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1111 SUMMARYSUMMARYSUMMARYSUMMARY    
    
1.1 The subject of this report is Robin Hood Gardens, a local authority housing estate, 

completed in 1972, in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets.  The architects of 
Robin Hood Gardens were Alison and Peter Smithson.  Several of the buildings that 
they designed have been listed.  The owners of Robin Hood Gardens, Tower Hamlets 
Borough Council, are considering the future of the buildings and have to consider the 
possibility that these buildings too could be listed.  They have decided to apply for a 
Certificate of Immunity from Listing, and this report supports that application. 

 
1.2 Robin Hood Gardens comprises two concrete slab blocks, one seven storeys high and 

the other ten storeys high, facing each other across a landscaped open space.  The 
blocks contain 214 flats accessed from open decks.   

 
1.3 The two principal urban ideas in the project are the 'streets in the sky' - the access 

decks - and the manner in which the two blocks attempt to define an open space 
between them.  The architecture is an example of Brutalism, which is expressive, 
celebrates the use of concrete, and makes no attempt to appear attractive.  

  
1.4 As the Smithsons were significant architects and theorists, and other examples of 

their work are listed, it could be argued that Robin Hood Gardens should be 
considered for listing as well.  

 
1.5 Buildings are listed if they are of special architectural or historic interest.  Post-1914 

buildings are listed only if they are of a very high standard.  Robin Hood Gardens is 
well-known and has been the subject of critical attention, but nearly all accounts of 
the buildings have found them wanting in terms both of their architecture and, more 
particularly, the failings of the project as a place to live.   

 
1.6 The Robin Hood Gardens buildings do not bear comparison either with other post-war 

housing projects that have been listed, or with other projects by the Smithsons that 
have been listed.  They do not reach the high standard required for them to be listed.  
A certificate of immunity should therefore be issued.  
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2222 INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION    
    
2.1 Peter Stewart Consultancy has been commissioned to report on the potential for 

Robin Hood Gardens, a public housing project in the London Borough of Tower 
Hamlets, to be designated as a listed building under the Planning (Listed Buildings 
and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.  

 
2.2 Robin Hood Gardens, built for the GLC, was completed in 1972.  Its architects were 

Alison and Peter Smithson.  The Smithsons were significant figures in the world of 
architecture in post-war England, both as practitioners and as theorists and teachers.  
Their output of completed buildings is not substantial, but several of their projects are 
listed.    

 
2.3 Robin Hood Gardens is now 35 years old and as with many comparable public 

housing projects of the post-war period, its owners are considering options for its 
future.   In the light of this it is possible that an application could be made for Robin 
Hood Gardens to be listed.  Options for the future of the buildings will be constrained 
if the buildings are listed and the decision has therefore been taken to apply for a 
Certificate of Immunity from Listing (COI).  This report sets out the case for a COI to be 
granted.  

 
 



ROBIN HOOD GARDENS 
PETER STEWART CONSULTANCY 

  

 4  

3333 THE SMITHSONS AND ROBIN HOOD GARDENSTHE SMITHSONS AND ROBIN HOOD GARDENSTHE SMITHSONS AND ROBIN HOOD GARDENSTHE SMITHSONS AND ROBIN HOOD GARDENS    
 
    The SmithsonsThe SmithsonsThe SmithsonsThe Smithsons    
 
3.1 Alison Smithson (1928-1993) and Peter Smithson (1923-2003) were important 

figures in British architecture in the post-war period.   They met while at university 
together in the 1940s, and by the end of that decade had moved to London, married 
and set up an architectural practice.  In 1949 they were commissioned for their first 
major project, a new secondary modern school at Hunstanton in Norfolk, which was 
completed in 1954.   

 
3.2 During the course of 1950s the Smithsons emerged as significant theorists and 

cultural figures.  They participated in the Independent Group's 'Parallel of Life and Art' 
exhibition at the ICA (1953) and in influential international groupings of architectural 
practitioners and theorists, CIAM and Team Ten. In 1952 their unbuilt designs for the 
Golden Lane housing in the City of London proposed the model of 'streets in the sky', 
and this was elaborated as a theoretical model for modern housing through CIAM.   

 
3.3 The Smithsons' output of built projects was not large.   In 1959 they were 

commissioned to design the Economist headquarters, a complex of three office 
buildings set around a plaza in St James's in central London.  In the late 1960s they 
designed the Garden Building at St Hilda's College in Oxford, and Robin Hood 
Gardens.  After the completion of Robin Hood Gardens in 1972, their only further 
major commission was for a series of buildings at Bath University, built in the 1980s.    

 
3.4 The Hunstanton School, the Economist headquarters and the St Hilda's building have 

been designated as listed buildings.  
 
 
    Robin Hood GardensRobin Hood GardensRobin Hood GardensRobin Hood Gardens    
 
3.5 The site for Robin Hood Gardens (referred to from here on as RHG), east of the centre 

of Poplar, is bounded to the east by Robin Hood Lane, to the south by Poplar High 
Street, to the west by Cotton Street and to the north by Woolmore Street.  The site lies 
immediately west of the northern approach road to the Blackwall Tunnel, a busy dual 
carriageway which lies in a cutting at this point.   Cotton Street is a busy through road; 
the streets north and south of the site are quieter.   

 
3.6 There are 214 flats contained in two slab blocks which face each other across a 

landscaped open space.  The block are oriented north-south, that on the east side 
being ten storeys high and that on the west seven storeys.  Each block is slightly 
cranked in plan.  Except on the ground floor, all of the flats are duplex (arranged on 
two floors).  Flats are accessed from open decks on the outer, street side of each 
block, one deck for every three floors.  There are continuous narrow balconies on the 
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inner side of each block facing the central space, on those floors which do not have 
access decks on the other side; these provide an alternative means of escape from 
the flats.  Living rooms face the outer, street side of the blocks, bedrooms the inner, 
garden side.  Stair and lift lobbies are located at each end of the blocks, with 
intermediate escape stairs at the points where the blocks crank.  

 

  
 Fig. 1.  Site plan showing the two blocks (in red) and the site boundary (in green) 
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3.7 The exteriors of the blocks are of concrete.  The elevations are ordered rigorously by a 
repeating module 4'6" (1.37m) wide, with all windows fitting in this module.  All the 
storeys are the same height.  The walkways on the outer sides and the balconies on 
the inner sides, recessed in each case behind the building line, give depth to the 
elevations.  Vertical concrete fins of two types lend further texture, deeper ones 
corresponding to party wall divisions between flats (perhaps to comply with the by-law 
requirements concerning fire separation) and shallower ones between windows.  The 
major fins lend a syncopated rhythm to the elevation as a whole, reflecting the variety 
in the disposition of the different types of flat.   Spandrel panels are of concrete and 
the infill panels to the balcony and walkway balustrades are in glass.  

 
  

  
 Fig. 2.  East elevation of west block 

 
3.8 The open space between the blocks, from which cars are excluded, is dominated by a 

large grassed mound, formed from the waste from demolition and excavation.  
Originally the whole space was laid to grass with few other features apart from some 
small enclosures for toddlers' play.  More recently paths and tree planting have been 
added to the space, together with some steps to the top of the mound.  
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 Fig. 3.  View from the mound looking south 

 
3.9 There have been a number of alterations to the RHG buildings since completion, 

including changes to the entrance arrangements and the replacement of the original 
windows on the outer (street side) elevations of the blocks with uPVC double-glazed 
windows in recent years, to reduce traffic noise.  Some of these changes have not 
taken much notice of the original architecture - in 1995, 'Building Design' magazine 
recorded a call by Peter Smithson for RHG to be listed because of plans for 
alterations.   

 

  
 Fig. 4.   Typical ground floor entrance, glass block panels and railings added after completion  
  of original building 
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3.10 The condition of the buildings today is fairly typical of public housing of the period.  A 
recent condition survey has revealed problems resulting from the exterior use of 
reinforced concrete which are also fairly typical, including extensive spalling of 
concrete due to the corrosion of reinforcement.  

 

  
 Fig. 5.   View showing spalling concrete fins 
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    Robin Hood GardensRobin Hood GardensRobin Hood GardensRobin Hood Gardens    ---- critical reception critical reception critical reception critical reception 
 
3.11 RHG did not receive extensive coverage in the architectural press at the time of its 

completion.  The project was not reviewed in the Architects' Journal or the 
Architectural Review, the most significant weekly and monthly architectural journals in 
the UK.  There was a review in the British journal Architectural Design, written by the 
American architect Peter Eisenman, which treats the project in rather abstract and 
theoretical terms, comparing its ‘streets in the sky’ and its strategy for dealing with 
the car with projects of other modernist architects; the question of housing as a 
setting for human life is barely considered.  

 
3.12 Apart from accounts of their projects and their thinking by the Smithsons themselves, 

the principal critical monograph on the Smithsons and their buildings is 'Modernism 
without Rhetoric: the work of Peter and Alison Smithson', published in 1997.   RHG is 
described as 'in the lineage of thinking that started with the Golden Lane competition 
entry (1951-52)'.  The account goes on to observe that 'What was so surprising about 
Robin Hood Gardens was its literal transposition of a form first proposed in 1952.  
This is surprising for two reasons because the Smithsons had, by 1966, ‘moved on’ 
from the raw Brutalist aesthetic of their early work to a gentler language; and secondly 
because it was already becoming apparent that high rise, deck access living produced 
more problems, both social and practical, than it solved.’  The scheme is described as 
unpopular and as 'alienated…from its context, in effect forming a ‘ghetto’ of housing 
for the lower classes'.  

 
3.13 In 1994 the architectural critic Robert Maxwell gave an account of taking the leading 

Italian architect Vittorio Gregotti to see the project in the early 1980s; ‘He wanted to 
see Robin Hood Gardens……We looked all over it, which was not easy.  Many of the 
flats were boarded up, there were broken milk bottles and a smell of urine 
everywhere.  There was hardly anyone about.  This was not the jolly street life 
envisaged for street-decks.  We were all at a loss, and not a word was spoken.   We 
turned away…. Only a visit to Berlage’s Holland House, on our way back, could cheer 
him up.’  

 
3.14 Also in 1994, RHG was included in Volumes 43 and 44 of the Survey of London, which 

cover Poplar, Blackwall and the Isle of Dogs.  This is a factual account for the most 
part, which is included in full at Appendix 2 of this report.  It concludes 'The 
uncompromising 'Brutalist' style has evoked strong reactions: to some representing a 
splendid interpretation of the principles of Le Corbusier; …. for others encapsulating 
some of the worst features of modern multi-storey flats.' 

 
3.15 The most highly-regarded and scholarly general account of twentieth century 

architecture is ‘Modern Architecture since 1900’ by William J R Curtis.   In a chapter 
entitled ‘Architecture and anti-architecture in Britain’, the Smithsons are grouped with 
James Stirling and Denys Lasdun as significant figures of the post-war years.  RHG is 
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treated as an unsuccessful coda to projects such as Hunstanton and the Economist 
building:  ‘The street decks….fell short of their symbolic intention of expressing and 
embodying the ideal community. Indeed, Robin Hood Gardens as a whole seemed 
propelled by a stark vision of working-class life more in tune with the realities of the 
early 1950s than with the consumerism of later years.’  

 
3.16 The relevant Pevsner guide, 'London 5: East', which was published in 2005, describes 

RHG as 'the apotheosis of public housing in the borough and an icon for Smithsons 
admirers.'   It goes on to offer the judgement that 'though impressively monumental, 
the scheme is ill-planned to the point of being inhumane.'   

 
3.17 Similarly the architectural critic Hugh Pearman (now the editor of the RIBA Journal) 

wrote of RHG in an account of the Smithson's work in 2003:  'It was disastrous. The 
brutalist concrete structure turned out to be defective, but the social aspects were 
worse: Robin Hood Gardens became a hotbed of crime.  The Smithsons were exposed 
as both arrogant and fallible.  Their reputation never recovered in Britain…'. 

 
3.18 The architectural critic Charles Jencks has written extensively on modernist 

architecture and reactions to it - in particular, post-modernism.   He has referred to 
RHG as an archetypal example of the failures of modernism.  In 'The New Paradigm in 
Architecture' he points out that while the failures of modernism were apparent by the 
1960s, many architects remained committed to the universalist solutions that it 
offered. He points out the irony of the disjunction between the espousal by architects 
such as the Smithsons of values such as 'place, identity, personality, homecoming' 
and the built reality of RHG - the streets in the air 'have surprisingly, all the faults that 
the Smithsons had previously criticised in other similar schemes.'  

 
3.19 In 2006 RHG featured in a UK television series 'Buildings that Shaped Britain', which 

was presented by the Chief Executive of English Heritage - and architectural historian - 
Simon Thurley.   The project does not fare well in his account; it is described as 
encapsulating 'everything that is bad…about cheaply built concrete estates'.  Thurley 
concludes '…it is possible to appreciate the historic significance of this building but it 
is very difficult to forgive it.'   
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    A critical assessment of A critical assessment of A critical assessment of A critical assessment of Robin Hood GRobin Hood GRobin Hood GRobin Hood Gardensardensardensardens as urbanism and architecture as urbanism and architecture as urbanism and architecture as urbanism and architecture    
 
3.20 One of the most ambitious accounts of the Smithsons' work, produced with the 

involvement of the architects themselves, is a pair of substantial volumes entitled 
‘The charged void: urbanism’ and ‘The charged void: architecture’.   RHG merits 
consideration as a project in terms both of urbanism and architecture.  Certainly the 
architects’ intentions concerned both of these aspects of building, which are of course 
closely interrelated.   

 
3.21 As urbanism, the project is at first glance comparable with the slab block typology 

which dominated post-war public housing and is now generally regarded as a mistake.  
Two key ideas distinguish RHG from the majority of such projects.  The first is the 
attempt to arrange the blocks so that they enclose green open space; and the second 
is the ‘streets in the sky’.  

 
3.22 The attempt to enclose an open space was a conscious reference to pre-modernist 

planning – the traditional urbanism of streets and squares – contrasted with the 
modernist planning of much public housing, which in many cases tended to treat 
buildings as objects in space, failing to make anything positive of the space between 
them.   The space between the two blocks at RHG is an example of what its architects 
considered to be a ‘charged void’ - as in the titles of the books referred to above . In 
fact, using buildings to enclose open space is hardly very difficult, and hardly a 
startling rediscovery; and indeed some post-war modernist housing, such as the listed 
Churchill Gardens estate in Pimlico built in the 1950s, had achieved it successfully.   
The open space at RHG, by contrast, cannot be regarded as a success.  The enclosure 
is achieved only to a limited extent, on the east and west sides.  The space enclosed, 
dominated by its mound, is powerful in its enigmatic imagery, but it is not particularly 
pleasant and it has not proved popular.  Recent alterations to the landscape have 
attempted to improve it but with little success.  In so far as the arrangement departs 
from the traditional urban model by which buildings are used to define space between 
them, it fails to improve on it.  

 
3.23 One can speculate that Peter Smithson might have agreed with this assessment - 

either consciously or subconsciously.  An article by him, 'The space between', 
published in the Journal of the Twentieth Century Society in 2002, discusses 
metaphorical aspects of the public space defined by buildings; but while the 
Economist complex is given as an example and illustrated, RHG, avowedly an attempt 
to create 'space between', is not mentioned.  

 
3.24 The streets in the sky are another example of an unsuccessful attempt to reinvent an 

urban form (a form which, one might think from today's perspective, was not really in 
need of reinvention).  Unlike real streets, they were removed from the life of the city 
and did not join anything to anything else.  In reality, they have more in common with 
corridors than streets.  The earlier ‘streets in the sky’ at Park Hill in Sheffield, while 
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they too proved problematic in practice, are a more successful example of the idea in 
two significant respects: they are considerably wider, and the project takes advantage 
of the site's varied topography so that many of the 'streets' connect with natural 
ground level at least in places.   

 
3.25 As far as architecture is concerned, in its extensive use of raw concrete, its 

expressive, uncompromising design, and its apparent lack of concern for (or perhaps 
deliberate rejection of) any attempt  to appear attractive in the conventional sense, 
RHG is an example of the architectural style known as ‘Brutalism’ which flourished in 
the mid-twentieth century.   This is what would strike most people as most distinctive 
about the project.  RHG, along with the Hayward Gallery on the South Bank in London, 
the Trinity Centre multi-storey car park in Gateshead and the now-demolished Tricorn 
Centre in Portsmouth, are examples of this style in its purest form.  Brutalist 
architecture is, to put it simply, striking and characterful but ugly and unpopular, and 
RHG is a good example of this combination of traits.  

 

  
 Fig. 6. 'Streets in the sky' -  typical access deck  
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3.26 There is a third consideration.  What of RHG as housing? Some of the post-war 
housing projects which have been listed for their architectural interest have been 
problematic in social terms and in how they have been managed and maintained.  In 
many instances they have been very poorly served by their owners, but the architects 
cannot escape some of the blame.  It has been suggested that ‘the better known the 
architect, the worse the housing’, and while this judgement does not stand up to close 
scrutiny, it contains a recognisable germ of truth.  Some of the large housing projects 
which are most notable as architecture seem to be more monuments to rather 
abstract architectural ideas than considered attempts to provide somewhere decent 
for people to live.  RHG would strike many people as an example of this syndrome.  
This is to some extent unfair, since the architects' designs were informed by specific 
ideas about how people would live.  The reality, however, did not measure up to these 
ideas - or ideals.  

 
3.27 Today, while the flats themselves, according to Tower Hamlets' housing officers, are 

appreciated by some tenants because of their relatively generous space standards, 
there are considerable problems with Robin Hood Gardens as a place to live. In spite 
of the installation of a concierge service in recent years, housing officers report that 
the corridors and stairwells are used for anti-social behaviour and are considered 
threatening by the law-abiding, who go in fear of assault or robbery.  Such a state of 
affairs is not unusual in housing of this kind and of this period - and while Robin Hood 
Gardens is not exactly a typical project of the period, in this respect at least, the 
problems highlighted conform to what many people, sadly, expect to find.  Of course 
such problems result from a combination of design, management and tenancy issues, 
but it is clear that design as an important factor.   
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4444 CRITERIA FORCRITERIA FORCRITERIA FORCRITERIA FOR    LISTINLISTINLISTINLISTINGGGG    
 
4.1 Under the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 the Secretary 

of State for Culture Media and Sport has a statutory duty to compile lists of buildings 
of special architectural or historic interest.   Planning Policy Guidance note 15 
'Planning and the historic environment' (PPG15), first issued in 1994, set out, in 
Section 6, guidance on how decisions about listing are made.  Section 6 of PPG15 
has recently been replaced by a government circular, Communities and Local 
Government Circular 01/2007, which was issued in March 2007 at the same time as 
a White Paper on heritage protection.  

 
4.2 Paragraph 6.6 of the Circular explains that buildings on the list are graded to reflect 

their relative architectural and historic interest, in one of three grades: Grade I (of 
exceptional interest); Grade II* (particularly important buildings of more than special 
interest); and Grade II (of special interest).  

 
4.3 Paragraph 6.9 of the Circular explains that the criteria for listing are architectural 

interest and historic interest.  Paragraph 6.10 explains the idea of 'group value' - 
where buildings may comprise 'an important architectural or historic unity or a fine 
example of planning (e.g. squares, terraces or model villages)….'.   

 
4.4 Paragraph 6.12 states that ‘The older a building is, and the fewer the surviving 

examples of its kind, the more likely it is to have special interest' and that ‘After about 
1840, because of the greatly increased number of buildings erected and the much 
larger numbers that have survived, progressively greater selection is necessary' 

 
4.5 At the same time as the Circular was issued, English Heritage issued a series of 

Selection Guides offering more detailed guidance on listing decisions for different 
types of building.   The guide relevant to RHG is 'Selection Guide - The Modern House 
and Housing (Domestic Buildings 4)'.  

 
4.6 In section 2, the guide sets out 'special considerations when selecting modern 

housing and houses for designation'.  It notes that 'With regard especially to social 
housing, constraints of funding and legislation need to be understood if the historic 
significance of a building is to be properly understood. Buildings need to be judged 
against their original brief: their fitness of purpose relates to what was expected of 
them then, rather than what they are capable of providing now.'  

 
4.7 In section 4, the guide sets out the 'special interest of private houses and public 

housing of the twentieth century'.  For post-war housing, the following guidance is 
given:  

 
'It is particularly difficult to establish criteria for the listing of post-war housing, as an 
understanding of the resource continues to develop: but benchmarks have been 
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identified. Key considerations will be architectural interest; intactness of design; 
whether the design was influential; or a particularly good example of a development 
in housing. Standards are set high, and remember that the important factor for any 
post-war building is whether it fulfilled its original brief. It is important to know what 
the original intentions were, and what the estate originally looked like. Public housing 
is often well documented, illustrated in contemporary architectural magazines and 
with good surviving council records. Interiors will be very simple, and only the earliest, 
or model estates such as the City of London’s Golden Lane Estate or Barbican, will 
have internal fittings worthy of mention in a description. This should be made clear in 
the designation documentation.  
 
One-off blocks or towers require individual assessment. Levels of alteration are 
important but tall blocks can more easily withstand the impact of new glazing 
because it is more subsidiary to the impact of the overall design. As with inter-war 
blocks, these one-offs have to integrate strong horizontal bands of glazing and 
balconies with vertical structural elements.  
 
Larger estates, whether of high flats, low houses or a mixture, lend themselves to a 
holistic approach. Developments of the late 1940s and early 1950s are generally 
more generous in their planning and elegant in their detailing than those that came 
later. Mixed development means that individual elements can be recommended for 
listing while the estate, as a whole, may be more suitable for area designation. Low-
rise developments, whether public or private (such as Span), are very difficult to 
assess as their simple virtues are easily taken for granted. To be listable, they have to 
survive reasonably intact, show special spatial imagination in the layout of roads and 
buildings, and in their hard landscaping and planting. Elevational treatments can be 
quite simple but they should be immaculately detailed.' 
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5555 LISTING ROBIN HOOD GARDENS: FOR AND AGAINSTLISTING ROBIN HOOD GARDENS: FOR AND AGAINSTLISTING ROBIN HOOD GARDENS: FOR AND AGAINSTLISTING ROBIN HOOD GARDENS: FOR AND AGAINST    
 
5.1 Robin Hood Gardens is clearly a plausible candidate for consideration for listing; that 

is the reason for the application for a Certificate of Immunity from listing which this 
report accompanies.  This section sets out the arguments for and against listing.  

 
5.2 The guidance in Circular 01/2007 makes it clear that, in effect, the more recent the 

date of construction of a building, the higher the standard that will be applied in 
deciding whether to list it.  The EH Selection Guide states that the criteria for the 
listing of post-war housing are difficult to establish but notes that 'benchmarks have 
been identified': that is, presumably, those post-war public housing projects which 
have already been listed.    

 
5.3 There are about 15 significant post-war public housing projects which have been 

listed, ranging from Spa Green in Islington and Churchill Gardens in Pimlico in the 
immediate post-war period, to the 1970s Alexandra Road housing in Swiss Cottage.  
Most, like these, are in London.  Nine of the examples are listed in whole or part at 
Grade II*, the rest at Grade II.  About 94% of listed buildings from all periods are listed 
at Grade II; the high proportion (60%) of Grade II* listings for these post-war projects 
reflects the selective nature of listing for recent buildings, referred to above.   

  
5.4 The 'benchmark' post-war housing project which has been listed and which is most 

directly comparable with RHG is Park Hill in Sheffield.  Like RHG it consists of concrete 
slab blocks with deck access.  One of its architects, Jack Lynn of the City architect's 
department, had like the Smithsons designed an unsuccessful entry for the Golden 
Lane competition.  There are significant differences, though, as noted above.  The site 
of Park Hill is steeply sloping; Elain Harwood's guide to post-war listed buildings notes 
that 'street decks work at Park Hill as nowhere else because all save the topmost of 
the three walkways give on to street level at some point.'  Another difference, as one 
of the accounts of RHG observes, is that the access decks are considerably wider.  
And it was built ten years earlier.  

 
5.5 Other comparators, in that they are grouped with RHG as examples of Brutalism, are 

Erno Goldfinger's Balfron Tower and Carradale House in Tower Hamlets (1965-68, 
Grade II), near RHG (said to be the inspiration for J G Ballard's dystopian 1975 novel 
'High-Rise') and the same architect's Trellick Tower in Kensington (1968-72, Grade 
II*).  
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    AAAArguments for listingrguments for listingrguments for listingrguments for listing    
 
5.6 RHG is a major and well-known project by architects who were leading figures in post-

war British architecture.  It is one of a relatively small number of projects that the 
Smithsons built.  Three of their other projects – the school at Hunstanton, the 
Economist buildings and the St Hilda’s College residences – are listed.  

 
5.7 RHG can be considered comparable with other ‘heroic’ post-war housing projects 

which have been listed, such as the Brunswick Centre in Bloomsbury, Alexandra Road 
in Camden and the Trellick and Balfron Towers.  In particular, it is comparable with 
Park Hill in Sheffield.  

 
5.8 RHG is also a distinctive example of an architectural style, Brutalism.  While buildings 

in this style tend to be unpopular and are widely considered ugly, this was also true in 
past decades of important Victorian buildings, and before that, of Georgian buildings.  
Tastes can change, and it can be argued that unpopular buildings are more in need of 
the protection of listing than popular ones – if they are of sufficient architectural 
merit. 

 
5.9 While RHG can be seen as problematic when considered as public housing as 

opposed to architecture, this was also true in the past of listed post-war housing 
projects such as Erno Goldfinger’s Trellick Tower and Denys Lasdun’s cluster block 
Keeling House, both of which are now popular places to live.  

 
 
    Arguments against listing Arguments against listing Arguments against listing Arguments against listing     
 
5.10 RHG is an unusual project in that while it is well known to architects and architectural 

historians -  at least to those interested in twentieth century architecture - and is 
described in architectural textbooks, there are few if any accounts of it which deal 
with it in other than critical terms.   The project is as much infamous as famous; it is 
hard to find even enthusiasts for the Smithsons claiming that it is a fine piece of 
architecture – let alone a decent housing scheme.   RHG appears to have been 
recognised almost from the start as a failure.  While any decision to list RHG would 
almost certainly be followed by press headlines along the lines of 'Are they mad?', in 
the case of RHG, it seems that informed critical opinion has generally been in tune 
with popular opinion in its low rating of the project.  

 
5.11 The Smithsons wrote and published widely, and RHG is referred to in a number of 

publications where they were either authors or collaborators, but such accounts tend 
to pass over RHG without having much to say, the publications in question devoting 
more attention to their other built projects.  It is not unreasonable to deduce that even 
the architects were not that proud of RHG.  

 



ROBIN HOOD GARDENS 
PETER STEWART CONSULTANCY 

  

 18  

5.12 A peculiar aspect of RHG is its anachronistic quality, relative to the period in which it 
was designed and built.   Today, it is surprising to find that it was finished as late as 
1972 (by which time, for example, the Pompidou Centre was under construction in 
Paris).  While RHG shows clear connections with the Smithsons' unbuilt projects of the 
1950s, there are fewer apparent connections with built projects of their own such as 
the Economist building, or with other developments in architecture more generally.  
The project is the realisation by the Smithsons of ideas – in particular, ‘streets in the 
sky’ – that date from nearly 20 years before the completion of RHG.  Streets in the sky 
had been realised ten years earlier by other architects at Park Hill, which was clearly 
influenced by the Smithsons.  They were not a success there, but they were more 
successful than at RHG, because wider, more continuous and more integrated into 
their surroundings by virtue of the topography.   

 
5.13 RHG was recognised as flawed from the time of its completion in 1972, and, perhaps 

fortunately, did not prove influential in spite of the Smithsons’ reputation.   The world 
had moved on - Brutalism was already discredited by 1972, and RHG represented the 
tail-end of an era.  Sadly, it did not measure up to the quality of architecture that they 
had achieved in other, earlier projects, and its perceived failings - accounts of the 
Smithsons’ work imply - led to the architects getting few further projects.   
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6666 CONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSIONCONCLUSION    
    
6.1 The Smithsons were important figures who produced one acknowledged masterpiece, 

the Economist headquarters, which is still widely admired, and influential, today.  But 
from the start of their careers, their importance lay in their writings and publications 
and their polemical stance as much as in their built projects (Hugh Pearman's article 
referred to above, perhaps more unkindly than most accounts, is subtitled 'Should the 
Smithsons have stuck to talking?').   As British architects they are unusual in this 
respect, perhaps matched in the post-war period only by their friend the late Colin St 
John Wilson – other leading architects such as Foster and Rogers being comparatively 
unconcerned with theory .  

 
6.2 Those who visit RHG for the first time today, even if they are moved to feel that it is in 

a sense a powerful piece of design, generally come away as depressed and 
disappointed as Robert Maxwell and his guest in the 1980s.  While it is clear from the 
Smithsons’ writings that they were concerned as much with the social aspects of the 
environment they were creating as with architectural form in the abstract, in the end, 
the project must be seen as of interest in theory, but a failure in practice.  The 
purpose of building RHG was to provide a decent place to live for over two hundred 
households.  It would be hard to find anyone who would claim that it had achieved 
that, at time it was built or subsequently.  The Smithsons' social concerns, however 
well-intentioned, did not result in a successful housing project.   

 
6.3 The then Minister for Culture, David Lammy, in a speech to CABE in 2006 on ‘The cost 

of bad design’, said of post-war housing  ‘Many of those housing estates were a 
legacy of the Modernist utopians; instead of solving problems they were built to 
address, such developments created new and worse problems. Bad design and lack 
of sufficient investment combined and planners and local authorities failed to work 
together. …..I am sure….architects and planners meant well – but it is not an abstract 
theoretical game. All too often I wince at the poor buildings my constituents have 
inherited from a previous era which they experience everyday.'  

 
6.4 David Lammy was speaking of Tottenham, but many would see RHG as an example 

which corresponds to the picture he was painting - which is a familiar one.  It strikes a 
chord with Simon Thurley's account of RHG, and also with Charles Jencks' comments 
about the scheme's failings, both referred to above.  

 
6.5 RHG can be seen as a heroic failure - monumental but inhumane, as the Pevsner 

guide has it in its characteristically terse style.   For RHG to be listed would be to 
suggest that it should be preserved because of its heroism, in spite of its failure.  In 
fact, the important point is that the project is a failure, which happens to have 
striking, perhaps heroic, aspects.  Since it is not adequate as a place to live, and its 
quality purely as architecture is not first-rate, to give it the status of a listed building 
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would be perverse, and it would potentially stand in the way of providing a better, 
more humane environment in this problematic part of East London.   

 
6.6 The EH Selection Guide, referred to above, sets out a number of criteria: architectural 

interest, intactness of design, whether the design was influential; or a particularly 
good example of a development in housing.  'Standards are set high, and remember 
that the important factor for any post-war building is whether it fulfilled its original 
brief. '  

 
6.7 RHG falls short of the very high standard implied by the Selection Guide.   While it of 

some architectural interest, and the design is reasonably, but not fully, intact, it was 
clearly not influential, nor a good example of a development in housing.  And most 
importantly, it did not fulfil its original brief - the most important aspect of which was 
the provision of decent social housing.    

 
6.8 RHG does not live up to the standard of the benchmark post-war housing projects 

which have already been listed, none of which has been rated so poorly both by 
experts and lay people.   

 
6.9 It has been suggested that in the case of projects which are of interest but do not 

reach the standard required for listing, an appropriate alternative would be to 
document them.  Because RHG is a project of interest, consideration should be given 
to carefully recording and documenting it.  Ideally, such documentation should include 
the results of research into its performance as housing as well as recording the 
physical fabric, so that the lessons can be learnt.  

 
6.10 For the reasons set out in this report, Robin Hood Gardens should not be listed, and a 

Certificate of Immunity from Listing should be granted.  
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AppendixAppendixAppendixAppendix    AAAA: site photographs: site photographs: site photographs: site photographs    

    
Fig. A1.  East block, east elevation  
 

 
Fig. A2.  East block, west elevation 
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Fig. A3.  West block, west elevation from the north-west 
 

 
Fig. A4.  West block, east elevation seen from the mound 
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Fig. A5.  Robin Hood Gardens from the south 
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AppendixAppendixAppendixAppendix    BBBB: account of : account of : account of : account of Robin HooRobin HooRobin HooRobin Hood Gardensd Gardensd Gardensd Gardens in the Survey of London in the Survey of London in the Survey of London in the Survey of London    
    
The following account of RHG appears in the Survey of London:  volumes 43 and 44: Poplar, 
Blackwall and the Isle of Dogs (at www.british-history.ac.uk).  
    
'Had it not been for the enormous rehousing problem presented by Grosvenor Buildings (see 
page 192), Poplar Borough Council would probably have redeveloped the Robin Hood 
Gardens site as part of the Bazely Street housing scheme, and even the County Council 
initially excluded the Buildings from its development plans. In 1963 Alison Smithson (1928–
93) and Peter Smithson (b.1923) were appointed by the LCC to design a housing scheme 
embracing three small sites in the vicinity of Manisty Street. (ref. 400) The Smithsons, who 
had worked in the schools' division of the LCC Architect's Department, were highly influential 
in re-establishing the Modern Movement in Britain after the Second World War. Those few of 
their designs which were actually built were widely acclaimed. More compelling were their 
strikingly original competition designs and a series of polemical articles and books. 
Particularly significant were their unadopted plans for a housing scheme at Golden Lane, 
London, in 1952, which developed Le Corbusier's concept of the 'building as street' into one 
of the building as a continuous elevated street-network. Robin Hood Gardens was their first 
opportunity to put these housing ideas into practice and as such the scheme attracted 
international interest. (ref. 401).  
 
Plans were still under consideration in 1965 when the GLC succeeded the LCC. The new 
Council, under great public pressure, at last resolved to deal with the thorny problem of 
Grosvenor Buildings. In April 1965 it agreed to acquire, by compulsory purchase if necessary, 
an area of just over five acres, bounded by Robin Hood Lane, East India Dock Road, Cotton 
Street, and Poplar High Street. Grosvenor Buildings and other older properties were to be 
swept away, but certain modern buildings, including part of the Borough's Bazely Street 
scheme, were to be retained. Some 1,200 people were displaced and the estimated cost of 
acquisition and clearance was £709,000. (ref. 402).  
 

All this provided a much larger and more consolidated site of about 7½ acres for housing 
redevelopment. (ref. 403) The original brief was therefore withdrawn, and in the spring of 
1966 the Smithsons were given a new brief which took account of the latest Parker Morris 
standards (see page 46) and covered the greatly enlarged site. They at first hoped to develop 
the whole of this, leaving the existing schools in the centre of a largely traffic-free 'super-
block', but in the event only the southern part of the site was used, an area of just under five 
acres. Interestingly, Jeremy Dixon worked for the Smithsons on this project, in a very 
different style from the post-Modernism with which he is usually associated (see page 698). 
(ref. 404) The new design and layout for Robin Hood Gardens was guided by two main 
factors. The first was the traffic noise on three sides of the site from the approaches to the 
Blackwall Tunnel immediately to the east, Cotton Street (then the main access road to the 
Isle of Dogs), and the busy East India Dock Road just a little way to the north. The second 
was the need to create more open space in this part of Poplar. The architects, therefore, set 
about producing a layout where the buildings themselves shielded a central 'stress free' 
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zone, protected from noise, without any vehicular movement, and with 'a quiet, green heart'. 
(ref. 405) In order to develop the site Lidgett, Mackrow, and Manisty Streets were abolished, 
and the adjacent parts of Cotton Street and Poplar High Street were widened. (ref. 406)  
Robin Hood Gardens was designed originally with a reinforced-concrete box-frame 
construction, but during the working-drawing stage, at the suggestion of Ove Arup & Partners 
(who had been appointed as consultant engineers), casting construction systems were 
investigated and the Swedish SUNDH system was chosen, (ref. 407) a contract being 
negotiated with the SUNDH licencees, Walter Lawrence & Son. (ref. 408). 
 
Work began in 1968, (ref. 409) and the contractors suggested substituting a dry-partition 
system for the blockwork internal partition walls. The architects agreed, although they had to 
completely revise the working drawings of the layouts of the flats to take account of the 
reduction in the thickness of the partitions. (ref. 410) In the wake of the disaster at the 
Ronan Point flats in 1968, the introduction of new standards to avoid the danger of 
progressive collapse meant that walls and joists had to be strengthened, while the fixings for 
the precast-concrete cladding were changed. (ref. 411) Robin Hood Gardens was opened in 
1971 and completed in 1972; (ref. 412) the final estimated cost of erection being 
£1,845,585. (ref. 413) . 
 
The scheme consists of two relatively slim 'slab' blocks, very similar in design (fig. 69). The 
longer, seven-storey block gently snakes along Cotton Street (Plate 137a), while the taller, 
ten-storey block is slightly angled away from the Blackwall Tunnel approaches. To create the 
necessary wall-like buildings the architects devised a special dwelling-type in which the 
access decks and the living-rooms are on the outer side nearest the noise, and the 
bedrooms and dining-kitchens on the inner, 'quiet' side (fig. 70). Considerable trouble was 
taken to incorporate various features into the design of the windows and their surrounds to 
absorb or deflect noise. 
 
Taking their lead from Le Corbusier the Smithsons championed 'the building as street', 
although unlike Le Corbusier, who placed his 'streets' within a building, they preferred to 
place their elevated 'decks' along the outside, so that views over the surrounding area could 
be enjoyed. Decks, being wider than balconies, were not intended to be mere access routes 
but could, it was argued, provide some of the virtues of the backyard and the pedestrian 
street, where children could move about safely and neighbours might chat. (ref. 414) At 
Robin Hood Gardens, the Smithsons had intended that the decks would later be used to link 
with further buildings as other sites in the area became available. (ref. 415) Alcoves off 
these decks provide individual shielded 'pause places' where residents, it was hoped, might 
place flower boxes – the equivalent of the 'yard-gardens' in the Smithsons' Golden Lane 
project. An American commentator, Anthony Pangaro, in arguing that 'the built reality of 
Robin Hood Gardens is less convincing than the theory behind it' was particularly critical of 
these decks. He felt that the 'pause places' allowed no definition of private territory or any 
sense of belonging to individual occupants, and that the dwellings virtually turned their 
backs on the decks. (ref. 416) Pangaro also found that by 1973 the lifts had been badly 
defaced and vandalized. (ref. 417). 
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There are 214 flats in all, producing a density of about 142 persons per acre; the GLC's 
required figure was 136 and the higher figure was adopted to allow future development (not 
in fact carried out) nearer to the noisy East India Dock Road to be at a slightly lower density. 
The size of flats ranges from two-persons up to six persons, and the accommodation 
provided in the individual dwellings is generous, even by Parker Morris standards. There are 
38 ground-floor flats for old people, who were also provided with a clubroom. In addition, 
143 garages and 10 motor-cycle stores, plus service areas are contained within two 'moats' 
which run along the outer edge of each block and are set below garden and street level. In 
this way, they are hidden underground but, since they are still in the open air, make use of 
natural light and ventilation a concept first developed by the Smithsons in their Mehringplatz 
project of 1962 The landscaped open space between the two blocks has grassed mounds 
and children's play areas, yet it seemed to at least one critic to serve more as a setting for 
the buildings than as a useful recreational area for the tenants. The perimeter of the 
development is guarded by a 10fthigh concrete-slab wall designed to shut out traffic noise 
and canted at the top to deflect such noise back into the road. (ref. 418) The 
uncompromising 'Brutalist' style has evoked strong reactions: to some representing a 
splendid interpretation of the principles of Le Corbusier; (ref. 419) for others encapsulating 
some of the worst features of modern multi-storey flats. (ref. 420) .' 
 
    
ReferencesReferencesReferencesReferences    
    
400  A. and P.Smithson, Ordinariness and Light, 1970, p.188. 
401  See, for example, Architecture Plus (New York), June 1973, pp.36– 45: L'Architettura 
Cronachie D'Aujourd'hui, Jan–Feb 1975, pp.4– 13: Architecture and Urbanism (Tokyo), Feb 
1974, pp.25–36. 
402  GLC Mins, 1964–5, pp.346–7. 
403  Ibid, p.346: Smithson, op.cit., p.188. 
404  Country Life, 23 Nov 1989, p.76. 
405  Architectural Design, Sept 1972, p.559. 
406  GLRO, GLC Housing Committee Mins, 1967, pp.106–7, 330: GLC Mins, 1967, p.441. 
407  GLRO, GLC Housing Committee Mins, 1966, pp.550–1: GLC Mins, 1967, p.441: 
Architectural Design, Sept 1972, p.560. 
408  Architectural Design, Sept 1972, p.560. 
409  GLC Mins, 1968, pp.467–8. 
410  Architectural Design, Sept 1972, p.560. 
411  GLC Mins, 1969, pp.575–6. 
412  Architectural Design, Sept 1972, p.560: GLC Housing Service Handbook, Part II, 
1974, p.82. 
413  GLRO, GLC Housing Development Committee Mins, 1979–81, p.222. 
414  Architectural Design, Sept 1972, pp.557–8, 560. 
415  Smithson, op.cit., p.188. 
416  Architecture Plus, June 1973, pp.37, 41. 



ROBIN HOOD GARDENS 
PETER STEWART CONSULTANCY 

  

 28  

417  Ibid, p.41. 
418  Ibid, pp.37–45: Smithson, op.cit., p. 193: Architectural Design, Sept 1972, pp.559–
60, 569–70. 
419  Architectural Design, Sept 1972, pp.557–8. 
420  Sunday Times, 7 June 1987, p.28. 


