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BRICKS AND 
BRICKBATS
BY ATRIUM

Albert Speer (1905-81, German), 
Anish Kapoor (born 1954, 
British born of a Hindu Punjabi 

father and a Jewish Iraqi mother) 
and Ralph Tubbs (1912-96, and 
quintessentially English) may seem like 
strange bedfellows, but they all have at 
least one thing in common: built legacies 
– respectively aspirant, contestable and 
fleeting.

Speer was Hitler’s architect, 
appointed in 1934 and lucky not to have 
been executed as a Nazi war criminal at 
Nuremberg in 1945-46. His grandiose 
plans for rebuilding Berlin as the capital 
of the Third Reich became no more than 
blueprints and models. But the models 
were so lifelike that when they were 
photographed and turned into postcards, 
many Germans thought this was what 
the place actually looked like before 
devastation in the final days of mien 
Fuhrer.

His son Albert Junior (born 1934), an 
architect like his father and grandfather, 
is responsible for the new Central Axis 
in Beijing, as well as being involved 
in Munich’s bid for the 2018 Winter 
Olympics and Qatar’s bid for the 2022 
FIFA World Cup. If you seek his 
monument, keep heading east.

The tortured form of the 
ArcelorMittal Orbit sculpture and 
observation tower, next to the main 
London 2012 Olympic stadium, 
designed by sculptor Kapoor with 
engineer Cecil Balmond, has now 
become a new landmark for the capital. 
It stands 115m (377ft) high. Balmond 
described it as a celebration of “the 
flux and the contemporary edge” of 
London; Mayor Boris Johnson as a 
“super-size mutant trombone”. The 
dreadful £400,000 2012 logo and dinky 
cyclopean mascots, Wenlock and his 
paralympic twin, Mandeville – surely the 
second and third worst things about an 
otherwise gloriously upbeat and patriotic 
British summer – were silver and bronze 
to the tower’s gold medal-winning 
naffness. 

Legacies – and 
contested wills

That brings me on to Ralph Tubbs 
and his Dome of Discovery for the 1951 
Festival of Britain on London’s South 
Bank. If Speer Senior was architecturally 
aspirant, and Kapoor contestable in his 
delivery of a new icon worthy of London 
and the Olympics, and seen by billions 
around the 
world, then 
Tubbs had the 
most fleeting 
fame of all.

He spent 
his Second 
World War 
years as a 
firewatcher on 
top of St Paul’s 
Cathedral, 
whose dome is 
famously 365ft 
(111m) high. 
When it came 
to designing 
the principal 
pavilion for 
the Festival, 
he chose the 
same figure 
for the Dome 
of Discovery’s 
span. This made it by far the biggest 
structure of its kind in the world – 
greater than the Duomo in Florence 
and St Peter’s in Rome, and far more 
than even Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic 
dome for the US Pavilion at Expo ’67 in 
Montreal, at 249ft (76m).

Tubbs’ engineer was Sir Ralph 
Freeman, designer of Sydney Harbour 
Bridge. When they met, Sir Ralph was 
70 and Ralph just 36. Together they 
fashioned an all-aluminium roof, both 
structure and cladding, to house themed 
exhibits about our world, on three levels. 

The Dome of Discovery’s entire 
lifespan was just 11 months, but in the 
five months of the show, 4 May to 30 
September, it received eight million 
visitors. Then it was demolished and 
sold for scrap, and ended up like almost 
everything else that was recyclable on 
the site – including Powell & Moya’s 
iconic “vertical feature”, Skylon – as 
commemorative paper-knives and other 

artefacts.
Although there were plans to 

dismantle the dome and re-erect it on 
another site – like Sir Joseph Paxton’s 
Crystal Palace – at Sydenham, and at a 
cost of £55,000, that was never to be. A 
vengeful incoming Conservative prime 

minister, in 
the form of 
Winston 
Churchill, 
wanted no 
truck with 
the “socialist 
extravaganza” 
he had 
inherited 
from his 
Labour 
predecessor, 
Clement 
Attlee. 

So Ralph’s 
Tub, as it was 
affectionately 
known, 
never made 
it into the 
record books 
and was 
largely lost 

to posterity. That magic number 365, 
however, does live on: when Richard 
Rogers came to design the Millennium 
Dome, now the O2 Arena, he adopted 
it – but more than tripled the size and 
turned it into 365m. This is not a clear 
span though, as it is punctured by a 
dozen structural masts, well within its 
perimeter.

DOME: Ralph Tubbs and the 
Festival of Britain is an exhibition 
that seeks to right the wrong of Tubbs’ 
largely forgotten legacy. Curated by 
Donald Smith, director of exhibitions 
for Chelsea College of Art and Design, 
it is based on the archive now owned 
by Jonathan Tubbs, Ralph’s son, himself 
an architect in Wimbledon. In addition 
to plans and extensive construction 
photographs showing prefabrication off-
site and erection on-site (on what is now 
Jubilee Gardens, next to the Millennium 
Wheel) there are numerous momentos 
of the man’s career and the exchanges of 

correspondence that went with it, and 
contemporary guides.

Speer Senior, on the other hand, 
Kapoor and scores of other builders of 
built legacy, feature in After the Party: 
The Legacy of Celebration at the Royal 
Institute of British Architects. Curated 
by Rob Wilson, it courses through 
history and across continents, although 
Europe is best represented. 

The flag towers of Speer’s 
Zeppelinfeld at Nuremberg, 1937, 
backdrop to so many Nazi rallies, may 
be found alongside Mies van der Rohe’s 
Barcelona Pavilion (1929, demolished, 
then reconstructed in 1986); the 
Crystal Palace (1851) and Eiffel Tower 
(1889), the defining image of Paris (and 
indeed France), now seen by more than 
260 million visitors. So, too, there is 
Calatrava’s Telecommunications Tower 
at Montjuic, Barcelona (1992), Habitat 
at Expo ’67 and our own Millennium 
Bridge of 2001.

While the content is extraordinarily 
well-chosen and documented, the 
presentation lacks oomph; and the so-
called “gallery” is actually a landing, so 
be prepared for some disappointment. 

Simultaneously at the RIBA, but only 
until 25 September, is Design Stories: 
The Architecture Behind 2012, where 
you can see a series of models, images 
and videos of the Olympic buildings 
– the new built legacies that the 
Games never acknowledged. Shame on 
LOCOG, the BBC and Channel 4, the 
Government and the Olympic sponsors 
and bosses.
 
DOME: Ralph Tubbs and the Festival 
of Britain. Chelsea Space, 16 John Islip 
Street, SW1P 4JU. 12 September to 20 
October. Open Tuesday to Friday 11am 
to 5pm, Saturday 11am to 4pm. FREE. 
www.chelseaspace.org

After the Party: The Legacy of 
Celebration. Gallery 2, Royal Institute 
of British Architects, 66 Portland 
Place, W1B 1AD. Until 27 November. 
Monday to Saturday 10am to 5pm, 
10pm on Tuesdays. FREE. 
www.architecture.com
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