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The Uses of Nostalgia 

Stirling and Gowan's Preston Housing 

MARK CRINSON 

University of Manchester 

To a visitor they are understandably depressing, these massed 

proletarian areas; street after regular street of shoddily uniform 

houses intersected by a dark pattern of ginnels and snickets 

(alley-ways) and courts, without greenness or the blueness of 

sky .... But to the insider, these are small worlds, each as 

homogeneous and well-defined as a village .... It is because 

for all ages such a life can have a peculiarly gripping wholeness, 

that after twenty-five it can be difficult for a working-class per 

son either to move into another kind of area or even into 

another area of the same kind. 

Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy 

In the 1950s and '60s, the blitzed areas of Britain's cities 

and the postwar slum clearance schemes offered great 

opportunities and great threats. Drawn to this issue, 

sociologists Michael Young and Peter Willmott studied the 

effect of the newest of social institutions, the housing estate, 
on one of the oldest, the family. Although Richard Hoggart 
was more concerned with the impact of the mass media on 

working-class culture, he too recognized that the environ 

Many of the yards are packed with clothes hanging on the line, 

prams, sheds, boxes of geraniums and pansies, hutches for rab 

bits and guinea-pigs, lofts for pigeons, and pens for fowls. The 

only difference between the houses is the colour of the curtains 

and doorsteps which the wives redden or whiten when they wash 

down the pavement in front of their doors in the morning. 

Dilapidated but cosy, damp but friendly, in the eyes of most 

Bethnal Greeners these cottages are the place, much more so 

than the huge blocks of tenement buildings standing guard, like 

dark fortresses, over the little houses. On the warm summer 

evening of the interview, children were playing hop-scotch or "he" 

in the roadway while their parents, when not watching the televi 

sion, were at their open windows. Some of the older people were 

sitting in upright chairs on the pavement, just in front of their doors, 

or in the passages leading through to the sculleries, chatting with 

each other and watching the children at play. 

Michael Young and Peter Willmott, 

Family and Kinship in East London 

ment for that culture, the "landscape with figures," was at 

stake, albeit from different forces. The new architecture of 

British public housing in the 1950s and '60s had much to do 

with this postwar situation. Mainstream and avant-garde 

architects were more interested in embodying change than 

signaling continuity, and they were particularly concerned 

with how a technocratic modernism might solve the prob 

lems of reconstruction and a perceived lack of moderniza 
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tion.1 This article explores in some detail the response of 

James Stirling (1924-1992) and his rapidly developing atti 

tudes toward history and the modern in the first decade or 

so of his career. Through examination of his and James 
Gowan's (b. 1923) previously neglected housing scheme at 

Preston (1957-61), I will show that Victorianism had an ear 

lier and far stronger role in Stirling's movement toward a 

more skeptical engagement with modernism and a more 

reconciliatory approach to architectures of the past. Among 
other things, this means that rather than judge Stirling's 

early career in the 1950s as merely a limbering up, the pre 
to the post-, one might contend that it had already by the 

end of the decade become finely attuned to the "peculiarly 

gripping wholeness" of these "small worlds," to the impor 
tance of "watching children at play," and to the creative 

contradictions of wanting both change and continuity.2 
The most relevant elements of Stirling's early career 

will be established first, especially his evolving attitudes to 

modernism and to the Victorian past, and how his early, 

mostly unbuilt projects attempted to use regional forms to 

give rigor to the picturesque approach that was then-dom 

inant in British modernism. After this account of Stirling's 

early architecture, the article focuses on the housing scheme 

at Preston. It will be extrapolated largely through an exam 

ination of the buildings themselves, but also through the 

architects' published statements, Stirling's photographs, and 

the critical reactions that the scheme inspired. Although 

neglected by architectural historians, Preston at the very 
least helps to revise the received story of Stirling's early 

development, usually seen as culminating in the Leicester 

University Engineering Building (1959-64). 

Stirling and Gowan brought two important new 

resources to their work at Preston: a newly acquired inter 

est in regional aspects of the "functional tradition" and, 

overlapping with this, a new open-mindedness about the 

possibilities of reconnecting with premodernist urban and 

architectural traditions, especially the despised Victorian 

city. The Preston scheme suggests that some of the charac 

teristic features of Stirling's more famous later projects 

emerged earlier than is usually claimed. But rather than 

focus the argument on any incipient postmodernism in 

Preston, this article gathers its various strands together 

around the issue of nostalgia, as it was used negatively by 
reviewers of the scheme and positively by the architects. 

Instead of a jackdawlike and ironic attitude toward a frag 
mented, premodernist, and strictly architectural past, later 

characteristic of postmodernism, the positive use of nostal 

gia enabled the architects to reconsider the possibilities, 
both forward- and backward-looking, of a place-specific and 

communally minded architecture in postwar Britain. 

Ideograms of Apostasy 

Stirling and Gowan belonged to a formidable generation of 

British architects and critics?including Reyner Banham, 
Alan Colquhoun, Colin Rowe, and Alison and Peter 

Smithson?who were impatient of what seemed like the 

older generation's compromises, its parading of the "sym 

bols of an epoch of reform."3 Yet, in a manner that has now 

come to be called "neo-avant-garde," they 
were 

equally dis 

tanced from what they knew as the "heroic" period of mod 

ernism in the 1920s and skeptical of any redemptive residue 

of it.4 Delayed by the war, they arrived late into architec 

tural training, and dulled by the routines of office work as 

assistants, they put their creative energies into the 

Independent Group or Team X, looking for alternatives to 

a deadening consensus by exploring popular culture, con 

sumerism and everyday life, alternative traditions in mod 

ernism, and the possibilities of a contemporary primitivism. 

Stirling's attitude toward modernism in the 1950s, like 

many of this generation, is best described as a developing 

apostasy, a growing sense that while one must remain within 

it one could loosen its terms and infuse it with a renewed 
sense of the regional and the historical. The Liverpool School 

of Architecture, where Stirling studied immediately after the 

war, was marked by a "furious debate" about the merits of 

modernism, ranging from the eclectic Beaux-Arts predilec 

tions of some of its staff, through the liberalism of its head, 
Lionel Budden, to the polemical modernism of some of its 

students and younger staff. Stirling took up the last of these 

positions, and his final-year thesis in 1950 was a Corbusian 

exercise in the free plan, only hinting at future development 
in its variety of external treatments. Although this generally 
restrained modernism was confirmed by his experience of the 

"finickity, decorative, and inconsequential" architecture of 

the Festival of Britain in 1951, by the time of his first com 

petition entries, such as that for Poole Technical College 
(1952), Stirling's abandonment of the free plan and his use of 

brick as an external facing material had begun to signal his 
movement away from the presiding influence of the Swiss 

architect or at least from his canonical interwar work. The 

reasoning behind these moves was that the free plan was seen 

to compromise both room usage and circulation, and that 

brick was regionally appropriate.5 Already, then, Stirling was 

tending to a position that was compatible with longer tradi 
tions of regional practice and latently sympathetic to the 

functional expressiveness of Victorian architecture. 

Expressiveness became especially marked in his design for 

the Sheffield University competition (1953), with each of its 

functions articulated distinctively on the exterior of the build 

ing while sharing with others a spinal circulation corridor and 

being housed within a long terrace. 

THE USES OF NOSTALGIA 217 

This content downloaded from 129.96.252.188 on Tue, 29 Dec 2015 06:56:18 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


^g^^m^gmmj^^?^^^ ^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^^ Figure 1 James Stirling, Woolton House, 
^^^H^H^^ Vf;iy^S^^^^^^^^^^^^H||^^^^ mM Lancashire, 1954, model of unbuilt project 

It was after Sheffield that Stirling's work took on a new 

direction, perhaps partly because he began three years of 
work with the highly professional firm of Lyons, Israel & 

Ellis, renowned for its severe but carefully crafted school 

buildings, and partly because of his understanding of Le 

Corbusier's more recent architecture. In the unbuilt house 

for Woolton in Lancashire (1954; Figure 1), Stirling tried 
out the idea of using three parallel walls while turning the 
roofs into a cluster so that the freestanding house presented 

different faces on all sides and the lean-to roofs seemed to 

huddle around the entrance and chimney above. The result 

was that a small house, with a limited budget and only one 

room and a gallery on the first floor, was given a double 

height living space and a stronger if still picturesque pres 
ence in the landscape, its highest roof forming the apex of 
its pyramidal massing, suggestive of a tower on a small 

church. Woolton embodied what Stirling came broadly to 

call "a new interpretation of vernacular, "and, more specif 

ically, with this project in mind, "the reflection of a devital 
ized technology and of a reversion towards cosiness in 

domestic life."6 

In 1955, Stirling made a similarly suggestive village 
project for Team X's submission to the tenth Congr?s 
Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM) (Figure 
2).7 Here Stirling accepted a linear street pattern and local 

materials but sought to enliven the scheme by grouping his 

houses in a staggered formation beside the road and by giv 
ing distinct external expression to their various aspects. The 

underlying conception for the dwellings was a remarkably 

simple "kit-of-parts." They consisted of three parallel walls 

of different profiles, which gave internal spaces of varying 

widths. From the central wall separate lean-to roofs 

spanned the separate spaces. There was a strong sense of 

axis as well as a cubic huddle, with all components individ 

ually articulated, especially the central wall, which would 

be extended beyond the confines of the house and revealed 
at several points above the lean-to roofs. The folksy quality 
of Stirling's project offers points of comparison with 

Berthold Lubetkin's unrealized work at Peterlee New 

Town. There, in 1947-48, Lubetkin's desire to individual 

ize houses within the common identity of terraces and sim 

ilar structures had led him to propose a range of fa?ade 

styles from which the residents could choose.8 Stirling, 

working without specific residents in mind but conceiving 
of his scheme as a way to develop existing villages, adopted 
a more picturesque solution whereby the individuality of 

each volumetric unit of the houses distinguished the differ 
ent forms of accommodation within the staggered line. As 

Stirling put it, when advocating alternatives to stylization 

and structural expression as ways for modernism to advance, 

"the direct expression of the actual accommodation volumes 

in relation to each element [determines] the plastic compo 
sition of the building."9 Unlike much of its contemporary 
use in British modernism, the picturesque was invoked 

without whim or whimsy. It derived from an apparently log 
ical process of characterizing different functional spaces, 

resulting in the "ideogram of the space organization."10 

This was also a distinction made contemporaneously by 

Stirling's friend, the architectural critic Rowe. In describ 

ing mid-nineteenth-century architectural thought, Rowe 

discerned two forms of the picturesque: one that resulted 

from seeking visual effects, and one that derived from "the 
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Figure 2 James Stirling, CIAM X Village Housing Project, 1955, various plans, elevations, and sections of unbuilt project 

sternest utility." For Rowe, the latter made "the Picturesque 

objective by implicating it with functions and techniques."11 
In the mid-1950s, Stirling published two articles on Le 

Corbusier's postwar architecture. Now accepted as mark 

ing a turning point in his early career, the articles show that 

Stirling was at first disoriented by the master's recent build 

ings, and ambivalent about them. He was sure, however, 

that their tactile and emotional qualities, their links to pop 
ular culture, and their technologically regressive aspects 

allowed him to ask fundamental questions of modernism.12 

"If folk architecture is to re-vitalise the movement," he 

wrote, "it will be first necessary to determine what it is that 

is modern in modern architecture."13 By 1957, Stirling had 

determined that modernism was only one constituent of the 

modern: it was merely "the norm, the backcloth against 

which we build;" a safe place, in other words, from which to 

depart.14 In 1958, he wrote critically about the lack of per 

sonality in modernism: "without hard thinking on this 

problem, an easy acceptance of pre-solutions becomes the 

norm: thus schools have all glass facades, high density hous 

ing is slab-blocks, and maisonettes are 'cross wall.' The 

influence of the client is replaced by that of a 
'system.'"15 

By contrast, the more pervasive spirit of the time was what 

Stirling called, more 
approvingly, "an age of multi-aesthetic 

styles 
... each problem appears to have its appropriate aes 

thetic."16 These "multi-aesthetic styles," 
a term closely 

echoed by Gowan, with whom Stirling worked from 1956 
to 1963, would provide the resources, looking both forward 

and back, that became a characteristic of Stirling and 

Gowan's architecture.17 The two overlapping areas that they 

explored were regionalism and Victorianism. 

Stirling was drawn to regionalism partly because of the 

encouragement given by Le Corbusier's recent architecture 

and its affinities with peasant and vernacular architecture, 

and partly perhaps because of his own provincial upbring 

ing. Both of Stirling's articles on Le Corbusier had identi 

fied what he called a "crisis of rationalism" in the Swiss 

architect's postwar work, but this was a fruitful crisis paral 
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Figure 3 James Stirling and James Gowan, house in Kensington, 

1957, wall onto courtyard 

leling Stirling's own criticism of unthinking "systems" in 

contemporary modernism. Le Corbusier seemed largely to 

have abandoned rationalism, "programmatic theory," and 

Utopian aspirations in favor of a powerful formalism 

inspired by vernacular buildings but "built by, and intended 

for, the status quo."18 In "Regionalism and Modern 

Architecture," written in 1957, Stirling identified as an 

obvious source for British urban regionalism the "unself 

conscious and usually anonymous" warehouses and other 

industrial buildings that he knew from Liverpool and the 

industrial north where he had grown up, which epitomized 
the "infinite, idiosyncrasies of locality."19 As an article two 

years later made clear, Stirling was particularly admiring of 

nineteenth-century buildings.20 This regionalism was most 

evident in his Leicester University Engineering Building, 
but it was first admitted and fully exploited as a source in the 
Preston buildings that form the focus of this article. 

Victorian architecture offered other positive examples. 

Although Stirling disliked "the ugliness of the stylistic 

merry-go-round," he preferred to modern suburbs the 

forms taken by Victorian expansion on the edges of cities, 

with its "social and constructional innovation in low density 
housing."21 Brick became almost ubiquitous in his and 
Gowan's projects at this time, reflecting what Stirling would 

cite as a specific inspiration?Victorian "knowledge in 

detailing structural brickwork."22 In addition, he valued the 

way that the backs of Victorian terraces revealed their "true 

organisation," showing clearly the different levels and 

unequal sizes of rooms; he also responded to the way the 

outbuildings defined the property walls, an observation he 
made contemporary with his Preston housing and, as will be 

shown, clearly having 
a relation to that scheme.23 Given the 

sympathy for things Victorian in his writing, it might seem 

strange if his architecture had not likewise reflected 
Victorian traits. Beyond Stirling's concession that his build 

ings might "look a bit Victorian,"24 there is a use of literal 

Victorianisms in certain of his buildings and projects that 
have been neglected or edited by the historical record. 
Three examples are worth mention. In the 1957 house he 

designed with Gowan in Kensington, the rear wall could 

easily be mistaken for the reuse of a Victorian remnant 

(Figure 3), but in fact its arched windows, brick polychromy, 
and chamfered concrete were 

entirely new. Furthermore, 

for the front of the building, which was built as a simplified 

Regency-style stucco fa?ade, Stirling originally made a 

Victorian design.25 In another example, their proposed 

semidetached houses at Sunninghill (ca. 1959), Stirling and 
Gowan were inspired by the "architecture of the 

'Backs'"?the rear view of nineteenth-century terraces?to 

design an asymmetrical syncopation of gable ends for the 

front of their scheme (Figure 4).26 Finally, for two houses in 

the Chilterns (1956), the architects proposed to articulate 
their buff-colored brick elevations with courses of blue-gray 
and red brick (Figure 5).27 The examples may indicate a ten 

tative reaching for an alternative vocabulary, but all these 

details would be reused in the Preston scheme. 

The Woolton house and the village housing had both 

sought a regionalist rationale for their materials as well as 

contextual and residential logic in their irregular position 

ing and silhouettes. These features can also be found in the 

Ham Common Flats (1956-58), Stirling's first built project 
with Gowan. But though Ham played archaicizing games 
with such things 

as concrete mantelpieces and water spouts, 

reworked the window details of nineteenth-century indus 

trial buildings, and respected the scale and materials of the 

Georgian context, like the other early publicized projects it 

stayed at a level of historical abstraction consonant with 
modernism. This meant, for example, that, despite the 

protestations of the architects, it could be taken up as an 

example of the "New Brutalism" by Reyner Banham.28 By 
contrast, the regionalist and picturesque elements in the 
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Figure 4 James Stirling and James Gowan, semidetached housing at Sunninghill, ca. 1959 

Figure 5 James Stirling and James Gowan, house in the Chiltems, elevations and plans of proposed second house, 

1956 

BBWW^^i 
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K$t^^L ?^J?^^Ef^'' Figure 6 Photographer unknown, 

HE^^^A ^^ f^JJI^^^^m^?c^' Victorian terrace housing in 

^R^^^^^L dSa4ll^^VIH?ES^'' Brunswick Street, Preston, ca. 

K^^^^L I IMBhIk^ 1954 

infill housing at Preston were joined to a level of historical 
and even anthropological specificity that tipped the project 
into controversial waters and also, arguably, consigned it to 

a near-oblivion that meant that no defense could be offered 

against its recent demolition.29 

The Spirit of the Street 

The housing scheme in the Avenham area of Preston 

(1957-61), consisting of sixty-two units of accommodation 

in a group of three- and four-story terraces and some sen 

iors' housing, can be seen as the culmination of these vari 

ous built and unbuilt projects of the mid-1950s, and was 

certainly Stirling and Gowan's largest project to date. 

Together with two eleven-story tower blocks by Lyons, 
Israel & Ellis, who had passed on the job of designing the 
lower development, Stirling and Gowan's buildings were 

part of the first phase of Preston Borough Council's slum 
clearance project close to the heart of the town.30 Until 

clearance started in 1955, the area was occupied by a set of 

parallel bylaw streets, the typically regimented effects of 

public health legislation. These streets were filled with early 
Victorian terraces, many of which had pubs and mission 

halls at their ends (Figure 6). Behind the terraces were nar 
row paved yards congested with outbuildings for coal stor 

age and lavatories.31 

At Preston, Stirling and Gowan had in place all the 

components and conditions for a new reassessment of the 

Victorian past through 
a serious engagement with the typol 

ogy of the local housing. Adopting some of the despised 
urban elements of the Victorian city, they arranged their 

buildings as two three-story terraces and one 
four-story 

block of flats, placed around three sides of the large island 

site, with a separate group of two-story houses and flats for 

seniors (Figure 7). By reversing one of the three-story ter 

races, Stirling and Gowan managed to present three differ 

ent faces to the surrounding streets, both deferring to and 

playfully disrupting the urban morphology. These terraces 

had a one-bedroom flat on the ground floor and a two-story 

maisonette. They were planned ad quadratum and given 

conventional interiors. The maisonettes were entered via a 

shared deck that was raised above the yards of the flats and 

bridged between the maisonettes and their individual "out 

buildings." Just as the deck stood in for, or "maintained the 

spirit of," the street or back alley, 
so the outbuildings sug 

gested the "spirit" of the coal-shed (or even a decommis 

sioned outside lavatory), a ubiquitous feature of the local 

terraces.32 The mini-towers created by these structures, 

accented by long strips of wood acting as louvers on their 
window slits, gave the terraces a distinctive and nonregional 

stepped-back form, expressing what Stirling?echoing the 

picturesque effects of the earlier unbuilt housing proj 
ects?was to call "the articulation and identification of the 

scale of accommodation of which a building is made up" 

(Figure 8).33 The outbuildings, together with the castella 
tion of the roofline suggested by the inset windows of the 
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Figure 7 James Stirling and James Gowan, Preston 

housing, Lancashire, 1957-61, bird's-eye view of the 

site 

Figure 8 Stirling and Gowan, Preston housing, view 

of three-story terraces 

^?fiBB ^T^ 
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^J?????? ???? Figure 9 Stirling and Gowan, Preston 

W?^^??????m MU housing, view of four-story flats 

top floor, also lent the whole terrace a somewhat defensive 

effect (an idea given even more prominence in the archi 

tects' Churchill College competition entry [1958]). At the 

ends of the housing blocks, strongly defined ramps and 

bridges gave access to the decks and provided powerful 
abstract elements at three corners of the site, but particu 

larly at the west corner, where two ramps were built. In one 

statement, the architects emphasized that the openness and 

visibility of the access spaces were created "so that the 

movement and meeting of people can be seen and enjoyed 

by everyone."34 The ramps, then, were intended as a strik 

ing stage for these urban theatrics. 

The four-story block of flats on the east side was the 
most self-effacing element in the scheme (Figure 9). It pre 
sented inset entrances and access stairways on its external 

facing side, and here the details were most brutally modern, 

with awkward junctures between wood, concrete, and brick 

components.35 Both long sides of the block were broken up 
with staggered groups of windows, their unevenness justi 

fied by the need to step down on the sloping site. Less a 

Victorian terrace in inspiration, this was more reminiscent 

of the warehouses Stirling had admired and illustrated in 

his 1957 essay on 
regionalism: "the outside appearance of 

these buildings is an efficient expression of their specific 
function whereas today they may be appreciated pic 

turesquely and possibly utilised arbitrarily."36 Less indus 

trial in derivation were the timber and glass balconies and 

gallery fronts used for the access stairways, which, in the 

three-story blocks, screened the small yards of the ground 

floor flats. These balconies and gallery fronts were almost 

absurdly high, as if expressing a child's sense of scale? 

clearly a foretaste of the chunky, overscaled elements in 

much of Stirling's later work. The large courtyard behind 

the blocks was reminiscent of similar areas in Lubetkin & 

Tecton's housing estates; areas essentially for play were 

given hints of some more honorific purpose, with a low 

grassed pyramid and lengths of wall that suggest the ves 

tiges of garden perimeters left behind with the terraces.37 

The architects placed the five small blocks of seniors' 

housing across the road from their reconstituted terraces 

(Figure 10). Four of the blocks were positioned in an infor 

mal row, the fifth slightly detached from them. External 

stairs were placed in the reentrant spaces created by the 

informal spacing, their angular sheer brick walls marking 
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Figure 10 Stirling and Gowan, Preston 

j^^^H housing, seniors' flats 

their family resemblance to the ramps of the terraces. In 

one of the most telling devices in these otherwise four 

square volumes, "an architectural joke on the modern 

movement," the entrances to the lower flats were cut 

through the external staircases.38 The buildings were given 

pyramidal roofs, while the walls were articulated with 

exposed concrete lintels and lines of blue engineering brick 
at the levels of the floors and roofslab. The Victorian effect 
was extended to the chamfered edges of the lintels (given a 

functional justification by the architects).39 The principal 

defamiliarizing device in the seniors' housing was the way 
the roofs stopped short, allowing the walls to extend upward 
as parapets and giving the buildings a starker effect: 

Victorian faces with modern hairstyling. 
Almost cheek-by-jowl with Victorian terraces, Stirling 

and Gowan's scheme used other details from the buildings 
around it?splayed setbacks, copings made of bricks set on 

edge, bull-nosed brick-on-edge window sills, and the hard 

faced bricks themselves. The bricks were chosen partly to 

cut costs but also because they had the effect of making the 

familiar strange. These semi-engineering bricks, normally 

used at the time for industrial buildings, had a hard reflec 

tive surface that Stirling particularly desired for its "out of 

context" effect.40 "I never select materials emotionally," he 

wrote in 1965. "They 
are chosen entirely at a practical level, 

but then, of course, they must be transformed to cohere at 

a level of significance."41 For avant-garde architects in the 

1950s to use bricks was in itself provocative, as they 
were 

seen as a dismal building material, the enemy of light and 

space.42 But the Preston bricks do not tell their age easily; 
their surfaces refuse to accumulate histories. They do not, 

in other words, carry the "bad everyday" connotations of 

the material as was common in nineteenth- and early-twen 

tieth-century Britain, signifying repetitive labor, the deso 

late, and the unpleasant ("a wilderness of dirty bricks").43 
But neither, however, are they easily associated with the 

"good everyday," 
as bricks often were in a different nine 

teenth-century tradition, where their appearance was seen 

to embody the positive valence of ordinary actions.44 By 

contrast, the effect of Stirling and Gowan's bricks seems, in 

part, to provide a distancing of the otherwise familiar qual 

ities of the Victorian terrace, a way of putting the latter in 

parenthesis or in quotation marks, of emphasizing its extrin 

sic meanings. 
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The result is buildings of great planarity and hardness, 

echoing qualities in the city around them. They are precise 
in their profiles and silhouettes, a precision that arrives from 

stressing the thinness and tautness of the medium, giving 
the walls a curious weightlessness.45 This is the beginning of 

that "prismatic style of hard shiny surfaces" that became an 

admired feature of Stirling's later work.46 At the same time, 
the accommodation entities within the scheme were 

expressed by the outbuilding towers, which in Stirling's 
words served to "identify the position of the dwelling within 

the terrace."47 But the suggestion that the reconstructed 

Victorian terrace could be renovated if not reconstructed 

was created within a larger context of rupture with the nine 

teenth-century street pattern. The advantages of natural 

surveillance in the street and the learned limits to propin 

quity?so closely identified with the terraces?were 

inevitably fragile, form-specific social-spatial qualities. 
However much the scheme evoked the bylaw terrace, it was 

actually 
an estate centered on an empty play space rather 

than a shared channel of movement: it was a publicly owned 

rather than commercially driven development. The pene 

trability of the ends of these terraces into and out of the 

yard, the restricted public use of street-decks, and?with 

the loss of the privately owned yards of the Victorian 

terraces?the ambiguous ownership of proximate public 

spaces created when the housing of bylaw streets was con 

verted into a perimeter block of housing all imply new 

behavioral codes or disciplines to be learned. In other 

words, following demolition and the creation of a tabula 

rasa, Stirling and Gowan were not content to leave tradi 

tion and community merely on the level of representation, 
but displaced them into a hopefully more resistant place 
form.48 Unlike the functionally driven picturesque of the 

village housing scheme or the flats at Ham Common, the 

picturesque effects at Preston seem to result from a consul 

tation of the genius loci, a wilful use of modernist spatial 
abstraction, the expression of separate dwelling functions, 

and a merging of the forms of the terrace and the perime 

ter block. 

Scenes of Toughness and Frolic 

Such description takes analysis only so far. To go further 

into an understanding of the Preston scheme requires an 

insight into how the architects intended it to be understood 

and how contemporaries reacted to it. On the architects' 

intentions, there are several published statements and a 

number of photographs Stirling made soon after the build 

ings were occupied, which were used by reviewers in the 

architectural journals.49 A striking view of a group of 

Victorian industrial buildings in Preston appears among the 

shots, possibly intended to indicate the architects' inspira 
tion in local traditions (Figure 11).50 In most other contem 

porary contexts, such a subject would have provided an 

opportunity for an image of smoggy air, moldering brick, 
and hard, mean figures?as in the documentary films of 

Paul Rotha or Bill Brandt's photographs of desolate north 
ern townscapes. Not so for Stirling. In his image, the figures 
carry no emotional burden. Though the buildings are of 

variable heights, they cluster together in a densely articu 

lated huddle, all angled gables, sheer walls of brick in 

pointillist gray and white, and dramatically contrasting 
shadows created by a raking light. The whole is unified by 
the flattening effect of a long-focus lens and some sly fram 

ing that lines one edge with a lamppost and fills one corner 

with a bulbous black car. The caption in Architectural Design 
reads: "the character of the city is tough, dark and complex," 

identifying qualities Stirling wanted to be associated with 

the new scheme.51 The photograph portrays a rather dif 

ferent image of Preston than the mid-nineteenth-century 
terraces that were the more immediate context of the new 

housing?an image of work rather than residence?and by 

doing so it offers formal precedent for a looser and more 

various set of cubic shapes, giving license for the wilful plac 

ing of windows and for the abrupt termination of planes in 

the final scheme. 

If this was the preferred image of Preston, Stirling's 

photographs of the finished project tended to emphasize 

seemingly ad hoc encounters between residents and build 

ings. Although architectural photography showing build 

ings as used or populated was still extremely unusual at this 

time, the obvious precedents for Stirling's work were Roger 

Mayne's images of Park Hill, Sheffield, that had appeared in 

Architectural Design only a few months previously, in 

September 1961 (Figure 12).52 These works, as well as 

Nigel Henderson's related photographs, are clearly behind 

Stirling's imagery, especially in their evocation of a world 

of blurred movements and suggestive shadows, of the ran 

domness of human association and out-of-doors play. In one 

of Stirling's shots, two groups of children are seen sitting 
on the angled parapets of the ramps at the western corner, 

a particularly resonant part of the scheme for Stirling 

(Figure 13).53 The composition clearly balances figurative 
and abstract elements. The new scheme appears as 

large flat 

slices of wall that are enlivened, even ornamented, by the 

children and the strong shapes of their shadows, labile 

body-images entirely at one with the sun-reflective sheets of 

brick. The past is manifested by a small cluster of chimneys 
that appears discreetly just behind some of the children to 

the right, by television antennas indicating modern acere 
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Figure 11 James Stirling (?), photograph of Preston, 1961 

tions. We look at the youngsters as they gather 
on the walls 

like birds on a line, entirely at home in their environment. 

Importantly, as in other photographs by Stirling, the fig 
ures actively engage in a tactile, fully embodied relation 

with the buildings. A view such as this, looking upward at 

planes of wall and sky, seems to deny perspectival space; 
instead of a suppression of the other senses in favor of 

rationalized sight, the picture aims to mediate our physical 
relation to the buildings through the bodies of the children. 

In another photograph, human life is again signaled 

through children, this time caught running past one of the 

three-story blocks, which once more is cut abstractly by the 

edges of the image (Figure 14). Perspective is again denied by 
a wedge of black shadow at the bottom. Here the old is even 

more ethereal?the fuzzy shadow of a chimney?while the 

children and their shadows are even more like hieroglyphs for 

Ufe. In a third image, the photograph is divided into two halves 

by the beginning of one of the street decks (Figure 15). Two 

THE USES OF NOSTALGIA 227 

This content downloaded from 129.96.252.188 on Tue, 29 Dec 2015 06:56:18 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


?b* 

Figure 12 Roger Mayne, photo 

graph of access stair tower, Park 

Hill, Sheffield, 1961 

Figure 13 Stirling, photograph of 

children on ramps at Preston 

housing, 1961 
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Figure 14 Stirling, photo 

graph of children running 

past three-story terrace at 

Preston housing, 1961 

Figure 15 Stirling, photo 

graph of children on bridge 
at Preston housing, 1961 
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children improvise play on this level and two more sit on the 

brick parapet of a ramp in the lower half. Seen through the 

glass of the street-deck rail and strongly silhouetted by back 

lighting, the children's bodies are now cut across, fragmented, 
and rendered partly two-dimensional. In the immediate fore 

ground the "open," "penetrable" architecture of modernist aes 

thetics is epitomized by the street-deck, but visible through it, 
like temporal layers, are the new lintels and brick polychromy 
of one of the seniors' houses, and then farther back the famil 

iar shapes of a Victorian terrace. 

Although a few of Stirling's images show elderly men, 
most of them are populated by children, which creates a 

double message: an optimistic future of adulthood-to-be, 
and a remembered past of childhood that was. The second 

of these is not an association one finds in Mayne's or 

Henderson's street photography, where children are more 

often used to suggest the deep "tribal" structures of urban 

space and the semiotics of street gestures and figurai 

inscriptions. It is, however, legitimated by part of a quota 
tion from Somerset Maugham that Stirling and Go wan 

chose to accompany their own statement on the scheme. 

Reporting on Charlie Chaplin, Maugham wrote about the 

comedian's memory-infused impressions: "To him the 

streets of southern London are the scene of frolic, gaiety 

and extravagant adventure."54 

What Stirling's photographs make clear is that the 

Victorian past is not rendered an accidental element of the 

townscape, nor are the new buildings juxtaposed with 

Victorian terraces in the form of a surreal encounter. Unlike 

his later buildings, where such treatments of past and present 
were usually given surreal and highly ironic overtones, at 

Preston the clash is both generational and generative.55 In 

other words, it seems intended to say something about conti 

nuities across epochs as well as to produce new syntheses. The 

past and the present are sometimes layered, sometimes inter 

mingled. Where we have come from, the images suggest, is 

always 
a factor in where we are going. 

Worktown Re-worked 

Stirling and Gowan's published statements on the Preston 

housing demonstrate their commitment to transferring the 

spatial anthropology of working-class life in the slums into 

the new scheme.56 A particular current of sociology, led by 
the work of Michael Young and Peter Willmott, had been 

arguing for several years before this for a r??valuation of 

the spaces of working-class areas, especially for their intri 

cate contribution to forms of social life. Regarded by some 

as backward-looking, such sociology nevertheless con 

tributed directly to the work of young Team X members 

and CIAM apostates like Alison and Peter Smithson, with 

whom Stirling had plenty of contact during this period.57 
The Smithsons' thinking is well known: the abstract func 

tional zoning of modernism should give way to the promo 
tion of identity and community through the use of 

comprehensible anthropological concepts of human spatial 
association. Streets and houses, districts and cities, were all 

right, after all. 

Although their buildings seem more replete with his 

torical forms and references than the Smithsons would ever 

allow, Stirling and Gowan's attitude to the preexisting 
social realities of Preston follows much of this Team X 

thinking, even if one must be somewhat skeptical of archi 

tects talking about and attempting to represent continuity 

when their livelihood depends on demolition and develop 
ment. Citing recent research by the anthropological 

sur 

vey group Mass Observation, the architects believed that 

"the most remarkable aspect of worktown over the last two 

decades is its great unchange, particularly in the habit and 

character of its people?despite greater affluence."58 A 

"neighbourliness and communal vitality" had been fostered 

by the Victorian city, which meant that the spirit of the 

"alley, yard, street terraces" had to be maintained, even if 

their forms were not actually reconstructed.59 "The alleys 

and pavements were just big enough for their purpose," the 

architects wrote, "and they were crowded and vital places, 

in contrast to the oversized roads, pavements and building 
set-backs in the New Towns."60 Yet what was actually hap 

pening in the Avenham area of Preston, as in other areas of 

British cities at this time, was wholesale slum clearance 

involving not only the demolition of Victorian bylaw ter 

races and the transfer of private property into public hands 

through compulsory purchase, but also the erasure of old 

street patterns and the creation of a new road system aimed 

often at creating isolated pockets 
or "estates" of housing 

and flats.61 

In Stirling and Gowan's buildings there is evidence of 
some ambivalence toward the existing spatial forms of 

community, despite the links of motif and material. They 
seem to be seeking to renovate those forms rather than 

reinstating them or merely regretting their loss.62 On one 

level, renovation can be seen in the transplanting of the 

bylaw street into the raised, mostly single-sided deck typ 
ical of Brutalism. But on another level it can be seen in the 

way the main blocks seem lifted above as well as withdrawn 

from the surrounding streets, presenting ranges of brick 

on three sides and harboring the playground within their 

U-shaped configuration. Meanwhile, over the road, the 

seniors' housing is staggered informally but awkwardly, 
unsure whether it belongs to a 

village or to the new street 

230 JSAH / 65:2, JUNE 2006 

This content downloaded from 129.96.252.188 on Tue, 29 Dec 2015 06:56:18 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


lines. It is as if the architects wanted to have some elevated, 
more archetypal sense of place while retaining a strong link 

with the familiar environmental forms of the area.63 

In this context, Stirling and Gowan's scheme was riven 

through with unintended ironies and tensions. Its rhetoric 
was of a repairing of a rupture with the past, yet it had come 

about only because ofthat rupture. It seemed to preach the 

reassuring verities of traditional housing scale though it was 

conceived by Preston Borough Council and knowingly 
entered into by the architects when they took on responsi 

bility for the lower buildings from Lyons, Israel & Ellis, as 

merely the soft, low-rise end of a "mixed development" that 

also included eleven-story tower blocks. It elevated the sup 

posed transfer of the coal bunker into a modern scheme as 

a matter of respecting custom, while it denied residents the 

back yards or private gardens of their previous houses. 

Finally, it celebrated the benefits of neighborly propinquity 
while subjecting expected notions of front and rear to a rad 

ical bouleversement.,64 

Bad Nostalgia 

Contemporary accounts identified the Preston scheme 

immediately with other representations of working-class 
life, particularly Saturday Night and Sunday Morning, Alan 

Sillitoe's 1958 novel of the industrial city, a model study of 

frustration at the limitations of blue-collar life and of the 

allure of affluence as an escape. Many critics regarded 

Preston as a 
similarly hemmed-in environment. For one 

commentator in Architectural Design, the buildings were too 

reminiscent of the sites of Victorian labor: "Although pre 

serving the intimate quality of the slums is possibly better 

than sterile suburbia, must the executed theory be so forbid 

ding? .... The mill was the daily drudgery from which 

worktown escaped, not the idiom they returned to, nor the 

'vital spirit of the alley.' This seems like grinding them in."65 
In publishing the scheme, the Italian journal Casabella 

pushed Preston's postindustrial nostalgia further by includ 

ing comparative images of a Victorian terraced street and a 

painting by L. S. Lowry, doyen of the glum northern 
scene.66 When the scheme won the 1963 Good Housing 

competition, the Daily Mail reported that it had caused an 

uproar among architects for being "deliberately 

designed ... to look like slums."67 A few years later 

Nikolaus Pevsner, who had warned against a "return to his 

toricism" in 1961, commented tartly that Stirling and 

Gowan's terraces "are evidently 
an attempt at reverting to 

the mood of the Victorian vernacular. It is curious that some 

people should have moved on recently to a nostalgia for the 

grimmer aspects of Victorian architecture."68 

Reyner Banham's subtle review of the Preston housing 
was made from a position closer to Stirling's, though he 

shared with Pevsner a rejection of any hint of stylistic 
revivalism and had recently described Italian Neo-Liberty 
as "infantile regression."69 Like his friend Stirling, Banham 

had become a modernist apostate, particularly critical of the 

older generation's picturesque modernism. Nevertheless, in 

his review, Banham tried to suspend normal critical judg 
ment, making superfine distinctions in the face of what 

could easily seem like a betrayal of any kind of modernism, 
"heroic" or not. In Banham's view, the image of close-knit 

working-class life implied by Stirling and Gowan's build 

ings was not of the same ilk as the "sentimental Hoggartry" 
that believed working-class virtues were the product of inti 

mate physical propinquity; it was not a simple recidivism, a 

desire to turn the clock back.70 Like the Smithsons and 

Team X, Stirling and Gowan had rejected what Banham 
called the "architectural charity" of modernism?its phil 

anthropic pretensions?and had come to regard working 

class culture as 
inherently valuable. 

Banham identified the key components in this move as, 

first, the rediscovery of the vernacular through Le 

Corbusier, then a revaluing of English regional materials 

and a 
reawakening to the life of working-class streets, as 

Mayne and Henderson had pictured them. But what wor 

ried Banham in the Preston scheme was that, unlike the 

Smithsons or Denys Lasdun, who had taken the function 
of the street and placed it within an utterly different archi 

tectural form, Stirling and Gowan ran the risk of succumb 

ing to "socialist formalism or 
working-class scene-painting." 

Banham pointed to the "slackly wilful" effect of the placing 
of windows on the four-story block of flats, but he approved 
of the outbuildings and the street-decks in the other two 

blocks: "these two terraces have the air of a vernacular tra 

dition craftily re-assessed in terms of a society in transition." 

Most intriguing and problematic were the seniors' 

homes. Here "the whole effect is so Victorian that they 
could almost be re-named Bessemer Cottages," and, 

because the building-forms were so close to actual Victorian 

types, "everything fits together with an unforced logic." Yet 
this too made Banham uneasy. As the rest of the scheme had 

shown that working-class community could be evoked with 
new spatial forms (the street-deck), the meaning of these 

apparently retardataire houses, their "intended social con 

tent," was ambiguous.71 

There was a real contradiction here: were the archi 

tects serving a durable and unchanging working class life, or 

was this a form of revivalism, providing "an architecture 
that forces the working class into the role of picturesque 

peasantry"?72 Banham's own judgment is apparent by the 
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end of the article: though the Preston scheme may provide 
"a functional and visual setting for much that is valuable in 

proletarian culture at the moment [it] may leave a develop 

ing working class lumbered with an unsuitable functional 

environment twenty affluent years from now."73 

Nostalgia for the Slums, and the Strange Man's 

Dwelling 
In these responses, including Banham's equivocal review, 

Stirling and Gowan stood accused not just of a failure to 

develop but of a deliberate recidivism. The Preston scheme 
was not understood as a 

nostalgia for utopia, as was the 

brandishing of the fragments of an older modernism that 

could be found in the work of the neo-avant-garde.74 

Instead, Stirling and Gowan were accused of a nostalgia for 

perhaps the worst of all pasts at that time, the Victorian age. 
It seemed odd, even perverse, in these immediate post 

war decades with their blitzed and slum-cleared waste 

lands?and certainly atypical of the architectural profes 
sion?to savor such a past in the heart of the city. After all, 
for nearly three decades, since at least the early 1930s and 

arguably since the start of the Garden City movement, 
British architects and planners, abetted by documentary 
filmmakers and photographers, had been berating what they 

regarded as the typical features of the Victorian city. The 

worst subject of their ire and their campaigning for new 

planning laws was the bylaw street, but invectives were also 

directed at inner-city pollution, lack of green spaces, and 

the absence of zoned planning: all offended against an aes 

thetics of hygienic and therapeutic clarity.75 
Modernism had been narrated by Pevsner as a move 

ment of "pioneers" finding their way out of the Victorian jun 

gle of style through new technologies and new materials and 

later?once the movement was established?combining 

rationalism and the hoped-for popularity of the picturesque.76 
The Victorian city acted as the other to modernism's enlight 

ened city7 of towers and open spaces; it provided confirma 

tion by contrast with the modernization of the postwar 

period. Although the Festival of Britain had sparked a revived 

interest in Victorian design, this was very far from the 

Victorian slums and the catastrophes of Victorian industrial 

ism that populated modernist nightmares. But there were 

other, confusing factors. For those of an 
avant-garde dispo 

sition, to like Victorian architecture at this time was to risk 

association with the soft or picturesque wing of modernism, 

or with fogeys and revivalists of an older generation like John 

Betjeman and Osbert Lancaster.77 But being attracted to what 

was deemed to be the deliberately ugly, including the vio 

lently clashing contrasts between the medieval and the indus 

trial, as could be found in the work of High Victorians like 

William Butterfield, was an accepted part of the world of 

Brutalist references.78 Among all these factions, however, 

there was never a love or appreciation of the harder, slum 

mier aspects of the Victorian city, its "tough, dark and com 

plex qualities."79 

Stirling and Gowan had anticipated the objections to 

Preston, indeed the idea that their scheme was nostalgic is 

one that they themselves took up and turned to positive effect 

in promoting the scheme's virtues. This is one of the first 

examples of what could be called a principle of contrariness 

in Stirling's work that involves the transgression of accepted 
tenets?in this case, modernism's revulsion for nostalgia and 

its desire to consign the Victorian slum to oblivion?so that 

they could come into productive tension with their oppo 
sites.80 Together with their project description, plans, and 

photographs, Stirling and Gowan also sent the press the quo 
tation from Maugham about Chaplin that I mentioned above 

but bears citing in full: 

I have a notion that he suffers from a nostalgia of the slums. The 

celebrity he enjoys, his wealth, imprison him in a way of life in 

which he finds only constraint. I think he looks back to the free 

dom of his struggling youth, with its poverty and bitter privation, 

with a longing which knows it can never be satisfied. To him the 

streets of southern London are the scene of frolic, gaiety and 

extravagant adventure. They have to him a reality which the well 

kept avenues, bordered with trim houses, in which live the rich, 

can never possess. I can imagine him going into his own house 

and wondering what on earth he is doing in this strange man's 

dwelling. I suspect the only home he can ever look upon as such 

is a second-floor back in the Kennington Road. One night I walked 

with him in Los Angeles and presently our steps took us into the 

poorest quarter of the city. There were sordid tenement houses 

and the shabby, gaudy shops in which are sold the various goods 

that the poor buy from day to day. His face lit up and a buoyant 

tone came into his voice as he exclaimed: "This is the real life, 

isn't it? All the rest is just sham."81 

Though Chaplin may have been playing up a particular role 

for Maugham's sake, there is little doubt that the promi 
nence Stirling and Gowan gave this account in presenting 
the new scheme at Preston meant that they wished to extol 

a nostalgie de la boue.82 Chaplin displays the classic symptoms 
of the disease of homesickness. Derived from the Greek nos 

tos, or return, and algos, or suffering, nostalgia is a modern 

term denoting the pain, often treated as a medical condi 

tion in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, caused by 
an unappeased impulse to go back, to return home.83 The 

sensation is about two different times and is usually felt on 
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the other side of some event or 
long separation in time 

from what the afflicted yearns for?most typically, as with 

Chaplin, the places and experiences of one's childhood?and 

it acts through a narrative reconstruction of that suppos 

edly more authentic past. However, it is often, as with 

Stirling and Gowan's reviewers, used negatively to imply 
that the feeling is only a sentimental one that involves 

escape from the present into an idealized and distorted past, 

particularly a vicarious, overly rosy view of the history of 

other people; though this last is more nostos than algos, an 

"imagined nostalgia" lacking the homeward obsession and 

pain characteristic of the real phenomenon and of the feel 

ings that Stirling and Gowan wished to evoke.84 

The negative view of nostalgia was deeply inscribed in 

modernist thinking, where it was regarded as a synonym for 

the distortion of history. Given the irreversibility of time, it 
was seen as 

backward-looking and therefore antiprogres 

sive, and as sentimental and therefore irrational or at least 

irrelevant to strictly architectural thinking. Furthermore, 

although memory?likewise eschewed by modernism?may 
have regained favor, at least as put to ironic ends since the 
onset of postmodernism, nostalgia is still despised.85 

Ignoring the overlap between the two notions, it would 
seem that memory is admitted into critical theory because 
it conjures up the metahistorical, offering resistance to both 
official history and modernist amnesia, while nostalgia is 
seen as lacking any galvanizing powers. 

All this makes it even more interesting that Stirling and 

Gowan should have presented the Preston scheme under 

the banner of nostalgia. They deliberately and very pre 

cisely summoned up the feeling and they did so partly as an 

act of provocative contrariness?enabling the return of what 

modernity had repressed?and partly as a declaration of 

independence from contemporary architectural mores. 

Nostalgia for them was neither a negative concept nor a 

reactionary one; it related to a continuity with the past and 

offered some critical purchase on the present. It was per 

fectly compatible with defamiliarizing devices that recalled 
the known but at the same time made it strange, restoring 

nostalgia's traditional links with the uncanny.86 Most 

tellingly, and unlike the referential use of the past in some 

of Stirling's later works, the Preston scheme did not offer 

nostalgia 
as an isolated fragment; 

nor was it merely contex 

tualist, but instead reasserted the past as a nonalienated rela 

tion between individual and community in the present. 
What makes Chaplin's nostalgia different from one that 

denies the actual is not just that past poverty seems more 

real than the "sham" of present wealth, but also that eco 

nomic conditions coexist and can be found in the same city 
as part of lived experience rather than vicarious reconstruc 

tion; the one is a critique of the other. These feelings are 

identified closely with buildings: the "well-kept avenues" 
and "trim houses" of the rich and the "sordid tenement 

houses" and "shabby, gaudy shops" of the poor. Chaplin's 
own trim house only becomes a 

"strange man's dwelling" 

under the power of nostalgia. The trimness and strangeness 

of this home are easily read, in the new context of postwar 
architectural discourse, as indicating modernism. Similarly, 
and even more provocatively, the term "sham" is turned 

inside out from what had become a common modernist 

adjective for the Victorian past and instead now denotes the 

modern itself. 

Nostalgia may also have had personal, Chaplinesque 
meaning for Stirling. His birth in a Glasgow tenement fol 
lowed by his upbringing in the Liverpool suburbs offered 
fertile soil for a detached nostalgie de la boue and one on 

which he clearly drew later in his career.87 While he saw 

himself, according to Colin Rowe, as a "provincial hero," 
he was also "never completely at ease" in London.88 

Patently, nostalgia can be more manifold than mod 

ernists believed; it can reflect actual displacements and man 

ifest changing realities which otherwise the ever-spinning 
wheels of development seek merely to fix as constant repe 

tition, or the forward-looking gaze of modernism as whim 

sical return. Nostalgia seems to accompany epochal change; 
it is the corollary of large-scale development, crisis, the 

uprooting caused by disaster. Perhaps surprisingly, through 
its anxieties about the future or disaffection with the pres 
ent, nostalgia 

can offer a critical perspective. Because it re 

values elements of a despised past, nostalgia can question 
myths of progress and offer the perspective of users, the 

powerless. At Preston, for example, nostalgia might be seen 

as a relevant check on tabula rasa development. In this 

sense, a critical or positive nostalgia is close to the work of 

contemporary social theorists such as 
Hoggart or Young 

and Willmott, all of whom stressed that the changes they 
described had been made within living memory and that their 
books were inspired by the fear that something of great dis 

tinction, based on an identification between community and 

place, might be lost to a new "faceless" culture.89 

The question is whether Stirling and Gowan's work 

offered a critical perspective or whether, as many of its 

detractors felt, it was a betrayal of the present and its poten 
tial for the sake of a familiar but limited past. Crucially here, 
Preston did not offer up the past as a group of fragments 
that could constitute only either partial views of the past or 

fetishized remnants. It did not seek to remember what had 

already been dismembered; the Victorian terrace remained 
an active memory of the new scheme's tenants and a visible 

presence in Preston. The scheme sought rather, as sug 
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gested above, to renovate that still active memory, indicat 

ing its displacement?but, emphatically, not its disappear 

ance?through such defamiliarizing devices as the materials 

and the references to industrial buildings, while also recon 

figuring its shared spaces (street, alley) within the new terms 

of a public housing estate. 

In relation to the notion of nostalgia as a betrayal of 

the present, Chaplin's story is a kind of warning that has 

links with the Greek myth of Odysseus, trapped on 

Calypso's island and living a life of leisure and perpetual 

youth, or even the related myth of the lotus eaters, blithely 

neglecting all memory of home in their pursuit of present 

pleasures. Odysseus's nostalgia is a necessary pull to his 

duties, which are the only cure for his pain. Like Chaplin, 
it is "real life" that is missing from Odysseus's travels and his 

frolicsome existence with Calypso. Unlike Chaplin, how 

ever, his conscience overwhelms his life of delights and 

drives him home. As Milan Kundera has written, "rather 

than ardent exploration of the unknown (adventure), 

[Odysseus] chose the apotheosis of the known (return). 
Rather than the infinite (for adventure never intends to fin 

ish), he chose the finite (for the return is a reconciliation 

with the finitude of life)."90 

Conclusion 

Surprisingly, given its scale, the Preston housing has not 

figured very significantly in accounts of Stirling's architec 

tural development or even of his period of collaboration 

with Gowan. Gowan himself has said recently that Preston 

"put both of them off the Victorian thing."91 Stirling did 
not mention it in his 1965 account of his work or in his 

Gold Medal acceptance speech in 1980; it is entirely absent 

from Mark Girouard's biography of the architect and from 

Robert Maxwell's monograph;92 and when it is present in 

other histories it has played a minor role in their narratives, 

regarded half-damningly 
as "the most insular and vernacu 

lar [scheme] to come from the partnership."93 Discussion 

of the projects of the 1950s is usually tailored so that the 

culminating point is Stirling and Gowan's work at Leicester, 
and in it Victorian influence is accepted but understood as 

only one among a range of resources invigorating Stirling's 
architecture. Leicester University Engineering Building is seen 

as the first major expression of a new postmodernism?"the 

first building in Britain after Modernism"?as though what 

went before is mere prelude to it.94 However, it is possible 
to understand Preston not as a cul-de-sac or a route merely 

sketched out in Stirling and Gowan's work that was later 

marginalized by retrospective accounts, but rather as the 

first example in postwar British architecture of an attempt 

to bridge 
a gap between modernism and previous architec 

tural forms, indeed to treat the contrast or contrariness as 

one offering dialectical possibilities, of contradiction 

enabling a new formulation. 

In this light, we might return to nostalgia and the 

Odysseus myth. Earlier in this essay, I portrayed Stirling 
and Gowan's avowed nostalgia 

as a positive, even critical 

stance, not tinged by despair or loss but activated by an ideal 

of renovation. However, the Odysseus myth, which I ini 

tially linked to the architects' association with Chaplin's 
homesickness, has a rather more ambivalent outcome. As 

Kundera points out, Odysseus did of course return to the 

"ecstasy of the known," fulfilling Homer's glorification of 

nostalgia, even if this meant the destruction of Penelope's 
suitors and a life among people who had never known him. 

But he left behind Calypso, a woman with whom he had 

lived for possibly longer than Penelope and who had borne 

him two children. Furthermore, few in Ithaca asked him 

about his twenty years away and it was in the experience of 

these years of wandering that the center of his life now lay.95 
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