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Student Assignment Submission Form 
 
Student name:  Brian Lavery 
Student number:  501309  
Course/Module title: Photography 1: People and Place 
Assignment number: 5 
Learning Blog darcyblog.wordpress.com 
 
The Brief: 

From the picture editor, Sunday Telegraph Magazine- 

Is London planning working? 

 

In the light of the “The Developing City”
1
, a major exhibition on the past, present, 

and future of the City of London as a centre for international trade, The Telegraph 

on Sunday Magazine is featuring an analysis on how the City is achieving 

responsible ownership of its heritage in conjunction with the need to develop as the 

world’s major financial services centre.  

We are seeking photographic evidence of how planning permissions are being 

allocated in a responsible manner, and not just handed out to the highest bidder. 

We are particularly interested in understanding if London’s heritage is threatened 

with over-crowding out by the mass of new developments illustrated in “The 

Developing City”.  

The requirement is for a set of illustrative images that show the traditional 

buildings standing alongside the modern, with no more than 12 photos to be 

provided. 
 

                                                 
1
 http://www.thedevelopingcity.com/about/ 

http://www.thedevelopingcity.com/about/
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Our journey begins with a view of the city from Tower Bridge in the summer of 2012.  
The relentless building of the “Developing City” is obvious with the cranes prominent. 
The cranes will be a permanent fixture for at least forty years and probably more if  
 the capitalist dreams of growth, growth, and more growth are realised. The cranes 
themselves have become a feature of the landscape, completely integrated and 
simultaneously ignored by planning regulations. The building is unstoppable (unless 
interrupted by P.E.S.T. (politics, economics, social and technological) factors, and in 
itself integrated within the growth metaphor.  
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In the heart of the City there are many examples of “traditional buildings” dwarfed by the 
newer, more brash intruders such as this example, although this building is unusual 
because the more prevalent “traditional” buildings are church or royalty. 
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St Paul’s for example, Wren’s masterpiece, tames its surroundings because of 
supplicant planning laws, whereby even the modern architects are restrained by a 
pseudo-mediaeval style and no structure is permitted to exceed the height of the 
cathedral in what appears to be a five hundred meter radius (or five hundred yards 
perhaps). The result is ambiguous with St Pauls remaining visible for a good distance, 
but surrounded by modern artifice. One suspects that the views of royalty have more 
relevance in the planning restrictions than those of tradition. 
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The result is uncertain and may provide may add dubious value to a tourist 
“Disneyfication” of tradition, as shown by this view, which is one the single most  
popular tourist images.  

  
 
Similar scenes are replicated on all sides but largely ignored by the tourist scrum.  
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The building owners do enjoy a nod to the bucolic idyll though, as this detail from  
the roof of a riverside office block shows. The new block is obviously not a London 
tradition, and neither is the rooftop woodland which has never been native to  
London. Not only are the new buildings the intruders but their rural pastiches are  
even more incongruous.  
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On the edge of the City the genuinely traditional Black Friar pub exist s in close  
proximity to Unilever House which itself has a rooftop garden, but is interesting in  
that the interior of the seventeenth century building was completely destroyed and  
rebuilt as an ultra-modern showpiece. (I have commented on the architectural  
disaster that is the interior of the Unilever building in other articles.) One questions  
the retention of the traditional façade when the interior is so extreme, and I also  
question the honesty of appearances for appearance sake when behind the façade  
all is ultra-modern glass and human misery. 
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The church retains its hold on planning, although given their dwarfing into  
insignificance by their surroundings and the absence of congregations one wonders  
why they haven’t already sold their properties.  Perhaps the square footage is the  
Lord’s investment.  
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The whole of the square mile is lost to modernity and touristic voyeurism. At  
weekends and on public holidays the only visitors are those with cameras, and the 
centre has a melancholic loneliness about it. Few shops remain open, only a very  
few bars catering to the tourists who would be scorned and sneered at by its  
weekday nouveau riche. The cartel of petit bourgeoisie, royalty and church ensures 
bothe the continuation and the perverted depravity of the City.  
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The City pollution extends far beyond the square mile, but the contrast between old and 
new is interesting. Drake’s “pirate” ship, the Golden Hynd, stands out from the City as 
much by virtue of its colours than from its form. 
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The spread of modernity runs outside the City boundaries, with the Shard being the  
most recent intrusion on the South bank, and mirrored glass buildings to be found  
almost everywhere.  
    

 
 
“Planning” appears to be based less and less on traditional principles and more 
obviously on capitalist demand, and only restrained by establishment intervention,  
but now it seems that friends of the establishment such as the Shard’s owners can 
intrude at will. London will be a very different skyline in 2050 than at any time  
previously, assuming that capitalism remains dominant.  
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Notes on the assignment. 
 
My overall objective was to contrast the old with the new in a fairly neutral non-
judgemental way such that the Telegraph could form their story around the images. I 
needed to show the overall view which I achieved through a long shot taken from Tower 
Bridge, and a mixture of close-ups and longer views. I took the photos over the course of 
a month, initially doing a reconnaissance visit on a very hot day, and then followed up by 
several further weekend visits when I spent several hours each time walking around the 
City and its environs.  
 
I thought about taking a “red bus” tour but they were unable to get into the inner City, so 
it was several long slogs in alternately hot and then very wet days. The last day was 
almost a monsoon, and although I was dressed for sunshine in shorts and sandals that 
was the most comfortable day because the weather stayed quite warm. 
 
I had several pre-conceived ideas about what I wanted, but the reality was that the City 
changes its face rapidly, so whereas I remembered a day in 2008 when I wandered 
around the City with a new camera and captured some wonderful vistas, within just four 
year those spacious vistas have gone. The Swiss Re building for example, I was able to 
wholly capture at ground level but this time I couldn’t a clear shot from anywhere. 
 
I was fascinated at the contrast between the architect’s visions of giant  monoliths 
surrounded by empty space with happy people wandering around a bucolic landscape, 
against the reality of no particular building being entirely visible from ground level.  
 
I visited the “Developing City” exhibit and was stunned by the density of building, and 
wondered if the architect’s intention of creating distinct, individualistic skyscrapers that 
stood out from the rest was any more viable when each new building was bigger than the 
last and standing only a few feet apart.  
 
In New York in particular the skyscrapers take on a more efficient “block” like aspect, 
thus maximising the square footage available. London by contrast appears prepared to 
sacrifice space for design, for example the Unilever building that previously held over a 
thousand inhabitants, but now is now under pressure to even hold four hundred. 
 
Perhaps at some time soon the price of square footage will rise such that it forces a 
dominance of efficient square slabs where no-one except architects actually care what a 
building looks like given that it can only be seen from almost directly above.  
 
The City is now a five days a week place for people unfortunately.  
 
 


