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London’s Brutalist Architecture Movement
Brutalist architecture is easily recognizable by its extensive use of concrete and blocky
forms and the manipulation of blunt materials to create spaces that were made not to look
overwhelmingly dark or primitive but to be inviting and offer large spaces to bring people together.
The grey of the concrete was not made look drab but rather to look more natural and help bring
the outside world into architectural construction. One of the first Brutalist architectural designs
was noted to have “the outdoor element fundamental to the interior space of the dwelling”
(Derdiger 2016, 56). Creative minds of the mid 1900’s developed Brutalism, a form of
architectural artistry that was a branch of Modernist Architecture. This modernist style of
architecture to which Brutalism belongs heavily deviated from the preconceived notions of
architectural design that dominated the pre-1900’s British design standards. The New Brutalist
movement was all about developing a new “future oriented aesthetic derived from youth culture”
(Derdiger 2016, 54). At the same time of the architectural movement, the 1960’s mod culture
developed as teenagers obtained jobs and became consumers for the first time. The 1960’s would
prove to be a time of great cultural change for London as the standardized and socially accepted
norms were lost in the new generations’ personal choices. Brutalist architects would reflect this
cultural change while engaging their new opportunity to rebuild London after the devastating
effects of WWll.
Modernist architecture came about during Britain’s rebuilding after the bombs of WWll
destroyed buildings across the city of London. Media and newspaper company, The Telegraph,
states that “London was [bombed] 71 times [during WWll]” and “more than a million London
houses were destroyed or damaged” (“Churchill’s London” 2015). Millions of people were without
homes post-wartime. Professor Paula Derdiger (Ph. D) describes the response to this need,
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“architects, planners, and policymakers tried to reinstate stability and security in a built
environment scarred by bombing damage and a thorough disruption of domestic life” (Derdiger
2016, 54). Homes had to be built quickly and for mass amounts of people. Architects took postwar opportunity of a ‘blank canvas’ to adapt their new architectural plans to the cultural and social
changes of the time. Terms like “cubism” and “futurism” came to define the Brutalist art and
architecture of the time, the former term being defined to “a body of work which appears to have
certain consistent principles running through it” (Banham 1955, 19). Repetitive shapes and
patterns can especially be seen in the vertical rectangles of windows at St. Giles hotel on Bedford
Ave, Bloomsbury, of London (see Figure 1). Derdiger discussed the literary side of Brutalism as
well and states how the “architectural and literary innovations of the late 1950s and 1960s turned
away from the recent past to create a new set of narrative and material codes” (2016, 54). Brutalism
was more than just an architectural movement, but this paper will focus on the architectural aspect.
The origin of the word ‘Brutalism’ has been lost to history, and there are debates between
scholars for its exact origin. Architectural historian Elain Harwood states the term ‘Brutalism’
“was used amongst the neo-humanists in the London County Council as a term of abuse aimed at
those whose modernism was established on inflexible formal principles – and was later adopted
with pride by the Smithsons” (Harwood 1994, 40). While other scholars state architects Alison
and Peter Smithson “coined the term New Brutalism in 1953 with reference to the French béton
brut, meaning raw concrete” (Derdiger 2016 66; Hopkins 2014). The ambiguity of how Brutalism
was named enhances the idea of the architecture also being an art form developed personally and
publicly after WWll. People developed Brutalism to represent a movement without a formal rule
book that encouraged imagination in its creation.
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Figure 1:St. Giles hotel on Bedford Ave, Bloomsbury, of London (2018)

Architectural historians put Alison and Peter Smithson at the forefront of Brutalism. In
Derdiger’s words, they were “two of the most influential British architects of the postwar period
and two of the pioneers of the New Brutalism” (Derdiger 2016, 55). In 1956, the two created the
House of the Future for a public exhibition. “Constructed in one prefabricated piece”, the House
of the Future was made to represent a suggested model for the ideal home of the 1980s (Derdiger
2016, 56). The design of the house made use of the most modern technology, the house’s structure
was designed for fluidity, and the layout was of large open rooms instead of the twisting, tight,
multiwalled typical homes of the UK prior to WWll. Derdiger states “the House of the Future was
itself a piece of technology” (Derdiger 2016, 56) because it was so heavily integrated with the
latest modern devices such as central heating, air conditioning, and more futuristic devices like a
self-washing bathtub. Furniture was able to be folded up or placed in a compartment in the wall
when not in use, allowing relatively small spaces to be adapted to the current needs of the user.
The House of the Future was not only unique because of its futuristic elements, but also because
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rather than maintaining the standard British décor, the design focused on convenience of use for
not only living in the space but building it as well. Derdiger states “The House of the Future
expressed an architectural vision based not on the stability or rigidity of British historical
precedents but on the future-oriented mobility of mass produced, expendable materials” (2016,
56). Brutalists architects used plastics and metals because they were easily obtained and the
damaged post-war economics needed easily reproducible and therefore inexpensive materials to
rebuild London. Additionally, the want for easy-access materials reflected the rising ephemeral
mod culture of the 1960s. As Derdiger explains, Brutalism had “a new aesthetic of efficiency and
disposability that characterized the consumer culture of a newly affluent and modern Britain”
(2016, 56). Brutalism did reflect the other cultural changes of the time.
Although the House of the Future was indeed designed to appear futuristic, the Smithsons
claimed to draw upon old architecture and natural shapes as inspiration for the layout of the house.
Oliver Elser, historian and expert on Postmodernism, states “The Smithsons claim their inspiration
for the House of the Future had [come from] the caves of Les Baux-de-Provence… rooms of
different sizes, shapes, and heights that flow into one another like compartments of a cave” (Elser
et. al. 2018, 25), bringing out the natural element of Brutalist architectural design. Architects not
only wanted to bring nature in but were inspired by the free-flowing shapes of nature and ancient
structures as well. Derdiger states “overall composition [of The House of the Future] consciously
referred to ancient precedents: its complex molded shapes echoed the carved caves of Provence
and the interior garden was inspired by the atrium houses of Pompeii” (2016, 56). The Smithsons
dropped the standards of traditional British architecture (that was typically very precise and given
pre-designated tasks that were to be done in each room) and adopted a futuristic, natural, and
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ancient blend to create the House of the Future and therefore begin what was to define Brutalist
Architecture.
The New Brutalist movement would come to represent an architectural movement made to
bring people together. On my walks, it was pointed out that many of the Brutalist buildings in
London were public centers or apartment homes; places where everyone is able to convene and
intermix. Derdiger states “the New Brutalism aimed for an uninhabited experience of basic
building materials and domestic spaces that was available to everyone, regardless of class, gender,
or nationality” (2016, 57). Coupled with WWll’s extensive need of housing, mass buildings were
constructed to house and entertain the people of London.
Brutalists architects not only wanted to see the focus on fluidity, openness, and acceptance
to be used in the design of individual buildings, but also with the general layout of the city. Congrès
internationaux d'architecture moderne (CIAM) was established in 1928 and its post-WWll designs
called for very strict and deliberate designations for uses of certain areas. The Smithsons argued
against this restricted layout, calling for “streets in the sky” to “encourage residents to feel a sense
of ‘belonging’ and neighbourliness’” (qtd. in Derdiger 2016, 57). The Smithsons called for fluidity
and freedom with the new layout of London that would not restrict different demographics of
people from interacting with each other. Derdiger also expresses how the layout of an area affects
people when discussing novelist Colin MacInnes’s book character who seems to only find a sense
of freedom in the areas free of historical meaning. This analysis leads into the perception that some
people believe Brutalism was not a great ‘bounce-back’ from WWll but rather a psychological
‘run’ from the war’s devastation. Elser states “The House of the Future was itself a mechanism of
escape, an all-interior space the seemingly overly happy inhabitants would never need to leave. A
bunker” (Elser et. al 2018, 24). Harwood had a similar perception to the Brutalist style and quoted
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architectural authors Jennifer Sherwood and Nikolaus Pevsner’s statement: “in the face of what is
happening in architecture at the moment it is difficult not to believe that ugliness can be an ideal...
It was Reality then, it is Brutalism now” (qtd. in Harwood 1994, 43). Brutalism was being
developed in a time of great change for Britain, and a time that developed more personal style than
maintaining social norms. Because of this trend of post WWll Britain, Brutalism was more of an
art than a rule book, resulting in different perceptions of what the movement itself came to
represent. To some it was hope of the future, to others it was a reflection of the devastation and
rubble that lined the streets of London after WWll.
Brutalism was part of the creative movement of the 1960s where the intimidating concrete
structures represented both freedom and fear. The buildings were made to be more than just a place
for those displaced in WWll to live: they were made to be a place for people to convene and allow
different demographics to intermix. The architectural designs emphasized fluidity and breaking
away from the social constructs – a common trend for the movements of the 1960s. Inspired by
both the past and future, these buildings still stand out as artistic and historic pieces of London’s
past.
Personal Account:
The Barbican was the place I visited most often. The inside was just as Brutalist-styled as
the outside. Stepping into the entrance from Silk Street, you open heavy doors with large metal
handles and begin a concrete descent to the central room with a layered, open floorplan. Each floor
is open enough to see at least one floor above it, with angled steps, concrete supports, and intricate,
repetitive, multi-leveled ceilings. The attention to the aspect of fluidity in the design is evident;
there is no going the wrong way because it is all open and connected in a more natural than logical
layout. Lights are used sparingly in the darkest corners to give everything a warm glow, where the
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rest relies on natural light from the pavilion outside. Stepping out to the back pavilion, I found the
doors’ design so repetitive that I was unsure what were handles and what were large door hinges.
Once outside, there is a long stretch of grey, patterned stone out to a drop off to an artificial river
of lily pads and ducks. Jutting out into the water to the right are several planters making use of a
large round center shape and flat, step-like levels around it. To the left is a restaurant and outdoor
dining area in the foreground, and in the midground is an immense ‘floating’ chunk of flats several
stories up from the pavilion and rising several stories higher. Sitting like a docked spaceship, the
layers of flats are decorated with personal potted plants. The bottom floor has mostly hanging vines
so long it seems as though the neighbors are having a competition who can grow their plant best.
(See Figure 2) Behind this shape, a landscaped waterfall presides underneath and more flats rise
behind it. Being in the Barbican, I got the sense that it is not unlike living in a giant, geometrically
complex yet pleasantly designed 60’s spaceship. The Barbican could easily be the inside of Doctor
Who’s Tardis.

Figure 2: Barbican, Silk Street London (2018)
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Sporadically spread across Central London, many Brutalist-styled buildings of the mid 1900’s can still be seen today. On May 25th of 2018 I took a walk to specifically scope out Brutalist
Architecture within a 1.5-mile radius from my flat. We visited the Barbican (1982), Brunswick
Centre (1972), SOAS Library (1973), St. Giles Hotel, the Travelodge Building at Covent Garden,
the Strand Building of King's College, Southbank Centre (1951), and the National Theatre (1976)
photographing the exterior’s most interesting forms as we went. Please see the Appendix 1 for
photographed reference images.

Artist’s Perspective:
After learning the history of the Brutalist Architectural Movement and photographing local
architecture, I chose the photos I wanted to use for reference and made the decision to make my
drawings black and white, and to crop them to squares to resemble the grey blocky shapes of the
architecture itself. I lined the individual segments of the buildings in a thicker pen, representing
how Brutalist architecture stands out from the other buildings of London with its bold dark shapes.
I went in purely with pen so nothing could be erased, and if an extra line was made I would work
it into the shadows or just leave it. Brutalism is often misunderstood to be a confusing, ugly,
hulking mass of concrete, and I believe the extra perspective lines emphasize this aspect.
Furthermore, I did not use pencil to line up my perspective because Brutalism is noted to appear
to have no forethought and be an effortless mishmash of shapes. In many of my images I make use
of negative space, alluding to the open fluidity that is found in the interior design of Brutalist
architecture, including The House of the Future. Please see Appendix 2 for my artwork.
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Appendix 1: Photography

Figure 3:Interior of the Barbican, Silk Street London (2018)

Figure 4: Brunswick Centre, Byng Pl, Bloomsbury, London (2018)
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Figure 5: SOAS Library, Thornhaugh St, Russell Square, Bloomsbury of London (2018)

Figure 6: St. Giles Bedford Ave, Bloomsbury of London (2018)

Figure 7: Travelodge Building, Drury Ln, London (2018)

10

Samantha Grillo

Worcester Polytechnic Institute

ISP Final Paper
6/20/18

Figure 8: Strand Building, King's College of London (2018)

Figure 9: Southbank Centre, Belvedere Road London (2018)
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Figure 10: National Theatre, Lambeth, London (2018)
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Appendix 2: Sketches

Figure 11: National Theatre Drawing by Samantha Grillo, 2018
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Figure 12: National Theatre Doorway Drawing by Samantha Grillo, 2018
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Figure 13: National Theatre Side Drawing by Samantha Grillo, 2018
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Figure 14: SOAS Library Drawing by Samantha Grillo, 2018
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*** All images have been photographed or drawn by Samantha Grillo in 2018
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