Allied bombing raid on the night of 22 March 1944. Modern postcards of the city routinely depict two views – one of the devastation of 1944, and another of today's vertiginous, glassy skyline. Sebald wrote of these cards that what they depicted amounted to ‘a second liquidation … of the nation's own past history … It did so through the sheer amount of labour required and the creation of a new, faceless reality, pointing the population exclusively towards the future and enjoining on it silence about the past.’12

In London, aerial bombardment left large areas vacant for development, especially in the docks to the east, and in the City. The largest single development there was on the former Cripplegate, a fourteen-hectare area of railways, warehousing and dense working-class housing, razed by the Luftwaffe on 29 December 1940. The one surviving monument, the church of St Giles, Cripplegate, now stands in the centre of the Barbican Estate, a colossal mixed-used development built between 1959 and 1980, designed by the architects Chamberlain, Powell and Bon. The estate's towers, 123 metres at their tallest, were for many years unequalled in height as residential buildings. The project could not have been done if such a large parcel of land had not become available. Neither, very probably, could it have taken the bold form it did without the obliteration of the previous site, for, with the exception of the church, the new scheme abolished any reference to the old, dispensing with any conventional urban plan in favour of a multilevel scheme connected by pedestrian walkways, vehicle and foot traffic kept separate in the fashion of the time. The centre of the scheme, built around an ornamental lake, contrived a new kind of natural landscape, in which all attention was drawn inwards, away from the surrounding city; it is perhaps the British equivalent of the willed amnesia towards the war that Sebald identified in the bombed cities of Germany.13 The Second World War marked, and continues to mark, the form of global cities in different ways. London's commercial development continues to work over sites that bombing made available, as do other European cities, most spectacularly towards the end of the twentieth century in Berlin. In the United States, the gigantic factories built during the war continue to define the landscape of some cities.


In the Grey Zone
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Figure 6.4 Ruins of Ministry of Defence, Belgrade. The damage results from NATO airstrikes in 1999. Stealth F-117 and B-2 aircraft were widely used in the operation, the latter flown directly from bases in the continental US. (Photo 2015.)

These relics of the Second World War point to the peculiarly abstracted status of war in the global city. If military conflicts have been a constant feature of the geopolitical landscape since 1945, geopolitical conflict directly involving the global city has been extremely rare (commentators on the left argue that this is because global capital offshores its conflicts where it can). Whatever the reason, it is still a shock to see images of modern cities ruined by war, whether Aleppo, or Baghdad, or Belgrade, or Kiev – shocking, because the direct experience of war has receded from the living memory of citizens from the biggest and richest global cities. In the countries covered by this book, standing armies and military budgets (adjusted for inflation) are a fraction of what they were – even the United States, which has spent more, and more enthusiastically, on defence than any other nation in history, spent less than 4 per cent of its annual product in the area, less than a tenth of the rate in the middle of the Second World War, and half of the same rate at the end of the 1960s. (World Bank data also shows a marked global decline in defence expenditure over the past half century, from roughly 6 per cent of global GDP, to 2 per cent now).14 It is not an overgeneralization to say that the experience of military service has consequently become atypical rather than ubiquitous, and global cities do not generally put soldiers on their streets in large numbers if they can help it. So, to think of war in relation to the global city is by and large to think of something abstracted, something that takes place elsewhere, either in the historical past, or in a distant place, or in a mutated form, such as terrorism. The technology of war has facilitated abstraction too: as is now well understood, the operators of offensive Unmanned Aerial Vehicles are quite often found in secure control rooms, several time zones, and several thousands of miles from the combat zone.15
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Figure 6.5 Anti-terror barriers, Royal Mile, Edinburgh. Installed in 2017 in response to vehicle attacks in Nice, Berlin and London. (Photo 2017.)

But if total war remains implausible in the global city, other forms of war do not. Global cities have been at war in other ways, most obviously in the War on Terror, which greatly exercised cultural theorists, including Slavoj Žižek for whom ‘the very distinction’ between war and peace was becoming impossibly ‘blurred’. ‘We are entering a time’, he wrote, ‘in which a state of peace itself can at the same time be a state of emergency.’16 A similarly ambiguous understanding of war was developing in military circles, theorized as the ‘grey zone’, an indeterminate condition between war and not-war. Although ‘grey zone’ typically describes the covert actions of states to destabilize one another, some of its actions have direct impacts on city form. In any case ‘grey zone’ well describes the ambiguity of the urban condition, in which a city ostensibly at peace may in reality be violent and, conversely, a state of war may produce a state of unexpected urban tranquillity.

An Economist report of early 2018 identified among several key military trends the likelihood that present and future conflicts would take place in cities first and foremost rather than on the battlefield. For smaller, weaker forces, there was long-proven ‘asymmetric advantage’ in urban warfare. ‘Air power and precision guided munitions lose their effectiveness in urban warfare because their targets can hide easily and have no scruples about using a densely packed civilian population as a shield.’ Three examples were cited in the report: the 2008 battle for Sadr City in Baghdad, Israel's invasion of Gaza in 2014 and the defeat of ISIS in 2017 in the Iraqi city of Mosul. We could easily add the Syrian city of Aleppo, whose peculiar ruination in the civil war from 2012 onwards has been the result of this intimate form of conflict: no ‘total war’, then, but close combat in which the city remains recognizable, if not exactly intact. This kind of battle, The Economist speculated, might involve some new kinds of equipment, smaller tanks that can handle streets built for pedestrian life, or helicopters ‘with a narrower rotor span that can fly between buildings’.17

Unlike the total urban warfare of the past, this grey zone conflict supposes that the city as a physical entity will survive. States have been preparing for such conflicts for some time, sometimes in elaborate ways. Israel's military has a town called Baladia in the Negev desert on which it practises. It is an urban folly that is simultaneously an image of, and a metaphor for, the new warfare: it supposes that warfare is urban, and the targets are essentially human rather than infrastructural. The physical form of the city survives each mock conflict, not only because, as a practice site, it must, but also because grey zone conflicts tend to leave basic infrastructure intact. The grey zone is replete with new business opportunities, as The Economist predictably reported.18 The transformation in 1999 of British Aerospace, a straightforward aeroplane maker, into BAE Systems, a polymorphous defence consultancy, is indicative of the business application of grey zone thinking. The grey zone has not only informed defence contractors, but also ostensibly civil organizations, like cities. In the grey zone, we find a number of global financial capitals, apparently in a state of peace, but whose condition is actually more ambiguous. Brazil's two great metropolises, for example, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, have often been said locally to exist in a state of ‘undeclared civil war’, whose rates for homicide, although reduced, are much greater per capita than those for some cities in an official state of war.19 In a statistic that Brazilians tend to repeat as a joke, Rio de Janeiro's murder total for 1992–6, the period of the siege of Sarajevo in the Bosnian War, exceeded the 14,000 deaths in the city of Sarajevo itself.20 Brazilian police tactics in controlling favela populations, or sometimes indigenous populations, have been indistinguishable from grey zone military tactics, and have employed similar weaponry; a 2002 film Cidade de Deus successfully exported a dystopian fantasy of Rio de Janeiro in which the city appeared, in effect, at war.21


The City of Terror

The grey zone stretches beyond these intimate municipal wars, to terrorism. Each generation tends to invent terror for the first time, as it does with sex, and it is worth saying that urban terrorism has a history as long as urban civilization (in England it is still customary to commemorate an act of terrorism of the seventeenth century, the attempted bombing of the Houses of Parliament in November 1605). It occupies a special place in modern urban mythology, however, following the lessening of threats of disease, or total war. In modern mythology, terror is now inseparable from war, as war itself has come to be understood as, by definition, asymmetrical. The understanding of terror as war has been positively encouraged by its perpetrators (‘holy war’), as well as by those governments that have countered it (the tautological ‘war on terror’). Terror's manifestations include a set of familiar threats to urban targets: the destruction with explosives of aircraft, trains, subway trains, buses and other vehicles; the detonation of explosives in crowded public places; the hi-jacking of vehicles to cause destruction, chiefly by directing them at crowds of people; the use of neurotoxins in public places; the use of conventional weapons to kill large numbers of people in public places; the still-theoretical deployment of a ‘dirty bomb’, or an improvised radiological weapon; the poisoning of the water supply or everyday foodstuffs. Nearly all of terror's targets are urban. The impact has been most felt in cities because that is where terror attacks have been most commonly carried out, and where (in this age of asymmetric warfare) a poor combatant might make the most efficient use of limited resources.

The urban infrastructure required to counter terrorism has become part of everyday life. In his book, Terminal Architecture, Martin Pawley luxuriated in the perverse pleasures of the counterterrorist city, focusing on the stringent measures taken by the City of London after an explosion detonated by the Irish Republican Army (IRA) on St Mary Axe in 1992 caused one death and £800 million worth of damage to property.22 The measures were known collectively (in one of the period's great euphemisms) as Traffic and Environment Zone, TEZ. Popularly, they were called the Ring of Steel, and covered the core of the financial district. Manned checkpoints were introduced, as well as concrete roadblocks and a tactical redesign of the road layout to narrow carriageways, including chicanes, both measures designed to slow traffic. These measures have remained in place ever since 1992, albeit with periods (such as immediately after the IRA ceasefire in 1994) when some aspects, such as the manned checkpoints, were relaxed. A consultation was held in 2018 about reintroducing some controls following vehicular attacks in France, Germany and the UK.

Writing in 1998, Pawley described the development of an entirely new landscape of terror, which, he argued – concurring with military experts – amounted to a ‘continuous, low-intensity war’. Responses became ever more central to the design programme of buildings, affecting the choice of ‘building materials and components … the alignment and positioning of roads and the siting of buildings to make attack difficult’.23 Pawley cited other parts of London that had been redesigned in order to mitigate terror threats: Downing Street, the official home of the Prime Minister, sealed off since a rocket attack from a van in 1986, and a plan (only partially realized) to pedestrianize the entire area from Trafalgar Square south to the Houses of Parliament, a project that Pawley saw less as a liberal democracy in action, than an ‘urban exclusion zone’.24 As far as he was concerned, the whole gigantic project was driven by the need for security and surveillance, and it was, in other words, the opposite of the democratic ideal implied by the architects’ (Foster and Partners) name for it: ‘World Squares for All’. Belfast, the subject of everyday terrorism from 1969 to 1994, was the model of the terror city: ubiquitous surveillance cameras, restricted entrances to public buildings, restrictions on traffic movement, and, in the design of buildings, a reduction of glass to the minimum in external facades. Pawley also floated the possibility of a ‘stealth’ architecture, referring to the trend for gigantic office buildings hidden behind historic facades – ‘stealth’ referring to the military technologies involved in reducing or eliminating an aircraft's radar signature. Security concerns, allied with a renewed sensitivity to conservation issues, had produced buildings designed to all but efface their physical presence (‘the first rule of security is to make the target as inconspicuous as possible’).25

That presence is perhaps best seen in the security infrastructure of a major airport, in which globally regulated, universally understood checks on passengers are also a kind of performance in which both passengers and security personnel are complicit, acting out roles for each other's benefit. The actual security value of airport processes is (apparently) debatable. Airport security may be a ‘show’ at best, ‘show’ in fact being the word used by a director of security at a major American airline.26 Even if that is the case, it is an important show because it represents how much war (in the grey sense used in this chapter) has become a part of everyday life. And the threats embodied in airport security processes are genuinely existential ones, involving the potential for deaths in the thousands in a single catastrophic event. Airports have been at the forefront of security design since their inception, given the combustibility of aviation fuel and the widespread understanding from the later 1960s (the so-called ‘golden age’ of hijacking) that an aircraft could itself be repurposed as a weapon.27 Several aircraft manufacturers – notably BAE Systems in the UK – have diversified into security as the demand for equipment has grown, and, crucially for the argument here, the design of airport security has informed the design of security in cities in general. In 2017, São Paulo banks required security checks at almost the same level as an airport in order to gain access to a counter where cash may be obtained.28 In China, there were airport-style scanners for luggage and passengers at all railway stations in major cities, including all underground stations. In Beijing's Tiananmen Square, all visitors entering or leaving the square are required to pass through airport-type security.29

It's debatable what is going on here, not only in the presence of these pieces of security infrastructure, but also in the act of noticing them. If you read academic architectural research, it can seem that there is an ever-increasing interest in questions of security. Forensic Architecture, a multidisciplinary research group based at Goldsmiths, University of London, specialized in the detailed investigation of acts of war, and its work was popular enough to be shortlisted for the 2018 Turner Prize in art.30 Their work represented a strand of thinking about architecture that at some level drew on Michel Foucault's thinking about war: as he had argued in a lecture at the Collège de France, the exercise of power in the everyday world was evidence of ‘the continuation of war by other means’.31 (Here Foucault simultaneously quoted, and reversed the words of, Carl von Clausewitz, the Prussian military theorist whose On War, published in 1832, had described war as ‘the continuation of politics by other means’.)32 Foucault's position – realistic, or somewhat paranoid, depending on your world-view – assumes war to be ubiquitous, rather than an exceptional state. War, in other words, is the normal exercise of power. It has been argued that Foucault and others who have written about the perpetuation of war in civil society are, in fact, perpetuating the thing they have ostensibly come to criticize – they seem ‘eager to hold on to or perpetuate war’. ‘For them the everyday sustains under the veneer of peace the work of war even after its formal end. The everyday becomes, in other words, a weapon for contesting peace.’33 Something of that obtains in the work of the radical American architect Lebbeus Woods, who wrote in 1995: ‘Architecture is war. War is architecture … war and peace are intertwined in direct and interdependent ways. It is as much to say that peace involves war, and the converse that war contains a particular kind of peace.’34

Those contradictions and ambiguities have been played out with special clarity in the public spaces of global cities since the 1960s. The antiwar movements that arose in response to the intractable conflict in Vietnam served both to mark war in the global city and to create, by appropriating space through activism, new forms of urban space. The activation of Washington, DC's mall by antiwar protests on innumerable occasions throughout the 1960s and 1970s is a good example, representing the appropriation and re-use of space for new purposes. Space that, by its eighteenth-century geometry was designed to affirm the power and reason of the state, was turned into a space that at least temporarily signified the opposite. The mall in the 1960s and 1970s made the war visible and present in a way that it would not otherwise have been. The antiwar movement also involved a huge amount of cultural production that had a marked effect on the look of the global city, a multidimensionality well captured in the Ken Burns documentary The Vietnam War, produced by PBS in 2017.35 What Burns showed was war not as a contained event elsewhere, but as a process that could also shape a domestic city through political and cultural action.


9/11 Revisited

The grey zone, everyday life as ‘the continuation of war by other means’, the ambiguous place of war in the global city: all these problems were played out in the attacks that took place in the United States on 11 September 2001, forever after known as 9/11. The 9/11 plot involved the hijacking of four large Boeing airliners by members of al-Qaeda and flying them into targets in New York and Washington. The Washington part of the plot was only partially realized, with one 757 flown into the Pentagon, while another 757 destined for an undetermined target crashed in Pennsylvania after a struggle with passengers (the event was later made into a successful film, United 93).36 The New York part of the plot was, for the perpetrators, a brilliant success. Boeing 767s were flown into the north and south towers of the World Trade Center with a fifteen-minute interval between them, starting severe fires in both buildings, catastrophically weakening the structures of both towers, leading to their total collapse. A third building, World Trade Center 7, was also destroyed in the action. Almost 3,000 lives were lost directly as a result of the combined attacks, 2,606 of them in New York, including the hijackers, firefighters and police. The action led to the US invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003; the operation in Afghanistan was ongoing seventeen years later, under the codename Operation Freedom's Sentinel.

What is important about the 9/11 events for the purposes of this book is how they informed the visual culture of the global city. To begin with, they were visually spectacular; even the weather, a crisp autumn day, played a role. The two towers, designed by the Japanese-American architect Minoru Yamasaki, were completed in 1970 and were briefly the tallest in the world, their verticality emphasized by their large plot to height ratio, and the steel ribs extending uninterrupted from the ground floor to the roof (they were packed close to each other, it was said, because the architect had a fear of heights and wanted a sense of protection from the view). Almost everything about the event had a spectacular quality, from the widely filmed impact of the two jets hitting the building at full power, to the explosion and the subsequent fire, which sent a colossal plume of black smoke into the glassy air, to the quite unanticipated collapse of the first tower followed by the second, to the astonishingly disturbing images of workers trapped in the tower and then jumping off to their deaths, to the final images of the towers’ ruins, a twisted portion of the lower storeys reaching upward amid the smoking devastation. It was an inescapably picturesque image after the extreme horror of the day. The events had been created by well-educated, well-informed combatants who (we can certainly say) were highly attuned to the value of spectacle, and to the potential of technology to create it. We can never know if the attackers were filmgoers, although we do know that Mohammed Atta, the hijacker-pilot of the Boeing 767 that crashed into the North tower of the World Trade Center, was visually educated. He had studied architecture in Cairo and, subsequently, Hamburg, and had researched high-rise development in the Arab world in particular. Whether or not this played a role, there was certainly something cinematic about the destruction of the towers. Something like 9/11 had been rehearsed countless times already in Hollywood.

Žižek the film critic was predictably effusive: the events were ‘for the great majority of the public … events on the TV screen and when we watched the oft-repeated shot of frightened people running towards the TV camera ahead of the giant cloud of dust from the collapsing tower, was not the framing of the shot itself reminiscent of spectacular shots in catastrophic movies, a special effect which outdid all others?’ The events of 9/11 ‘were the stuff of popular fantasies long before they actually took place’. And on the hijackers’ motives, Žižek wrote that they did not do it to do ‘real material damage’, but rather ‘for the spectacular effect of it’ (his emphasis).37 As it happened, at the time of 9/11, Steven Spielberg's science fiction movie AI was on international release, and it contained (as any number of films have) an image of the destruction of New York, including, extraordinarily, a sequence of the twin towers engulfed (by flood, but engulfed nonetheless). The choice of target, the choice of vehicle, the pacing of the events, the individual human dramas, the reduction of key narrative elements to a visual image: this was in every way a spectacular production.

From the point of view of the present chapter, what is important about the 9/11 events is the way they provide a model for how war should appear in the global city – war no longer figures as the total destruction of Hiroshima or Dresden, as the collateral of actions by more or less equally managed states. Instead, war now inhabits the grey zone. Its traces are of asymmetrical attacks, guerrilla actions, the appropriation of the technologies of the city against itself, tactics not strategy, resulting in a climate of constant vigilance. The same characteristics can be seen in the subsequent vehicle attacks in Nice (2016), Paris (2016), Manchester (2017), Berlin (2016), Charlottesville (2017); the 2001 anthrax attacks have some of the same characteristics, as do the 1995 sarin attacks on the Tokyo subway. In addition, 9/11 exemplifies how the memorialization of war should appear in the global city. Memorials to conventional wars tended towards the celebration of victory inasmuch as they reinforced the institutions of church and state, and formally resembled them. The deaths they memorialized were military, not civilian. Memorials more recently have had a quite different, and more therapeutic, form. Maya Lin's work commemorating the soldiers killed in the Vietnam War is meant, and has been universally understood, as a vehicle for the processing of grief. The sculptural memorial on the Washington Mall is a dark trench, minimalist and horizontal, a work about death and coming to terms with death rather than military success (of the latter, in any case, there was little to celebrate). The aftermath of 9/11 produced a prolonged discussion on the nature of the memorial, and a series of public battles about the commercial redevelopment of the attack site. The design for the 9/11 memorial, by the Israeli- American architect Michael Arad, with the landscape firm of Peter Walker and Partners, was similarly downbeat. Like Lin's Vietnam War memorial in Washington, DC (1982), and Rachel Whiteread's Holocaust Memorial in Vienna (2000), it was designed as an absence in the city rather than a presence. In the 9/11 memorial's case, the absence took the form of footprints of the two towers to excavate two deep holes, lined with black marble, around the edge of which were inscribed in bronze the names of all the victims of the attacks. Water cascades from around the edges of the memorial down the sides, to a square cavern, a downward rather than upward flow that underlines the towers’ trajectory on the day. In that, as well as the blackness, the horizontality and the physical absence of the towers, the memorial describes a therapeutic confrontation with the events of 9/11, rather than a victory of any kind. And in that, there is a largely unremarked convergence with the military understanding of war as a grey zone. 9/11 was one spectacular event but, as has become clear, it is no beginning or end in itself, rather one of innumerable points in a low-intensity war that will in all probability never be won. The open-endedness of the 9/11 memorial, like that of the Vietnam memorial, speaks of war as a condition, rather than an event.
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Figure 6.6 Michael Arad/Ove Arup, 9/11 Memorial, New York. (Photo 2016.)
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Figure 6.7 Rachel Whiteread, Holocaust Memorial, Vienna. (Photo 2011.)

I wasn't myself anywhere near New York on 11 September 2001, but like almost everyone alive that day, I saw its effects. I was in Brasília, where, in an extremely minor coincidence, there is a twin-towered building at the centre of the city, the Parliament, although of a quite different design to the World Trade Center. Nevertheless, there was talk in the city, almost immediately, about whether it too might be a target (was there something special about the form? Nobody knew). As everywhere, all television screens were turned to the events in New York and, like everywhere else, ordinary things started to appear suspect. Aeroplanes had been turned into flying bombs, simply by being sent them into buildings. What would be next? The city, in other words, had become instantly militarized; everything and everyone became suspect; a state of emergency, even six thousand miles away, drew down. The airports were hell, as they were everywhere. Arriving back in Rio de Janeiro a few days afterwards, I found the international airport had become a temporary refugee encampment. No flights to and from the United States were possible, and the terminal was crowded with bodies, no one sure how or when travel onwards might be possible. It was as good lesson as any about how quickly a city, or, in this case, all global cities, might be suddenly transformed by war, and how close the state of war might be; the idea that war might condition everyday life even in a state of peace did not seem so far-fetched. The last words on the subject are Martin Pawley's on von Clausewitz. He wrote, wryly, that von Clausewitz ‘was the first to see that the whole of the modern world – its machines, its medicine, its transport, its communications, its town planning, its laws, its sciences, its arts and languages – originated in real or imagined usefulness for war’.38 That observation applies to cities as much as anything. Cities are inescapably products of war, and entangled with the process of war. As the process of war has evolved over the past half century, so too has the representation of that process in the city.
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7 
Culture

We are habituated to think of culture as something that is unchanging, a backdrop against which things happen. But the invention of culture as an industry since the end of the Second World War (about which more below) has been one of the great political processes of that period, and one with some of the most dramatic urban effects. In the middle of the 1980s, I liked to cycle up from Camberwell, the south London neighbourhood where I then lived, to the Thames, where I would head east along the river as far as I could – which then was not very far. From Vauxhall Bridge, once past the South Bank cultural centre with the Royal Festival Hall, and the National Theatre, the river frontage was a tangle of light industry with small pockets of housing. You could get just beyond London Bridge, where a clearing would open up, and hard on the banks of the river lay a pub, The Founder's Arms, built to service a mid-rise public housing development in the early 1970s. From there, it was only a few steps to find, looming out of the mess, the long-disused Bankside Power Station. Bigger than a cathedral, faced entirely in brick, it was a sublime sight, especially at night after a few beers, and I liked to show it to visitors at any given opportunity. It was one of the city's more extraordinary sights, but a badly neglected one. What happened next is well known: a National Lottery-funded project in the late 1990s to create a national gallery of modern art, a design competition won by the Swiss practice Herzog and de Meuron, and the opening of Tate Modern in 2000 to critical acclaim, and remarkable success. It leapfrogged MoMA in New York and the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris in its first year to become the most visited modern art museum in the world.1 Like many who followed the Tate Modern's creation, and who remember what was there before, I felt unexpectedly ambivalent about its success: what I remember was a place where ‘culture’ felt embattled and under threat, but also in some way authentic. What I saw after the colossal investment in the new museum was the knowledge that culture was now secure for generations, but also the sense that it had changed – it was as if culture had become more formal, more professional and more like any other area of activity. Going to Tate Modern, or any of the other big cultural projects built in this period in the UK and elsewhere, was not unlike going to a shopping mall, or an airport, in that they were big, highly secured spaces designed for large numbers of people, with ample opportunities for eating and drinking. In many cases, the architectural firms designing buildings for culture were also the ones designing the airports: Foster and Partners’ understanding of large-scale interiors from its work on Hong Kong International Airport (opened in 1998) certainly informed the Great Court of the British Museum (opened in 2000), especially in terms of sound design.2 Between 1990 and 2000, culture undoubtedly became more central to the global city's understanding of itself, whether that city was London, or New York, or Beijing: it was a global trend. But what culture was, and what it meant, changed in order to be more central. So, this chapter starts with Tate Modern in order to ask how culture got to be so important, and how did it make the city look?


The Culture Industry

Linking the words ‘culture’ and ‘industry’ brings us inevitably to ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’, the first chapter of Dialectic of Enlightenment by the Frankfurt School philosophers Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer.3 First published in 1944 in German, as Philosophische Fragmente, it didn't get an English translation until 1972, but it is its belated and sometimes garbled reception in the Anglophone world that makes it important here. It's not an easy read, however. Forty-seven pages long, it has practically no evidence to support its argument, and dismisses almost all popular culture as worthless. Adorno and Horkheimer reserved particular venom for the cultural products of the city – Los Angeles – in which they had unhappily found themselves. Both Jews, they had been living in the United States since the late 1930s, having fled Nazi persecution. They found safety, and the ailing Horkheimer a healthy climate, in Los Angeles, where they both took up residence in the western suburbs. Horkheimer, the wealthier of the two, built himself a bungalow on D’Este Drive in the Pacific Palisades, while Adorno rented a place on Kenter Avenue in Brentwood, an apartment, but still large enough for his ‘library and grand piano’.4 From there, they developed their critique of popular culture, while appearing to have consumed almost none of it. Categorized as enemy aliens, they were certainly restricted in what they could do at night, but their withdrawal was certainly done in a conscious, and intellectual, way too, at least in part. Los Angeles, despite a remarkable concentration of Jewish emigres (‘Weimar on the Pacific’), could scarcely have been a less suitable place for two middle-aged, middle European philosophers, at that time lacking the symphony orchestras and art museums and other things they might have understood as ‘culture’. The American cultural critic Martin Jay wrote of Adorno's predicament: ‘A sensitive European mandarin is shocked and bewildered by the commercialism, vulgarity and theoretical backwardness of his temporary home … America in return finds him arrogant, snobbish and incomprehensible.’5

No matter. Adorno and Horkheimer's first point, made clear by the chapter title in their book, is simply that culture can be seen as an industry, that is, as an activity characteristic of capitalism rather than critical of it. So culture, like any other aspect of capitalist production, has products, markets, producers and consumers, means of distribution and an expectation of generating a profit. In these terms, culture does not exist for itself, but ultimately for the profit motive. ‘Movies and radio need no longer pretend to be art’, they complained later. ‘The truth is they are just businesses made into an ideology in order to justify the rubbish they deliberately produce.’ If that had been understood before, it had arguably never been put in such bold terms. This understanding of the culture industry was both polymorphous and extremely uniform: polymorphous in that it encompassed anything from the movies to magazines and popular music; uniform in that they thought that it contributed to an ‘iron system’ that brooked no dissent, even though it appeared to permit it. If the system was totalitarian in its social control, it was also totalitarian in its seamless transition from culture to military power (‘automobiles, bombs and movies keep the whole thing together’). An astonishingly bad-tempered essay, its character assassination of Donald Duck still startles, as does its blank dismissal of Mickey Mouse, Charlie Chaplin, the products of General Motors, and jazz (they detested syncopation, which they derided as ‘stumbling’; Adorno also hated the word ‘jazz’ as he found it distasteful to pronounce).6

On the other hand, the essay is remarkably prescient in the way it defines culture, now an all-encompassing category, in which (for them, horrifyingly) the old distinctions between high and low seem to have been abolished, along with any difference between political affirmation and dissent. The apparently harmless Donald Duck turns out not to be an agent of oppression: ‘The cartoons hammer into the brain the old lesson that continuous friction, the breaking down of all resistance, is the condition of life in this society. Donald Duck in the cartoons and the unfortunate in real life get their thrashing so that the audience can learn to take their own punishment.’ And it's a remarkable essay too in its prediction of the way culture might form a city. The opening page sketches an image of an endlessly reproducible metropolis in the service of the culture industry, with its ‘decorative industrial management buildings and exhibition centers’, ‘huge gleaming towers that shoot up everywhere’, and ‘new bungalows on the outskirts at one with the flimsy structures of world fairs’.7

If few have actually read ‘The Culture Industry’, its analysis, if not its conclusion, has become so much a part of global culture as to be invisible. We now routinely think of culture as an industry, subject to all of the demands that any industry might have. We think in terms of its production and distribution and consumption. We have a good sense of how much cultural products cost, both in brute terms and in relation to each other, and above all we have cultural organizations that operate in these terms. It happened quietly to being with. In 1988, the Victoria and Albert Museum in London commissioned the agency Saatchi and Saatchi to produce an advertising campaign, which ran with the strapline ‘an ace caff with quite a nice museum attached’: the art, as it were, had simply become one of the terms in the consumer experience.

Latterly, the industrial rhetoric became more overt. In Scotland, the public organization that supports the arts describes its mission principally in economic terms, as ‘a fulcrum for Scotland's wider creative industries growth’.8 The European Union has had, since 1985, a programme of European Cities (now Capitals) of Culture, with, since 2004, two cities every year competing for the title; its rationale is as much economic as anything, with its key aims including ‘the development of cities’, ‘regenerating cities’, and ‘boosting tourism’.9 Glasgow's 1990 programme is widely understood as having made a successful economic argument, for after 1990 in the UK, the terms ‘culture’ and ‘industry’ could be linked without embarrassment or confusion in political discourse. The acceptance of the culture industry in these economic terms was helped by the inevitable advocates and consultants, often in the same person. Charles Landry, a political consultant, advised on the Glasgow 1990 bid and went on to make a career advising on the ‘creative city’, a term he used with a special focus on culture, and European culture in particular.10


‘Make Beaubourg Buckle!’
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Figure 7.1 Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano, Centre Pompidou, Paris, completed 1977. (Photo 2011.)

Adorno and Horkheimer might have been prescient, but our culture industry is not exactly theirs. Theirs was a dystopia, a projection forwards of the experience of living as interned aliens in wartime Los Angeles. Our culture industry is certainly a dystopia for some, but if it is, it is one on which there is broad political agreement in the rich world. For the material form of that idea, as good a case as any is the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris. The Pompidou not only recognized, by its very existence, the growing importance of culture, but it also understood culture as a process, something that required (as we will see) an open and flexible form of representation, in many ways at odds with a traditional building. A multipurpose culture centre named after Georges Pompidou, President of the French Republic from 1969 to 1974, it was designed by the Anglo-Italian team of Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano, and built close to the site of the old Les Halles market in 1971–7. The commission derived directly from the events of May ’68, student-led protests (or ‘events’, they are usually called) that called into question France's postwar settlement, with its far from unusual combination of political authoritarianism and consumer capitalism. The protests nearly toppled General de Gaulle's government.11

The project brief, as set out by Pompidou in 1969, was self-consciously ‘revolutionary’ in a sop to the protestors, bringing together diverse cultural organizations on one site, as well as a centre for new music, the IRCAM.12 The press pack, supplied by the centre on its inauguration in early 1977, included a remarkable essay by the Swedish museum director Pontus Hultén underlining the project's May ’68 origins. The events of that summer had made pre-existing notions of culture ‘impossible’ to sustain, Hultén wrote. ‘Alive art broke away from the setting of luxury commerce for a whole generation whose hope was to resolve the problems of current living in a concrete and political manner’ (Hultén's emphasis). May ’68 showed that ‘a new public’ had come into being, with quite different demands to that of the old bourgeois aesthete – bigger, more varied, more curious, but at the same time, following ’68, profoundly ‘disorientated’.13

The building, as realized in 1977, certainly looked radical. It had its loadbearing structure on the outside, a grid of enormous beams joined at the vertical by over-scaled, custom-designed knuckle joints the designers termed ‘gerberettes’. This rhetoric signified all kinds of things: a bold new approach to culture, modernity, flexibility. But most of all, in deploying an architectural language that had up to this point only been seen in oil refineries, it signified an approach to culture that quite literally equated it with industry. I don't know if Rogers or Piano had read Adorno in 1971, but they were making some of the same connections between culture and industry, albeit drawing quite different conclusions. Art was becoming an industry, they seemed to be saying, but far from signifying the end of the world, this was an opportunity. The growth of mass culture might even be understood as progressive, a view less fixated on the Paris events, and much more to do with technocratic positivism. The English architecture critic Reyner Banham trod this line in the 1960s, and wrote (mostly) positively of the Pompidou on its unveiling.14 But in the fuzzy, post-’68 world, the museum's designers were keen to present it as a challenge to the system, as much as an affirmation of it. Whatever it was, the Centre Pompidou was certainly an industrial approach to the brief, not only in terms of the surface imagery, but also in terms of the spatial programme. As a visitor, you enter an enormous space-frame structure at ground level, with no loadbearing elements to impede movement, and in this space, everything, implicitly, can be moved about. Walls are no more than temporary partitions, reception desks are floating kiosks, and the art flows in and out. In this space, culture quite explicitly is turned into a commodity: art, film, shopping and eating all occupy the same space and are all there to be consumed.
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Figure 7.2 Centre Pompidou, interior. (Photo 2011.)

The rhetoric couldn't be clearer, underlined by the simple fact that the only place such interiors might have been seen already would have been in factories, and perhaps more recognizably to the general public, in giant, edge-of-town retail stores. France was an early adopter of the big box retail concept, and, by 1977, stores uncannily like the Pompidou, at least on the inside, were ubiquitous on France's urban fringes, along with futuristic sports centres and industrial plants. In 1963, the Carrefour chain, founded in the late 1950s, opened one of Europe's first hypermarkets in the south-western Parisian suburb of Sainte-Geneviève-des-Bois. An open space-frame structure, it had 25,000 square metres of unimpeded retail space and parking for 400 cars; by the early 1970s, Carrefour hypermarkets, along with those of its competitors, were to be found at the edge of every big French town.15 If the Pompidou was a visitor from another world, as its critics often described it, that world was likely as not the Parisian suburbs. It was in many respects nothing new. Walter Benjamin's work on nineteenth-century Parisian arcades drew attention to both their sophistication and the way their design pushed the boundaries of taste and culture. His famous caricature of the Parisian art collector, rather than confirming his good taste, depicts his overstuffed drawing room as a spectacle of capitalist consumption.16

One of the Pompidou's more celebrated critics, the sociologist-provocateur Jean Baudrillard, understood this perfectly. In an article published in 1977, when the Pompidou was officially opened, he wrote that Beaubourg (its colloquial name, referring to the area of the 4th arrondissment in which the museum lies), was the ‘supermarketing’ of culture, a thesis underlined by the centre's immense popularity.17 That popularity, as Baudrillard and other sceptics noted, had little to do with its contents of the centre, and everything to do with the spectacular escalator ride to the roof which affords one of the best aerial views of Paris. Baudrillard didn't name Carrefour, but the comparison was apposite – after all, the success of the hypermarket had nothing to do with the contents per se, which could be found anywhere, but with the unprecedented form in which they were displayed, offering up to the visitor the illusion of unlimited choice. Baudrillard's solution to this horror? To exhort people to visit more, to ‘make Beaubourg buckle’ – in other words to destroy it by means of its own popularity.18 That fate came close to arriving by 1996 – a structural refurbishment was required, taking four years, at a cost of £54 million, more than half the cost of the original building.19 A further refurbishment was scheduled to start in 2018.


The Industrial Gallery Space
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Figure 7.3 Tate Liverpool, opened in 1988. Jesse Hartley was the original architect. James Stirling was responsible for the Museum design. Tate occupies part of one pavilion; the rest is mixed use. (Photo G. Man, Wikimedia Commons.)

The culture industry is more clearly made image in the repurposing of industrial buildings for art, a global tendency so thorough that by the end of the twentieth century, the brick and terracotta warehouse palazzo of the kind found anywhere from Manhattan to Manchester had come to signify contemporary art. That possibility was alive in New York at least from the early 1950s, where loft space in lower Manhattan offered cheap rents and abundant light, along with unencumbered space and proximity to the art world uptown. Lofts became something like public property through the 1960s, understood not only as spaces for the production of culture, but also where it might be displayed and consumed. Chapter 5 described how these spaces prototyped new modes of working in what would be later known as the creative industries, as well as the character traits that the colonizing of such spaces entailed. The ensuing story of industrial spaces has as much to do with culture as it does creative work, to the point at which the refurbished Victorian warehouse or factory has come to signify culture as much as anything else (and the process wasn't harmed by the fact that the buildings that typically lent themselves to re-use were monuments to an earlier period of global trade: their appropriation for culture actually reasserted the values underpinning global trade). The UK had buildings like these in abundance and it took eagerly to converting them from the 1970s onwards. It certainly helped that the public mood, egged on by the Prince of Wales and other conservation-minded individuals, was so well-disposed towards Victorian architecture.20

Bristol's Arnolfini Gallery was probably the first major conversion of this type, refurbishing Bush House, a warehouse in the city's Floating Harbour dating back to 1831. Since then, Tate has become the UK's most significant patron of this architecture, developing Liverpool's 1850s Albert Dock complex for a gallery of modern art in 1988. There, Tate used the architect James Stirling to make a series of postmodern interventions to signal its new purpose, but apart from some witty signage, he left both the structure and the exterior largely intact. The project was important symbolically in several ways: the first significant development in the city after devastating riots in 1981, it was a statement of public intent, that henceforth the city's policy direction would be led by culture. The use of the warehouse building referred directly to Liverpool's past as England's and, for a time, Europe's pre-eminent trading city, with its wealth drawn particularly from Atlantic trade. And it had contemporary meaning too, drawing on imagery from 1960s New York, well enough known in the city through pop culture in that decade (the world's most famous Liverpudlian, John Lennon, was after all found often enough in Andy Warhol's Factory, the very prototype of the loft). Somewhat perversely, to make a cultural venue out of a brick-built, 1850s warehouse was to be very modern indeed, and as good a signifier as any of a city's global credentials.

There were countless examples elsewhere of industrial buildings repurposed for art, including the Hallen für die Neue Kunst at Schaffhausen in Switzerland, DIA Beacon, another art museum occupying a former factory complex in the rural Hudson Valley, the Andy Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh and the Arsenale, a partially abandoned eighteenth-century shipyard used by the Venice Biennale. But Tate's cases are among the largest anywhere, and they speak most directly to the question of globalization; largely supported with public funds, their purpose, in both London and Liverpool, was to mark, or confirm, global status. Tate Liverpool represented something of a re-entry, Liverpool having been a pre-eminent city of capital in the nineteenth century. Tate London cemented the status of the city as a present-day financial power. Both are materially powerful buildings, constructed largely in brick; both speak of industry as authentic; both have industry as a way of legitimizing cultural activity as if to say that the literal weight of the buildings gives weight to their contents.

The global stock of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century industrial buildings is now largely used up, with Detroit still an outstanding exception. But elsewhere, the transformation has been so complete that the industrial building now signifies culture, and as far as art is concerned, has long displaced neoclassicism as the default style. Buildings for culture began to undergo makeovers so as to look industrial. São Paulo's Pinacoteca do Estado, a major regional art gallery, redesigned by Paulo Mendes da Rocha, used an old art school as its starting point, but exposed its brick surface to give it the character of a Victorian warehouse. Elsewhere, materials that once signified industry now signify art. Corten steel was used by shipbuilders, and also, since 1969, by the American artist Richard Serra; it is designed to oxidize, its rust forming a distinctive (and colourful) protective coating. It found its way into the Baltic Arts Centre in Gateshead in the north-east of England as a decorative element, although it was never present in the original structure; the original building, a 1930s flour mill for the Rank company, just wasn't industrial enough. Perversely, it needed to look more industrial in order to better signify art.


The Judd Studio
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Figure 7.4 Judd Studio, New York. The studio occupies all floors of the building. Some of Judd's extensive art collection can be seen from street level. (Photo 2016.)

That industrial perversity reached an apotheosis in the Judd Studio, a not-for-profit museum devoted to the preservation of the American artist Donald Judd's studio complex in SoHo, New York. Judd had bought the building at 101 Spring Street in November 1968 for $70,000, in the area that would later be known as SoHo. Designed by the architect Nicholas Whyte, whose only other cast-iron building was apparently in Brazil, Spring Street's original purpose was obscure. Maybe, Judd thought, ‘something of cloth was made on the upper floors and sold on the lower ones, since many buildings in the area were stores, since the façade is fancy’ (Judd was right – it is). He found the building in a dilapidated condition. The interior, he wrote, was ‘ruined’ with machines ‘leaking oil’ all over the place. But he thought it should stay as it was, with as little as possible altered.21 Judd went on to use the loft as a workplace and a studio until his death in 1994. It served a practical purpose for this most pragmatic of artists; he didn't much like New York, but realized he had to be there because that was where the art market was. And the building itself suited his work, which was large and heavy and public in scale. He was mostly broke. To raise funds in 1985, he allowed the building to be used for the filming of the psychosexual drama 9½ Weeks, in which he also played a cameo role. He raised two children in Spring Street, who, not knowing differently, regarded it as perfectly normal.22 Judd renovated the building floor by floor, using its generous spaces to display his own work, as well as that of other artists whom he collected, an essentially pragmatic approach to the building.

It took a long time for anything to happen next, but, when it did, it followed a familiar pattern. Buoyed by the success of the Judd Museum at Marfa, Texas, the Judd Foundation had 101 Spring Street turned into a museum, a memorial to Judd's work as well as more generally the use of lofts by artists, a tendency that market forces have made now more or less impossible. The renovation was carried out by ARO Architects under the direction of Adam Yarinsky, the project architect; it took three years, at a cost of $23 million; the actual value would be very much higher.23 Yarinsky described a highly complex process of restoration: the project aimed at stabilizing the building to make it functional as a museum, conforming to fire regulations, installing modern heating and ventilation systems and so on. But it had to be done in a way that gave the idea that nothing had changed since Judd's departure. ‘Aesthetically it was unacceptable for mechanical equipment and air distribution ductwork to be visible’, noted one of the project team, ‘and yet such systems were crucial for the long-term preservation of the building's contents.’24 Yarinsky described the process of producing a building that appeared not to have changed as ‘essentially putting an entirely new building inside the old building’.25 It took two years, with 101 Spring Street encased in climate-controlled scaffolding during the process; meanwhile, ‘1300 pieces of cast iron were removed and restored’.

These infrastructural decisions were matched by agonizing over the decoration, with the brief specifying that the building should be restored as closely as possible to its final appearance under Judd's ownership. Windows were restored off site and brought back with ‘carefully chipped paintwork’; similarly, walls were replastered to match Judd's décor, ‘correcting’ the fault that appeared when oil seeped from the building, discolouring their Judd-era appearance. The project required ‘dozens of individual decisions’ by the project architects.26 Most reviews stress this illusion of Judd having just left. In the Burlington Magazine, J. Griffin wrote: ‘Much remains: a shelf of bottles – whisky, mescal, tequila – most still half full. Judd's clothes hang in a closet, and his bed has been made with crisp white sheets.’27 It's a fake, of course: a more or less entirely new building made to look like an old one. It is, as the Architectural Review put it, ‘essentially a very large work of art’.28 Judd was notoriously dismissive of the art world, and its pretensions; he would have been horrified by the idea that his studio might represent any kind of trend. But the Judd Studio certainly exists now in its fossilized form as an important prototype for the way culture exists in the present-day global city. On the one hand, it is extremely refined, with an attention to surface quality equal to any luxury product. At the same time, it projects an understanding of culture as an industry, in the way it appropriates an old industrial building, and then, in its complete form, puts itself in circulation. Had he been alive, Judd would have quite likely been appalled by his studio's transformation into commodity. But its astonishing increase in value would probably have assuaged any lingering doubts he might have had. Whatever it is, the Judd Studio is ineluctably a product, and a model for how the global city puts cultural products in circulation.29 Limiting visits to a short guided tour, and controlling image reproduction rights, the Foundation's approach builds long-term value in a cultural asset by rationing access.


The Culture Industry Goes East
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Figure 7.5 798 Art District, Beijing. (Photo 2017.)
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Figure 7.6 798 Art District, Beijing. View of Bauhaus-derived interior, mid-1950s. (Photo 2017.)

The Judd Studio memorializes a tendency that is now, in many ways, over in the west, as the stock of old buildings suitable for conversion has been used up. That's not the case elsewhere, certainly not in Beijing, where seventeen kilometres to the north-east of Tiananmen Square can be found the sprawling 798 Art District, a repurposed factory complex originally built in the 1950s with Russian and (mainly) East German assistance.30 The factories produced a range of electronic equipment for civil and military purposes over a twenty-year period, only falling into decline during Deng Xiaoping's economic liberalization during the 1980s. The factory buildings were laid out on a tight grid. The ones in the central area had a characteristic curved roof in cast concrete incorporating a clerestory ribbon window, providing even light to the open plan space below. They had quite authentic Bauhaus-derived architecture, large, unimpeded concrete floors, a mysterious history involving three communist dictatorships, and, on the walls, plenty of Mao-era political slogans: effortless cool in spades. You could scarcely imagine a more apposite place for showing international contemporary art. Its reinvention for art purposes tends to be attributed to a Chinese government diktat, but it does appear to have been organic, beginning in 1995 when the Central Academy of Fine Arts (CAFA) rented studio space for students. CAFA was followed in 2002 by an American bookseller and entrepreneur Robert Bernell, who founded Timezone 8 Art Books and whose English-language website quickly became the main source of information on activity in 798.31 The few reliable sources on 798's history cite Bernell as the de facto founder of the modern district.32 The district's unusual appearance received government protection in 2004 with, after representations to the People's Congress, the issuing of guidelines on its preservation. To visit the place now is to experience the third most popular tourist attraction in Beijing, with its hundreds of galleries and shops – an extraordinary achievement, like so much else in contemporary China. It's also to see a place that belongs to the same recognizable typology as New York's Chelsea district, or London's Shoreditch. It has the same fashions, and coffee, and demographic, and the same business of watching other people as much as the art. The smell and texture of the galleries are global: the same distressed surfaces to produce authenticity, the same luxury surfaces, where they are required, to remind you of the real business.

[image: c7-fig-0007.jpg]
Figure 7.7 Street art, Gillman Barracks, Singapore. (Photo 2015.)

Unlike the western locations however, 798 seems entirely relaxed about the mix. High-end international galleries mix with shops selling cheap tourist goods, and sports bars. The government of the Democratic People's Republic of Korea also has a gallery, where you can buy picture postcards of Pyongyang and socialist realist paintings, as well as the published works of Kim Il-sung. Whatever its origins, 798 is in some ways the most authentic expression of the culture industry, recognizing without embarrassment culture to be a business like any other; in this, it coincides with cultural traditions in Japan, where contemporary art galleries have often been located in department stores. To do an art crawl in Tokyo can be a shopping trip. It is also consistent with developments in Singapore, where, since 2008, government has identified culture as a means of furthering economic development. As an initiative of the Singapore Economic Development Board, it created de novo a ‘contemporary art cluster’ – in effect an instant 798 – housed in the 1930s Gillman Barracks complex.33 Advertising its advantages, the EDB stressed Singapore's existing art-related capabilities: its Freeport, its experience in storing and handling high-value art, and its status as East Asia's art market hub. Singapore's approach to culture has been unusually statist, more so than contemporary Chinese and (certainly) Japanese practice. But all three share a finance-driven understanding of culture; a filtered and focused version of western practice is perhaps the purest expression of the culture industry.


After the Industrial Space

The Centre Pompidou signified culture through industrial imagery, and, as the stock of suitable buildings for conversion – in particular warehouses – has been used up, new buildings have been created that follow its example. Renzo Piano's Whitney Museum of American Art (2015) in New York draws directly on the form of the ships that used to line the West Village piers a few yards away; the south-eastern façade of the building dissolves in a multistoried terrace that exactly recalls the stern elevations of all mid-century liners, although the view to the north-east is of the ocean of real-estate opportunities rather than the ocean itself.34 In a more recent project, Manchester selected the architect practice OMA to design a multifunctional performing arts centre in a quiet western corner of the city centre. Called The Factory, it looks like nothing of the sort: as far as it is possible to tell from the designs put out by the architects, it is to be a giant space-frame box containing backstage functions, with a contrasting, Gehry-like extrusion for the theatre. Nor is the chosen site an especially industrial one, being the old site of the Granada TV studios in an area defined by, if anything, law firms. But the name drew on two more modern, and more cultural, uses of the term: Andy Warhol's Factory, and its three iterations from 1965. And in a local reference, it drew on the knowledge of Factory Records, an erratic multimedia empire headed by Tony Wilson, a local television presenter and cultural impresario. The Haçienda, its legendary nightclub, occupied an early twentieth-century warehouse on Whitworth Street West and is now demolished, having been replaced by a similarly-sized block of flats called, with no apparent irony, The Haçienda.35 Factory Records appropriated and played with industrial imagery for the duration of its tortured existence, courtesy of Peter Saville, a talented graphic designer. Each product had a serial number, regardless of its nature, ironically reproducing industry's dehumanizing nature: the nightclub was Fac51, Wilson's coffin on his premature death in 2007 was Fac501.36 Starting out as Situationist-influenced, countercultural provocateurs using industrial imagery as a weapon, Factory Records ended up becoming culture itself, and the OMA project is the official seal of approval.37 In both cases, the rhetoric of the culture industry continues strongly as image.
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Figure 7.8 V&A, Dundee. Kengo Kuma and Associates, completed 2018. (Photo 2018.)

But perhaps, to conclude, one of the ways the culture industry made itself most visible in the city has been through museum efforts to build global franchises, deliberately aping corporate practice. National museums such as Tate in the UK were doing this on a regional scale in the 1980s, with franchises in Liverpool (discussed earlier), the Cornish town of St Ives, and then Tate Modern, effectively another franchise. The Centre Pompidou followed suit in France with a branch in Metz; it went further, however, with pop-up versions of the main museum in Málaga, a permanent outpost planned for Brussels, and proposed expansions to Dharan and Brazil. The Louvre went not just to Lens in northern France, but also to Abu Dhabi, with a spectacular branch designed by the French architect Jean Nouvel, opened in 2017. The Guggenheim's approach under former director Thomas Krens was the most expansionist of all, with franchises in Bilbao, in a building by Frank Gehry that has come to stand for the industrial approach to the museum, and in Venice; Abu Dhabi is also planned, also by Gehry. A branch in Las Vegas, designed by OMA, closed in 2008 after poor attendance figures. Undeterred, Guggenheim advanced plans for new museums in Helsinki (rejected by city councillors in 2016) and Brazil, with Abu Dhabi still at the time of writing planned to open in the early 2020s.

One of the biggest of new museum franchise projects could be found in Dundee, a small Scottish city with global ambitions. A branch of London's Victoria & Albert Museum (the UK's national collection of design and the decorative arts), it conformed to global norms. There was an international design competition, and a winning international architect, the Japanese Kengo Kuma. There was an iconic design, and much rhetoric about economic regeneration. The scale was international, with 10,000 square metres of usable space, as big as regional museum spaces tend to get. The cost, borne by a public/private partnership, was £80 million, as much as had been spent on any museum in Scotland's recent history.

The public conversation about the building was centred around almost anything but the culture itself – or perhaps, as in most of these cases, the culture was the building rather than anything it might contain. It is hard to describe, because it doesn't look like anything else in the city, or in Scotland for that matter – but it has nevertheless resolved itself into a memorable image. Aggressively horizontal, it is defined by hundreds of closely spaced cast concrete beams, each weighing more than a ton, hung on the building's concrete core. If anything, however, V&A Dundee appears weightless, shimmering, especially on the approach across the Tay estuary from the south. The architectural programme is more straightforward than the exterior might suggest: two pavilions joined at the hip, and a big, flexible space suitable for the largest touring exhibitions. In global terms, the city of Dundee is small, its population less than 200,000 – but it drew on the perceived success of Bilbao in using culture to place a city in a global framework, a projection of soft power that, in the case of the Basque city, was widely thought to have worked. The new V&A confirmed the logic of culture in the global city. Culture here is not an agreeable by-product of industry; it is the industry, its success judged on its ability to draw and retain capital to the city. A process with a (now) familiar logic, it demands that cultural buildings must be iconic. As Leslie Sklair, a sociologist, has described, the museum here represents the ‘icon project’, a means by which global capital reproduces itself through architecture-as-brand.38 It is too early to see what kind of life the V&A Dundee might develop. But that story certainly explains a good deal of why and how this building came to exist in the first place, and the way culture functions in the global city and what physical forms it takes.39

All of this physical expansion of culture has of course been dwarfed, in informational terms, by the growth of culture online: museums now regard themselves as only partial presences in the real world, online visitors as important as visitors to buildings, and the visiting experience an inherently transmedia one.40 In these trends, culture behaves like any other industry; and following the experience of other industries, and regardless of what happens to physical museums, we should expect cities to become more, not less, important. We should also expect culture to represent itself increasingly as process, which is to say in a state of self-actualization rather than completion – the city as festival rather than museum.
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Figure 8.1 Paraisópolis favela, São Paulo. The favela has been substantially redeveloped with municipal funds since this photograph was taken in 2009.

So why do cities look the way they do? The answer here has been because of processes, be they financial, social or political, and invariably processes over design. We like to think we make cities; we like to think in terms of intention, and reason and cause and effect and all those other ways of acting that we might describe as human. And quite a bit of what has been described here has been design, either of individual buildings, or of whole areas of cities. But design matters much less than we would like in terms of understanding the way cities look, because the gap between intention and realization is so wide. That is not to downplay the importance of design for its own sake, or to devalue the work of individual designers, but to say simply that the cities that we see are a combination of things, most of which are not designed. The way cities look has a lot to do with pre-existing images of them, in art, or film, in video games or the mass media, or, perhaps more than anywhere, online in photographs that we (now) incessantly make and share of cities (we're all urban photographers now).

I picked six processes by which to explore the city – the circulation of money, political power, sexual desire, the dynamic world of labour, military action and the industrialization of culture. There could have been plenty more, but these seemed to me to be the ones that mattered most. In all of it, the point was to write about the city hidden in plain sight: that is, the city we actually experience. There were all sorts of reasons for that, but one had something to do with the peculiarities of my own academic home, art history. In art history, so often, the cognitive gap between what you see and what you're supposed to see is unbridgeable. That problem crystallized for me around the experience of Venice, the art historical city par excellence, and which is during the summer months unviewable as such. Its real spectacles are its crowds and (for the time being at least) the eerie passage of behemoth cruise ships. Against those sights, the city that visitors have ostensibly come to see often fades into the background. That's not a criticism. This book isn't another jeremiad against tourism (and there are increasing numbers of those). Rather, it's an attempt to understand what's there in front of our eyes, rather than what we think ought to be there, or would like to be there. That attitude drew on an existing tradition of architectural theory, the best example of which is still Learning from Las Vegas by Robert Venturi, Denise Scott-Brown and Steven Izenour. If you want to know where this book comes from, have a look at that one first. Since the publication of Learning from Las Vegas, sociological theory, economics, sexual theory, theories of power and theories of culture have all become central to the study of cities. With those reference points and the Venturis' attitude to looking in mind, I hoped we might start viewing cities in a more open-minded way, rather than – as is almost always the case – judging them by unrealistic aesthetic standards. Cities are driven by processes and so, by their very nature, they fail as aesthetic objects. And that, I would argue, is no cause for regret: the city is a representation of what is, rather than the other way around.

In this short book, a lot of things were necessarily missing. Perhaps the most obvious has been a perspective other than that of power. This has been a book largely describing a landscape made by power in its image, focused on the most self-conscious and self-reflexive images of that power. There are other perspectives. One could write from the perspective of the urban poor, as an American anthropologist, Janice Perlman, did in the late 1960s, in a rich and nuanced study of the life of three Rio de Janeiro favelas.1 One could write about the fear of crime, and how that conditions a city, as Mike Davis did in his book on Los Angeles, City of Quartz.2 One could write about cities from the perspective of technology, as Reyner Banham did in his ‘plumbing book’, the amazing Architecture of the Well-Tempered Environment, which spends its time in the ventilation ducts and lift shafts, without which there would be no city to write about, at least not in the sense we understand it now.3 Or one can think about the city, as many critics of contemporary art do, as a palimpsest of aesthetic interventions by artists, all of which see the city as something essentially monolithic and unchangeable, but which can be ‘read’ in new ways by artist-explorers. That approach, very common in the context I work in, treats the city as a set of marginal actions, seemingly competing for obscurity (the ‘discovery’ of Alvin Baltrop's homoerotic photographs, described in chapter 4, is a good example of that sensibility). These approaches have all informed what I have written here, but my perspective remains one of power, both in the choice of objects, and the seriousness with which I take them. It has also been – as I admitted in the introduction – an account, with a few exceptions, of largely rich, largely northern hemisphere cities.

The reasons for this approach are several: one is that these objects, both the cities and the monuments within them, often seemed to be hiding in plain sight. Their size, expense and visibility demand attention – it would be perverse not to look – but the looking was, and is, rarely as attentive as it should be. What passes for architectural criticism in the mainstream media is so certain of its judgements, and so quick to make those judgements, that it often fails to see what is in front of its nose. There is almost nothing on Brussels, for example, and surprisingly little on Rafael Viñoly, apart from sneering objections. He has had more abuse thrown at him than perhaps any other serious living architect, and yet his clients are very similar to those of other big architectural practices, and his work fundamentally no different in intent. These buildings and sites are what we are first confronted with when it comes to seeing a city for the first time, but we're not given much help in how to look at them.

The second reason is that buildings, and cities, evolve over time and how they signify when they are built often has little to do with how they are later understood. The Centre Pompidou in Paris is a case in point, the assertions in the press release on its opening in 1977 now reading as naive and idealistic given how we now understand power and culture. Buildings and cities acquire uses over time, and are invariably occupied and appropriated in ways unforeseen by their builders. That Manchester should have preserved so many of its nineteenth-century textile warehouses would make no sense to a time-traveller from 1960. That a good proportion of them should house gay nightclubs would seem a form of dystopian science fiction. Our understanding of why the global city looks the way it does has not only to do with the actions of those with power (developers, governments, designers), but very much also the actions of those who then do the using and inhabiting. Architectural and urban criticism invariably stops at the moment something is built. This book has taken that moment not as the end of something, but the beginning.

The third reason for this book's format has to do with history. As has become clear from the worldwide political convulsions of 2016 (the election of Donald Trump to the presidency of the United States; Brexit; the re-emergence of populisms of both the right and the left), globalization and the global city were threatened as concepts – which is not to say that they do not continue, but that it is unlikely that they seek to represent themselves, to portray themselves in architecture, in quite the same way. The past quarter-century has been a period of unprecedented monument-building in the rich world, and it is difficult to see that continue indefinitely. Even China, the nation that has built more than anyone else, has called a halt to the more peculiar monuments to capital.4 What I have described here – the global city – may well be over in the sense that we have come to know it, and may – who knows? – be in the process of becoming something else. That in turn will produce different kinds of representation, different kinds of buildings. Looking at the monuments of the global city now is not unlike looking at the Victorian city – familiar and legible, but representative of a belief system that no longer obtains. There were some early signs of its fracturing at the time of writing. The remarkable, and for many observers, unexpected population growth of global cities during the early 2000s seemed to have levelled off. For the first time in two decades, there was discussion in London financial circles of a potential population fall.5

Part of the reason, finally, for looking at these particular things is therefore to see something that may be on the way out. Urbanization continues, but it will (as studies have confirmed) be concentrated in small and medium-sized population centres, not the megalopolises. I wrote about the global city in part because it was the world I inhabited much of the time, at least for work. A list of the places I visited for the writing of this book is a list of global capitals, political or economic, or both, and an awful lot of the culture I consume comes from them.
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Figure 8.2 St Matthews, Leicester. The unspectacular global city. (Photo 2018.)
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Figure 8.3 St Matthews, Leicester. The Burleys Flyover dates from 1976. (Photo 2018.)

In between this travelling, and the day job, I unexpectedly got to know Leicester, a city of 300,000 or so in England's East Midlands. Leicester is unlike nearly all the places mentioned in this book. If it has plans for spectacular architecture, it is certainly keeping them hidden. Its infrastructure has not changed at all since the middle of the 1970s, and beyond a museum of space exploration, its big-ticket cultural attractions are limited. Its excellent football and rugby teams occupy the most functional stadiums. The inner suburbs have well-preserved Victorian terraced housing, and there is a fine park. The surrounding landscape is rolling with low hills dotted with medieval villages, some quite pretty. For architects, there is one building of genuinely global significance, the Engineering Department of Leicester University, designed by James Stirling, one of the most discussed of all the buildings associated with Brutalism; it is a landmark, one of the city's three tallest buildings at the top of the crest of a hill.

Other than the Engineering Building, Leicester is remarkable in its lack of spectacle. It is interesting, however, precisely because of this; it has steady employment in education, the health service and food processing, and a south Asian-dominated demography that is in all kinds of ways unique in Britain. It voted narrowly to remain in the European Union in the 2016 referendum on Britain's membership, but its attitudes to this, and other more usual signs of globalization, are ambivalent. If, by the standards of self-consciously global cities, it is a backwater, it nevertheless shows how a city might develop if left largely to its own devices, and how it can produce as visually rich an environment as anywhere. There's one part of the city that stands out in the way it produces this unconscious spectacle, and this is the St Matthews area of the inner city, and the Burleys Flyover built in 1976 to relieve traffic congestion. You might remember that we already met this place, briefly, in the Preface. It is one of the most densely urban parts of the UK, and what is distinctive about it is the way it has built a life in spite of itself – the road infrastructure speaks of a desire to decongest, and de-densify the city, but the square mile around here has a bewildering mix of uses and cultures. Just below the flyover to the north sits the fluorescent green Yours supermarket, a vast store catering to pan-Asian tastes, and the heart of the place; scattered about are small factories still producing clothes and even shoes, 1960s walk-up flats, warehouses, nightclubs.

It is to my eyes the most intensively lived part of the city, and (judging by what you can buy in the area) one of the most intensively connected to global trade, but it is not the kind of urbanism that you could, or would necessarily want to, reproduce. The air is bad because of the traffic, and the streets are a hazardous mixture of illegal parking and distracted shoppers. No place for a quiet stroll. But it has a sense of place mostly lacking in the central city, and a distinctive appearance, a mixture of grit and neon that flouts conventional good taste. It has what Sharon Zukin called ‘authenticity’.6 I'm a tourist here of course – I come here to shop every so often and to enjoy the (anti-)spectacle, but I go somewhere else at the end of the day and don't need to put up with the air and the noise. But in those senses, I'm no more a tourist than the hundreds of largely Asian shoppers who show up in their cars from all parts of the city. And although this supermarket is Asian-owned, and caters in the first place to Leicester's south Asian Muslims, its world is colossal: its foodstuffs come anywhere from the Balkans to Malaysia, via Morocco, Iran and the Arabian peninsula. If I am a tourist in this cornucopia, so, realistically, is everyone else.

If Leicester suddenly gets rich once again, you can imagine this area as one of the first targets for gentrification, with its plentiful supply of 1930s brick factory buildings becoming rich pickings for future loft developers. For the time being, there's no sign of that, and we should just note that these places, as well as the less self-regarding parts of London and elsewhere, also represent the visual culture of cities. Given current trends, their simple, pragmatic, sometimes bodged appropriations of place are better representations of the way cities develop than the centres of global capitals. So we should pay attention to the peripheries of cities as much as to their centres, and we should think about their visual cultures as produced by a range of actors, some acting consciously, but some – perhaps the majority of them in this case – acting unconsciously. The way a city looks is the result of the interplay of these actions, not the work of a single one. In the late 1960s, the sociologist Richard Sennett wrote of an essentially adolescent desire of urban designers to control space – and that the best urban spaces were, by contrast, those that were the result of the interaction of a number of actors, none of whom is powerful enough to control the outcome.7 I still think he was right, and the kind of unselfconscious and unspectacular, but densely lived space represented by the St Matthews district of Leicester is as representative of the contemporary city in a global context as is the spectacular and self-conscious urbanism of 832 Park Avenue in New York. Both tell us about the contemporary city, and both tell us about the way we need to understand its visual culture.

So why do cities look the way they do? The question, finally, embodies a sense of puzzlement, or disappointment, that reflects on our own expectations. Well – we might equally ask why we expect cities to look more ordered, more rational, more beautiful than they can ever be. Perhaps we won't get an answer to the first question until we can answer the second. But learning to accept them as they are – as the material forms of processes that can't, and shouldn't, be fully controlled – would be a good step towards making them better.
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