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the balfron season was a creative reflection on the life of a building, 
drawing on stories of past and present, and aspirations for the future.

ernö Goldfinger, architect 1968 Jimbo, Caretaker 2010
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the balfron season was an unprecedented series of 
artistic events situated in and around the Grade-II 
listed balfron tower in the Poplar district of london’s 
east end. the balfron season featured exhibitions, 
debates, tours and happenings and ran from mid-
september to mid- october 2014. It had an incredibly 
diverse programme, featuring a huge range of 
responses to this famous east london landmark, 
from the familiar; such as debates and open days to 
the unusual; pop-up dining, architectural charrettes 
and temporary museums. another key component 
were the open studios strand in which over 22 artists 
in residence who have lived and worked in balfron 
tower over the last 6 years opened up their residency 
workspaces to the general public.

this report will also look at how this singular event 
came to take place exactly where it did. the balfron 
tower is perhaps the most striking example of 
brutalist architecture in east london. It is a massive 
presence that dominates both the local area and the 
a12 to which it is adjacent. It’s separate service tower 
sets it apart from every other structure around it. Yet 

the balfron tower is also part of the housing provision 
under the charge of the social landlord Poplar harCa. 
recently this body announced that the building 
would be refurbished and as a result they gave bow 
arts the opportunity to celebrate not just a wonderful 
piece of architecture but also the work that artists 
supported by the trust have produced. the event was 
supported by Poplar harCa but it also featured major 
contributions from other bodies such as the legacy 
list, the national trust and the british Council.

to really appreciate the significance of this project 
we first have to understand the unique status of 
its organisers, bow arts. We need to appreciate the 
significance of the building in which the event was 
hosted as well as the fascinating social context in 
which the tower was built and in which it now lives. 
We need to know something of what the partner 
organisations saw in the project and why they wanted 
to be involved. We really need to know something of 
the artists who stayed in the tower and contributed 
so fully to the balfron season. their biographies will 
appear throughout this short report.

the 
balfron 
season

It’s verY muCh 
lIke lIvInG InsIDe 
a sCulPture 

- simon terrill, artistartists in residence at balfron tower 2008-2015
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bow arts is an educational arts charity established in 
1995. founded on the belief that artists can work 
successfully on both a local and international level 
simultaneously, bow arts has championed the 
engagement of young creative professionals with 
communities throughout the east end whilst also 
providing them, through cheap rent, with the 
opportunity to create their own work. bow arts now 
provides affordable, secure, creative workspace for over 
400 artists in east and southeast london. the trust also 
manages a nationally recognised education programme, 
runs the nunnery Gallery and champions the 
commissioning of international award winning public art.

In 2007, bow arts entered into an agreement with Poplar 
housing and regeneration Community association 
(Poplar harCa) to occupy a number of flats in balfron 
tower, east london. harCa, a social housing landlord 
and the owner of the tower, had decided to refurbish the 
tower and this required the decanting of the tenants. 
bow arts would take on empty flats temporarily and let 
them as live work studios for artists. the arrangement, 
originally expected to last for 18 months, extended to 
over 6 years, providing homes and studios for 70 artists at 
the peak of the project.

artists aged 23 to 30 in general earn an average of 
£18,000 a year, according to bow arts’ own surveys. 
most artists throughout this period will stay at the tax 
threshold for 10 to 15 years, earning less than 10% of 
their annual income from selling their art, making up a 
living wage from selling their skills elsewhere. balfron 
tower therefore provided invaluable cheap live work 
space for artists who typically budgeted on spending 
£400 or so a month on housing costs. In return, the 
project brought a skilled, talented, socially aware and 
committed community into the heart of a deprived 
neighbourhood.

there was great enthusiasm among the first generation 
of artists to respond to the drama of the building and 
its context: balfron rises from Poplar’s tightly-knit 
neighbourhood but peers out over the olympic Park 
Canary Wharf and across to the City of london. the 
artists hosted an international residency programme, 
established pop-up galleries, ran monthly showcase 
events, hosted shows and formed ‘the bat pack’, a project 
that created exhibitions and took them out on tour. some 
residents, engaged in negotiations about their own 
future and also understandably concerned to sustain 
a quiet neighbourhood, sought to tone down on-site 
public events.

Despite this, artists made imaginative contributions to 
community life throughout the period, exemplified by 
the arts educational work in local schools and public 
art. Personal relations between artists and residents 
developed and in some instances prospered in much 
the same way as with incomers in any neighbourhood. 
however, once the final social housing tenant had left the 
tower in 2014 it was possible to conceive, once again, of 
a public programme of events to celebrate the role of the 
artists in the neighbourhood and the special bond that 
had been formed by the community in the tower. the 
idea for the balfron season was hatched.

“
boW  arts  noW  
ProvIDes  afforDable,  
seCure, CreatIve  
WorksPaCe  for  over  
400  artIsts  In  east  anD  
southeast  lonDon

“The Balfron Tower means many things to many people but one thing 
is for certain, it demands a response and manages to outdo buildings 
from the same era for its sheer sculptural presence and architectural 
drama. Not only that but it also acts as a lightning rod for all the 
political and social and aesthetic debates that affect many artist 
working in east London today.

So for us it was never really in question that we would want to be part 
of celebrating this rich history and we knew that in partnership with 
our artists, who live and work in the tower every day, that we were the 
best placed to do it... Our attitude is simple: we are not here to observe 
the community, we are part of it, just as culture is part of it.

A huge amount of respect has to go to all the artists who were involved 
and brought the project to life and to the Bow Arts team who eagerly 
scaled every barrier to bring the project together.”

 Marcel Baettig, Chief executive officer, bow arts

  bow
arts

bow arts

the balfron season
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artIst ProfIle

leonie lachlan was in residency in the balfron 

tower throughout the whole of september 

2014, running both print and adult drawing 

workshops on one hand and doing her own 

work on the other. leonie who, graduated in 

fine art from newcastle university in 2008 

before completing the Drawing Year at the 

prestigious Princes Drawing school, explores 

the means of capturing the 3D experience of the 

city in the 2D experience of drawn or printed 

media. she says she uses “drawing to work out 

and interpret space; how it fits together and 

as a means of deciphering structures.” for her, 

“print-making becomes similar to construction 

because you are working with layers.” although 

her printed work is on a flat surface, it is often 

embossed or layered or, at the very least, has a 

sense of being built.

Whilst her experience of the building has been 

shorter than other artists, her response has been 

immersive and contemplative. she attempted 

she said to become “a cog of the place” and 

that her residency has given her a chance to 

“think about the further way this space has 

been constructed and the reflection of what is 

beyond.” although her work seems to deal with 

the balfron tower in a purely abstract fashion, 

she says that “the simple act of looking out of a 

window here is about a multiple experience. You 

also understand that this collective experience 

of looking would have haven a new thing living 

in a tower block in 1960,” she says. aesthetics 

and politics combine. “my interest is in how do 

we want our cities to be composed and that has 

come together here very strongly,” she says.

leonie’s open studio showed some of the prints 

she had made on site, a view of the buildings 

structure which when repeated captured the 

very unique sculptural power of the building. 

In a very direct way leonie is taking her 

architectural concern forward with a further 

residency at the venice architecture biennale.

Leonie Lachlan

the balfron tower demands a response and manages to 
outdo buildings from the same era for sheer sculptural 
presence and architectural drama. after the second 
World War architects had successfully argued for a 
privileged position within a system that was delivering 
the new buildings and structures required by a new 
welfare state. In the architectural review in 1943, one of 
these architects, ernö Goldfinger, suggested that because 
urban space would be segregated into space used by 
pedestrians and space used by cars so the experience 
of a building might be segregated. first, a free standing 
building would be considered as a sculpture, then when 
it filled the gaze of the approaching visitor it would be a 
picture and, only lastly when it was entered, as a space.

the balfron tower is a sculpture, particularly the 
separate service tower joined to the residential part of 
the buildings by walkways. the separation of the two 
structures is ostensibly to isolate the noise of the lift 
machinery and rubbish chutes. however the separation 
permitted Goldfinger to create the effect of a citadel. 
the boiler house which sits at the top of the tower is 
dominated by four chimneys which, from a distance, 
gives the effect of a crenellated battlement. the narrow 
windows look like arrow slits. other famous brutalist 
structures took their formal cue from landscape features. 
Park hill in sheffield for example reaches out from the 
contours of a hill to present itself as a sheer cliff to the city.

During the 1970s and 1980s the balfron tower became a 
cypher for a wider debate about sink-estates. these 
estates were poorly maintained, lacked basic amenities 

and were expected to receive the least fortunate 
members of society in massive numbers. the buildings 
themselves rather than the society that cared for them 
were blamed. George tremlett, head of the Greater 
london Council housing policy trashed the concept of 
high rises to a conference of architects in 1978 that high 
rises. “their basements have becomes haunts for thieves 
drunks and dossers. If you doubt it tiptoe through the 
mess beneath balfron towers and see the legacy your 
profession has left,” he said. It is still a contentious 
statement and yet one can see that the undercroft and 
immediate apron of the balfron are architecturally 
problematic.

Perhaps it is only because the building is so monumental 
that it is the subject of such scrutiny. or perhaps there 
is something more. the balfron tower has also been 
the subject of media attention since it was first opened. 
famously ernö Goldfinger and his wife lived for two 
months in flat 130 on the 25th floor after the building 
opened in february 1968. this temporary occupation 
received a great deal of coverage in the national press 
and was dismissed in some quarters, particularly the 
letter pages of the sunday times, as a public relations 
exercise. however, Goldfinger did use his research to 
tweak the design of the trellick tower, a virtually identical 
tower in west london built after balfron. Its iconic status 
has both dogged and enriched it. It exemplified so much, 
crystallised so many ideas and provided a viewing point 
to look across a whole cultural and social landscape. to 
ignore its strange beauty or pretend the questions it 
poses don’t exist is not an option.

the 
balfron 
tower

PrInt- makInG Is sImIlar to 
ConstruCtIon beCause You 
are WorkInG WIth laYers
-  leonie lachlan

Really loved the workshop, 
learnt a lot of new 
techniques and the whole 
experience was very 
inspiring for some other 
projects I have done since.”

eleanor begley, Print 
workshop participant’
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process of moving tenants in and out of buildings, 
have moved social housing tenants from balfron to 
other areas of the estate. bow arts proposed that artists 
could take on empty properties on short-term leases by 
backfilling what would have been empty property. 

the first artists took a temporary lease in a flat on the 
leopold estate in 2007. this estate is now decanted and 
awaiting demolition before it is rebuilt, as part of a much 
larger transformation. the crash of 2008 slowed down a 
lot of the natural regeneration which gave bow arts an 
opportunity to move across the borough with Poplar 
harCa. the first artists took out leases in balfron in 2008. 
that community has grown in size to the extent that at 
the beginning of the balfron season, 35 flats in the tower 
were being leased by artists.

so although the balfron tower is a small part of the social 
landlord’s Poplar harCas portfolio of properties and of 
the bow arts work, it has the highest profile. It provides a 
lightning rod for all the political and social and aesthetic 
debates that operate around the issues touched on 
above and as such when Poplar harCa considered 
celebrating its history as social housing as its new tenure 

was announced, bow arts felt they were best placed to 
celebrate its rich and complex history. thanks to their 
proven ability to work with different artists who knew 
the building well they felt they were in a unique position 
to mine the rich layers of meaning that the structure had 
accrued over time. 

of course, the simple fact that the building was  
designed for housing the least affluent members of 
society and is now to be housed by private owners has 
understandably caused a great deal of comment and 
debate. although some of the residents were happy to 
be rehoused others were less so. although this occurred 
because of the wider estate management issues faced by 
Poplar harCa, it was small consolation to some who see 
anyone related to the process, including the artists under 
the aegis of bow arts, as somehow complicit in that. this 
is something that is rejected by the artists themselves. 
Indeed it is the artists who have brought this debate to 
the public’s attention, in a manner which appreciates 
that a simple didactic statements fails to appreciate     
the complexity.

according to the office of national statistics, the wider 
borough of the tower hamlets was the fastest growing 
area in the entirety of the uk over the last 10 years, 
with a population increase of 27%. to understand what 
made the balfron season such a significant event one 
must appreciate how this incredible surge of demand 
has played itself out in a landscape with the largest 
concentration of post-war social housing in the country. 
In the 2001 Census, tower hamlets had 52.5 per cent 
social sector tenancies which was over twice the london 
average. futhermore, the london-wide figure for 
occupancy under a registered social landlord was 88% 
double that in tower hamlets. the largest social landlord 
in the area is Poplar harCa who were founded at the 
same time as bow arts and with whom the arts body 
have developed a close working relationship.

It was estimated in 2005 that 83% of tenants in housing 
Choice groups who had selected a partner registered 
social landlord (rsl) to work with were living in homes 
that fail the Decent homes standard. to pay for the 
improvements the rsl had to consider which homes 
to sell-off to generate revenue, given that this was not 
available to them from the state. so if it seems strange 

that the make up of housing in the area in which an art 
event takes place should be so significant, one must 
remember that one of bow arts aims is to improve the 
lot of those who find themselves living in this area of 
unprecedented social and economic pressures: both 
in providing support for artists in a market in which 
housing is increasingly expensive but also ameliorating 
problems caused by social housing being partially 
occupied as tenants are moved out. vandalism is more 
common in a partially occupied estate.

Within this local condition, a wider aesthetic trend 
comes into play, making the balfron tower even more of 
a charged structure, if it is possible. brutalism has gone 
from being a type of architecture associated with social 
failure to being one that is enjoyed aesthetically by a 
new generation with money to buy houses. the balfron 
tower is a particularly stunning example and has been 
acknowledged as such with Grade II listing. accordingly 
Poplar harCa, the largest tenant run social housing 
agency in the country, chose it for refurbishment and 
sale, with the idea that the revenue would bring about 
improvements to the building, which is in a poor state, 
and others in the area. Poplar harCa, as part of a

PoPlar
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“Balfron Season was a great success 
for us. It allowed people to access 
Balfron Tower, meet some of the artists 
in residence and see Goldfinger’s 
architecture for themselves.

The events were well organised by 
Bow Arts and the vast majority of 
media coverage - in print, online and in 
social media - was positive, providing 
an advertising value equivalent of well 
over £1.5 million.”

Bree Sims, Communications Consultant 
Poplar harCa

“



PoPlar harCa 
Poplar harCa (housing and regeneration Community 
association) is a registered social landlord and the 
owner of balfron tower. harCa owns and manages 
around 9,000 homes in Poplar, east london; the 
majority of these were transferred from the london 
borough of tower hamlets back in 1998. since then, 
harCa has refurbished all those homes and built 
almost 1,000 new ones. harCa’s mission is to make 
Poplar a place where people choose to live, work 
and enjoy life. Poplar harCa plans to refurbish 
balfron tower as part of the regeneration of the 
neighbourhood. 

the leGaCY lIst 
the legacy list is a charity dedicated to the 
improvement of the areas surrounding the Queen 
elizabeth Park, the site of the london 2012 olympic 
Games. the balfron tower is very much within that 
region and the list’s successful work together with 
bow arts has been one of the highlights of that body’s 
work in the post-Games era. the legacy list funded 
a project lucy harrison which was called ‘home on 
high’ and was one of the high points of the balfron 
season in september 2014.

lucy’s work was the product of around six months 
intensive research this year, enabled by a grant from 
the legacy list. she says that the aim was “to focus on 
the buildings as homes, rather than as iconic pieces of 
Goldfinger’s architecture.”  When lucy arrived most of 
the former tenants had left the block. as a consequence 
she looked to the rest of the estate and sought out 
the opportunity to work closely with a handful of 
participants. using writing workshops of different kinds 
she was able to support 3 individuals in articulating 
their memories of the wider estate around balfron. In 
the end her work focused on Danny an elderly Polish 
man who lived in balfron tower until 1979, but now lives 
elsewhere on the brownfield estate.

the film was installed in Danny’s flat in what had been 
his bedroom. Guests were met downstairs by local 
residents acting as tour guides, who then led them up to 
the flat via the lift. visitors gained an intimate experience 
of the flat as a home, rather than an exemplary piece of 
architecture. “I enjoyed seeing people’s reactions as they 
emerged from the screening room, to see the very same 
tiling in the bathroom that they had just seen in the film, 
and to realise that they were in the very same flat,” says 
lucy. the legacy list proved to be the perfect partner 
for bow arts for considering the change that is taking 
place around them.

Partners

artIst ProfIle
Haidee Drew

unlike most of the artist residents in balfron tower, haidée is a homeware designer. after graduating from the royal College of art with a masters in metalwork and silversmithing she set up her interior accessories business designing for the high street. she has sold her collections through liberty and heals as well as internationally. haidée describes her experience with bow arts live work scheme as liberating and inspiring ‘I always found it incredibly frustrating being in london but unable to live somewhere I could make my own, and this is especially important for a homeware designer. When I came across the bow arts scheme I saw it as an amazing opportunity to boost my business.’ haidée started on the scheme in helen mckay house on the aberfeldy estate where she was able to remodel the apartment as a backdrop for all her marketing.

haidée approach to balfron tower was much the same, during balfron season she set her flat up as a show home with her historically inspired products in every room.  ‘the show home was 

a huge success, it was really exciting letting people snoop around the property and enjoy the flat as much as I have done.  haidée created the  ‘balfron box’ especially for balfron season, it’s a truly unique interior garden piece, based on a victorian fern case and accurately representing balfron tower. 

Despite having a separate studio in bow haidée described being in the flat as incredibly inspiring and that she would spend hours designing there and enjoying the light created by the layout. ‘the height of the tower and the views across london would make me feel connected to the rest of the city.’ haidée also works part time in a local school as an advanced skills Design technician, where she has been for the past 5 years. When asked about some of the other artists approach to living in the tower and work produced by their observations of the community she responded by explaining that she is much a part of the community as anyone else, ‘I am not here to observe the community, I am a part of it, I have lived and worked in tower hamlets for 9 years.’ 

“the legacy list was delighted to support lucy 
harrison’s home on high project, as part of the 
balfron season. home on high explored the 
tower’s impact on several generations through 
film and accompanying supper clubs. a range of 
local communities were brought together to share 
food and insight on the area, and contributed to 
a sensitively developed and delivered project. 
We were delighted to have the opportunity to 
collaborate on the balfron season and commission 
lucy to create a complimentary but distinct 
approach to the aims of the festival.”

Claire Gevaux, Head of Creative Progammes, 
The Legacy List

I’m not here 
to observe the 
CommunItY. I 
am Part of the 
CommunItY.
- haidee Drew“
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the national trust are an organisation perhaps better 
known for managing country estates than rooms 
in tower blocks. however history moves forward 
and as we have said before the balfron tower is a 
testament to a moment when utopian post-war 
britain coincided with a new architectural movement 
that was dedicated to monumentalising the home of 
the common man. brutalism was heroic architecture 
that sought not just to eviscerate the poor housing 
conditions but to raise social housing to the status of 
a major cultural expression.

the trust already cares for Goldfinger’s own home in 

hampstead, 2 Willow road, and according to 
the trust themselves “the balfron tower is the 
logical choice for our first foray into brutalism.”  the 
trust’s involvement so far has only been a temporary 
venture. the interior of flat 130, which was the one 
that Goldfinger spent two months in 1968, was 
furnished by designers, Wayne and tilly hemingway, 
in the style of that period. this was opened on a 
number of occasions throughout october 2014. the 
hemingways went on to put many of the objects 
for auction on ebay with proceeds going towards 
defraying the costs of the project and a donation to 
the residents association.

the International architecture showcase is a key 
component of the annual london festival of 
architecture (lfa) and is organised by the architecture, 
Design and fashion (aDf) department at the british 
Council. the event brings together an astonishing array 
of exhibitions and events led by london’s embassies 
and cultural institutes as part of the lfa. In 2014, the 
aDf department british Council, as part of its ongoing 
exploration of the exchange of ideas that takes place 
between the uk and the rest of the world, created a 
new format for the event by inviting international 
architects to participate in residencies with london-
based practices.

this particular concern of the department’s director, 
vicky richardson, shaped the International architecture 
showcase of 2014 as an exploration of the influence of 
émigré architecture on london. the balfron tower was 
a perfect venue to host this discussion as its architect, 
Goldfinger, was hungarian-born. the balfron became 
a hub for the International residency Programme, and 
working in partnership with bow arts we will explore 
the impact Goldfinger’s work had on architecture and 
the east end of london. the building became the locus 
of a debate which was continued on in the national 
pavilion at venice architecture biennale.

to address the issue of housing, Dk: Cm (uk) and b210 
(estonia) proposed ‘Crisis Point’, a high-rise tower on the 
banks of lee navigation inspired by the iconic Centre 
Point of 1963. karakusevic Carson architects (uk) and 
bCva (Denmark) meanwhile produced a master plan for 

unlocking under-occupied housing across the borough 
and looked at how it may better connect with its 
surroundings. Duggan morris (uk) and Zav architects 
(Iran) investigated the history and culture of the area. 
Comparing and contrasting the formal and informal 
natures of london and lagos, studio tIlt and moe + 
took inspiration from the spontaneity found in lagos, 
overlaying this on their site in bromley-by-bow to create 
a framework for a self-organising model. through 
discussions with the public the Decorators (uk) and 
Isss research & architecture (austria) devised a game 
that allows participants to engage with and inform the 
multiple possible futures of bromley-by-bow.

Working on the site of the decommissioned gas works 
at leven road, friend & Company and Jonathan 
nsubuga (uganda) explored ways that this area 
could be ‘re-wilded’: building habitats for wildlife to 
thrive. through an analysis of the limehouse Cut, muf 
architecture (uk) and move (Chile) proposed a new 
extended civic balcony for the waterway. Delvendahl 
martin (uk) and GaIss architects (latvia) proposed that 
through temporary interventions and an annual festival, 
the waterway could be animated. sarah Wigglesworth 
architects and kane Yanagawa (taiwan) looked at the 
empson street Industrial area. by investigating the way 
transition can be negotiated, natasha reid (uk) and 
urbanworks architecture and urbanism (south africa) 
suggested a new constitution that put the rights of 
those working on this site at the centre. the work was 
collected in a publication Possible futures: 7 Days in 
Poplar.

the brItIsh CounCIl anD the 
lonDon festIval of arChIteCture

Partners

the 
natIonal 
trust
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“ “Working with Bow Arts during the London Festival of Architecture 
was extremely valuable for our international residency programme. 
Bow Arts contributed extensive knowledge about the local context, 
which was crucial for shaping the brief.

The opportunity for our visiting architects to stay at the Balfron 
Tower and experience Ernö Goldfinger’s architecture first-hand, 
gave the programme added resonance, and helped bring the theme 
of ‘émigré architecture’ to life.

Bow Arts made the participants feel welcome in Poplar and were 
always on hand to help and advise. The team coordinated local 
partners to embed the programme, meaning that the outcomes 
were relevant and meaningful. It was a pleasure to work with them.”

Vicky Richardson, Director architecture Design fashion, british Council

“Working with Bow Arts on the Balfron Season 
was a privilege. They supported us in opening 
Flat 130 as a ‘National Trust property’ with 
efficiency, dedication and creativity, making 
the whole process far smoother and much 
more enjoyable than it otherwise could have 
been. We would have no hesitation in working 
with Bow Arts again; indeed, as I write we are 
busy cooking up our next project with them.”

Joseph Watson, Programme manager,
national  trust“



artIst ProfIle
Simon Terrill

simon’s picture of the balfron tower at night-

time captures a key moment in the recent 

lifetime of the building (see page 1). by chance, 

it was taken just after the social housing tenants 

had been told they were leaving the building. 

the picture is actually more complex than it first 

seems. on close inspection one can see that 

a number of the buildings tenants are in front 

of the building, others are on their balconies; 

some are gesturing, some are not. It is actuality 

the record of a performance, supported by the 

british arts Council as well as bow arts, in which 

the inhabitants are responding to a score. “It was 

both a celebration and a memento,” says simon. 

“It marked the end of a period in the life of 

this tower.”

simon is perhaps the longest serving of all the 

residents at the balfron. he moved in 5 years 

ago to use one of the apartments as a studio as 

part of an international residency programme. 

(simon is from australia). When the adjacent 

apartment was available for short-term rent he 

and his partner took it. his work is a mixture of 

media: photography, film, photo- montage, and 

drawing. the media tends to be selected to best 

reflect a particular situation. one of his works is 

a montage of the balfron’s facade and breugel’s 

tower of babel. his successful work at the balfron 

has led to other successful work on the area. 

his residency at bow Cross culminated in a 

hallucinatory video shot at night in which the 

people of a street effectively perform themselves 

under film lights.

simon says he has benefitted hugely from the 

support of the bow arts. “Its a fantastic flat to live 

in and its cheap rent. Its facilitated our existence 

in london which might otherwise have not been 

possible. We’ve been able to make work here 

and work from here in other places. It’s just been 

fantastic,’ he says. one senses though that simon 

is also an unabashed fan of the balfron tower as 

a piece of architecture. he describes living in it 

as like living in a sculpture. he is however alive 

to all the debates that coalesces around the 

structure having hosted a number of debates 

and discussions around the tower. he says:  

“there are so many competing voices around the 

balfron tower - some of them are a little bit too 

shrill.”

“It would be good to have bow arts measured 

version of their story”.

In a major report, commissioned by Culture secretary 
ed vaizey on the future of architecture delivered in 
march 2014, terry farrell made a number of proposals 
to improve the planning culture in the uk. one of 
these was the creation of “urban rooms” in every city 
where issues relating to planning can be discussed 
by professionals and the public alike. london urban 
visits had already proposed the creation of such a 
room in the balfron tower using a flat made available 
by its owner. During the balfron season, luv, an 
experienced team of planning, regeneration and 
economic development consultants, invited a number 
of senior planning and development professionals to 
informal discussions, based around a dinner.

those that were invited included, steve stride, 
harCa’s Chief executive and richard blakeway Deputy 
mayor of london for housing, land and Property. 
another visitor was David barnett, founder & Ceo of 
london newcastle, a top residential developer that 
has developed over 500 apartments and penthouses 

in the capital in the last two decades. In addition 
David lunts from the Greater london authority 
came to discuss the planning of the city. lunts is 
executive Director of housing and land at the Gla. 
eric sorenson visited as well. among many other roles 
he was Ceo of the london Docklands Development 
Corporation (lDDC) until 1997.

In addition, luv have run tours around the brownfield 
estate as part of the open house weekend but also 
from stratford to Canary Wharf with a stop off at 
the balfron using an essay by Charles Dickens called 
“londoners over the border” as a prompt. according to 
the men behind luv, ralph Ward and michael owens, 
these two and a half miles between the two hubs 
contain one of the strangest, most interesting, least 
known and apparently least penetrable landscapes in 
london. the tours explored the primitive origins of the 
area first as a floodplain, the farmland and then as an 
intense unmanaged victorian industrial zone, mingled 
with dense working class housing.

london 
urban visits

balfron season PortraIts
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although the purpose of this report has been largely to 
bring together in one place a huge array of activity, one 
cannot help but noting a number of issues prompted 
perhaps by the luxury of being allowed time to consider 
the balfron season in its entirety. firstly, one might 
note that the balfron tower, whether it was because of 
its iconic status or because of the media scrum around 
its opening, has always acted as a focal point around 
which wider issues relating to - for example - the social 
function of art or the role of the state in housing its 
citizens. It has also done so when the debate becomes 
negative. It is entirely in keeping with the cultural 
history of the building that a season of discussions 
should take place within its walls.

secondly, the sheer drama of the building prompts a 
huge number of responses. In many ways these 
responses have never been truly recorded and whilst 
the balfron season arrives quite late in the building’s life 
it has given us the chance to capture these responses 
for posterity. thirdly the tower will always stand at an 
intersection between various strands of cultural 
endeavour, art, politics, planning, culture, housing: 
largely because it was fully intended by its architects 
and its clients to stand there. finally, if the building 
occasionally attracts the opinions and views of those 
who do not necessarily understand its history or its 
current status or the role of the balfron season in that, it 
is all the more important that those who do understand 
it speak clearly and in a fully-informed way in the 
debate that tends to swirl around this singular structure.

some 
conclusions

artIst ProfIle
Alan McFetteridge 
alan is a self-taught photographer born in new Zealand, coming to london when he was 19. he worked as an assistant to renowned photographer tim flach and has since gone on to build a successful career working predominantly in advertising, whilst working on a number of artist projects that include co-directing an artist run gallery space G&a studios, in sydney, australia. his work has also featured in many international awards, publications and exhibitions; including the national Portrait Gallery’s John kobal Portrait Prize, association of Photographers, Communication arts, Photo District news and the royal Photographic society. 

Coming to balfron tower was an opportunity to develop work that reflected the conditions and faces of the community that inhabit the tower and wider estate. “I am not so interested in the 

architecture or architect” 
says alan  “my primary 
interest was to look at the 
effects that dilapidation and 
repair have on a largely hard 
working and family oriented community,  and from this understand the wider consciousness of how uncertainty impacts on people”. an issue that is particularly relevant with the absence of rent control or rent protection in london. 

“I seek to create work with complexity and beauty to reflect the multitude of situations that exist for both the individual and the wider community and I hope that overtime changes will be made to protect future generations. living in the balfron has been a unique experience, provided by bow arts and has really helped me develop this piece of work”.

the re-creation of flat 130 has been led by tilly 
hemingway of hemingway Design, assisted by her 
father Wayne hemingway and working closely with 
bow arts.

the furniture, contents and decoration have been 
carefully curated to communicate how life might have 
been for the residents of the flat circa 1968, a family 
who – we could believe – moved in as the Goldfingers 
returned to hampstead. 

Re-creating Flat 130
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WIth sPeCIal thanks to 
everYone Who WorkeD on 
the ProJeCt:
Bow Arts

marcel  baettig Chief executive
michael Cubey head of Creative Workspace   
michael owens Commercial Director    
lindsay edmunds   season manager      
andrew mitchelson open studies manager    
esther ainsworth               open studies manager

British Council  -   London Festival of Architecture   –   British Pavilion 

niamh tuft   Programme manager     
moira lascelles   Curator International architecture showcase 2014   
hannah burgess    Programme manager     
alastair Donald    Project Director, british Pavilion  
vicky richardson Director of architecture, Design and fashion

Legacy List

Claire Gevaux  Creative Director

LUV – London Urban Visits   

michael owens Director
ralph Ward Director 

National Trust – The London Project

Joseph Watson    Project manager           
Ivo Dawnay  london Director          
tilly hemmingway  Designer - hemingway design
Wayne hemingway Designer - hemingway design
Chloe nelkin marketing

Royal College of Art

ab rogers head of Programme
emily Durant assistant studio manage ab rogers Gallery

Poplar HARCA

Paul augarde head of Creativity & Innovation   
bree sims   Communications officer   
Jimbo  building supervisor
all the residents of Poplar

“our son sam 11 reallY enJoYeD the 
WorkshoP anD Got a lot out of It. It Was 
ProfessIonallY orGanIseD anD DelIvereD 
anD trulY InsPIratIonal In that loCatIon.” 
NICk CORSTEN, W9        


