


Owen Hatherley



TRANS-EUROPE EXPRESS

Tours of a Lost Continent


[image: Penguin Books]







To both of my parents, for different reasons





‘What have I told you!’ says W., as we board the train in Frankfurt. ‘This is public space. Pub-lic. That means outside your head.’ He points to my head. ‘Private’. And then out to the world. ‘Public’.

W. is a great upholder of this division. Abolish the public/private divide and you abolish civilisation, W. always says. He looks around him contentedly. – ‘See how quiet it is in Europe?’ It’s civilised,’ he says, ‘not like you.’

Europe makes him gentler, better, W. says. It improves him. It’s the public spaces, he says. They’re so quiet in Germany. So calm.

Lars Iyer, Spurious
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Introduction: What is a European City?

A couple of days after the result of the referendum on Britain’s membership of the European Union, I visited Southampton, a medium-sized port city on the south coast of England. It had, to my surprise, voted ‘leave’, and by roughly the same margin as the country as a whole – a little bit over 50 per cent. A rainy walk ended at Ocean Village, a development built in the mid-1980s on a small derelict part of the city’s docks, which are – unlike those of Liverpool, Bristol or London – mostly still in use. Formerly on the site was the late-1940s Ocean Terminal, a streamlined design for the luxury travellers for whom Southampton was a more long-winded precursor to Heathrow, but that was demolished without a second thought in favour of a miserable collection of introverted, pitched-roofed housing complexes in cul-de-sacs and vaguely Postmodernist office blocks surrounded by car parks, with an exurban American-style multiplex cinema and a shopping mall. This latter was one of several car-centred, big-box malls built in the city centre between the 1980s and the present day. The mall was demolished after less than twenty years of existence, and replaced with a skyline of extremely dense ‘luxury flats’ along a boardwalk, the apartments packed tightly together so that every single inch of rent could be extracted from the site. If you look at the site on a map, you can see a peninsula jutting out into Southampton Water, the estuary that leads to the Solent. But there’s no view of the estuary here in any publicly accessible space. Amazingly, the designers of the executive housing estate here managed to create the same sort of insularity you’d normally find on the outskirts, near an Asda on the M27. There’s one place you can see out to the sea and contemplate the world beyond – a hard-to-find corner, through a fence marked ‘RESIDENTS ONLY’. You can still see through the gates, just about.

In 1997, a new building was opened there, called Harbour Lights. I can still recall the excitement. Here was a building that was elegant, confident, oriented towards the water rather than to a parking space, and, most of all, a building that felt European, as much so as the fare of subtitled arthouse movies it served up to the greedy consumption of myself and my friends. It was, I later realized, one of several buildings, often on watersides, that were the harbingers of a ‘Europeanization’ of urban space in Britain. Bradford would be an Italian hill town, Gateshead would be the new Bilbao, Salford would become as outward-looking as Rotterdam, Sheffield would model its public spaces on Barcelona. Each one of these towns and cities voted in the majority to leave Europe. What went wrong?

[image: image]

Ocean Village, Southampton, gateway to the Empire

It is hard to recall how insular and grim mainstream British architecture was in the 1980s. Yes, a few spectacular or at least original buildings were realized by the likes of Rogers, Stirling or Foster, and, yes, some conservation of nineteenth-century architecture was probably necessary. But the urban redevelopment schemes of that decade, well up until the late 1990s, were pinched and anti-urban, defined – no matter how central or dramatic the site – by cul-de-sacs, squat mock-Victorian offices and endless surface car parks, all of it based on a paranoid and misanthropic notion of ‘defensible space’. This philosophy spanned both left-wing councils and Thatcherite developers. It is astonishing that the architects of Ocean Village didn’t think that it was worth bothering to emphasize the bridges, ships and silos of Southampton Water, either for residents or for visitors, but this was the norm at the time. You could find similar stuff in Salford Quays, inner-city Liverpool, London’s Docklands, or along Bristol’s Floating Harbour. The contrast with European architecture of the same decade is remarkable. There was a reaction to Modernism everywhere on the continent, East, West, North and South, in terms of its aesthetic and the blocks-in-space approach to planning, but the way this reaction was manifest seldom took the British approach. On the contrary, in Berlin’s IBA, in Palomeras in Madrid, in late-Soviet Riga, in the inner suburbs of Paris, in Södermalm in Stockholm, the decision was to turn to the nineteenth-century city-block structure, with shops and cafés on the ground floor, flats above and intelligently planned semi-public courtyards in-between. The results were modern and urban, if not ‘Modernist’ in the ideological, post-war sense.

At some point in the 1990s, British politicians – mostly, if not exclusively, Labour – noticed the enthusiasm that British planners and architects had acquired for the European city. From their visits to Barcelona and Copenhagen sprang a thousand pavement cafés, gamely placed on drizzly street corners. In emulation of François Mitterrand’s Grands Projets, the Arts Council, armed with ill-gotten gains from the National Lottery, lavished cash on the likes of Southampton’s Harbour Lights. Designed by Burrell Foley Fischer, the building was a shift to the modernity that the city had otherwise abandoned in the 1980s. Glass, steel and wood, jutting out in vaguely nautical fashion to provide public views, it was also a very rare new building for ‘culture’ in a city which had otherwise devoted itself to becoming a giant out-of-town mall for Hampshire suburbia. In many places you wouldn’t look twice at it, but here it seemed to suggest a different kind of city. I’m sure there are thousands that would say the same about their rather more famous cultural buildings, built in the New Labour decade, even given its high-profile disasters (of which there were many; to name but a few: Manchester’s Urbis, West Bromwich’s The Public, Sheffield’s National Centre for Popular Music, all closed and then given new, less arty functions in less than a decade). Yet the new high-rise luxury flats, going up at the time of writing at the other side of Ocean Village, tell the story of why this vision was rejected.

In 1992 Penguin Books and the Labour Party co-published A New London, a collaboration between the then Labour shadow minister for arts and media, Mark Fisher, and Richard Rogers. On almost every page, Britain’s dilapidated streets and petty new developments were contrasted with a given European example of openness, cleanliness and experiment. This was the blueprint for everything the Urban Task Force would do under Rogers from 1997 to 2010, promising nothing less than an ‘Urban Renaissance’. Yet even in that 1992 manifesto, the authors noted that the social housing planned in the Barcelona Olympic Village couldn’t be realized because of the funding structure. What Rogers and his ilk missed was that, already in the 1990s, Europe was becoming more like England, privatizing and paring back its public commitments under the soft-neoliberal commands of the Maastricht Treaty – only it was doing it much more slowly and peacefully, maintaining a level of quality control and order in the process. The new ‘Europe’ built under New Labour was a façade, and it never really made it into everyday life, into council estates and suburbs, except when the former were demolished to make way for something more ‘aspirational’. If the centre of Manchester became like a cheaper, rainier, PFI version of Barcelona, its suburbs and satellites stayed resolutely part of 1980s England, with all the retail parks, exurban developers’ housing, crap jobs and elimination of alternatives that entailed. Lottery-funded arts complexes never replaced, and couldn’t replace, skilled work, secure housing and a sense of purpose. In Britain, the experience of ‘Europe’ has been for the lucky few. Like so many adoptive Londoners, I find the Britain promised by Brexiters quite terrifying – xenophobic, paranoid, enclosed, pitifully nostalgic, cruel. But in much of the country that landscape never went away.
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The European-style Ocean Village

On that visit to Southampton, I got into a passionate argument with my mum, who had been one of the 54 per cent of people in the city to have voted to leave the EU. She works in the National Health Service, but she was not at all convinced by the dissembling ‘Leave’ campaign’s promises that the money ‘we’ spend on ‘Europe’ would be spent on the NHS once Brexit had been achieved. She had no desire to see anybody deported, nor to see controls on immigration. Rather, she couldn’t bear to vote for membership of the ‘bosses’ club’ that is the European Union, especially after what it had done to Greece, memorably described by its finance minister as ‘fiscal waterboarding’. She believed, not entirely inaccurately, that the EU’s clauses enshrining balanced budgets and in favour of ‘competition’ made any left-wing programme impossible. I was and remain unconvinced by these arguments for leaving the Union, and I continue to believe that a European superstate should still, despite everything, be a left-wing demand, and not only given the history of the angry little nation-states crowded into this subcontinent. Britain is one of the few countries that would have a more just social settlement within the EU than out of it, as is now evidently proving to be the case. But at the heart of my own response was something quite irrational. That is – the reason why I wanted to stay in the European Union was architectural. The previous year, I’d been on a commission at the Architects’ Journal to write about contemporary European cities in the lead-up to the referendum. Many of them were of the same sort of size as Southampton, with similar histories and similar economies to it. Yet I have still not seen anything quite like Ocean Village in continental Europe. In most of Europe, a medieval and multicultural city, with a varied and interesting architectural heritage, two universities, an affluent, educated population (Southampton is and has all of these) would never have imagined building something like this.

I have never seen in continental Europe an example of planning failing so utterly, the natural assets of sea and historic city wasted so totally, a visual sense atrophied so completely, and urban qualities ignored with such aggressive philistinism. Despite rather than because of the ‘waterside regeneration’ showcased by the cheap new high-rises going up on Ocean Village, I held on to the belief that, if not by institutional osmosis, then perhaps through ease of travel to France, the Low Countries, Spain, Germany, the Baltic, we might have seen just a little of these ideas, and that ease at living in cities rather than in parodies of the countryside, gradually become the norm here. There are a few places where I’ve most felt ‘Ah, this is Europe, and this is better.’ They would include the ‘Islands’ in Lyons, where the quays at the confluence of the Rhône and the Saône are now lined by modern, elegant apartment buildings, with chic public spaces and even, that shocking thing, a well-designed shopping mall; the centre of Zagreb, with its horseshoe of parkland looping around turn-of-the-century buildings fading with just the right amount of battered grandeur; the seafront at Trieste, a sort of anti-Southampton, with everything looking right out at the water. The list could go on.
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Lyon’s Ocean Village

I could construct a composite description of the ‘European City’ that would encompass the aspects that make it seem like a relative exemplar – in an era that is generally lacking in such things – for British towns. Pulled together from things that are routine to varying degrees in Germany, Austria, Scandinavia, the Low Countries, Spain, Italy, France, even to a degree Poland and Estonia, it would entail a housing system where property ownership does not dominate and decent social housing is normal, accessible and cheap, a lively culture of architectural debate that has long since moved on from tedious polarities of ‘trads versus Modernists’, urban public transport would not be a matter of creaky privatized buses but of integrated, publicly owned networks of tubes, S-Bahns, trams and trolleybuses, with elegantly designed stops, stations and carriages; there would be a relative equality of income; a response to deindustrialization more about research and training than de-skilling and casual work; an integration with trees and nature under strict manners; cycle paths as a basic good, with cars banned in some central areas and strongly curbed everywhere else; a free education system, universal child care, universal health care; an approach to the buildings of the past that is based on conservation rather than conservatism; a decentralized system of local government, whereby provincial cities and regions don’t have to go cap in hand to the capital whenever they want to electrify their railways or build a tram line; it would have streets and spaces which flow easily into each other, making walking a pleasure, rather than breaking them up with fences, spikes and CCTV cameras. This is a pick and mix made up of little pieces of, say, the Rhine–Ruhr region, Lyons, Porto, Tallinn, Bologna, Warsaw, Leipzig, Maastricht, Copenhagen, Helsinki. It leaves out various less attractive things about urbanism in the aforementioned countries – a less comfortable relationship to multiculturalism than London, Birmingham or Manchester, high unemployment, and the appalling delusion on the part of each of these countries’ ‘centrist’ politicians that Britain’s culture of deregulation and abuse of the public sphere is in any way worth emulating. However, when you make Europe into an exemplar – even if the intention is to juxtapose it with how things are done in Britain, the United States or the Antipodes – you’re always connecting yourself with a long and disreputable history of exceptionalism. As soon as you venture much further out of the places that have their entries in the listicles of ‘Most Liveable City’, you’ll find another side to the continent and the cities. The ‘European’ city is not merely the ‘social city’, dense, historically rich, egalitarian, clean, walkable and dominated by public transport, it is also the city of the ‘nation-state’, a European invention which has caused countries all over the world to reshape themselves – or be forcibly reshaped – in its image.

To Each Their Own Athens

Every country in the European heartland has its own little racist quip about where ‘they’ start, and where civilization ends. For the French, ‘Africa begins at the Pyrenees’; for the British, ‘the wogs start at Calais’; for the Cologne-based West German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, the ‘Asian steppe’ began at the Elbe river, leaving Berlin deep in Asia. Europe, geographically, is a fiction – not an easily definable continent in the way that, say, Africa and Asia, or North and South America, are physically distinct from each other. It’s an odd-shaped protrusion at the West of Asia, strictly more of a subcontinent. Its borders make little sense – the Urals, the alleged north-east border, define little, being a shallow range of hills dotted with Soviet industrial towns on each side. In fact, historically, that border has shifted constantly, from the Dniester to the Volga, only settling on the Urals in the nineteenth century. The southerly borders like the Bosphorus or the Straits of Gibraltar have a bit more of a pedigree, and of course there are the political definitions. The European Union can’t serve to describe ‘Europe’, given that Switzerland, right in the Western affluent centre, isn’t inside, nor Norway – and nor, possibly, by the time you read this, Britain. The Council of Europe’s definition is a little more capacious, in that it includes Turkey and Russia, which contain within themselves Europe’s two largest cities (that is, Istanbul, with 14 million inhabitants, and Moscow, with 12 million; London’s 8.5 million is a distant third, St Petersburg’s 5 million fourth – with Berlin’s 3.5 million, the EU’s biggest city when Britain leaves, an even more distant fifth), however much most of their national mass is in unquestionably ‘Asian’ Anatolia and Siberia respectively. Geography and politics can disconnect in interesting ways: the rules of admission for the Council of Europe exclude Belarus, because of its use of the death penalty – and, if the Urals, Portugal, Iceland and the Bosphorus really are the four corners defining Europe, then the continent’s centre is in either Belarus or Lithuania, depending on where the line is exactly drawn. One alleged border of Europe is the Caucasus mountains, which apparently separate Russia from Iran. But south of this border, placing them in Asia, are three countries which are in the Council of Europe – Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan. The European Union even includes Cyprus, a country far closer to Damascus than to Athens, and some distance east of Ankara, let alone Istanbul. And now not only Israel but also Australia are in Eurovision (after all, both nation-states were founded by Europeans).

The inclusion of these countries in conventional definitions of Europe makes clear that this is not a matter of geography, but of politics, and of ‘shared history’. The origin myth of Europe, by now somewhat knocked about, is the ‘Graeco-Roman’ heritage, whereby a rational civilization with equality before the law, advanced technology, mathematically precise architecture, individualist literature and realist art gradually – after a Dark Age, anyhow – became the Europe we know. This has a little basis in the way that the Greek city-states defined themselves against the ‘barbarians’ of Persia, a stronger and richer state with a more authoritarian system of government, but Europe today bears only the vaguest relation to the Greek or Roman world, concentrated as it was on both sides of the Mediterranean, with North Africa and the ‘Middle East’ far more important, developed and wealthy than imperial peripheries like Britain or Spain, let alone places outside the empire altogether like most of Germany or all of Scandinavia. Histories of Western architecture have a conventional narrative, one never quite shaken by the reaction against the ‘Whig interpretation of history’, an easily explicable narrative of progress: Romanesque architecture, or Norman, as we call it, with its round arches, blunt towers and heavy stone; Gothic, in its many variants, with its expanses of coloured glass, the ‘flaming line’ of its tracery and the vaulting structures that keep it up; the Renaissance, when Roman architecture’s principles of rationality and order were rediscovered; Baroque, where they were manipulated and distorted; Neoclassicism, in which the ‘purer’ architecture of the Ancient Greeks became the new model; and Eclecticism, whereby some or all of the above were mixed and remixed, mostly in the nineteenth century, as it stumbled around for a new style. These were followed by Modernism, when an aesthetic borrowed from engineering and abstract art created a totally new Western paradigm ready for export, which then became the 57 varieties of modern architecture – Brutalism, high-tech, Deconstructivism. Naughtier narratives might make more space for the many deviations from this – a less moralistic liking for nineteenth-century pomp, or an emphasis on industrial architecture’s neglected role, or of the later influence of America, both in the various attempts at skyscrapers from the 1910s onwards and in the sprawl of malls and suburbs.
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Classicism – Temple of Hephaestus, Athens
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Gothic – Lincoln Cathedral
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Renaissance – Konopnica House, Lublin
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Baroque – St Andrew’s, Kiev

Along with this narrative comes the gradual development of conscious town planning, in which the city is formed into a machine-like apparatus for the circulation of goods and traffic: shaped, rather than allowed to emerge gradually through precedent. With this comes the belief that the architecture in such a city should be planned in such a way as it forms a coherent whole. This is not untrue in and of itself, but it usually ignores the fact that the eastern Mediterranean was, until the early modern era, in most respects richer, more educated and more ‘civilized’ than North-Western Europe, something reflected in the complexity and structural ingenuity of Umayyad or Ottoman architecture, and something of which both Gothic and Renaissance masons and architects were well aware. Similarly, precisely calculated formal squares and wilfully planned and replanned cities could be found in Isfahan or Samarkand, sometimes before they could be found in Florence or Rome. But the ‘story of European architecture’ as it is usually told still leaps from the Graeco-Roman achievements – in which may or may not be included the great dome of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople/Istanbul – to their several rediscoveries: first in the ‘Romanesque’ architecture that developed after Charlemagne brought some political stability back to Western Europe in the ninth century (although this architecture is equally an emulation of the still-extant Roman tradition then in use in the Byzantine Empire, the buildings of Ravenna or Istanbul); then, after the strange interlude of Gothic, comes the ‘real’ rediscovery of Roman principles in the Renaissance, then the ‘scholarly’ return of the Greeks in eighteenth-century France, Germany and Britain.
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Neoclassicism – Berlin
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Modernism – Waldsiedlung, Berlin
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Expressionism – Tonhalle, Düsseldorf
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Brutalism – ČEZ Aréna, Ostrava

After centuries of familiarity, it’s quite hard to appreciate just how strange an argument this is: a historical melange, a totally modern construction that came along with the scientific, technical and military innovations that helped Europe to preside over the rest of the world with extreme ruthlessness. At the turn of the nineteenth century, cities in places that had been the Roman Empire’s distant periphery, like Budapest or Munich, or outside the empire altogether, like Berlin, St Petersburg or Edinburgh, totally reconstructed themselves on the basis of their understanding, based on the examination of ruins, of what architecture had been like in Athens in the fifth century BC. This can be seen probably at its most bizarre and most beautiful in Edinburgh. The notion – still indulged by some architectural traditionalists – that architecture before Modernism is a matter of locality, place, the ‘vernacular’, is magnificently contradicted in the Scottish capital, where the irrational tangle of tall tenements and stinking alleyways that history had bequeathed it were supplemented by a town extension laid out like a mathematical graph, its precise terraces and tenements dressed with decorative motifs borrowed from ornaments on broken bits of stone found discarded in Attica or the Aegean. Here, public buildings in the age of electricity were designed according to methods that a slave society devised in order to emulate wooden construction in stone, over 2,000 years earlier.

This idea was then imposed upon Athens itself. Athens had for centuries been a small, Greek Orthodox provincial town in the Ottoman Empire, while the centres of local power and culture – not just Turkish, but also Greek culture, art and authority – had long relocated to Salonika – now Thessaloniki – and Istanbul, and further afield to Alexandria or Trabzon. When in the 1820s a large part of Greece won its independence from the Ottomans, with significant British, French and Russian military assistance motivated by a combination of historical romanticism and cold geopolitics, the new country moved its capital from Nafplio, where more people actually lived and where the independence struggle was centred, to this once-important provincial town. British, French and German archaeologists had already ransacked the Acropolis to take its artefacts back as booty. The British architect James ‘Athenian’ Stuart, who had published some of the first accounts of the city’s relics, once paid an actual Athenian to demolish the house he lived in, so that it wasn’t in the way of the ruined temple Stuart was sketching, a remarkably clear image of the physical destruction of the ‘real’ and existing city, with all its accretions and everyday lives, for the glorious ghosts of its past. The results of the activities of ‘Athenian’ Stuart and those like him would became pattern-books for the replanning of Paris, London, Edinburgh, and especially Munich and Berlin. With Greece’s independence, the new nation-state invited a branch of the German aristocracy to become the Greek royal family; German architects, basing their ideas strictly on their interpretation of Athens’s newly uncovered monuments, designed the civic buildings of the new Athens: the new Academy, the National Museum, the National Library and the Royal Palace (now the Parliament) on Syntagma Square, among others. Orthodox Christians in Greece, who had called themselves ‘Romans’ for centuries, symbolically renamed themselves with their classical name of ‘Hellenes’.

It is uncontroversial that a history so extraordinary should become a source of pride to modern Greeks. More to the point here, it is logical that the newly scientifically endowed states of Europe, with their ability to build and measure with unprecedented precision, would embrace Ancient Greek architecture, through the style they called Neoclassicism. As one hostile observer, William Blake, put it: ‘Grecian is mathematic form, Gothic is living form.’ This rationality also goes toward explaining the devout, anti-Rationalist reaction that helped power the Gothic revival in Northern Europe, at least at first: not only was Greek architecture pagan architecture, it was a mean and calculating form of design appropriate to the age of the workhouse and the cotton mill. But in Athens Neoclassicism’s hegemony entailed a massive act of erasure. A little of this had been achieved already, before independence, not so much via ‘Athenian’ Stuart’s house demolitions, but via the results of bombardments in the war of independence, and most of all through an integral part of the Parthenon being broken off and stolen by the English diplomat Lord Elgin. But, beyond that, the new independent Greek regime decreed that the Acropolis had to be cleared of all the accretions that had grown on the site since the end of the classical era. Not only was it full of warehouses and other unacceptably everyday things, but the Ottomans had actually insulted the site by using the buildings: the Parthenon, for instance, had been repurposed as a mosque, with a minaret in the middle. A huge swathe of the city centre, the ancient Agora, would later have any living trace removed, in order to discover the older, deeper traces of the marketplace where Socrates, Pericles, et al. had all once walked and reasoned.
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The University of Athens

Greek speculators and developers then built a rather lovely, modest, Neoclassical city around these, one that is notably a lot less implacably straight-lined and spacious than such Athenses of the North as Edinburgh or St Petersburg; and in the twentieth century a dense, unsentimental concrete city was built around that. One result of this is the cognitive dissonance when you find a fragment of the Ottoman legacy still left in modern Athens. Opposite Monastiraki Metro station, a Neoclassical pavilion of 1895, is the Tzistarakis Mosque, designed in 1759. If you believe that historic civilizations are about continuity rather than sudden, modern breaks, then this building represents the ‘real’ recent history of Athens, a minor but attractive structure with three little domes around one great one, and a pointed-arched colonnade. Its plan and structure are very clearly descended from the Pantheon and Hagia Sophia, but the style has become folksier as time has gone on and the city declined in importance. Any argument that this was the ‘authentic’ Athens and classical Athens just an antiquarian fake would inevitably meet with anger and scorn, along the lines of the mosque being an expression of the colonial architecture of the Turkish occupiers, who had sought to eradicate the ‘true’ architecture of the city and its ‘real’ culture. Even now, the resulting ‘historic’ landscape has to be extremely carefully maintained. At the time of writing, the Acropolis is a high-tech place, with cranes, gantries and massive teams of scientists maintaining the condition of the citadel built under Pericles’ rule and to Callicrates’ design. German journalists decrying that they have to bail out the lazy, epicurean Greeks (who in reality work among the longest hours in the EU) have recently argued that these aren’t the ‘real’ Greeks anyway, but some Ottoman-Albanian aberration who just happen to occupy the same place and use the same language – something that the German press should be wary of, given Hitler’s view that Germans were the real heirs of the Ancient Greeks.
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Tzistarakis Mosque
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Maintaining the Acropolis

These acts of definition and erasure in Athens are a useful reminder that while Europe has its ‘Other’ outside its own self-definition – the Middle East most of all, the Far East more vaguely, and more recently the more modern barbarism of the United States of America – the Other is also within, in the form of Central–Eastern Europe, tainted by Communism; in Greece, Russia, Ukraine or Romania, home of the ‘Eastern’ Orthodox Church; and, especially, the Balkans, tainted by the Ottomans, Orthodoxy and Communism. This makes using ‘Europe’ as a neutral term extremely difficult – there simply isn’t a definition of it that isn’t in some way racist or colonial. For all that, I’ve often not been able to help but reach for ‘This isn’t what would happen in Europe’ when visiting certain places that don’t live up to the standards described above. Sometimes, this is quite an exciting feeling, as in Naples, where the friction between several attempts to plan the place – under King Vittorio Emanuele, ploughing boulevards through it in the nineteenth century; or the desolate, failed high-rise central business district built under the direction of the Japanese architect Kenzo Tange in the 1970s – creates a thrilling contrast with the high-tension tenement city crammed into the Ancient Greek grid-planned centre, and the tangle of speculative apartment blocks shoved as if at random into the hills. ‘Not Europe’ sums up the mess of somewhere like Birmingham or Bristol, where several attempts to plan Georgian-Grecian ‘improvements’, Parisian ‘corporation streets’ and Le Corbusier ‘radiant cities’ have run aground on greed and graft, leaving a chaos whose explanation you can piece together yourself, if you don’t mind running up against some of the cheapest and nastiest of townscapes in the process.
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Emptiness amid density, Naples

It is also what comes to mind in Kiev, where the ordered, axial city built by the Soviets has been transformed through epic levels of corruption into a multilayered metropolis of brutal commerce, where every underpass and Metro station entrance in the city centre has been extended into one discontinuous underground mall, classifiable into the luxury boutique underpasses, the Western brand underpasses and the destitute-people-selling-Chinese-goods-or-their-own-possessions underpasses. Elsewhere, the ‘not Europe’ problem is not one of architecture at all. St Petersburg, for instance, is very closely comparable to Paris or Stockholm, in terms of the size and height of its buildings, the width of its streets, the promenades along its river, but it has strikingly little of the easy street life you can find in those cities, stuck instead in a petrolhead car culture barging down streets that elsewhere would be full of bicycles. An aggressive governmental philistinism sees the tolerance and ease that some Western European metropolises manage to encourage as just another facet of a decadent ‘Gayropa’.

Sometimes, though, the ‘this is not Europe’ reaction comes when you’re in somewhere trying to make itself more European. One example that comes to mind is the combination, in Belgrade, of a ‘Berlin-style’ hipster district of low-rise blocks and warehouses about to be erased for the construction of a UAE-funded skyscraper district based on principles of ‘walkability’ and ‘sustainability’. You know, usually, if you’re in somewhere uneasy about how European it is, because it has lots of things with ‘Europe’ in the name: European Square, Kiev; the Hotel de l’Europe, Minsk; European Union Metro station, Sofia; and it is no coincidence either that it is so often in these states that nation building is neverending, with the search for a useable past constantly repeated. For ‘Eastern hands’ in the media and the Foreign Office bureaux, Ukraine’s or Belarus’s failure to become ‘normal European countries’ must be because they’ve not become real ‘nations’, something which can only be achieved by finding the purest, most inflammatory form of nationalism, most likely to alienate the neighbours and consolidate the faithful. Recently Ukraine underwent Euromaidan, a popular insurrection, after its president was coerced into rejecting an Association Agreement with the EU, something that was seen as denying Ukraine a chance to follow, say, Poland, from the ‘Second World’ into the ‘First’. This was optimistic, given that other countries which have such an agreement include Jordan, Algeria and Egypt, and this hasn’t catapulted them into peace and prosperity. One surely unintended consequence of Russia’s subsequent invasion of Crimea and Donbass was the recalibration of Ukrainian history around the alleged centrality of a band of vicious, unpopular far-right guerrillas of the 1940s: given that they were not Soviet, it apparently follows that they must have been European. In Belarus, conversely, Europe = civilization has been a hard sell. As the Belarusian liberal Andrey Dynko has put it, ‘until recently, an ordinary Belarusian above all associated Europe’s mission civilisatrice with “Hitler the Liberator” posters. It was hard for a person who had gone through experiments in amputation without anaesthesia in the Nazi death camp at Auschwitz to agree that Europeanness means civilization.’ Only the truly European countries, like Britain, a rich imperial centre for 500 years, have the luxury of choosing not to consider themselves ‘European’. Our use of ‘the Continent’ to define the rest of Europe is a constant source of amusement to everyone else in it.
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St Petersburg: cars where cycles would be

Another urban European myth, perhaps rather surprising given all this history, is that Europe is a uniquely multicultural continent. This may be true in terms of the diversity of languages and nations crammed into this subcontinent, though they are usually predicated, explicitly or otherwise, on the fitting of each one into a bordered box. In Europe’s historic cities, multiculturalism can often be a melancholy presence. In one square facing the quays of Trieste, where a dodgy statue of James Joyce leers on a bridge at the passing girls, a Palladian Catholic church and a Byzantine Serbian Orthodox church face each other, these ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ styles that are conventionally thought to cancel each other out managing to complement each other in their contrasts, something made possible by how smooth and pleasant the surrounding townscape is, a feeling created through cared-for, generously planned streets, well used. Just behind this square is what looks like a mosque, with a tall bulbous minaret, but this is deceptive – it’s actually just an unusually experimental Catholic church, a product of the surprisingly eclectic architectural culture of Italian Fascism. A bit further out from this central quayside space is one of the largest synagogues in Europe, a staggering cubic behemoth, a massive vindication of pride and presence of the most persistently persecuted group in Europe. Nearby is a particularly beautiful structure built as the cultural centre of the Slovenian community, in a very late-Hapsburg experiment in rationalized Art Nouveau. You can find similar signs of multiculturalism (or rather, multi-confessionalism) easily enough if you look around places in this book such as Lviv or Thessaloniki. But all these are signs of a vanished multiculturalism, with the real thing mostly destroyed by nationalism, post-war ‘population transfers’, and, most of all, by the Holocaust; these cities all became largely homogeneous in the second half of the twentieth century, after a history that had up until then only ever been multicultural. Trieste has multicultural architecture; it does not – except in the case of very recent migrants, about whom there is an unseemly panic – have a multicultural present.

[image: image]

Trieste, Palladianism and Orthodoxy

The really existing multiculturalism that you can find today in, say, Berlin, Paris, Rotterdam, Brussels, Stockholm or London, dating mostly from the last fifty years, has left much less architectural evidence, at least in terms of ‘high architecture’ and permanent buildings, though the effects have been huge in the subtler textures of urban life. In this respect, Woolwich, south-east London, where I wrote this book, is fairly typical. Two Art Deco cinemas of the 1930s, which have been bingo halls for most of their working life, have more recently become West African evangelical churches. In one case, this is rather fitting: the old Woolwich Granada has an auditorium designed by the Russian émigré theatre designer Theodore Komisarjevsky in a free improvisation upon Gothic guildhalls and cathedrals, executed with bargain bin materials and a consummate spatial flair. It is now the Ebenezer Building, the Christfaith Tabernacle Cathedral. Nearby, a dour, brick Neoclassical ‘prayer box’ built for dissenting Protestants at the start of the nineteenth century is now the Gurdwara Sahib. The only new building that is a direct consequence of this new multiculturalism is the Greenwich Islamic Centre, also known as Plumstead Mosque; it is a drab red-brick building with a hurried-looking gold dome, its dull and tacky design the not particularly edifying consequence of two architectural traditionalisms meeting. Other places, however, have not even been this enlightened. Switzerland voted against its townscape chocolate boxes being defaced with minarets. Greece, much of which was still the colony of an Islamic empire as recently as the 1910s, has various prohibitions on Islamic architecture returning to its cityscapes: the aforementioned Tzistarakis Mosque, now a folk art museum, has long been denuded of its minaret.

Some Capitals of Europe

Arguably, the city which has developed the greatest level of anxiety about its own multiculturalism is Paris. Possibly because of the preferences developed as an adoptive Londoner, on my few visits to the French capital I’ve found it alienating and baffling. The coexistence of different time periods, architectural moments, clashing forms, clashing ideas about city planning that you can find in the centre of London (although often underpinned by an underlying Rationalist Georgian grid) appear, at first, to be absent in Paris, replaced with a mandatory limestone speculative neo-Baroque, thrown up in a few decades. The grand public buildings, particularly but not exclusively the horrible Louvre, are often flatulent and graceless. What is so frustrating about the French capital is the incessant praise it has received both from conservatives – who can be expected to love a city where you can walk for miles without seeing a single piece of twentieth-century architecture, and where both modernity and multiculturalism are strictly kept to reservations – and from political radicals, for whom the revolutionary history of the French capital, the tedious litany of 1789, 1848, 1871, 1968, means that they can enjoy the most perfectly elegant bourgeois streets by kidding themselves that what they’re really enjoying is the fact that a gang of marauding artisans and prostitutes once hauled the red flag up from the roof of what is now a luxury antiques emporium. The quality of life compared with London may be enviable, but not much else.

When I first visited Paris, I found this disconnect deeply weird, having read about the place for many years beforehand. Walking along the eighteenth-century lanes of the Marais, I could only be puzzled as to why what to my eyes looked like one of the more boring corners of St James’s or Belgravia was considered to be of such world-historical importance and intrinsic interest. The monolithic streets of Haussmann’s Paris, meanwhile, reminded me most of the Stalinist boulevards of Moscow, or at best the tenemented streets of Glasgow, neither of which are anywhere near as celebrated; neither considered remotely romantic. In fact I found it all rather disturbing, all these white boulevards full of solely white people, with their trees filed down to a neat point along militaristically measured counter-insurgency free-fire zones, with a feared multicultural suburbia forming a doughnut around them. Even the tube appeared to be segregated according to class and race: the RER for the proles living in the 10-million-strong Paris conurbation, the Metro for the 2 million inhabitants of ‘Paris’. Reaching the Centre Pompidou, that prototype for the peculiar mix of modern art and tourism that later created the Tate Modern, was a massive relief. For all its jugglers, Rogers’ and Piano’s edifice came to me as a great exhalation, a vindication of modernity, action and openness, of emphasized workings over trimmed façades, which I could happily stare at for hours.

Of course, this is an exaggeration, as I gradually realized. To the north and east, this tight-arsed cityscape shakes itself out into looser spaces, especially as you cross the Place de la République, where districts such as Ménilmontant, Belleville and La Villette can rival Whitechapel or Deptford in their diversity and liveliness, and in the surprises and shocks to be found in their cityscape. Rummage around a little here, and you can even find some excellent Modernist buildings, usually either legacies of the Communist Party of France’s one-time dominance of working-class Paris – Oscar Niemeyer’s flamboyantly futuristic PCF headquarters, or housing estates such as the wild Orgues de Flandre, an eruption of concrete aggression into the endless limestone – or legacies of François Mitterrand’s Grands Projets, such as Bernard Tschumi’s marvellously flawed, charmingly dated neo-Constructivist theme park at La Villette, a 1980s idea of the three-dimensional city, walkways and jagged multicoloured shards, like living in the old Channel 4 logo. However, the Paris/banlieue divide is incredibly strong, and only reinforced by the clichés of Parisian radicalism. Nanterre, a suburb built in the 1960s and 1970s, near to the new skyscraper business district of La Défense, was always regarded with horror by the 1968 ‘revolutionaries’. Many of them studied at the glassy university there, which was then surrounded by North African shanty towns. When I went for a walk there in summer 2014, I headed for the Tours Aillaud, an estate described by the late art critic Robert Hughes as ‘social scar tissue’. It is certainly whimsical – tubular high-rises with windows the shape of the patches on cows, coloured green, yellow and blue, with little pyramids on top and with the pavement landscaped into little circuses and hillocks, detailed in cobbles. Dozens of people, most of them of second-, third- or fourth-generation Maghrebian or sub-Saharan descent, were sat around chatting with prams, enjoying drinks and cigarettes, with an informal casualness most unlike that infuriating Parisian ‘Look at me as I enjoy our traditional café culture’ look. Crowds of schoolchildren leapt about the artificial hills. This is the sort of working-class life seldom seen in Paris proper, but because this and places like this are remnants of the ‘planner state’, the Integrated Spectacle of Keynesian capitalism, of Gaullist–Stalinist dirigisme, their usual natural defenders are obliged to despise them, and prefer instead the streets shaped as revolution avoidance by Napoleon III and Baron Haussmann.
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Monolithic Paris, approaching the Panthéon
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Orgues de Flandre, north-east Paris

There are many other cities like this, and they are often the most praised in Europe. One is Venice, which has faced a decline of its population usually only seen in such notorious urban disasters as Detroit or Cleveland, becoming a dream-archipelago mainly inhabited by tourists, with most of the Venetians long since moved to Mestre and Marghera, something which owes as much to the degree of historical preservation as it does to subsidence. Another, in visual terms, is St Petersburg, where the districts move out in consecutive historical arcs – the ideal Enlightenment despotic metropolis in the middle, then one circle of a nineteenth-century industrial city, another circle of a Constructivist and Stalinist urban experiment, then another circle of prefabricated high-rises. In St Petersburg’s Vasilievsky Island, you can see almost everything that has ever happened in European architecture for the last 300 years, from Mancunian textile engineering red-brick mills to Brezhnev-era angular Brutalist towers along canals. You will very seldom find them in the same place, but rather in discrete, distinct districts. Here, though, the class division is not so stark – in fact, until recently, the outskirts’ centrally heated, large, prefabricated flats were more likely
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