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Summary 

Grainger Town lies at the heart of Newcastle stretching up the hill from the train station and including its main theatre, market and Cathedral. The neighbourhood is probably best known for Grey Street, voted on a number of occasions as the finest street in Britain and described by John Betjeman thus; ‘I shall never forget seeing it to perfection, traffic-less on a misty Sunday morning. Not even Regent Street can compare with that subtle descending curve’. Grey Street is however just part of a planned extension to Newcastle dating from the 1830s. 

There once stood a house within extensive grounds on the site. When this became available a competition was held to extend the medieval city into the area which was won by Richard Grainger, a local builder, who created what today we would call a masterplan for the area. He set about developing the neighbourhood in a remarkably short period between 1835 and 1842 including the new Theatre Royal, Market and Assembly Rooms (all because his plan necessitated the demolition of the original buildings). The composition was completed with the erection of Grey’s Monument, by the same sculptor as Nelson’s column and commemorating the Prime Minister Earl Grey’s role in passing the Reform Act. While Grainger Town was built at the start of the Victorian period, Grainger preferred the architecture of earlier times and the design owes more to Edinburgh New Town and Bath both laid out more than 50 years earlier. 

The neighbourhood created by Grainger was integrated into the surrounding medieval city, particularly the Bigg Market and the whole district became known as Grainger Town. This is an extraordinarily coherent architecturally with 450 buildings, 244 of which are listed (29 of which are Grade 1 and 49 are Grade 2*). Like all cities Newcastle has suffered from insensitive planning and poor quality architecture, notably the destruction of the fine Georgian Eldon Square just to the north of Grainger Town to create a shopping centre. Grainger Town largely escaped this destruction only to succumb to economic decline. By the early 1990s there was a million square feet of vacant space in the area and 47% of its listed buildings were considered to be at risk. 

Into this context came the Grainger Town Project, an SRB-funded regeneration partnership between the City Council, English Heritage and English Partnerships. The project worked for six years between 1997 and 2003 on the regeneration of the area investing some £40 million of public funds. The achievements of the project are impressive. Since 1997 1500 jobs have been created together with 286 new businesses, 80,900m2 of new and improved commercial floor space, just under 600 apartments and 121 buildings bought back into active use. The results can be seen today in Grainger Town’s thriving economy, lively streets and beautifully refurbished buildings. 

The Grainger Town Project was fortunate to be active during a period of economic revival in cities such as Newcastle. It is likely that much of the regeneration would have happened anyway. Nevertheless the project can claim credit for accelerating and guiding the regeneration of the area. The outlook of the project from the start was heritage based. This is perhaps not surprising given the legacy of listed buildings in the area. The public realm works are understated and traditional in design and the building restoration work historically correct. There are good examples of contemporary design particularly in the interior of buildings such as the refurbished assembly rooms.

However the project could perhaps be criticised for having been slightly conservative in outlook.              

Summary continued

However the Academy Award is for the area, rather than the regeneration initiative and Grainger Town today certainly is as good as any neighbourhood in a British city centre. Its streets are beautifully proportioned and its architecture has coherence and unity. The area is also an economic success, the retailing that had died-back in the north of the area has revived strongly. The area has also re-established its role as a location for professional offices as well as developing strong cultural and evening uses. At the heart of the area sits the Bigg Market, infamous for hard drinking and young people braving winter weather in just tee shirts. This continues as strongly as it ever did and it is remarkable how little this affects the character of the rest of the area without the tensions found in Temple Bar or even Soho. This is perhaps because the area is large enough to absorb different uses. 

Grainger Town is therefore a worthy contender for the Great Street category, quite apart from its architectural merits it is a lively mixed-use quarter that successfully accommodates a wide range of uses, retailing, housing, business and leisure. Today you would not believe that it was ever at risk yet, like Temple Bar, it was just 10 years ago. The change in that time has been extraordinary and illustrates that the art of creating great places, (otherwise known as urbanism) is alive and well.  
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Summary

Every self-respecting city has to have a cultural quarter, or a creative industries quarter. As Richard Florida, the US academic who has studied city competitiveness has suggested, the creative industries and the people that they attract hold the key to the future prosperity of cities. Even traditional businesses need creative people and will be attracted to diverse, multi-cultural, exciting places to which these people are in turn attracted. The irony is that these creative districts tend to have an anti-establishment ethos, something that makes it difficult for local authorities to will them into existence. Soho is the original cultural/creative industries quarter and illustrates all of the characteristics that such quarters need and all of the tensions and contradictions that they must face. 

Soho was built in the late 17th century and takes its name from the royal hunting grounds that once occupied the area. It was a failed attempt to create a middle-class neighbourhood like the nearby districts of Mayfair and Fitzrovia. Because of this failure the neighbourhood started to attract immigrants and became a much more interesting place. The early residents were Huguenots (whose church, St. Patricks, still stands in the area) Italians. Germans, Greeks and Russians. Many of these groups were artisans and the neighbourhood became known for its small workshops. Already it was a proto-creative quarter and began to attract artists including Constable, Canaletto and William Blake. More recently in the 1950s and ‘60s Soho, once more, became an artistic centre with people like Francis Bacon and Lucian Freud based in the area and its bars and clubs known as the haunts of artists and writers. It is at the heart of London’s theatre land including the Palladium and the Lyric theatres, as well as the more recent Soho Theatre and was the heart of London’s Jazz scene, still being home to Ronnie Scotts, its most famous club. It has nurtured many other types of music including the Rolling Stones, Kinks and the Who, who played at the Marquee; and later the punk rock that emerged from clubs in the area like the Roxy and the Vortex.  

Soho has long been known for its cosmopolitan character, its ‘liveliness’ and its hedonism. This may have attracted artists but also had a seedier side and from the mid 18th century the neighbourhood became known for the sex trade. This was perhaps at its height in the 1970s when there were more than 250 establishments in the area, including sex shops, revue bars, clip joints and cinemas. It became known for crime and exploitation and was the haunt of gangster’s. Since that time the sex industry has been brought under control through licensing and the prosecution of clip joints; it is found in just a small area around the junction of Brewer Street and Berwick Street. The dilemma faced by Westminster Council in drawing up its Soho Action Plan in 2006 is the extent to which this activity is part of the heritage of the area – would Soho be Soho without the sex? 

There is however no doubt that Soho was in steep decline in the 1970s and 80s. The sex trade dominated the streets and the tourist trade had degenerated into tatty souvenir shops. It was about this time that Soho Estates bought the Carnaby Street freehold. Despite its reputation as the heart of swinging London, the area had degenerated into a tacky shopping street. Ten years on, the company has gradually renewed the street and its environs, attracting fashion retailers and developing the adjacent Kingsley Court as a hive of small workshops and retail outlets. The same period has seen the growth of the gay community in the area. One of the indicators that 

Summary continued 

Richard Florida uses to identify creative places is the proportion of gay people. This illustrates the remarkable transformation that has taken place in attitudes towards the gay community since the 1970s, Then it would have been seen by some as part of the sex industry, today the ‘Pink Pound’ is an important economic driver, and the gay community is seen as a central part of the creative and cosmopolitan life of the area. 


As if being a centre for leisure, culture, shopping and tourism was not enough Soho remains an internationally important centre for creative industries, particularly film and television production. There are hundreds of companies employing many thousands of people in these sectors in Soho. Symbolic of the importance of this sector is Sohonet – a global private digital network creating a direct link between companies in Soho and the main film studios in the UK, Hollywood and other countries. This is of an altogether different scale to the small-scale creative industries fostered by other creative quarters, important as these small companies are, they cannot match the global reach of the media sector in Soho. 

Alongside all of this, the area retains a  strong residential community, albeit one under considerable pressures. The area remains ethnically diverse with traces of all of the groups that have come into the area over the years visible in its shops, restaurants and churches and the Soho Primary School that survives in the area. The community has survived the decline of the area, but now ironically is under greater threat from its success as rising prices push communities out of the area. This is being addressed by the Soho Housing Trust who have been developing new housing in the area, particularly for families. 

Like Temple Bar and Grainger Town, Soho shows that true creative quarters are always a precarious balance of different and sometimes conflicting activities. Policy in these areas, such as the Soho Action Plan published by Westminster Council in 2006 and the result of partnership working with a range of different groups, is not so much about regenerating the area but keeping all of these uses in a state of happy equilibrium. When this balancing act can be maintained – as it is currently in Soho the result is the most extraordinarily diverse and exciting neighbourhood
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Summary 

There is supposed to be a natural cycle of decline and renewal that takes place in cities. Neighbourhoods fall into decline, get colonised by artists, become fashionable  in a counter-culture sort of way - causing values to rise and attracting developers and established companies. Over time this investment gathers pace, more and more people are attracted to the area, squeezing out the artists that started the process and sanitising the excitement that attracted them in the first place. This process can be see at work in cities across the world, Covent Garden is perhaps the most extreme UK example. A truly great neighbourhood would be one that managed to capture the power of this process without being spoilt by it. Temple Bar in Dublin comes close to this.

Temple Bar named after Sir William Temple, whose house once stood on the site, has been part of historic Dublin for centuries. It includes a number of historic buildings such as Ireland’s oldest theatre built in 1622 but it is not the most beautiful or historic part of the city. In the late 1980s it was designated for clearance to create a bus station and the bus company started buying up properties. Many of the purchased buildings were let on short leases to cultural organisations and from this core of people something interesting started to emerge. The area became a base of artists and independent shops and these new residents started a campaign to save the area from demolition. The culmination of this came in 1991 when the government reprieved the area and designated it as Dublin’s cultural quarter. The properties acquired by the bus company were transferred to Temple Bar Estates, a regeneration organisation that therefore has considerable assets and financial muscle.

One of the first things that the government did was to organise an international design competition. This was won by a consortium of local practices calling themselves Group 91 who came together for the competition. Their masterplan is a wonderful combination of careful urbanism and contemporary design. The main elements of the plan were the new Temple Bar Square, a new curving street to increase permeability and a series of schemes in the interior of the area’s urban blocks. The latter included a number of new housing schemes and, the most prominent of the projects, Meeting House Square with its outdoor cinema and public stage. 

The masterplan was based on increasing the public realm of the neighbourhood and if this space was to work it needed to be enclosed and animated by new buildings. The masterplan has therefore led to a major programme of investment in 12 cultural institutions, all but three of which have taken root in the area. Today Temple Bar is home to the Irish Photographic Archive, Galley and Photography School, The Irish Film Institute, The Project Arts Centre, The Gaity School of Acting, The Ark Children’s Theatre and the Contemporary Music Centre. Each of these institutions is housed in a new or refurbished building many designed by the original practices that made up Group 91. These buildings are without exception contemporary, winning 25 national and international architectural awards. They illustrate that good modern architecture can enhance a historic urban area. Today Temple Bar is home to 50 cultural and arts organisations together with 2,000 residents and the Temple Bar Cultural Trust (the successor to Temple Bar Estates) runs almost 400 free cultural events a year attended by more that 600,000 people. 

Summary continued 

There is, and always has been, another side to Temple Bar – the bars and clubs that have been part of the area for centuries. These bars have participated fully in the area’s renaisance and attract hundreds of thousands of people to the area. Indeed to the visitor the Temple Bar experience includes the pubs, the galleries, the buskers on the streets, the public art, the specialist shops and the free events. However it is always a difficult act to keep all of these elements in balance and, for a number of years, the bars have threatened to take over. Dublin, and Temple Bar in particular, became party capital of Europe in the late 1990s attracting stag nights and hen parties from across the UK and beyond. In recent years moves have been made in cooperation with the bar owners to discourage this trade which has in any case spread to cities like Prague and Amsterdam. However the Academy witnessed the tensions first hand on our visit in May 2007 as the police were forced to move-on illegal buskers playing drums and  attracting a large crowd directly next to residential property. 

In many respects these are the problems of success. Many run-down urban quarters would love to suffer from too much vitality! However it does illustrate that the process of regeneration, once started, is not easily controlled. Temple Bar is a small area, covering just 13 hectares and yet has developed three very successful roles, cultural quarter, residential neighbourhood and leisure destination. As a result it bustles with life and crackles with tension just in the way that cities should. In this respect it has similarities to Soho, another of the nominations although it is sobering to think that all this has been achieved in just 15 years.  Whether the three roles of Temple Bar are sustainable in the long-run remains to be seen. There is certainly a need for greater collaboration and urban management to resolve the inevitable tensions. However the tensions will never be removed, indeed if they were the neighbourhood would lose much of what makes Temple Bar a great neighbourhood.
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