
London Encounters



 

  

 



London Encounters 
Interdisciplinarity and Methodology  

in an Urban Context  

Edited by  
Henrik Widmark, Charlotta Widmark & Susanne Carlsson 

 



London Encounters. Interdisciplinarity and Methodology in an Urban Context

Edited by Henrik Widmark, Charlotta Widmark & Susanne Carlsson

The English language was revised by Catherine Parnell

© The authors

Cover photo: Clarnicade Gardens, Notting Hill Gate, London.  
Photograph: H. Widmark

ISBN 978-91-506-2468-7

Printed in Sweden by Kph Trycksaksbolaget AB, Uppsala 2015.

http://ub.uu.se/avhandlingsmall
http://www.ub.uu.se/divalathundar


Contents 
Methods in a City. Introduction ....................................................................... 7 

HISTORY AND NARRATION ................................................................. 13 

A brief history of early London. ................................................................... 15 
– Tobias Olsson Grahn  

(Re)inventing the Romans. Staging Classical heritage in contemporary 
Londinium ........................................................................................................ 23 
– Anna Clareborn  

War and tragedy on display. A comparison between four exhibitions 
in Sweden and Great Britain .......................................................................... 31 
– Mattias Frisk  

CONTEMPORARY FIELD OBSERVATIONS .................................... 39 

Space invader and the urban game in the Soho area ................................. 41 
– Malin Arvidsson Erici  

Hallfield Estate. Prohibitions signs and antisocial behaviour .................. 51 
– Amanda Joelsson  

Gentrification, middle class and tourism. Street observations at 
Westbourne Grove in London ...................................................................... 61 
– Charlotta Widmark  

ACKLAM ROAD STUDIES ....................................................................... 75 

Walking Acklam Road .................................................................................... 77 
– Elinor Areskog, Joan Prytz & Susanne Carlsson  

 



Investigating places through traces – Acklam Road ................................ 101 
– Elinor Areskog  

There are limits … the borders between public space along Acklam 
Road ................................................................................................................. 111 
– Joan Prytz  

LONDON ENCOUNTERS. EPILOGUE ............................................. 135 

Does the Westway lead to Notting Hill?. Locating places of arrival 
and departure as opportunities of change .................................................. 137 
– Henrik Widmark  

About the authors .......................................................................................... 175 

Program. Field trip to London 14‒16 May 2013 ...................................... 177 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Methods in a City. Introduction 

 

In the early 1840s, Friedrich Engels roamed the streets of London. He 
tried to make sense of a metropolis that was larger than life: ‘A town, 
such as London, where a man may wander for hours together without 
reaching the beginning of the end, without meeting the slightest hint 
which could lead to the inference that there is open country within reach, 
is a strange thing’.1 It was an incomprehensible city to Engels, a labyrinth 
of immense density, filled with human turmoil, slums, and the suffering 
of men and women. One hundred and fifty years later, London had 
grown to be four times as big. The hope of understanding the city had 
further diminished: ‘There was a time when I thought I could read the 
streets of London. I thought I could peer into the ramps and passages, 
into the smoky dispositions, and make some sense of things. But now I 
don’t think I can’, 2 said the narrator in Martin Amis’ London Fields. Lon-
don was, it seems, unintelligible: no method, wandering observation or 
attempt to read the streets could answer the question of what London 
was.    

Twenty-five years later, the interdisciplinary Swedish research node 
‘The Good City – Urbanism and Social Change’ went to London to find 
some answers to questions on urbanism. Maybe it was the intangibility of 
London that made it a perfect place and case study for interdisciplinary 
urban studies. We would not attain a perfect answer that would present 
London as an open-and-shut case. Furthermore, we would not solve the 
complex challenges that face social life in the metropolis or fully under-
stand the material structures, but we would find endless segments of 
urban life and urban conditions that would both give us answers and 
form new questions. These questions and answers came to be applied to 
methods, both old and new, from a vast spectrum of academia that we 
then applied to the empirical matter that makes up London. Thus, if 
Engels had done as Martin Amis’ character in London Fields and lowered 
his expectations to understand the totality of London, he could have 
detected that his method, namely field observation, was a marvellous 

1 Engels, Friedrich 2012 (1844), The Condition of the Working Class in England, London, 24.  
2 Amis, Martin 2003 (1989), London Fields, London, 367.  
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beginning to understanding and not an unsatisfying method which re-
sulted in realizing that he was unable to obtain answers.    

The book at hand, London Encounters, is an interdisciplinary study of 
slices of the life, history and the materiality of London. The objective of 
the book is to provide a scholarly, yet accessible, book on urbanity in 
both history and the present. It has come about through the interdisci-
plinary research node ‘The Good City’, which consists of senior re-
searchers and Master’s degree students from Uppsala University, Swe-
den. The name ‘The Good City’ was chosen because of its ambiguous 
meaning. Conceptions vary and change, and if a city is considered to be 
good, then the opposite is probably also true, depending on the perspec-
tive or historical epoch of the observer. The node focuses on problems, 
challenges and opportunities of “the good city”, of which London serves 
as an example. The main academic fields within the node are anthropol-
ogy, ancient history and archaeology, and art history. In May 2013, we 
went on a field trip to London that focussed on understanding and learn-
ing from our different methods of research. The objective was not to 
turn art historians into anthropologists or to make ancient historians 
solemnly deal with contemporaneity, but rather to benefit from our in-
terdisciplinary approach and to learn new methods and see our own 
methods of research in a different light. Thus, this book came about as a 
workshop on different understandings and methods within the fields of 
the humanities and the social sciences. It goes without saying that meth-
od has been understood as the point of departure into scholarly work.  

Method 
We all need a method, described and presented or not, to be able in or-
der to address questions to the research questions and problems. Our 
different fields all have their own methods that in different ways have 
formed our different academic identities. In many cases, basic methods 
have become internalized within education and research to such an ex-
tent that the method itself has become blurred and is no longer reflected 
on in the everyday life of the academy.  An example of how method has 
become unreflective is the case of the basic method of comparative anal-
ysis within art history. It became internalized within the field of art histo-
ry during the 20th century through the use of two slide projectors for 
nearly all lectures. Even though most students did not ponder it, they 
learned to think and form questions that took their starting point in 
comparison. A specific method had thus, through the way in which the 
lectures were taught, formed large parts of an academic field. This exam-
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ple demonstrates both that everything we do within each scholarly field 
involves method and also that if the students had stopped and reflected 
on their research methodology for art history, they might have been able 
to put forward other questions, either involving or not involving com-
parative studies.     

When planning the field trip to London, we shone a searchlight on 
the different methods used in our different fields. We wanted to shed 
light on what we take for granted, and we wanted to discuss those meth-
ods that are most common in our disciplines, but most of all we wanted 
to find out what methods or parts of methods we had in common. It 
soon became evident that we had found our common ground on the 
fieldtrip. Just as comparative studies has become internalized and a 
common ground method in art history during the 20th century, has the 
method of meeting our research objects in situ been undisputed within all 
our different academic fields. Whether it was on an archaeological site, in 
the face-to-face research of human interaction or in the analysis of mate-
rial space and place, we all used field work to a certain extent. It also 
became evident that being in the field deepened our understanding of 
human practices and the materiality of the city, and it was a perfect start 
to the interdisciplinary discussions.    

The research node ‘The Good City’ mainly focuses on urbanism and 
social change throughout history and today. Accordingly, we focussed on 
the urban fieldwork in order to reflect on change in the areas that we 
examined. In this, walking and perceiving were the basis of our methods 
which we used to discover traces of change and ongoing urban life. 
Through our different methods of fieldwork that we examined in exer-
cises and lectures, London opened up to our examination.   

The idea of fieldwork and method has also been the basis for the con-
tributions in this book. When we were writing about London, scrutiniz-
ing our methods was a shared tool. As the reader will see, the result is 
refreshingly different in all the contributions in this book. The objective 
was not to always explicitly discuss method in the contributions, even 
though it was sometimes necessary to do so. Our focus when writing 
was to remember the need to always contest and analyse the methods we 
use, but at the same time not to let discussion of method distort the 
object of research. It was important not to let the empirical matter play a 
minor part in the writings, as method is nothing without the object of 
examination. Consequently, the different contributions discuss specific 
urban problems and, more rarely, any methodological issues. Yet, hope-
fully it is apparent that methodological considerations have been focused 
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on throughout both the examinations and the writing process. We hope 
that London presented through the eyes of our research node will permit 
new understandings of the metropolis and its urban life in history and 
today and also allow us all to reflect once more on the new knowledge 
that has been revealed, and how we put our research methods into prac-
tice.       

Structure 
The field trip to London was structured around field surveys of Notting 
Hill, Westbourne Grove and the City, as well as explorations of how 
London was narrated and presented within museum exhibitions. These 
two aspects of understanding urbanity, through studies of the actual 
materiality and social practices of urban life and through the narration of 
history and life of a city, are also clear in the contributions in this book.  

This book consists of four different parts. The first part, History and 
Narration, consists of three contributions that have as their point of de-
parture narration, historiography and museum practices. Through differ-
ent methodological approaches, the contributions give an insight into the 
history of London and how it is being written and exhibited both in 
museums and the urban milieu. In the first contribution, ‘A brief history 
of London’, Tobias Olsson Grahn introduces the early history of Lon-
don. In this work, he discusses how archaeology has presented the early 
settlements and if we can understand the early traces as a city. Anna 
Clareborn discusses in her contribution, ‘(Re)Inventing the Romans – 
staging classical heritage in contemporary Londinium’, the narration of 
London’s Roman past in the contemporary city. Finally, Mattias Frisk 
discusses exhibition practices in ‘War and tragedy on display: a compari-
son between four exhibitions in Sweden and Great Britain’.   

The second part of this work, Contemporary Field Observations, also con-
sists of three contributions that are all based on observations of the ma-
teriality and the social life of contemporary London. The field trip to 
London with ‘The Good City’ lasted for only a few days. The short time 
span for observations has, in this section, also set the framework for the 
contributions. Thus, methods of art history and anthropology appropri-
ate for longer periods of fieldwork were adapted to the specific condi-
tions without losing their analytical accuracy. The three contributions, 
starting with Malin Arvidsson’s study of street art in ‘Space Invader and 
the urban game in the Soho area’, are all based on field observations. 
Malin Arvidsson conducted her field observations in search of the street 
art of ‘Space Invader’. She did this in situ in Soho, where she also con-
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cluded her first analyses of the work and their settings. Amanda Joelsson 
scrutinized Hallfield Estate in Bayswater in sharp and concentrated field 
studies, resulting in ‘Hallfield Estate, prohibition signs and anti-social 
behaviour’, in which she analyses the relationship between signs and the 
concept of anti-social behaviour in the estate. Last in the second section 
is Charlotta Widmark’s contribution ‘Gentrification, middle class and 
tourism. Street observations at Westbourne Grove in London’. To carry 
out the observations that are presented here, she makes use of shorter 
versions of methods used in large-scale field studies in order to show 
their potential. She wanted to show that it is possible to study the built 
milieu and social life of Westbourne Grove in a concentrated field ob-
servation that gives insight into traces of gentrification and tourism.  

The third part of this work, Acklam Road Studies, presents an in-depth 
study of one street. The contributions are structured using different 
methods of street observations. All contributions have as their point of 
departure the public space of Acklam Road, but they use different paths 
to examine materiality and urban life. Elinor Areskog, Joan Prytz and 
Susanne Carlsson conducted their fieldwork as a study group in the 
shadow of the Westway. Their joint venture is presented in ‘Walking 
Acklam Road’, in which they present the object of the study and how 
they executed the examination. In ‘Investigating places through traces - 
Acklam Road’, Elinor Areskog provides an in-depth with Acklam Road 
and uses the method of searching for traces such as litter and scribblings 
to understand the place. In ‘There are limits … The borders between 
public Space along Acklam Road’, Joan Prytz examines borders and lim-
its in the area in order to understand how they structure life and under-
standing of the district.   

The last contribution in the book, the Epilogue, is Henrik Widmark’s 
‘Does the Westway lead to Notting Hill? Locating spaces of arrival and 
departure as the opportunities of change’. It is longer than the previous 
contributions in order to accommodate final reflections on material 
space, method and fictionalized stories of northern London. In this con-
tribution, Notting Hill, one of the main case studies of the field trip, is 
scrutinized with the help of methods oscillating between cultural practic-
es, historical archives and material space. The contribution follows the 
same steps as the first field study that was carried out by the research 
node ‘The Good City’ in London. As such, it could also be said to end 
where the field trip began, and, hopefully, all the contributions in this 
book will prompt new research questions and curiosity for how we can 
examine urbanity in history as well as today.   
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Conclusion  
One of the most important objectives of the research node ‘The Good 
City – Urbanism and Social Change’ is to make sense of urban life and 
the materiality of cities through interdisciplinary studies. This gives 
weight to how we understand method and how we go about finding 
common grounds of knowledge. It also makes it evident that there are 
what seem to be unlimited paths to the knowledge of urbanism and cit-
ies. London is a good example of the enormous accumulated knowledge 
that defines a city. Perhaps that is why London and cities in general are 
best understood when we acknowledge the fact that we cannot under-
stand their totality, when we accept that complexity is the core of urban 
life. If Friedrich Engels in the 19th century had accepted the notion of 
complexity and that we can attain only fragments of knowledge about a 
city, his words that London ‘is a strange thing’ would, instead of sound-
ing like a threat or a failure, have been a promise of a myriad of ques-
tions and possible knowledge of the metropolis and urban life in general.  
 

Uppsala, September 2015  
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A brief history of early London 

Tobias Olsson Grahn 

The legend 
There is a legend which describes how Brutus, a descendant of the Tro-
jan warrior Aeneas, founded the city of Troynouvant (i.e. ‘New Troy’) in 
1108 BC. This city was later renamed Londinium by the Romans, and 
subsequently it became London. The legend was recorded by Geoffrey of 
Monmouth, a cleric from the 12th century AD. As with the legend of 
Romulus and Remus being the founding fathers of Rome, so this tale of 
how London came to be will always remain a legend.3 

Before London was London 
This contribution provides a short introduction to the history of how 
London became London. The different eras will be presented: from the 
Palaeolithic up to and including the beginning of the Roman era. Of 
course, London wasn’t London per se until the beginning of the Common 
Era, but rather it was just another location where people lived. In the 
following, the area where the city of London is located today will be 
referred to as ‘London’ or ‘the London area’. 

The purpose of this text is not to delve into the specifics of either era, 
but rather to provide the big picture, from an archaeologist’s point of 
view, as well as to present and discuss the different factors that contrib-
uted to the location of the city. A general discussion about archaeology 
in London will conclude this piece. 

Palaeolithic and Mesolithic ‘London’ (up to 3500 BC)4 
During the 1980s, archaeologists found evidence of people who had 
lived in the London area approximately 10,000 years ago. The remains 
consisted of bone and stone tools, and they were found in Uxbridge in 
the western parts of London.5 As with other Mesolithic and Palaeolithic 
people, they depended on fishing, gathering and hunting for food, and 

3 Inwood 1998, 14; Besant 2010, 6. 
4 The division between the Palaeolithic and the Mesolithic is around 8000 BC. Since the 
first finds are dated to approximately 8000 BC, I have chosen to present these two eras in 
the same section. 
5 Grimes, 1989: 6ff; Inwood, 1998: 14. 
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since the River Thames would have provided a good supply of fish, we 
can assume that their settlement was more or less permanent. The abun-
dant forests that once covered the area would also have provided good 
opportunities for hunting.6 

The so-called ‘Thames Pick’ was introduced during the Mesolithic era. 
The Thames Pick is a flint tool which was located near the River Thames 
and its surroundings, and it was capable of felling trees (among other 
things). This tool was used by the hunter-gatherers of the Mesolithic era, 
but it played a significant role for the farmers of the Neolithic era as 
well.7 

Recent excavations in southeast London have discovered a large 
enough quantity of flint to suggest that it was an important place for 
people in the London area to get raw material for their flint tools. This 
confirms that people lived in the area already during the Mesolithic era.8  

Neolithic ‘London’ (3500–2200 BC) 
The Thames Pick was of key importance to the Neolithic era since it 
made it possible to clear wooded areas for good farmland. The soil in the 
London area was gravelly, which normally makes it somewhat harder to 
conduct agriculture. However, the good draining ability of the gravel-rich 
soils in combination with the wet climate in the, now more open, wood-
land made it possible to farm the lands, and with good results too. There 
are also finds of Neolithic pottery in the London area, which further 
indicate a more or less permanent settlement, or at least a trading post.9 

‘London’ during the Bronze Age (2200–700 BC) 
During the Bronze Age, people were drawn to the London area because 
of the good farmlands and its location on the banks of the River 
Thames. A central place, which was based on trade and production, has 
been located in Egham, southwest of London. It has been dated to the 
8th or 9th century BC, and Bronze Age pottery has also been found in the 
vicinities of both Southwark and Westminster in central London, which 
further indicates that there might have been one or more settlements in 
London during the Bronze Age.10 Other signs of Bronze Age activity in 
the area are, for instance, the presence of cremation cemeteries, plough 

6 Sidell 2001, 13f. 
7 Grimes 1989, 7. 
8 Heritage Daily 08/08/2013. 
9 Grimes 1989, 6f. 
10 Inwood 1998, 14. 
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marks, drainage or boundary ditches, and several wooden trackways and 
jetties.11 

London during the Iron Age 
We can suggest that there was some continuity from the Bronze Age to 
the Iron Age. The settlement or trading area known from the Bronze 
Age might very well have been the same as the trading place or settle-
ment used by the somewhat-later Celts.12 We know that when the Ro-
mans invaded Britain, they considered the Celtic settlement to be pros-
perous.13 The trade conducted before the Romans came was mostly with 
Gallic and Belgic people, who were located in present-day France and 
Belgium.14 Whether or not the pre-Roman settlements in the area should 
be considered towns or not has been called into question, however: 
Dominic Perring has stated that the pre-Roman settlement might not 
have been more than a few buildings, and he has suggested that it was 
more in the character of a farmstead than a city or town.15 What we 
know today is that there was some kind of settlement in the area of Lon-
don, and whether or not it should be considered a town, farmstead or 
city is yet to be determined.  

The area surrounding London was mostly wetlands and marshes, 
since there were no sturdy river banks to direct the flow of the River 
Thames as of yet. The trading-based settlement from the Iron Age was 
located in or near a fort on the north side of the river, on a pair of low 
hills. Since the river was tidal and would vary between 275 and 1000 
meters across, it was probably necessary to place the settlement in an 
elevated spot in the landscape.16 It has been suggested that the name 
London derives from this fort, which was called by its British name Llyn-
din – ‘The lake fort’. When the Romans arrived, they could not pro-
nounce Llyn correctly and simply changed it to Lon, and the name of the 
town was then made more Roman by changing it to ‘Londinium’.17 

11 Sidell 2001. 
12 Inwood 1998, 14. 
13 Besant 2010, 11. 
14 Besant 2010. 
15 Perring 1991, 14. 
16 Besant 2010, 9; Pering 1991, 12. 
17 Besant 2010, 10. 
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When London became London 
The archaeological research regarding London and its surroundings in 
prehistory is often dwarfed by that on the following Roman period. This 
is not strange in any way, since the Romans were the ones who actually 
made London into a town. There are also numerous accounts from writ-
ten sources during this period. The increased activity that the new town 
brought with it is clearly visible in the archaeological evidence. 

Roman Londinium 
The first Roman settlement was founded in the year AD 43, during the 
reign of Emperor Claudius. The first permanent town was established a 
few years later, around AD 50, at the location of present-day Ludgate 
Hill and Cornhill.18 

The first Londinium was sacked and burned to the ground shortly af-
ter its foundation, in AD 60, by the Celtic tribe Iceni, who were led by 
their queen, Boudicca. This event has left a layer of debris and ash al-
most half a metre thick, suggesting that the town was well established at 
the time, although the extent of this first Londinium has not yet been 
determined.19 

The Roman writer Tacitus is the first written source for London. Tac-
itus mentions that London was not ranked ‘…as a Roman settlement 
(colonia), but was an important centre for business-men and merchan-
dise…’.20 The word colonia that Tacitus used was one of the ‘titles’ that 
the Romans bestowed upon their most thriving and independent towns, 
and further of his writing suggests that Londinium actually did deserve 
this title. But it was not until the years between AD 80 and AD 120 that 
Londinium was provided with the kind of high-status public buildings 
that were deemed worthy of a provincial capital.21 

The remains from the Roman period are plentiful. There are architec-
tural elements in the form of baths, walls, gardens, pools, building foun-
dations and an amphitheatre. The archaeological record shows us every-
thing that is usually found in Roman towns, which is basically anything 
non-degradable that could be produced in those days: coins, pottery, 
armour and weaponry, animal and human bones.22 

 

18 Perring 1991, 17ff. 
19 Merrifield 1989, 11; Inwood 1998, 17–20. 
20 Inwood 1998, 18. 
21 Inwood 1998, 15–20. 
22 Merrifield 1989, 10ff; Inwood 1998, 15–33. 
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Figure 1. The Archeological remains of London´s Roman Amphitheatre situated 
under Guild Hall. Photograph: H. Widmark. 

London was more or less abandoned by the Romans around AD 410 
because of a seemingly everlasting tide of pillaging barbarian tribes, a 
situation which was also occurring in the rest of Europe at the time. 
Alaric and the Visigoths sacked Rome in AD 410, and the written ac-
counts of London disappear at the same time. There are remains of ad-
ministrative buildings in the area around the Tower of London, which 
indicates that some parts of London were still inhabited by people in the 
late 4th century. It does, however, seem likely that the Roman city of 
London was neither sacked nor burnt, but was instead just left to decay 
naturally.23 The next significant signs of reoccupation have been dated to 
the 6th century, when the Anglo-Saxons came along. 

London and archaeology 
There are signs of trade, in the form of stone axes from Neolithic times, 
between the London area and other parts of the country. There is even 
some evidence that points towards trade with the continent during this 
period. Even in the Bronze Age, trade went on, and it became even more 
extensive: now it also involved wares made of metal – mostly, but not 
exclusively bronze – which were a highly rated commodity. Contact with 
the continent becomes even more apparent in the archaeological material 

23 Inwood 1998, 29–36. 
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from the Iron Age. This age was a period of interaction and diffusion for 
the continent and the British Isles, and Britain adopted the stylistic ele-
ments of the continent and put a Celtic twist on them. During the Ro-
man period, the trade network was vastly improved by the construction 
of new roads and bridges, and also by the improved use of the water-
ways. As trade became more extensive, the town grew. Only the occa-
sional sacking by barbarian tribes stood in the way of Londinium, which 
proved to be enough. The town of Londinium was abandoned by the 
Romans at the beginning of the 5th century and was probably only 
scarcely inhabited until the 6th century, when the Anglo-Saxons came. 

As with all archaeological research, investigating the prehistory of 
London is not without its problems. First of all, the location has been 
used as a major settlement for more than two millennia. This means that 
in order to seek the Pre-Roman history of the site, we must be lucky 
enough to find remains that have not been touched, or at least have re-
mained somewhat undisturbed, for more than 2,000 years. The oldest re-
mains are generally furthest down in the ground, but at any time during 
the last 2,000 years that anyone dug a pit for any reason24, they might 
have disturbed the older remains.25 

A second problem is that many of the earliest finds we have today are 
chance finds, which cannot be associated with any specific contexts. In 
other words, they might well have been dropped by people who were 
just passing by. For archaeologists, this means that it becomes a lot hard-
er to say anything certain about these objects regarding their dating, 
function, or who used them; in turn, we might miss out on information 
about the people and society that produced and used them.26 

A third problem, which is related to the one just mentioned, is the 
practice of reusing antiquities in antiquity. For example, Grimes men-
tions that a few of the twenty or so flint axes from the Neolithic era 
which have been found in the London area might have been brought by 
later populations. It has been suggested that people in prehistory already 
held old objects in great reverence, even to the point where they believed 
them to have magical properties.27 

It is worth noting that the River Thames has been used more or less 
like a dump for the better part of the last several millennia, which has 

24 Digging pits was an activity that was more common than one would think in prehisto-
ry. For example, people dug post-holes, refuse pits, cooking pits, pit houses and pits for 
deposits or hoards. 
25 Grimes 1989, 9. 
26 Grimes 1989, 9; Sidell 2001, 12. 
27 Grimes 1989, 9. 
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resulted in an immense amount of archaeological material being found 
on its riverbed. Since there is very little or no oxygen at the riverbed, the 
state of preservation there is very good. A lot of this was dredged by 
archaeologists during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and the dredg-
ing has produced invaluable information about typologies and artefact 
types.28 

The location of the city of London was probably chosen because of 
the two hills: Ludgate Hill and Cornhill. From here, the settlements were 
safe from the tidal River Thames, and they had good views of the sur-
rounding areas. The proximity to the river made it easier to conduct 
trade, but the river was probably also used as a limit, at least for Palaeo-
lithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic peoples. The lands around the river pro-
vided lots of woodlands, where game could be hunted, but also arable 
farmlands, and an abundance of fish could be found in the river. The 
topographical prerequisites for a town were all there, and still the first 
permanent town that we can distinguish with any certainty is the Roman 
Londinium. In my opinion, the question of whether there was a town 
there before the Romans came or not is largely a matter of definitions. 
What is a settlement? What is a town? Is there any stage in between set-
tlements and towns? Should we take into account the number of people 
living in the place, or should we just consider the functions? Or should 
we state a number of criteria that must be reached for any place to be 
considered a town? 

In today’s discussions and definitions regarding towns, it is common 
to define a city or town based on a number of different criteria, such as 
the minimum population, required services and commodities, functional-
ity and the presence of an administration. There is still not any definition 
that may be used worldwide for either towns or cities. We know from 
Tacitus that the Romans had criteria that were to be reached before a 
settlement would be considered a colonia, which was a title bestowed only 
on thriving towns. London became the capital of the province Britannia 
during the Roman period, and it was provided with public buildings, 
which indicates that the town was at least thriving to some extent during 
this period. After the Roman abandonment, the town was more or less 
uninhabited for some 100 years before the Anglo-Saxons settled in the 
area. From that point onwards, we know that the area was inhabited and 
was also an important focal point. 

Exactly what defines a town or city is hard to say. These are definitely 
more than just words used for settlements that have reached a certain 

28 Sidell 2001, 12ff. 
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population, but the rest of the definition is – and will always be – more 
diffuse and variable.  

References 
Besant, W. 2010. The History of London AUK Revisted, volume 6. Luton: Bedford-

shire. 
Grimes, W. F. 1989. ‘The prehistoric background´, in The City of London from 

prehistoric times to c.1520, Volume 3, (ed.) Mary D. Lobel, 1989, Oxford Uni-
versity press, Oxford, 6–9. 

Inwood, S. 1998. A History of London. Macmillan: London. 
Merrifield, R. 1989. ‘Roman London’, in The City of London from prehistoric times to 

c.1520, Volume 3, (ed.) Mary D. Lobel, Oxford University Press: Oxford, 
10–19. 

Perring, D. 1991. Roman London, Routledge: London. 
Sidell, J. 2001. ‘Archaeology and the London Thames: past, present and fu-

ture’, Archaeology International 5, 12–15.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/ai.0505 (accessed 22/11/2013). 

Online sources 
Heritage Daily. Archaeology dig discovers London’s prehistoric past, 08/08/2013. 

http://www.heritagedaily.com/2013/08/archaeology-dig-discovers-
londons-prehistoric-past/98153 (accessed 22/11/2013).      

 
 

22 |  Tobias Olsson Grahn 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5334/ai.0505
http://www.heritagedaily.com/2013/08/archaeology-dig-discovers-londons-prehistoric-past/98153
http://www.heritagedaily.com/2013/08/archaeology-dig-discovers-londons-prehistoric-past/98153


(Re)inventing the Romans 
Staging Classical heritage in contemporary 

Londinium 

Anna Clareborn 

The main focus of my project is the manner in which ancient Roman 
heritage is addressed and displayed in exhibition spaces such as museums 
and galleries in contemporary London. In connection with my field work 
I came across several instances of such occurrences or heritage, and I 
have elected to look into certain common themes, with the objective of 
analysing how and to what extent these reflections of classical heritage 
can be interpreted as staged and (re)invented for the modern audience. 
To some degree, I have also considered the role of classical heritage in 
the context of city branding and the urban identity of London.  

I have worked primarily with three case studies that will be presented 
in a more in-depth manner below: the Our Londinium 2012 exhibit at the 
City Museum of London, Roman Amphitheatre at the Guildhall Art 
Gallery, and the Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculaneum exhibit at the 
British Museum. The selection may appear fairly broad at first glance, 
but it was my ambition to choose examples from which we could draw 
conclusions that reflected both differences and common themes in terms 
of how Roman heritage and history are presented and exhibited in con-
temporary urban London.  

Classical heritage: appropriations and (re)inventions   
The appropriation of classical heritage in popular culture has been ad-
dressed in a variety of ways in modern scholarship. Following Hayden 
White’s conception of metahistory, Maria Wyke stresses that all repre-
sentations of history have strong elements of narration and fictionaliza-
tion, and that this, in its turn, is a manner in which to address the pre-
sent.1 I have chosen to focus on the theme of the narrative and the fic-
tional in my analysis – that is, the manner in which the Romans are both 
invented and reinvented in the case study exhibits, and the various func-

1 Wyke 1997, 12f. 
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tions inherent in these (re)inventions.2 Wyke characterizes this type of 
(re)invention as something that can create a dialogue between the classi-
cal world and the modern spectator, enriching and influencing the latter 
on many levels. She further refers to the culture of the ancients as a con-
cept rife with a sense of purity, authenticity and primacy; to interact with 
classical culture and distance oneself from the present, can hence be 
perceived as a manner in which to regain one’s perspective on reality.3 
Dunstin Lowe and Kim Shahabudin, on the other hand, stress the per-
ception of Roman heritage as ‘intellectual’, or ‘cultural’, and they also 
discuss how an emphasis on authenticity and historical accuracy lends an 
additional air of scholarship and prestige to narratives on the Roman 
world.4 An additional perspective is that of the appropriation and staging 
of Roman heritage as a direct reflection of modern society. By anchoring 
contemporary practices in an era as widely known and admired as the 
classical age, the practices in question are thereby granted further legiti-
macy.5 Similarly, Patrick Wright stresses what he refers to as the ‘time-
lessness’ of restaged and reappropriated history. This timelessness results 
in a kind of freeze-frame effect, imbuing both the exhibited past and the 
present with a sense of authenticity.6 The (re)invention of the Romans, 
in other words, may be employed as a way of creating a distance between 
the future and the past, but also as a way of pulling them closer together.  

Branding Londinium 
A further aspect that should not be overlooked in this context, is the 
question of the city itself and its identity. As Graeme Evans stresses, the 
consumption of culture and cultural heritage is an increasingly important 
facet of such city-branding efforts – efforts that are often infused with 
strong elements of consumerism and spectacle.7 In addition, the Romans 
may be said to be representative of the idea of a common human herit-
age, a notion that is pivotal for the marketing of cultural heritage sites 

2 The term ‘(re)invention’ is my own, but the concept itself is largely borrowed from 
Lowe and Shahabudin, who discuss the scope of representing and narrating antiquity, all 
the way from inventing it from scratch, to partially reinventing it. Lowe & Shahabudin 
2009, xvi‒xvii. 
3 In this case, film is the main topic, but considering the increasingly multi-media experi-
ence of the modern museum, Wyke’s analysis may be applied to the museum experience 
as well. Wyke 1997, 5, 8. 
4 Lowe & Shahabudin 2009, xiii ff. 
5 Joshel & Wyke 2001, 1f. 
6 Wright 2007, 140. 
7 Evans 2003, 417 ff. 
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and exhibitions.8 Tourism and travel are obviously also relevant within 
the framework of the commodification of heritage, and Rowan and 
Baram emphasize the intersection between travel and education and the 
manner in which museum exhibits have turned into important sights in 
themselves.9 Departing from this frame of reference, I have looked more 
closely at the extent to which the notion of Londinium, or Roman Lon-
don as a brand, is present in the three exhibits in question.  

Our Londinium 2012 (Roman London) – Museum of 
London 
I visited the Our Londinium 2012 exhibit at the Museum of London on 
two occasions. Both visits occurred around lunchtime, during the work-
week, and lasted roughly one hour each. There was no entrance fee to 
the museum as a whole, or to the special exhibit. Schoolchildren of vary-
ing ages constituted the main visitor group present – a demographic 
target that can also be said to be reflected in the contents of the exhibit. 
Our Londinium 2012 was developed specifically through close collabora-
tion with a youth panel, and the exhibition was partially curated by ado-
lescent Londoners.10 It had a strong focus on parallels between life today 
and life in ancient Rome, and one of the main aims of the exhibit was 
said to be to ‘provide Londoners a way to connect with their Roman 
heritage in new and creative ways’.11 The various aspects discussed and 
compared included everyday themes such as food and fashion, but also 
more complex and charged topics, such as diversity and power relations. 
Several displays contained items, but not all were labeled. Keeping the 
main demographic of Our Londinium 2012 in mind, it is hardly surprising 
that the comparisons between ancient and contemporary London life 
appeared fairly simplistic and heavy-handed. Socio-economic, political or 
other cultural complexities were rarely addressed, and the sole function 
of classical heritage in this exhibit seemed to be to provide a backdrop 
and point of departure for reflection on the modern urban experience.  

The Roman Amphitheatre – Guildhall Art Gallery 
I visited the amphitheatre on two occasions, both during early workweek 
afternoons. The first visit lasted for about twenty minutes, the second 

8 Rowan & Baram 2004, 19f; Cyrino 2005, 1-6. 
9 Rowan & Baram 2004, 9f. 
10 See Our Londinium 2012 at the Museum of London. 
11 See The Telegraph.  
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for roughly an hour. There is no entrance fee to the Guildhall Art Gal-
lery, but visitors need to go through a security check. On both occasions, 
the number of visitors was low. There were very few tourists, overall: the 
main visitor group was made up of suit-clad City workers (my assump-
tion) who remained only for a few minutes before leaving. I approached 
three out of six of these visitors or visitor groups (eight individuals in 
all), and asked about the reason behind their visit. All three explicitly 
stated a desire to take a break from their workday, to clear their minds, 
relax, or a similar objective. The material remains of the amphitheatre 
that are on display are accompanied by green laser projections of the 
seating tiers and athletes playing sports, thus creating a dissonance be-
tween the overtly ancient remains and the strong effect of timelessness 
inherent in the projections. The main sign displays containing infor-
mation about the excavation of the amphitheatre, its histories, and char-
acteristics, are located on an upper gallery level which offers a view of 
the exhibit from above. An outline of the amphitheatre has been con-
toured in black stone in Guildhall Yard. As stressed on the Roman Lon-
don city map issued by the Museum of London, the remains of the an-
cient city are largely an underground affair, since they are located several 
metres below the current city level.12 Hence, the underground location of 
the Roman Amphitheatre must be said to further add to the experience 
of entering a historic space and distancing oneself from the modern city.  

Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculaneum – British 
Museum 
The Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculaneum exhibit at the British Muse-
um opened on March 28 and closed on September 29, 2013. The stand-
ard entrance fee for the temporary exhibit was £15, and ticket reserva-
tions were generally necessary due to the very large number of visitors.13 
There was a live screening of the exhibition in several theatres in the UK 
and Ireland, and a recording of the guided tour has been screened in 
theatres worldwide.14 The exhibit was the object of a very aggressive 
marketing campaign, with posters all over the city, and advertisements in 
several international newspapers and magazines. A large selection of 
thematic items were produced for the museum shop, such as pens, mugs, 

12 Museum of London Archaeology Service Map, 2011. 
13 The exhibition was a critical success and was the object of much attention from the 
press; The Independent. Life and Death – Pompeii and Herculaneum  
14 See The British Museum.  
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magnets, and jewellery, in addition to the exhibition catalogue. Due to 
the lack of accessibility, I visited the exhibit only once, spending approx-
imately two hours at the museum. On this occasion, a weekday after-
noon, the lines were considerable even for reserved tickets, and the typi-
cal visitor was a middle-aged tourist. Much like in the case of the Our 
Londinium 2012 exhibition, the main focus was the two most basic com-
mon denominators of human experience – life and death. The former 
was reflected in themes such as food, sex and domestic arrangements, 
and the latter in a narration of the lethal effects of the erupting volcano. 
On the other hand, themes of luxury and opulence were present 
throughout the exhibit, staging a far more elite-focused perception of the 
Romans. The displays consisted mainly of items, which were arranged 
thematically and labelled. The narration of the eruption itself added a 
strong element of drama, which was lacking in Our Londinium 2012. Ad-
ditionally, the role of the city of London itself in the context of Pompeii 
and Herculaneum was not addressed. It should be mentioned, however, 
that there is an entire room dedicated to the Roman finds from central 
London and the Thames in the permanent exhibit, where, according to 
the museum’s website, the ‘Romano-British identity’ is on display.15  

Conclusion 
It is clear that the three case studies constituting the basis of this analysis 
all exemplify different manners in which Roman heritage can be staged 
and (re)invented. The main themes discussed in the introduction have all 
been reflected to some extent, and it is obvious that there is a complex 
interplay between the appropriation and staging of ancient Roman cul-
ture, and perceptions of contemporary city life. In the case of the Our 
Londinium 2012 exhibit at the Museum of London, the Romans are 
(re)invented solely as historical counterparts to modern city dwellers, as 
the ancient customs discussed in the exhibit function merely as a point 
of reference for the contemporary urban experience. This is an obvious 
example of the anchoring practice discussed above, as the emphasis in 
Our Londinium 2012 is entirely on parallels and similarities between life in 
the ancient and modern cities. This results in a narrative on life in the 
city, and on the city of London itself, as something that has a universal 
and perpetual nature, spanning both time and space and effectively stag-
ing the Romans as relatable forerunners.  Similarly, the brand character 

15 See The Roman Britain Room at the British Museum. 
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of Londinium in this context, is that of a global metropolis – both univer-
sal and timeless. 

The Roman Amphitheatre at the Guildhall Art Gallery appears to re-
flect a similar perception of the timelessness inherent in the city’s classi-
cal heritage. Then again, the placement and general character of the ex-
hibit, in addition to the (admittedly very limited) profiling of the visitors 
that was conducted, all suggest an additional dimension. In this case, it 
seems that Wyke’s discussion of the dialogue between the past and the 
present is particularly relevant. The mere interaction with the remains of 
the past and the distancing from the present implied in this process  can 
therefore be seen as a way for inhabitants of contemporary London to 
relax and regain perspective. As regards the presence of the branded city 
of Londinium, it must in this case be perceived as fairly similar to that 
already discussed in relation to the Museum of London exhibit above, 
mainly due to its timeless character. Additionally, the manner in which 
the exhibit is incorporated into the art gallery building, and the addition 
of the structure outline in the yard outside, both contribute to a narrative 
of the ancient and modern cities as seamlessly coexisting units.  

In the case of the Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculaneum exhibit at 
the British Museum, the interplay between the (re)invented Roman herit-
age and city-branding efforts must be considered strongly present. The 
exhibit very clearly reflects the notion of Roman heritage as a spectacle, 
and as a consumption event, not least through the extensive marketing 
campaign, the themed museum shop items, and the global broadcasts of 
the live guided tour of the exhibit. As has already been noted, however, 
the ties between contemporary and ancient London are downplayed in 
this exhibit to a much extent than the previous two examples, while elite 
consumption and dramatic and extreme, rather than everyday, common-
place events are emphasized. The character of the exhibit reflects those 
notions of authenticity and accuracy discussed by Lowe and Shahabudin, 
while legitimizing the exhibit as a sight suitable for ‘educational’ tourism, 
as characterized by Rowan and Baram.  

In conclusion, it is clear that the (re)invention of Roman classical her-
itage, as well as the Romans themselves, is a common theme in all three 
case studies, but the characteristics of these (re)inventions vary greatly 
from case to case. Similarly, the city brand of Londinium is strengthened 
and perpetuated throughout all three exhibits that form the basis of this 
analysis, and it is obvious that even in a city as saturated with history as 
London, the Romans remain ever-present and ever-relevant.  
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War and tragedy on display 
A comparison between four exhibitions in Sweden 

and Great Britain 

Mattias Frisk 

There are always more sides to a story than one first believes. Perspec-
tives, points of views and contrasts – everything plays a part in how you 
perceive something. During the Good City field trip to London, visits 
were made to several sites and museums in various parts of the city. Two 
exhibitions in London, one exhibition in Kalmar and one in Stockholm, 
Sweden, were selected by the author to be examined, compared and 
discussed, in order to highlight differences and similarities in exhibitions 
with similar subjects. The result of said examination and discussion is 
presented in the work below.  

Method 
The first part of this comparison included a walk through the exhibitions 
themselves. The aim of this was to gain a first-hand insight and form my 
own opinion about the exhibition; to see what they actually had put on 
display and how it was displayed. As well as walking through the exhibi-
tions, the first part of the comparison also included examining the exhi-
bitions online, their purpose and history, as well as reading reviews about 
the exhibitions to learn other people’s opinions and how and what they 
thought was interesting. Information about and opinions on these exhi-
bitions are gathered below in the case studies section. 

Case studies 
The Crown and Pompeii 
In 1676, during the height of the Scanian War (1675–1679), the Swedish 
fleet faced off against the Danish–Dutch fleet on the east coast of 
Öland. After a series of brutal engagements and cannonade with the 
enemy fleet, the royal ship The Crown and her squadron turned around 
to make another pass, when her sails got caught in the harsh winds. With 
too much sail, the wind made her lean heavy, and with all gun ports open 
on the lower battery decks, she started to take on water. Tragedy was 
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inevitable, and a few moments later The Crown capsized. Seconds later, 
the starboard side of the ship went up in a blaze when the gunpowder 
store exploded. Of the 850 souls aboard, less than 40 survived. 

Over the last 30 years, marine archaeologists have performed thor-
ough excavations of the wreckage and remains of The Crown. In itself, 
the wreck is a time capsule, capturing the lives and moments leading up 
to the disaster of those living and fighting aboard the ship, sealing them 
in the oxygen-free bottom sediment of the Baltic Sea. This in turn gives 
archaeologists and historians a unique chance to study and examine life 
and society of the time, as reflected onboard the ship. To see some of 
the finds that have been brought up from the dark waters, the County 
Museum of Kalmar is where you should go.  

Although more than 30,000 artefacts have been brought up from the 
depths, only a fraction has been put on display. What is most interesting, 
however, are the stories they tell us about the life aboard a warship of the 
time, the social strata, and the conditions aboard. Instead of focusing on 
the kings, battlefields, wars, borders and politics of the time, the exhibi-
tion instead emphasizes the individuals and their lives. Here, all social 
classes are presented, from the lowest, common crewmen to the officers 
aboard. The exhibition itself, as well as incorporating the surrounding 
facts about marine archaeology, the dive site itself, diving bells and older 
models of diving suits, also includes sections resembling a battery deck, 
complete with sleeping hammocks and cannons. Pictures of a warship 
from the 17th century are one thing, but actually being able to walk 
straight into a section of the ship itself (a reconstruction of course) helps 
the visitor to visualize the conditions of living next to a huge cannon, 
crammed in together with hundreds of other crewmen. These cannons 
are also the original cannons from The Crown itself. What the exhibition 
lacks, however, is auditory stimulation in the form of sound effects. 
Though there are a few, more are needed to actually create a deeper sen-
sation of being aboard a warship.     

Thanks to historical documents, it is possible to know exactly who 
was onboard at the time of the battle. This detail makes the exhibition 
even more real and lifelike. Actually knowing the names of some of the 
crewmen and putting faces to some of the names, through the use of 
wax dolls, allows the exhibition to humanize what happened 337 years 
ago. The skeletal remains of a few crewmen add to this feeling even 
more, and although it was so long ago, and although all of those in-
volved are long dead, they are still here, able to tell their story. 
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The artefacts brought up from The Crown are personal, and in this 
case historical documents allow historians to piece together personal 
belongings with the now-deceased crewmen. Many of the artefacts, such 
as muskets, flintlock pistols, rapiers, cutlery, and foot lockers, bear the 
initials of their previous owners. Statues of King Karl XI depicted as a 
Roman emperor, the galleon figurines, and stern figurines also indicate 
that the ship was made for more than just war. Details like these show 
that The Crown was also a giant propaganda machine that served to 
glorify Sweden and to emphasize its beauty, wealth, skills in craftsman-
ship, as well as its firepower.1     

In many ways, the exhibition Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculaneum 
is connected to the exhibition on The Crown, in that both deal with 
sealed moments. The name of the London exhibition is revealing: life 
and death in two cities is the subject. The whole story began in Italy, AD 
79, when the volcano called Vesuvius erupted. The two cities, Pompeii 
and Herculaneum, were founded and built in the vicinity of Mount Ve-
suvius because the volcanic soil proved to be excellent for agriculture, 
and also because of their close proximity to the Mediterranean and, 
thereby, ports and trade. Days, if not weeks of smaller tremors and 
earthquakes foreboded a coming catastrophe, but it appears that little 
was done about this and that life went on as usual. Then, one day, the 
volcano erupted, raining down ash and brimstone on the surrounding 
region, slowly burying the two cities. The huge plume of ash rising from 
the volcano collapsed and tumbled down the volcano’s sides. Like a 
freak avalanche of superheated ash and gas, the pyroclastic flow, travel-
ling at a speed of several hundred kilometres per hour, hit the two cities, 
which were boiled and then buried. 

The cities were lost for almost 1600 years until they were once again 
discovered in the 18th century. Since then, excavations in various stages 
have uncovered and shed light on what took place in the cities during 
those last faithful days in AD 79. The exhibition ‘Life and death in Pom-
peii and Herculaneum’ is a joint collaboration between the Archaeologi-
cal Soprintendenza Speciale per i Beni Archeologici di Napoli e Pompei 
and British Museum to bring the two dead cities back to life in a muse-
um environment. Over 250 archaeological artefacts are on display, from 
both recent and older excavations, and many of them have never been 
shown to the public before (Britishmuseum.org). What makes this dis-
play unique is that the visitor is provided with micro and meso points of 
view into Roman society and homes, in a similar way to the exhibition 

1 Kalmar County Museum. 
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on The Crown. Though tragic, the buried cities have given archaeologists 
an amazing insight into ancient times, and this is in turn reflected in the 
exhibition. 

Instead of just putting items on display, the exhibition also stimulates 
the senses by adding lighting and sound effects. Dimming the light in 
some areas and focusing it on certain other areas helps to create a myste-
rious atmosphere, almost like being inside an ancient house or walking 
through the alleys between them. Adding sound effects, such as the 
sound of the wind blowing, the sound of children playing and of the 
hammering of iron from a smithy, increases the feeling of actually being 
inside one of the cities. The domestic feeling is further increased by add-
ing everyday items and tools to make it easier to connect to the exhibi-
tion; to understand that although it took place almost 2000 years ago, not 
much has changed. Shifting perspective from the standard gladiators, 
senators, emperors, and legionnaires, and instead focusing further on 
certain individuals from the time through modern-day aspects, such as 
strong, individual women and the genus of the time, and freed slaves and 
their positions, makes the citizens feel even more alive. Although it is a 
paradox, seeing their moment of death, families taking shelter in the 
corners as the volcano erupted, and the fear of facing the end – all these 
aspects make it an even more moving exhibition.  

The army museums of Stockholm and London 
The Swedish Army Museum, located in Stockholm, is one of the few 
museums in Sweden that exclusively focuses on war and its surrounding 
themes. The building’s courtyard holds an impressive amount of army 
vehicles, such as tanks and armoured transport vehicles, as well as several 
cannons and howitzers, all of which have long since been decommis-
sioned and taken out of use. The building itself is an old artillery barracks 
that was later turned into a museum, and all of its floors exhibit the his-
tory of war. On the top floors, early history is presented, and as one 
continues through the exhibitions and moves down to the lower stairs, 
one also moves through history to more modern times.2 

The old building itself gives a typical ‘grand museum’ impression – 
that it is nothing but a display of items and war material, as well as walls 
of texts. What save it, however, are the numerous wax dolls dressed in 
different uniforms, as well as several recreated scenes, such as an army 
camp and firing trench, which give it a clear sense of an updated and 
modern exhibition within an old house. Several stations, where a visitor 

2 Swedish Army Museum. 
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can touch and feel weapons and hold them, allow the visitor to come 
closer to the artefacts. Many of the wax dolls displayed around the mu-
seum are presented as performing different tasks and in different situa-
tions, such as being wounded, charging on horseback, firing and per-
forming everyday tasks, giving them a really lifelike and almost eerie 
sensation appearance. The mood is set by the use of lighting and a few 
sound effects here and there, but these are not as extensively used as in, 
for instance, The Crown and Pompeii exhibitions. Instead, the purpose and 
point of the different exhibitions at the Swedish Army Museum in 
Stockholm seems to be to give the visitor a lifelike and realistic picture 
and view of history, instead of a sensation. More focus is put on the no-
tion that war and different battles are something that happened a long 
time ago, and still happen in other places today, but not here, on the 
home front. 

The exhibitions at the National Army Museum of London are in 
many ways similar to the one in Stockholm, at least in terms of the inte-
rior. The building itself though, is more modern and anonymous. Great 
Britain has a long history of war and violence, and many of these cam-
paigns, the battles (including modern ones), and the history are presented 
throughout the museum. As with the Army Museum in Stockholm, 
some items can be touched and held to further increase the feeling of the 
visit. War material from different eras is displayed, as well as models 
depicting different battlefields and great battles.3 Dolls dressed in uni-
forms from different eras are stationed around the museum, and they are 
often engaged in different situations and tasks. Mood and feeling is en-
hanced by the lighting as well as a few sound effects. How the National 
Army Museum of London differs from that in Stockholm is soon made 
perfectly clear. It is obvious that the National Army Museum takes a 
standpoint in its role in wars of democracy, against terror and so on. As men-
tioned, Great Britain is a country with a long history of war and is still 
active in many engagements and conflicts around the world: this is some-
thing that is reflected in the exhibition, since it is active. And by active, I 
mean that they are aware of the present situation in the world, of the 
country’s own engagements and battles. Unlike the Swedish Army Mu-
seum of Stockholm, the National Army Museum of London presents its 
exhibitions and focuses them on giving its visitors a clear picture of the 
obligations and roles, a real sensation that they are participating in war now, 
and the idea that war affects everyone and that everyone is involved.     

3 National Army Museum. 

War and tragedy on display  | 35 

                   



Conclusions – perspectives of life 
Looking at the exhibitions on The Crown and Pompeii, the point and 
focus of both is to humanize and make both tragedies/events come alive 
and feel real. Both take a step away from the classic display of items, 
charts and walls of text, and instead focus on the individual in the con-
text. Enhancing the experience through visual and auditory stimulation, 
such as lighting, reconstructing environments, wax dolls and sound ef-
fects is a good way to help a visitor take in and understand what is on 
display. To compare these two exhibitions to each other, however, is 
difficult. Both display events from different eras, and the fact that both 
are, in a way, sealed time capsules, though as a result of tragic events, 
gives us an insight into a forgotten time. The Crown exhibition has re-
mained more or less unchanged for over a decade, but gives its visitors 
solid historical facts and a living insight into the life aboard a 17th-century 
warship, both from the view of a common crewman and also from the 
view of an officer. It gives a living, real impression, but it could use an 
update in relation to the finds that have been put on display. Maybe even 
a change of theme. The exhibition Life and Death in Pompeii and Herculane-
um, on the other hand, provides a wide range of archaeological artefacts, 
some of which were previously unseen by the public. The exhibition is 
alive and feels real, although historical facts are short, and this left me, as 
a visitor, with a lot of unanswered questions. Awakening the need to find 
more and to dig deeper into the history of Pompeii and Herculaneum is 
of course positive, but answers should be provided on location through 
more advanced texts, not in the Museum stores or outside. 

The trend and the need to make an exhibition come alive, shifting the 
focus from macro to micro is clearly a positive one. Being able to con-
nect with the past through various means – life and death, everyday 
items, origins and ruins left to this day – is something which I believe is 
important for everyone. Realizing that history and pre-history are actually 
just around the corner, and that the people of these eras were just like us, 
though they lived in different times under different conditions, is some-
thing that is necessary today. Without looking back and knowing our 
history, we cannot continue forward and think we know our future. 

Perspectives of war 
This idea, that we must understand our past to know our future, be-
comes even more real and clear when we look at the army museums of 
London and Stockholm. Depicting and presenting something as horrible 
as war is never easy, and when we compare the exhibition in London to 
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the one in Stockholm, this becomes even clearer. Sweden has not en-
gaged in war for several centuries (present peacekeeping mission exclud-
ed), unlike Great Britain. Not taking that fact into account makes it im-
possible to understand why views on war, and how to portray them, 
differ. Both exhibitions display the history and evolution of war, as well 
as the weapons used during these times, the tactics and the composition 
of armies. Both also give a great perspective on the lives of the common 
soldier, the officer, as well as the enemy in some instances. Where they 
differ though, as mentioned earlier, is in terms of the point behind it all. 
Since Great Britain has a long history of war and violence abroad, and an 
active army, a picture of the warrior culture and the immortal soldier is 
necessary.  

Depicting and justifying, almost glorifying, war is an essential part of 
maintaining morale and support for the troops, as well as highlighting 
their everyday lives, the threats that the soldiers face, such as IEDs (Im-
provised Explosive Device; homemade bombs and mines), their mis-
sions, but also coming home from the front, dealing with PTSD, and 
being a veteran. Looking at it like that, it is understandable, but for 
someone coming from a ‘peaceful’ country like Sweden where war and 
atrocities are condemned by politicians and even the soldiers of the 
homeland are frowned upon, where support is lacking and is seen as a 
necessary evil, it is hard to imagine and understand. Therefore, in com-
parison, it really is not surprising that the Swedish Army Museum of 
Stockholm instead focuses on the horrors of war, the lives of the soldiers 
in the army, the impact on the land, disease, and modern peacekeeping 
forces. Weapons and war material are seen as archaic, and although Swe-
den designs and constructs some of the world’s most advanced war ma-
terial and weapons, on the home front, this side of reality is depicted as 
something unwanted, as well as something which is in the past, some-
thing taking place far away from ourselves and from our secure bubble. 
In the end, the display and purpose of the museum is that it is a place 
where one can come and look at the exhibitions of our violent history, as 
if it were just that – history. However, when it comes to war and tragedy, 
there is always a need to get close to it, to deal with it and understand 
what happened and how. Whether the exhibition glorifies war or not, 
making an exhibition come alive, as well as allowing it to affect those 
visiting, no matter the perspective, is  necessary for everyone in order to 
help them understand and cope with the horrors in our world, and to 
realize that it is a part of us that must never be forgotten.       
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Space invader and the urban game 
in the Soho area 

Malin Arvidsson Erici 

Street art is a part of urban visual culture, and it is in the context of the 
city that we can understand street art. The historical background to street 
art can be found in the graffiti subculture that exploded in the 1970s in 
New York, but street art has since developed into a specific art form 
performed by art-school-educated artists. Street artists would rather 
compare their art to contemporary public art than to a subculture be-
cause both street art and public art are contextualized within the city and 
the relationship between people, object and time.1 In this contribution, I 
will discuss the relationship between the city and street art: how street art 
is dependent on the functions and space of the city, but also how street 
art affects the city and its visual culture. This contribution’s starting point 
is an excursion in London on May 16, 2013, during which I followed the 
work of the French street artist Invader, in the district of Soho. Invader 
is a male street artist who was born in 1969 and has an art-school educa-
tion; that is all we know about Invader, due to legal reasons. Invader uses 
a pseudonym taken from the design of his artwork, which is a portrayal 
in mosaic tiles of the character of the 1970s arcade game Space Invaders. 
The game was fairly low-resolution and thus was suitable for reproduc-
tion as a mosaic, where each tile represents a pixel.2 Through his website, 
Invader invites us to an international urban game, a treasure hunt where 
the goal is to find the space invader (the mosaics) in cities all around the 
world. Through so-called ‘invasions’, Invader attacks a city and in a two–
three week period space invaders pop up around the city. It is then our 
turn as the audience to find the mosaics, which can be placed anywhere 
in the urban environment. For example, we can find space invaders on 
famous tourist attractions and other recognized symbols of cities, like the 
Hollywood sign in Los Angeles. The invasions started in Paris 1998, and 
since then over 40 different cities have undergone invasions. After Paris, 
London is the city which has been invaded most often – eight times – 
and these invasions have resulted in 101 mosaics.3   

1 Waclawek 2010, 65f. 
2 Mathieson 2012, 99. 
3 Space Invader 2013. 
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The purpose of the excursion was to participate in the urban game 
and therefore investigate the locations of the space invaders and then 
understand the level of visibility of the space invader in the urban envi-
ronment. I chose to search for the artwork in the district of Soho in the 
centre of London because it was known that Invader had installed five 
space invaders there (you can see their locations on the map in Fig. 1).  

Figure 1. Map of Soho district, where the numbers represent space invaders. 
Number 1 is on 153 Wardour Street, number 2 is at the end of Manette Street, 
number 3 is on 46 Wardour Street, number 4 is on 10 Greek street, and number 
5 is on 55 Greek Street. Drawing by M. Arvidsson Erici. 

The limits of the district are Oxford Street in the north, Regent Street in 
the west, Leicester Square in the south and Charing Cross Road in the 
east. Soho has an identity as an entertainment and tourist district because 
it has many restaurants, cafes and nightclub, but it is also known as a 
place which is well visited by tourists and as a place which has a lot of 
attractions nearby: Piccadilly Circus, the British Museum and the theatres 
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around Leicester Square.4 As a tool to find the space invader, I used the 
Street Art London website and its iPhone app, which describes the location 
of the artworks using a map. Street Art London is an organization that 
works alongside street and graffiti artists in London and other parts of 
the world and also functions as a link between the artist, institutions and 
exhibitions.5 I also used Invader’s own website where he, like other 
street artists, documents his work, both in pictures of different space 
invaders around the world and on a blog which he calls ‘Cheers from 
Space’, where he describes the inventions and gives the audience clues 
for the urban game. For example, we can read about an event that took 
place in London just a couple of days before the excursion.6 

Street art through semiotic eyes  
At the first stop in the urban game, I find a space invader on Wardour 
Street, which is marked 1 on the map. The space invader is red, with 
white eyes on a blue background (see Fig. 2).  

 
Figure 2. A space invader on 153 Waldour Street. Photograph: M. Arvidsson 
Erici. 

The location of the space invader was quite tricky to find: it was on a 
corner, at the height of the second floor, on the south end of a five-
storey brick building with plastering at the ends. Wardour Street is a one-
way street going south to north between Leicester Square and Oxford 

4 Visit London, 2013. 
5 Street Art London, 2013. 
6 Cheers from Space, 2013. 
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Street. The space invader can be found on the east side of the street, 
between Sharon Street and St Anne’s Court.  

The location of street art has a social meaning that gives artwork a 
symbolic value because the street artists often identify themselves with 
the city.7 To analyse this kind of value, we can use semiotic theory that 
can basically be described as the theory of sign. Semiotic theory is a sort 
of communication system where a sign is something that represents 
something else and where different signs together create a story. In a 
semiotic system, the signs create multiple meanings which depend on 
cultural knowledge and personal signification. The system is based on 
the meaning of the work of art, but it also tells us about the artist, the 
viewer and the culture, which play different parts in creating the mean-
ings.8 The signs are composed of two parts, where the signifier is the 
form that the sign takes and the signified is what the concept of the sign 
represents. The outcome of the signified depends on the context in 
which the sign acts.9 A context is not fixed, but it depends on time and 
place and also on who is reading the sign and who has produced it. It 
means that the outcome of the sign depends on the author’s knowledge, 
intention and historic framework, but it also depends on the viewer, on 
the same grounds.10  

The space invader on Wardour Street is one example of what the 
form of the mosaics could look like. It is a form that tells us about a 
computer age where pixels and postmodern issues determine the agenda 
of urban visual culture. Street art can be understood as a postmodern 
dialogue in which the artwork replies to the urban context and debates 
the content of the visual culture. Questions that street art often deals 
with concern the urban life and its questions about ownership in public 
space, the boundaries between private and public.11 These are the kinds 
of question that Invader discusses, specifically questions about problems 
surrounding the issue of surveillance. Perhaps the artwork with its quite 
naïve signifier form is not talking about these kinds of questions specifi-
cally, but the foundation of the urban game does. Through the invasions 
and through the anonymity of Invader himself, the foundations of socie-
ty are challenged using the space invader’s signified form. 

When using semiotic theory to analyse street art, the aim is not only 
to look at the work of art itself and its signified meaning, but also to 

7 Irving 2012, 238. 
8 D’Alleva 2005, 28–39. 
9 D’Alleva 2005, 30f. 
10 Bal & Bryson 1991, 178–180. 
11 Waclawek 2010, 65f. 
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understand the choice of location and its inherent symbolic value.12 This 
is because the overall concept of street art is well connected to the city 
and the urban visual culture. The location of the space invader on War-
dour Street is easy to see since it is on the south side of the building on 
the one-way street, but it is also quite a tricky location since it is placed 
above eye level. It is visible but at the same time not, which is Invader’s 
intention because the game should not be too easy. Wardour Street is a 
street that has quite a lot of traffic, and it is a street that pedestrians 
choose to transport them from one place to another. It is not a main 
street where people stroll, or a street that the regular tourist chooses. The 
street can be identified not by the tourist label that the district of Soho 
has, but more like the entertainment label that it has because of its many 
restaurants, bars and cafés. The location is chosen as a signified concept 
of the well-recognized district and its value, but on the other hand, the 
location is not on a main street but rather on a backstreet with less 
movement. 

Next in the urban game, a space invader is located above a pedestrian 
passage at the end of Manette Street that connects Greek Street with 
Charing Cross Road; it is marked by number 2 on the map in Fig. 1. Like 
the previous space invader, this one is located in Soho, with its embed-
ded values, but the location is not the main street. Rather, Manette Street 
is a backstreet that is a shortcut for walkers, something which gives the 
street quite a lot of movement. The space invader on Manette Street is 
placed on a three-storey brick building where the bottom floor has been 
opened up for the pedestrian passage (see Fig. 3). The design of the 
space invader is easy to recognize, and this one is a blue space invader 
figure on a white background with red and blue spires around it.  

Like other street art, Invader’s works of art are a global phenomenon 
because of the worldwide spread of the art. As I wrote before, the space 
invaders can be found in different cities and on well-known symbols that 
affect the value of the art and therefore the visual and symbolic content. 
The urban game creates an individual value for each space invader, but 
also an overall value for the whole game. It could be compared to a 
board game where each space invader is a brick on the board. This 
means that each space invader’s content is influenced by the other space 
invaders, which is perhaps the reason why the design follows a well-
recognized pattern with more or less only varies in colour.  

12 Irving 2012, 238. 
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Figure 3. A space invader on the end of Manette Street.  
Photograph: M. Arvidsson Erici. 

The missing space invader – the visual regimes of the city 
The urban game had been successful so far, with two space invaders 
located, but our luck then changed. At the next stop, which is marked by 
number 3 on the map, I was looking for a space invader on one of the 
columnson the wall of St Anne’s Church on Wardour Street. On the 
picture on the website London Street Art, I saw that the mosaic should 
have an orange background with a blue space invader, but what I found 
was a demolished space invader, and only the mortar remained (see Fig. 
4). Traces of a former space invader were all that was left. Even the 
space invaders on Greek Street, which are marked by 4 and 5 on the 
map, were impossible to find and so have probably been torn down.  

When we are discussing the premises of street art, we need to include 
the concept of what the art historian Martin Irvine calls the ‘regime of 
visibility’: this means that the urban space depends on socially construct-
ed boundaries and determines what will be visible and also the content 
of the visible. The structure around the regime is framed around the 
spatiality of the architecture and the function that the urban space has as 
a public space in terms of its accessibility and movement. It is within 
these frames that the urban space undergoes the process that determines 
the identity of the space.13 That means that the art which is inside the 

13 Irving 2012, 242. 
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regimes depends on its ideas and framework, which transmit the value 
and identity of the regime. In this kind of discussion, we need to under-
line the difference between public art and street art. Public art, that is, 
legal art, is created to fit inside the framework of the regime of visibility. 
Street art, on the other hand, is an illegal art movement that occupies 
physical locations within the cities and through that engages people in 
the experience of art. The purpose of street art is to challenge the 
boundaries rather than to try to comply with them; this is often a theme 
represented in street art, and indeed it is represented in Invader’s work 
specifically.14 Even though public art and street art have different inten-
tions, they should be understood on the same premises as a part of the 
urban space and its context. 

 
Figure 4. A former space invader on a column on the wall leading to St Anne’s 
church at 46 Wardour Street. Photograph: M. Arvidsson Erici. 

The regime of visibility not only decides how the art should be under-
stood but also the question of what will exist inside the art. Because 
street art challenges the boundaries of the regime, the art movement 
balances between being seen or not. Therefore, it is rather easy to change 
or destroy street art without any complications.15 The quality of trans-
forming can be seen as a function and as a part of the art that seems like 
an occasional part of the urban context rather than something fixed. This 

14 Waclawek 2010, 65f. 
15 Kimvall 2005, 10. 
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is of course also a part of Invader’s art: the space invaders could be seen 
as markers that are easy to change and destroy. These markers tell us that 
this is a part of the urban game and that Invader has been there. The 
markers are just temporary, which leaves a timeframe for the urban 
game. The fixed part of the art is the documentation on the Internet.  

Inside the regime of visibility, there is a competition over which visual 
symbol is visible or not. Because street art does not have an established 
place inside the regime, it is sometimes harder for it to appear to a view-
er. This is something that Invader works with, although his artwork is 
quite small and is placed in locations which are not always the easiest to 
find. The competition is often harder in more popular areas and streets; 
this is perhaps the explanation for the space invaders marked 3–5 on the 
map being torn down. If we compare these areas with previously dis-
cussed streets, we can see that both Greek Street and the area around St 
Anne’s Church have more movement. Greek Street is known for its 
many restaurants and cafés and St Anne’s Church is just around the cor-
ner from Shaftesbury Avenue, which is one of the main streets in the 
Soho area. Because these areas have more movement, the competition 
for visibility is harder, and therefore it is easier to destroy the art.  

Summary 
In this contribution, I have discussed a method for approaching and 
analysing street art on its own premises. Street art is an illegal art move-
ment that has its starting point in the urban culture and its visual bound-
aries. As an analytical tool, we can use semiotic theory, where both the 
artwork itself and its contexts are analysed, in order to gain a deeper 
understanding of the art. In this examination, we have followed the work 
of the French street artist Invader and what he calls ‘the urban game’. 
His so-called ‘space invader’ is designed to be like the arcade game (of 
the same name) from the 1970s and symbolizes contemporary problems 
like ownership and surveillance. Because of the close connection be-
tween street art and the urban environment, a big part of understanding 
the artwork is analysing its location and the value that the location has. 
We have discussed the idea that the value of the space invaders depends 
on the value of the location and what the location symbolizes. The value 
of the space invader is a global phenomenon that depends also on all of 
Invader’s works around the world. Street art depends also on the regime 
of visibility, which could be understood as the urban framework that 
decides which symbols may be seen and which may exist in an urban 
environment. Street art, as an illegal art movement, is created outside the 
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regime and challenges its frameworks. That is a function that determines 
which pieces of the art exist and gives the art a limited timeframe. 
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Hallfield Estate. Prohibitions signs 
and antisocial behaviour 

Amanda Joelsson 

Almost every step we take in a city is guided by some kind of sign, sym-
bol or information board. We are so used to them that we follow their 
instruction almost without reflection. Their function is to create order 
among the thousands, and sometimes millions, of people who move 
around each other within a limited space. They are also there to remind 
us that we move in a place of order, sometimes by pointing out what it is 
disorderly. In this contribution, I will discuss the last of these functions 
through the concept of antisocial behaviour – a concept that I became 
interested in when I first visited Hallfield Estate in Bayswater, London.   

 
Figure 1. Map of Hallfield Estate and its geographic position. Source: Google 
maps. 

Visiting Hallfield Estate 
Hallfield Estate is a building complex composed of 15 residential blocks 
containing 682 flats. The estate was built in the early 1950s from the 
design that Tecton made in 1947 for the Metropolitan Borough of Pad-
dington. Nowadays, the architecture is considered iconic for the time 
period, and 14 of the 15 housing blocks in the complex are protected as 

  | 51 



a so-called ‘conservation area’ and included in the national heritage list 
for England.1 Surrounding the building are several well-kept gardens and 
green areas. In the beginning, the flats were council properties, and they 
are now managed by CityWest Homes, which also has an office on the 
estate where they deal with day-to-day issues.2 However, there are also 
privately owned flats on the estate, which is due to several legislative 
changes in housing policies, most importantly the ‘right to buy act’ from 
1980, which made it possible for tenants to buy their community flat or 
house.3  

I first heard about Hallfield Estate from a fellow travelling companion 
who had lived in London a few years earlier. She told me that the family 
that she had stayed with when she was working in close proximity to the 
area had warned her about walking alone after dark through Hallfield 
Estate or ‘the Estate’, as she told me they called it. Since I am interested 
in the construction of the ‘dangerous city’, this made me curious. I de-
cided to check out the place to see if it would be an interesting object of 
study. I visited Hallfield Estate three times: two times during the day and 
one time after dark. 

I arrived for my first visit on foot, having walked the short distance 
from the tourist area around Queensway to the steel-fence-framed estate 
complex. After I entered, I noticed a sudden change in the atmosphere. 
Most obvious was the change in the architecture of the buildings, from 
the white Victorian houses in the surrounding area to Hallfield’s brown 
and black-and-white square blocks, which were surrounded by green 
gardens. However, it was not only the visual change that affected me: it 
was much calmer inside the fence-framed area than outside it. Most of 
the people that I saw were doing some kind of chore: gardeners were 
cutting the grass and working on the flower beds, cleaning staff were 
moving around between the houses, and builders were working on some 
of the building façades. A few women surrounded by children were 
walking with strollers from the school building.  

I took a walk around the grounds of the estate and could not avoid 
noticing the large amount of prohibition signs. Some were probably only 
placed there temporarily because of the restoration work on the build-
ings. But it was still an overwhelming number of signs. The signs told me 
where I could park, where I was not allowed to park, and where I should 
not walk. They forbade me to play with my dog on the grass, or feed the 

1 English Heritage, 2011. 
2 CityWest Homes, 2013. 
3 Greenhalg, Moss, 2009. 
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pigeons, or play with balls in the area. Some told me not to make loud 
noises; others informed me that adults are not allowed in the play park, if 
they are not accompanying a child. Several orange CCTV signs were 
spread across the estate, and they made it quite clear that I was being 
monitored. There were also a large number of information boards. These 
were placed near the entrances to the living blocks, outside the school 
and the health centre. All had the text ‘On behalf of City of Westminster’ 
written on them. By reading the boards, I learned, among other things, 
about how the welfare reform could affect me, that the school needs 
Somali-speaking volunteers to read stories for the kids, and that I have 
the opportunity to nominate a community hero and to post my ideas 
about community improvement. The signs also told me about antisocial 
behaviour, and that Westminster City Council and City West Homes take 
my safety very seriously.  

 
Figure 2. One of many prohibition signs placed in the green area on Hallfield 
Estate. Photograph: A. Joelsson. 

I returned that evening to see if anything was different from during the 
day. The night visit was of particular necessity since the warning had 
been to avoid Hallfield Estate during the dark hours. I really did not 
have any expectations about what I would find, but if I had hoped for 
something thrilling to happen or something that would make the estate 
worthy of its bad reputation, I would have been disappointed. It was 
almost empty and much quieter than on the streets outside. It was also 
noticeably light, and there were no shadows. A person in our group 
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pointed out to me that the street lights were extra strong compared to 
the rest of the streets. 

 
Figure 3. An information sign giving instructions on the rules in the play park. 
Photograph: A. Joelsson.  

During my third visit, I decided to call into the CityWest estate office to 
ask some questions about the community that they were responsible for 
and to learn more about the prohibition signs and the warnings about 
antisocial behaviour. I talked to a lady working there, and she informed 
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me that Hallfield Estate was a really good place to live; that it was so 
beautiful, with all the green areas and flower beds; and that the commu-
nity was a really good one. She gave me a map of the grounds and 
marked out the blocks from where I would get the best views. In re-
sponse to my questions about the signs, she told me that they were not 
specific to Hallfield Estate, but that ‘all similar’ areas in the city had the 
same signs. So they were not put there as a result of events in the area. 
She gave me some official leaflets: one about Hallfield Estate Bayswater 
and another that was a kind of guide from the City of Westminster and 
CityWest Homes on tackling antisocial behaviour. I then asked her if she 
thought the signs and the leaflet actually worked, since I wanted to know 
if they had an effect on people’s behaviour. She answered me, however, 
with a confused frown, telling me that of course they made a difference: 
the signs show people that they (City of Westminster and CityWest 
Homes) are doing something about the problems.  

Antisocial behaviour 
In the following part of this contribution, I will look more closely at the 
concept of antisocial behaviour, as it is related to my case-study at Hall-
field Estate, by placing it in the context of the liveability discourse and 
national policymaking in the UK. I will begin with an attempt to find a 
definition of the concept of anti-social behaviour.  

Deborah Peel, lecturer at The Geddes Institute, School of Town and 
Regional Planning at the University of Dundee, has written an article 
about the social reconstruction of antisocial behaviour in the UK today.4 
She states that antisocial behaviour is a broad concept that has to be 
understood and interpreted based on the context in which it is used. It 
has a multitude of meanings that have been defined and redefined count-
less times. This vagueness in the definitions makes antisocial behaviour a 
concept with relatively few restrictions. It connects crimes like drug deal-
ing and harassment by placing these in the same category as irritating but 
less serious behaviour such as making loud noises and throwing rubbish. 
She also means that what a person experiences as loud or rubbish differs, 
depending on several factors, like the personality of the person involved, 
the time of day, the specific place where it happens, and the age of the 
offender and the offended. The experience can be collective in a com-
munity, but also individual. An important point to make is, however, that 
the act of antisocial behaviour is defined by its probable effects on oth-

4 Peel 2005. 
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ers rather than by the act itself. Peel argues from a social constructionist 
perspective that ‘whether behaviour is constructed as social (or antiso-
cial) depends on the particular cultural, ideological, moral and political 
interests of a particular time and space’.5 She mentions that since antiso-
cial behaviour is so hard to define it has become almost a rule to also 
include a list that complements the definition. The definition that I was 
handed with the leaflet is an example of this (see below).  

CityWest Homes and City of Westminster definition of anti-
social behaviour: 

 Acting in a manner that caused or was likely to cause  
harassment, alarm or distress to one or more persons not of  
the same household as themselves. 

Examples including: drug/substance misuse & dealing, abandoned  
cars, vehicle related nuisance, noise, rowdy behaviour, animal  
related problems, intimidation/harassment, criminal damage / 
vandalism / litter / rubbish. 

A lot of policy and organizational changes targeting antisocial behaviour 
have been made in recent years, both by the government on a national 
level and on local council level in the UK: these changes in policy, to-
gether with new political and popular constructions of antisocial behav-
iour, have, according to Peel, contributed to the formation of a constant 
law-intensive climate of fear of crime among the urban population.6 This 
fear is believed to have a destructive effect in society both on a micro 
and a macro level, leading to problems in the production of sustainable 
communities.  

Quentin Stevens, senior lecturer in urban design at the Bartlett School 
of Planning, has written a critical paper on what he calls the ‘liveability 
agenda in the UK’.7 He means that too much focus is put on the crea-
tion and preservation of order in urban public spaces. One of the dan-
gers of this focus, he means, is that it tends to single out some groups of 
users of the urban space as being in need of fixing or in need of being 
made more ‘orderly’. The liveability concept is a top-down city-planning 
idea that originally came from the USA. There, it mostly focuses on 
long-term investment in the improvement of life, with more sustainable 
alternatives in the city planning, regarding urban, suburban as well as 
rural public spaces. The UK liveability discourse is, however, not a sim-

5 Peel 2005, 270. 
6 Peel 2005. 
7 Stevens 2009. 
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ple adaptation of the American concept to a British context. Instead, 
liveability has come to be about the redevelopment and management of 
already existing neighbourhoods exclusively in urban settings. Stevens 
writes that liveability is most often defined in vague terms and is there-
fore only made useable by being presented oppositionally, by defining 
what ‘unlivability’ is or rather what is in need of change.8  

According to Peel, the British government is of the belief that antiso-
cial behaviour has devastating consequences not only for the people 
directly affected by it, but for the entire community. These assumptions 
about the effects of antisocial behaviour and the super focus on the issue 
among policymakers are consequences of Wilson and Kelling’s argument 
about ‘broken windows’,9 according to both Peel and Stevens. Wilson 
and Kelling argue that even smaller forms of social and physical disorder, 
like a broken window or graffiti, lead to greater loss of social control and 
consequently to an overall decline in the community.10 It may start off 
with a single broken shop window, but a broken window needs expen-
sive repairing, with the consequence of economic hardship for the small 
local business. An unfixed broken window is seen as physical proof that 
no one cares and that you are free to risk breaking another. Fear be-
comes a crucial variable since the fear of antisocial behaviour in the form 
of broken windows, graffiti and other disruptive behaviours lead to a 
decreased quality of life for the inhabitants. 11Both Stevens and Peel 
argue that this theory has been of huge importance in relation to how we 
view antisocial behaviour today, and they also share the opinion that the 
broken window argument tells us much less about crime and society 
than it is given credit for. However, here is not the place to discuss those 
arguments. I mention the broken window argument for its connection to 
the subject of antisocial behaviour.  

In line with policy changes made on the basis of the broken window 
theory, investments in preventing antisocial behaviour have been made. 
Peel describes this phenomenon as a ‘mythology of safety and security 
that is being popularized as a part of contemporary cultural code’.12 One 
of the ways in which preventative work is completed is through visual 
demonstrations of government control. This means more policemen and 
security guards on the streets, more information signs and CCTV camer-
as. Stevens argues against this development: he states that too much 

8 Stevens 2009, 376. 
9 Kelling & Wilson 1982. 
10 Taylor 2009. 
11 Kelling & Wilson 1982. 
12 Peel 2005, 281. 
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evidence of government control can have the opposite effect and actual-
ly make citizens feel more afraid. 13 

By studying the UK policy documents on the subject of liveability, 
Stevens has found different themes of ‘problems’, which in the mind of 
the policymaker can be solved by investment in liveability. Stevens 
names one of these themes ‘the nuisance problem’, and it can be ex-
plained as the discomfort that reduces people’s perceptions of wellbeing 
in a place; this theme of problems entails the concept of antisocial be-
haviour. An action needs to have a direct impact on someone else to be 
considered a nuisance. The British liveability agenda places the emphasis 
on the needs of the person or persons on the receiving end of what is 
considered to be antisocial behaviour, as they are consumers of public 
space; the inevitable consequence of this priority is that the quality of life 
and the needs of the actors whose behaviour is considered disturbing are 
judged to be less significant.14 Here, I want to link Stevens’ theory to my 
case study. The prohibition signs that forbid ball play and loud noises in 
the green areas at Hallfield Estate can be seen as examples of how a will 
to obtain the illusion of an ordered community is prioritized over the 
needs of the residents; this hypothesis is based on the unproven conclu-
sion that the residents actually want to play ball in the area, which the 
sign would seem to indicate.  

Stevens means that the liveability discourse contributes to the produc-
tion of norms of correct behaviour, since the opinions of the majority or 
the powerful dictate what is considered to be antisocial. Thus, the discus-
sion ends up focusing on the problems that some members of the com-
munity cause for others, rather than on the responsibility that the gov-
ernment has to meet the needs of the disadvantaged or the common 
good.15 Another consequence of the liveability discourse means that the 
solutions for preventing antisocial behaviour are focused on the visual, 
and they entail the pursuit of a more orderly and visually coherent urban 
space.16 Improvement in liveability can thus be accomplished by planting 
gardens, improving streetlights, and removing graffiti. Stevens criticizes 
the heavy focus on the visual in the discourse and argues that policy 
proposals which follow the line of the liveability agenda put more effort 
into the control of perceptions than into solving the underlying causes. 
This argument may be supported by the observation I made during my 

13 Stevens 2009. 
14 Stevens 2009. 
15 (Stevens 2009, 377. 
16 Stevens 2009, 374. 
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communication with the lady at the estate office. I am referring to her 
ignoring the possibility that the prohibition signs would not actually 
prevent unwanted behaviour and instead mentioning their function as 
visual manifestations. Stevens would maybe argue that her answer was 
made on the basis of the liveability discourse, and since I was not famil-
iar with this line of thinking, the answer surprised me.  

Conclusion  
My short three-day observation is not enough to actually say anything 
definite on the state of living in the Hallfield Estate, but it has raised 
some interesting questions on the effects of the liveability discourse at a 
local level. The prohibition signs are not placed in the neighbourhood as 
a consequence of events that happened there; instead, they are meant to 
be a visual reminder of the presence of institutional powers, and they are 
there to reassure residents and preserve order. However, the amount of 
restrictions, warnings, and crime-preventive apparatus risks implying that 
Hallfield Estate is actually a dangerous place, regardless of the behaviour 
of its inhabitants. 

The number of prohibition signs on Hallfield Estate is maybe unusu-
al, since it is a council estate, a conservation area, a park and, at the time 
of my visit, a construction site. Each application of the space comes with 
its own set of signs and information boards. The effect of these different 
definitions of what Hallfield Estate is has led to a situation where resi-
dents are drowning in instructions about what they cannot do in their 
own neighbourhood. In this case, it becomes relevant to ask the question 
of who the building is actually for. Should the public interests of Hall-
field Estate and the status of the estate as a conservation area take priori-
ty over the comfort and quality of life of the tenants?  
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Gentrification, middle class and 
tourism 

Street observations at Westbourne Grove in 
London 

Charlotta Widmark 

Going on a ‘walking tour’ is an effective way of getting to know a neigh-
bourhood, preferably through the eyes of one of its inhabitants. Kusen-
bach considers the Go-Along method to be especially useful for under-
standing the role of place in everyday lived experience.1 An important 
aspect of the excursion to London was the walking tour which we did of 
the district called Notting Hill, albeit unaccompanied by local inhabit-
ants.2 One of the first places we stopped was a small square (a wedge 
created by the crossroads) located in Westbourne Grove at the cross-
roads of Colville and Denbigh Road. Westbourne Grove is part of the 
Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, a section of west London. 
We approached the square from the west and turned at Portobello Road. 
It was a rainy and chilly morning in May. As we approached the small 
square, we could see a large clock hanging on the wall of a green building 
at the centre of the square (see Fig. 1). There was a public toilet on one 
side of the building and a flower shop on the other, outside of which 
stood two florists making flower arrangements. The centre of the square 
also contained four benches that were positioned facing each other, and 
a long row of bikes for hire. When we first reached the site, it was mid-
morning, so most of the bikes were still there. We were first struck by 
the finely renovated houses that surround the square. Coming from the 
still-shabby Portobello Road, Westbourne Grove appears to be a chic 
area. Almost all of the houses are newly renovated, apart from an old 
post office that appears as if it is no longer in use. The number of posh 
fashion shops on this street is also striking, as is the bakery with a café 
that seems to want to convey a natural, homemade impression and an 
old-fashioned candy store that also acts as a café for the morning visitor. 
People come and go and cross the streets as if in a hurry to go some-

1 Kusenbach 2003. 
2 A student excursion to London with street ethnography was carried out by Arvastson (a 
Professor of Ethnology) in 1999 and resulted in the book Det urbana rummet. 
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where else. A woman with a portfolio stays to rent a bike and has some 
trouble getting her bags to stay on the bike before she is off. I decide to 
use this small part of London as my spot for observation and to come 
back later that afternoon to explore it further.  

 
Figure 1. Approaching the square from Portobello Road. Photograph: Charlotta 
Widmark.  

What can we learn about life in the small square of Westbourne Grove 
from the observations made of buildings, objects and things during the 
walking tour? In this contribution, I will take this square as a point of 
departure in order to reflect methodologically on how to read an object 
or a sign, and to note what it tells us about people’s values and concep-
tions. The essay will also discuss three themes that grew from the obser-
vations of people, houses and things in Westbourne Grove over two 
days in May 2013, themes that indicate the development of a London 
borough which is involved in a complex relationship between local histo-
ry and global circumstances. The themes relate to the gentrification of a 
shopping street, middle-class lifestyle projects and tourism in London. I 
have also complemented my data with some observations from web 
pages that refer to this part of London in order to see how the neigh-
bourhood and its business firms are represented in social media.  

For this essay, I collected my data through observations during a very 
limited period of time; the square in question was visited and observed 
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on three occasions during a two-day period in May. In order to learn 
about life in a certain place, anthropologists apply participant observa-
tion, which entails using the place in the same way as its ordinary users 
and also engaging in conversations with people in order to listen to their 
points of view. My point of departure is the idea that reality is socially 
constructed; in order to make symbols and signs intelligible and mean-
ingful we may need to contextualize them and interpret them in the light 
of certain knowledge of cultural values and conceptualizations. Observa-
tions on their own can provide important information, but it is necessary 
to be more cautious about the interpretations if it is not possible to fol-
low them up in actual conversations with people. In this contribution, I 
depart from the idea that houses and things have practical uses but also 
symbolically represent the people that constructed and use them, and 
that they can be interpreted as signs of certain values and ways of under-
standing the world. Any reflections, however, at this point are mere sug-
gestions.  

 
Figure 2. Bicycles for rent. Photograph: Charlotta Widmark. 

Gentrification of a shopping street  
The first thing that struck us as we approached Westbourne Grove was 
the process of gentrification that this part of London is undergoing, and 
has gone through for the last thirty years. This process is especially evi-
dent, as already mentioned, if you come from Portobello Road, the other 
part of Notting Hill. Gentrification refers to ‘the process of upgrading 
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properties without tearing down buildings’.3 The houses, many of which 
had been turned into apartment buildings, had been recently renovated. 
The street is now popular with homebuyers and is also expensive, but it 
has a varied history in that it was run-down in the 1950s, when the land-
lord Peter Rachman had his office and conducted his business in West-
bourne Grove. He gives his name to the concept of ‘Rachmanism’, which 
is defined as ‘the exploitation and intimidation of tenants by unscrupulous 
landlords’.4 He replaced the evicted tenants primarily with recent migrants 
from the West Indies, who had no rights or way of finding other accom-
modation, and put them in houses that became overcrowded and over 
occupied.5 The subsequent renovations, as necessary as they were, 
changed the area and made it less heterogeneous, since groups of people 
with limited resources had to look elsewhere for housing.  

 
Figure 3. Notting Hill Letter Delivery Office.  
Photograph: Charlotta Widmark. 

3 Zukin 2008, 726. 
4 Rachmanism (Online). 
5 Paddington (Online). 
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What about the Notting Hill letter delivery service? When I first visit-
ed the street, it looked as if the post office was closed. The building 
bears no signs of renovation and thus stands out in the renovated envi-
ronment of the square. When I came back later that day, to my surprise I 
find that there was activity in the building. According to Wikipedia, the 
‘Notting Hill Post Office, in Westbourne Grove … closed in a storm of 
controversy during early 2005. However, the Royal Mail retained its sort-
ing office on the site’.6 Apparently, local inhabitants signed petitions to 
stop the closure of the post office, but to no avail. The future of the 
‘post office’ as a separate building is threatened everywhere due to pri-
vatisation processes, increasing digital communication and the transfor-
mation of services into web-based formats, but this post office’s un-
renovated façade stands out particularly in this context. 

Another concept which may apply to this corner of London is what 
Sharon Zukin refers to as the gentrification of shopping streets, whereby 
shops have been designed to give a certain genuine impression, even 
though they have been adapted to the taste of the people who now in-
habit the streets and have very little to do with the original shopping life 
of the street. In the observed square, the most salient example of this 
concept is the shop called Tom’s Deli and Café (see Fig. 4), which retains 
part of the original signage and, maybe, the colour (when we were there, 
the entrance was green, but it is white in older photos), but now also has 
wares for sale, which signal history, taste and genuineness. It is possible 
to have a cup of coffee, brunch or lunch here. Old-fashioned candies in 
jars, as well as cupcakes and cakes are displayed on the shelves and in the 
windows. This shop seems to fit very well in a street that is perceived as 
authentic. Whether a neighbourhood is perceived as authentic or not 
varies from person to person; Zukin suggests that authentic spaces have 
certain characteristics that allow us to objectify them:  

The more connected we are to its social life, especially if we grew up 
there, the less likely we are to call a neighborhood authentic. Just thinking 
of it in this way suggests a ‘space of representations’ rather than a lived 
experience born of the conflicts and solidarities that develop when dif-
ferent social groups share space (Lefebvre 1991). In contrast to the sub-
jectivity of lived experience a space of representation allows us to think 
of a neighborhood’s value in apparently objective terms (Zukin 2004,  
p. 14).7  

6 Westborne Grove (Online). 
7 Zukin 2008, 728. In this quotation Zukin refers to Lefebvre1991 and Zukin 2004, 14. 
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Figure 4. Tom’s Deli. Photograph: Charlotta Widmark. 

The concept of authenticity is problematic. It has been analysed as the 
opposite of modernity8, with modern life being understood in terms of a 
loss of authenticity. It has been thoroughly discussed in relation to tour-
ism.9  Is it right to interpret the shopping life at Westbourne Grove as 
being ‘staged’ for tourists and others since it seems to correspond well 
with the aspired-to lifestyle of the local inhabitants?    

The other shop that signals new and old is the bakery, or what is now 
more so a healthy lifestyle shop, called Daylesford Organic, which ‘spe-
cialises in what is organic, fresh, seasonal and local’  and promotes its 
ecological products and connections to the countryside; much of its 
produce comes from an organic farm in Gloucestershire. Values con-
cerning genuineness and a whole-wheat and all-wool lifestyle are sig-
nalled by advertisements outside the bakery. This is another typical trend 

8 e.g. MacCannell 1989. 
9 MacCannell 1973. 
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of the middle-class lifestyle to which I will refer in the next section. In 
relation to the ‘living healthy’ lifestyle, it is not as simple as saying that it 
is typical exclusively of the middle class. Zukin points out that it appeals 
to groups of people looking for an alternative to mass consumption. 

[b]oth Whole Foods and Greenmarket attract a socially diverse group of 
consumers. But the sense of authenticity that each works to evoke – lo-
cal, healthy, organic, fresh – is related to a self-consciousness of distinc-
tiveness that sets these consumers apart. I would call their ethos ‘middle 
class’, but it issues more from a common experience of ‘living healthy’ 
and the ability to articulate the aesthetics of ‘fresh food’. These practices, 
while certainly expensive to maintain, are not based on the usual compo-
nents of social class – income, education and occupation. Instead, they 
are based on the alternative consumption practices that challenge the 
mainstream institutions of mass consumption.10  

Furthermore, Zukin points out that spaces which are perceived as au-
thentic and attractive by middle-class homebuyers or artists do not nec-
essarily meet their consumer needs.11 This might be one of the driving 
forces behind the transformation of such shopping streets. Zukin con-
tinues by stating that prices may be low, but the kinds of products and 
the way they are packaged may not be aesthetically pleasing. New resi-
dents may fairly quickly establish their own spaces where they can per-
form their preferred consumption practices: ‘New residents … are unit-
ed by their consumption of authenticity. And, over time, this norm of 
alternative consumption becomes a means of excluding others from their 
space’.12 Here, again, Zukin uses the concept of authenticity as if it is 
something that belongs to another time and place. What unite these new 
residents must be their taste or consumption preferences, which resem-
ble something that is perceived as authentic, but which over time trans-
forms into a consumption pattern that is authentic to this particular 
space, at that particular moment. Consumption plays an important role 
in the processes of gentrification in areas such as the part of London 
under discussion. As stated by Lees, ‘waves of changes in consumption 
spaces parallel successive waves of residential gentrification, with wealthy 
cultural consumers and home buyers – the “supergentrifier” – replacing 
the poorer artists and middle class professionals who first discover a 
neighborhood’s authentic aura.’13  

10 Zukin 2008, 738. 
11 Zukin 2008, 745. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Lees 2003. 
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Even though the real ‘supergentrifiers’ may not have reached West-
bourne Grove, it is clear that this part of the borough aims to attract a 
certain kind of clientele, i.e. someone who is wealthier than the average 
citizen, in terms of both shopping and dwelling. Close to Westbourne 
Grove, we find Westbourne Court and Longlands Court. These are two 
different kinds of housing blocks, standing side by side; these courts 
were built in the 1960s as an answer to the housing problem at that time. 
The people living in the courts are not necessarily the ones shopping at 
Westbourne Grove since gentrification does not seem to have trans-
formed the courts built in the 1960s to the same extent as the older 
buildings. In other parts of the borough (i.e. not Westbourne Grove), it 
is common to see people of various ethnic backgrounds, including quite 
a few Muslims (signalled by the wearing of a veil). On the three occa-
sions that I sat observing at Westbourne Grove, I saw only one woman 
wearing a veil. When I walked through other parts of Notting Hill, such 
as Portobello Road and Acklam Road, women wearing veils were com-
mon. The population of Notting Hill is heterogeneous, owing to the 
history of the borough. As stated on the private website ‘The Guide to 
Notting Hill’: 

It is quite hard to believe that one of London’s most fashionable areas 
was described as ‘a massive slum, full of multi-occupied houses, crawling 
with rats and rubbish’ only 50 years ago – definitely a no-go area. Such a 
place would not have warranted a second glance by London’s hip and 
famous, let alone have inspired a film starring a bumbling Englishman 
and a starry American actress (if they did indeed made such films 50 
years ago). Kensington and Chelsea – the London borough in which 
Notting Hill is located – has long been one of the most expensive parts 
of the entire UK, yet Notting Hill was thought of as the ‘bad part’. In the 
past 40 or so years it has seen a massive transformation to the status it 
holds today.14  

The website owner depicts Notting Hill as one of London’s most fash-
ionable areas, but I believe it maintains some of the heterogeneous char-
acter of its past. It was only in the 1840s that Notting Hill became a resi-
dential area consisting of small estates. Owing to the development of the 
service sector and the lack of housing, it rapidly turned into a poor area 
with many social problems. After World War II, there was a substantial 
influx of Afro-Caribbean migrants, which was one of the reasons behind 
the racial conflicts that occurred at the end of the 1970s. Today, Notting 
Hill is home to London’s racial/ethnic hierarchy, and different kinds of 

14 History of Notting Hill (Online). 
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housing stand side by side. Yet, the current trend is towards the gentrifi-
cation of the entire area, and even the criticized Trellick Tower, which 
was built between 1968 and 1972 by the local council as housing for 
families with limited resources, is now becoming more popular with 
hipsters and other middle-class groups.15  

Middle-class lifestyle projects and how they are expressed 
through things 
Consumption is not the only thing that encourages gentrification, at least 
not if we believe man is something more than a consumer. The presence 
of the middle-class lifestyle project of ‘living healthy’ is clearly represent-
ed by Daylesford Organic in the square, but it is further exemplified by 
the presence of the flower shop, bicycles for rent, aid organizations, real 
estate firms and fashion shops. The people whom I see moving around 
give the impression of working as administrators or officials of different 
kinds because of their style and appearance. 

The street looks nice and tidy. It seems no coincidence that the flower 
shop Wild at Heart, which is ‘famous for its opulent and unique style’16, 
established itself here (see Fig. 5). The male florist is busy removing all 
the flowers from a public flowerbed in order to plant new ones. He is 
planting the new flowers in a large, concrete flowerpot upon which is 
written, ‘Be kind and merciful to all animals’. Apparently, it is an imita-
tion of a water trough for horses and other animals. Close by, there is 
also a water fountain where people passing by can fill up their water 
bottles. Similar troughs are to be found in many places in London, and 
an association called ‘The Pembridge Association’ takes care of the flow-
er arrangements. ‘The Pembridge Association’ is a charity group con-
cerned with the conservation and preservation of the Pembridge conser-
vation area, which, among other things, aims to ‘to stimulate and pro-
mote public interest and care for the beauty, history and character of the 
neighbourhood’.17 In Westbourne Grove, there are several other flower 
arrangements hanging from lamp poles and other places; the same asso-
ciation takes care of these. Among the cars parked on the street corner, I 
recognize the brands Ferrari, Mercedes and BMW.  

15 For a discussion on the expansion of middle class areas of inner London, see, e.g., 
Hamnett 2003. 
16 Wild at heart (Online). 
17 The Pembridge Association (Online).  
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Figure 5. Florist in the square of Westbourne grove. Photograph: Charlotta 
Widmark. 

Looking through the window of one of the real estate firms, called 
Winkworth, I see four individuals working in the office. Three women 
are lined up behind desks, busy doing office work. One man, probably a 
broker, has his desk arranged in the centre of the window view, and he 
has moved his body into an open, unnatural position and faces out to-
wards the street while he talks on the phone. The three women’s move-
ments are also visible, as if exposed, to the people walking by. The de-
sign of the furniture and the way it is placed in the room give the impres-
sion of a hall of exposition more than an actual workplace. In the win-
dow, advertisements with properties for sale in the area are on display, 
and I make note of the prices, which are fantastical in comparison to the 
Swedish market. The following quotation is to be found on Winkworth’s 
web page: ‘Alex and his team are everything you could wish for: genuine, 
capable, trustworthy, down-to-earth, and not afraid to voice their profes-
sional judgment’,18 which seems to underline the area’s genuine or au-
thentic character. 

Housing has become one of the main interests of young middle-class 
people in many cities in Europe. Young people are willing to take out 
loans for enormous amounts of money in order to get an apartment in 

18 Winkworth (Online). 
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the ‘right’ neighbourhood. According to Wacquant19, there is a tendency 
for areas to become stigmatized in a way that makes it necessary for 
certain sections of the population to do anything they can to avoid them. 
If some areas are stigmatized, then there are others that are considered 
attractive – hence the booming of the real estate firms that promise the 
perfect life for those willing to pay. The perfect life involves not only a 
perfectly located apartment, furnished to express the personalities of its 
owners, but also involves leading an ecological and healthy lifestyle in the 
city, based on a global environmental consciousness. The location of the 
‘bikes for rent’ suits this section of the population well. When I get back 
to the Grove in the afternoon, I notice that most of the bikes are gone, 
most likely to be returned after working hours.  

The global consciousness of the inhabitants may also be represented 
by the two aid organisations that have their offices here: Save the Chil-
dren and Oxfam Fair Trade. There is also a poster announcing the 
‘Almons Christian Aid week 12-18 May’. These organizations may be 
located here because they look for money donors and buyers of second-
hand items from among the inhabitants who are expected to live here, 
but it may also be the case that they have been here since the time that 
the Grove was an inexpensive place to rent an office.  

 
Figure 6. The flower shop Wild at Heart. Photograph: Charlotta Widmark. 

19 Wacquant 2007. 
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Tourism and the development of London’s service sector  
Finally, I want to reflect a little on tourism and the development of Lon-
don’s service sector. I went back to the square in the afternoon of the 
first day. While sitting for a while on one of the benches in the middle, I 
noticed three Spanish women pass by, talking. They looked as if they 
were wealthy, as they were wearing dressy clothes and high heels. They 
were carrying several shopping bags made from paper and bearing the 
names of expensive brands such as Weekend and Max Mara. They talked 
to each other about the shops they saw in the streets around the square; 
the fashion boutiques here are called Nanos, Whistles, Brora, Ventilo, 
Flamant, Savills, Diptyque, etc. The Spanish women looked different 
from the people I noticed in the neighbouring street, Portobello Road. 
They fitted in well with the gentrified air of Westbourne Grove, in con-
trast to that of Portobello Road and some other parts of Notting Hill.  

London is one of the most popular tourist destinations in the world, 
and tourism is one of London’s prime industries. The streets around 
Notting Hill have a history of hosting both wealthy people and people 
who are employed in the service sector. This is a characteristic that dis-
tinguishes London at large, as well. A major part of London’s workforce 
is employed in the service sector.  

Notting Hill is known for more than hosting the movie of the same 
name, featuring Julia Roberts and Hugh Grant. Portobello Road is men-
tioned in all London guide books. Notting Hill Carnival is one of the 
most well-known and highly frequented carnivals in Europe, with more 
than a million visitors having attended over the years. Its Caribbean her-
itage lends it an exotic flavour, which attracts tourists. Notting Hill Car-
nival is an annual event that takes place on the weekend of the August 
bank holiday. It has taken place continuously since the mid-1960s and is 
led by members of the Caribbean population that I mentioned above. 
Notting Hill’s success as a place for tourism is probably due to the fact 
that it has a combination of  old sections that are perceived as containing 
‘genuine culture’ and recently renovated sections that have shops, cafés 
and restaurants that are attractive to the middle-class residents and tour-
ists.  

Concluding remarks  
In conclusion, I notice that, even though only short-term observations 
were carried out, it was possible to get an idea of the processes going on 
in a certain part of London. Observations on this particular street corner 
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suggest the gentrification of Westbourne Grove both as a shopping 
street and as a locus for middle-class lifestyle projects, and how they are 
expressed through things. At the same time, the area is part of the devel-
opment of the tourist sector of London.  

The observations and the interpretation of the meaning of certain 
things such as the kind of stores and offices present, as well as the peo-
ple who move around the square and those who do not, in combination 
with what is known about the area, are suggestive of the development of 
a London borough which is caught in a complex relationship between 
local history and global circumstances. The local history of the borough 
tells a story of an area with social problems which, due to the inflow of 
Caribbean migrants, developed a heterogeneous population. The Afro-
Caribbean heritage and the historical market at Portobello Road, which is 
centrally located in London, make certain parts of the borough attractive 
for tourists. The central location and ‘authentic’ atmosphere leads to 
gentrification processes in one of the largest and most prosperous cities 
of the world.  
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Walking Acklam Road 

Elinor Areskog, Joan Prytz & Susanne Carlsson 

This contribution takes in various aspects of the short and (in)significant 
street named Acklam Road in North Kensington, Notting Hill. The 
street is only c. 600 metres long, half of which is squeezed in along the 
Westway flyover (Map 1). We approached the street from three different 
academic viewpoints: Cultural Anthropology, Architecture, and Ancient 
History. The basis for our common, as well as our individual, investiga-
tions was the jointly and interdisciplinary accomplished ‘walking tour’ 
which took place along the street.  

 
Map 1. The direction of Acklam Rd today. Source: Google maps. 

This kind of methodology will be accounted for below, and a report on 
our observations will be given stop by stop (Map 3). The observations we 
made and the continuous discussions we had during our walk resulted in 
three individual case studies on Acklam Road: the first investigates places 
through traces, the second explores the blurred limits between private and public 
spaces, and the third concerns later improvements and the change of status of the 
part of Acklam Road which is adjacent to the Westway. To understand the 
location of Acklam Road, as well as its conditions then and now, a short 
introduction to the history and development of the district will be given 
initially in order to familiarize the reader with the context. 

Walking Acklam Road  | 77 

https://www.google.se/maps


Acklam Road and the Westway  
The Westway flyover is a 5.6-kilometre-long elevated section of the A40 
trunk road, running from Paddington to North Kensington. It was con-
structed between 1964 and 1970 and gained motorway status after its 
opening in 1970; this status lasted until 2000. The main purpose of the 
road was to free Shepherd’s Bush from the traffic congestion that 
reached London from the Western Avenue, heading for central London. 
The flyover constituted a triumph of engineering but resulted in a plan-
ning and human disaster. The Westway was constructed in a brutal way, 
mainly following the rail lines, but no consideration whatsoever was 
taken in relation to the existing city-plan or topography, nor to any social 
and environmental factors. The flyover passes densely populated areas: 
when houses and streets were not curtailed or wiped out to give way for 
the construction, residential blocks were squeezed in by the adjacent 
roads and streets which stood in the way of the new construction were 
chopped off, leaving houses less than 20 feet from the traffic. This is 
especially the case with regard to the area west of Westbourne Park, 
where Acklam road is to be found. The land under the dual carriageway 
was initially given no thought and became a contested area – changing 
from wasteland to much coveted domain – and this will be explored in 
the third case study to follow.  

The planning and building of the Westway coincided with the culmi-
nation of social disturbances in the area. For many years, the district had 
been inhabited by poor, working-class people, many of whom (later on) 
were immigrants from the West Indies. In 1957, the Rent Act permitted 
landlords to collect uncontrolled rents without giving security for tenure. 
People lived crowded together in unrepaired flats without, according to 
the standards of that time, modern conveniences. Due to years of ne-
glect, the area deteriorated into a slum and became a symbol of bad 
housing. The infamous landlord Peter Rachman stands out as the prom-
inent figure: he let out one or two rooms to whole families who were 
dependent on living near the centre of London and their places of work 
(most worked in service occupations). Moreover, at the end of the 1950s, 
for the first but not the last time, white gangs started to attack black 
people in Notting Hill. Racial tensions provoked by racists, overpopula-
tion, and the increasing mismanagement of the houses and the district 
also caused frequent riots. This new phenomenon in Britain drew public 
attention to Notting Hill, and in order to stop or at least curb the nega-
tive conditions, several measures were taken by the community. Even 
though some of the remedial measures were successful, they were not 
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effective enough to make a thorough difference to people’s lives, and 
actions at grassroots level developed in the 1960s to force through and 
speed-up changes. These actions resulted in, among other things, the 
opening of private gardens (which would be used for children’s play-
grounds), squatting in empty houses, and improving people’s living con-
ditions in general. 

However, many things remained to be done. As far as the Westway 
flyover goes, it was not just its mere presence, with its noise from the 
heavy traffic, the exhaust fumes, or even its spatial domination, that en-
croached upon people: during the six-year period of site clearance and 
construction, people were exposed to an incomprehensible thunder from 
foundation-laying and construction work at all hours, often seven days a 
week. Accomplished in 1970, and located in close proximity to the resi-
dential quarters, the dual carriageway overlooked the windows of the 
houses. At that time, compensation for the inconvenience was not avail-
able. When the junior Transport Minister arrived to officially inaugurate 
the Westway, he was met by banners hanging on the walls in Acklam 
Road saying: ‘Get us out of this hell – rehouse us now’ (Towers 1995, 
68). Attention was paid to the protest, and within a year the inhabitants 
were rehoused. The Greater London Council purchased the properties 
and, although the area was still very close to the flyover, they allowed 
new, soundproofed residential blocks to be built, which function as a 
noise barrier for the buildings behind.  

To approach Acklam Road 
Having outlined the historical perspective of Acklam Rd, let us now turn 
back to our current excursion and the characteristics of this fascinating 
strip of road, as it unfolds today The terminal points, and likewise the 
entrances to Acklam Rd, whether one approaches from the Portobello 
Road area or from St Ervans Rd (Map 1), are anonymous and not very 
inviting. In spite of that, or maybe because of that, we all found the place 
interesting and appealing. The area alongside Acklam Rd constitutes an 
island in the urban landscape, which is surrounded by substantial barriers 
in the shape of railway lines, a motorway, an underground railway, and a 
retaining wall at the back of the terraced houses on St Ervans Rd. These 
barriers conceal a wide range of various buildings and activities along the 
street. Entering from St Ervans Road (stop 1, Map 3:1), the street seems 
to constitute a cul-de-sac, ending in a railway area; from the Portobello 
Road area (stop 15, Map 3:15) the entrance is an open, pedestrianized, 
space, with abandoned premises and a richly coloured but decayed fence. 
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Looking into the street from here, you can see a narrowing, shadowy and 
potentially dangerous path crouching under the Westway. One can also 
reach Acklam Rd from Tavistock Crescent, east of the Westway, by a 
slender foot- and cycle path (between stops 9 and 10, Map 3:9, 10), via a 
bridge over the tube tracks and under the dual carriageway.  

Entering from Portobello Rd, on the left-hand side of the street there 
are residential blocks and vacant lots that have been allowed to run wild 
while waiting for development. The right-hand side is dominated by 
various businesses and business activities, such as workspaces, night-
clubs, a skate park, as well as parking spaces for school buses and com-
mercial vehicles, all stored and fenced in under the dual carriageway. On 
both sides of the street, the pavements are narrow and sometimes non-
existent. At the fund, the street turns sharply to the left and continues 
along the railway, turning left again to end at St Ervans Rd.  

 
Map 2. Acklam Rd in the 1940s, starts at Portobello Road and ends at St Ervans Road 
(red dot). Source: www.maps-of-london.com. 

This part of the street is a construction which was laid out in connection 
with the building of the Westway, and it infringed on the gardens of the 
terraced houses and on the no man’s land between them and the railway 
area. In the narrow area, which is shaped like a piece of cake, between 
the new part of the street and the railway, Al Manaar, the Muslim Cultur-
al Heritage Centre, and various small industries are housed (e.g. stops 3, 
4, 5 and 6). 
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The billowing shape of the present street constitutes a divergent ele-
ment in the neighbouring grid-plan. In spite of its moderate length of c. 
600 metres, because of its curves it reveals itself only in instalments. The 
area is surrounded by a coherent and distinct urban landscape, but along 
Acklam Rd the urban space is different: it is dissolved and varying – 
some parts are well-managed, others dilapidated. This is a district under 
development, an unfinished area with deserted ideas, as well as an area 
with planned, progressing and newly finished building projects. The area 
along Acklam Rd differs not only in terms of its physical shape, but also 
with regard to the lifestyle and the flow of people from the surrounding 
city, which is dominated by shops, cafés, and restaurants, and therefore is 
much better attended.  

Acklam Rd tempted us to take a closer look at the area. It constitutes 
a zone that is possible to grasp, one which is well defined and at the 
same time multifaceted and contradictory. The area was hard to inter-
pret, and it raised many questions: Why were so many activities estab-
lished here in this unfriendly and noisy place? Who is using the area and 
who is moving about? What is the planning of the area, and how has its 
development been conducted? Why are several of the buildings and their 
entrances so anonymous – what is public and what is private? 

Being outsiders on a chance visit, our observations and conclusions 
are based upon our preconceived understanding of the hard and soft 
elements of the place. The place’s social life, cultural values, and experi-
ences, which are created by those who live in it – the insiders – are phe-
nomena we can only imagine or catch a glimpse of. 

The walking tour  
To explore Acklam Rd in a more systematic way, we chose to jointly 
conduct a ‘walking tour’. A walking tour is a method for evaluating built 
milieus by taking feed-back from its participants, and it is described as a 
‘walk-through evaluation’ or ‘touring interview’ or labelled ‘Post Occu-
pancy Evaluation’ (POE) in the US, Great Britain and New Zealand. It 
was defined by Preiser and colleagues in 1988 as ‘the process of evaluat-
ing buildings in a systematic and rigorous manner after they have been 
built and occupied for some time’,1 and it was further developed by Ivor 
Ambrose while working at the Danish Building Research Institute.2  

1 Preiser et al. 1998. 
2 Ambrose 1990. 
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Map 3. Walking Acklam Road. The walking tour resulted in a total of 15 stops. 
Drawing by J. Prytz. 

During a walking tour of a settlement or buildings, the walk has a num-
ber of stops. At each stop, notes are made by the individual participants 
on their respective experiences and viewpoints, including suggestions for 
alterations or improvements. Afterwards, the notes are collected and a 
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survey of the experiences is conducted. Then the notes are put together 
for use in later evaluations. 

The milieu is experienced through the senses, and most of the percep-
tion is unconscious. During a walking tour, the participants focus on 
their experience of the milieu, and thus the level of consciousness is 
raised. A walking tour can be open, i.e. ‘unprejudiced’, or controlled, 
where the latter tour focuses on a certain aspect of the built milieu. 

We practised a modified form of walking tour on Acklam Rd, in 
which we walked the stretch together and at each stop discussed our 
observations and searched for explanations behind the physical envi-
ronment. We started at the entrance at St Ervans Rd, which later ap-
peared to us to be the end of the road; when we eventually reached Por-
tobello Rd, we had stopped at 15 different spots in total. 

Stop 1. Our point of departure: starting from the end of 
Acklam Rd 
The first stop was made at the spot where Acklam Rd connects with 
St Ervans Rd (Map 3:1). This section constitutes a short strip of road, 
which is lined by brick walls on both sides, going downhill towards the 
railroad (Fig. 1). 

 
Figure 1. Stop 1: Acklam Rd from St Ervans Rd towards the railway area.3 

On the other side of the railway, the Trellick tower looms: this is a 31-
storey block of flats, which was designed in the brutalist style by the 
architect Ernö Goldfinger and finished in 1972 (Fig. 2).  

3 All photos in this chapter are taken by Elinor Areskog, except for Figs. 19 & 22 which 
are taken by Joan Prytz. 
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Figure 2. Stop 1: Trellick Tower across the railway area. 

But when you lower your gaze to the beginning (or end?) of Acklam 
Rd, there are hardly any signs indicating that there is anything of 
special interest along this strip at all, and because of the sharp turn of 
the road to the right, one cannot really see whether it continues on or 
not. In sum, this entrance to the street looks very anonymous, and ap-
pears limited to being a one-way street that goes from a residential 
neighbourhood down to the rail area. Also, the yellow pedestrian lines 
stop just before the turn, which seems to indicate that the path will stop. 

The only indication of activity is a street sign on the left saying ‘Acklam 
Rd W. 10’ (Fig. 3), and three discreet business signs on the right side of the 
brick wall saying ‘Barley Shotts Business Park’, ‘Westbourne Studios 242 
Acklam Road’, and ‘Reception Deliveries 250 m’.  
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Figure 3. Stop 1: The Acklam Rd sign on the left side of the  
street ‘entrance’. 

Apart from that, it looked (at least for us on our chance visit) as if the 
only people who would have any reason to utilize the street were the 
service personnel working at the railway’s electricity central and service 
area, which is located behind the iron gate on the left-hand side, adjacent 
to the railway area (Fig. 4). 

 
Figure 4. Stop 1: The electricity central. 

There are few signs inviting you to continue, nor are there many 
that give you any hints or suggestions that down this street, after just a 
few hundred metres,  you can f ind a wide selection of vital night 
clubs, a fancy and chic office-hotel with a restaurant and coffee house, a 
childcare centre, a bakery with a catering services, an urban wildflower 
garden, a well-attended Muslim centre, a fully equipped skate park, resi-
dential housing with beautiful gardens at their back, and a trail for 
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walking the dog. In short, there is nothing welcoming about this strip of 
the street whatsoever. 

Stop 2. The ‘pocket park’  
Thus, having a general idea beforehand regarding the interesting range of 
activities that are carried out along this anonymous street, we continued 
down the hill and stopped again at the street corner (Map 3:2; Fig. 5). On 
the right- h a n d  side, t h e  brick wall continues, and its curve forms a 
projecting,  small closed-in area, which appears to h av e  functioned as 
some kind of flowerbed or ‘pocket park’. However, at present it serves 
more as a rubbish pit, since it is filled with everything from food lefto-
vers to broken umbrellas. 

 
Figure 5. The bend of Acklam Rd and the ‘pocket park’ at the left,  
looking towards the railway service area. 

Another interesting point about this first stop is that this small deserted 
‘garden-pit’ is situated in a northerly direction, and it contains a set of 
relatively large trees, trees that are part of the avenue which continues for 
a short stretch outside the fenced garden. Consequently, the spot is very 
dark and dark and little vegetation grows here, except for wild ivy, which 
flourishes In comparison to the section belonging to the houses above it, 
this space is down at street-level, which contributes to its shadowiness. 
The enclosure wall is a later addition to the wall against the terraced 
houses, judging from the differences in the colour and material of the 
bricks. One can also imagine remnants of benches and a more laid-out 
structure. The effort to bring about this small, but solid piece of work-
manship is, for us, a mystery. In addition, an even greater mystery is the 
narrow wooden entry gate into this closed ‘park’ (Fig. 6). A possible ex-
planation for this odd and, in our view unnecessary, construction may be 
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related to the new stretch of street which connected this part with the 
former end of Acklam Rd, close to the subway area.  

 
Figure 6. The pocket park and its iron gate, looking backwards  
from stop 3. 

On the left-hand side of this narrow portion of the street, only the guard 
rail continues along to the track area. On the right-hand side, the pave-
ment follows the bend, skirting the enclosed park-section, and contin-
ues in a lush footpath that  stretches along the street in between the 
demarcated places for parking and the continuation of the retaining brick 
wall. 

Based on the large amount of dog pooh, it is reasonable to believe 
that this path is used for walking dogs, but most, or at least a significant, 
number of the people we met passing by chose to walk on the street 
side instead. This short tunnel-like avenue seems to be part of a surving 
land, some of which was worth marking with an enclosure (Fig. 7). 

 
Figure 7. Looking back into the ‘tunnel’. 
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Stop 3. Towards Barley Shotts Business Park  
Coming out of the ‘tunnel’, one comes to yet another bend in the road, 
and it now becomes clear that Acklam Rd actually continues further, 
and surprisingly enough there seems to be more action going on than 
one would first have assumed upon entering the street (Map 3:3). 

In front of us on the left-hand side of the street, the Barley Shotts 
Business Park (Fig. 8) hosts various companies, including a bakery and 
design company. New nice-looking minivans with logos saying ‘Massive 
Creative Events’ and ‘Sally Clark Bakery’ are parked in front of the long 
building, which is clearly divided into sections belonging to the different 
companies that use it. Outside, side by side with the cars and the 
minivans, there are also parking facilities for bikes and different contain-
ers for the sorting of garbage, some of which are intended for collecting 
old clothes. The building is detached – and built in solid materials – and 
it is withdrawn from the street, which increases the street-space. This 
makes it light and airy, and so you prefer to walk on this side rather than 
in the dark tunnel along the high retaining wall that we just have left. 
Besides, from here there are pavements on both sides of the street, and 
the smell of newly baked bread is tempting. 

 
Figure 8. View in the direction of the walk, seen from stop 3.  
Barley Shotts Business Park, 246 Acklam Rd. 

The pavement on the left-hand side is made up of small paving-stones, 
whereas on the right-hand side there are large, flat stones. These differ-
ences are also signs of an alteration of this stretch of street. The build-
ing’s smooth yellow façade interplays with the terraced houses on the 
other side of the street (Fig. 9). The business park is surrounded by wild 
strips of land. 
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Figure 9. The terraced houses. 

Stop 4: The Al Manaar Muslim Cultural Centre 
We continued along the street for another 100 m and passed a third 
bend in the road (Fig. 10) with a neat row of trees. At first glance, it was 
difficult to tell what kind of building this was, but after raising our gaze 
slightly, we could see a tower, a minaret, and in front of the building, 
when we looked more carefully in between the shade of the trees, we 
could see a text on its façade saying: Al Manaar Muslim Cultural Herit-
age Centre (Map 3:4). 

 
Figure 10. The Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre behind the  
trees, as seen from the bend of Acklam Rd.  

We entered the centre and talked to a man on duty who told us about 
the various activities that were carried out in the centre: everything from 
prayers, to conferences with guests from all over the world, to karate 
classes. 
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The Al Manaar building dominates the space of this part of the street, 
especially if you are coming from the opposite direction, and its tower 
constitutes a landmark in the bend of the street (Fig. 11). Contemporary 
idioms and a mix of Islamic art and architecture are characteristics of the 
building. The various and lavish building materials and technology indi-
cate exclusivity, and the edifice dissociates itself from the surrounding 
houses and the activities along the street. The privatization of public 
space is marked by the row of trees close to the house walls and the 
metre-high bollards along the edge of the pavement, which protect the 
building from vehicles. In short, the design makes it hard to understand 
that this is a cultural centre open to anybody. 

 
Figure 11. The pavement outside the Al Manaar, 244 Acklam Rd. 

Stop 5: Day Care nursery 
Portobello Day Care Nursery is located next door to the Muslim Centre. 
It has places for only ten children between the ages of two and five years 
(Map 3:5; Fig. 12). When we entered via the iron gate, we passed a 
bunch of parked bikes. A group of women were on their way out 
without children, and were leaving the place in cars, which indicated that 
they were not from the immediate neighbourhood. Thereafter, we ar-
rived at a lovely organic-shaped, sweet-scented green garden with flow-
ering trees and bushes, which was full of birds that made themselves 
heard above the thunder from the nearby flyover. The garden and the 
building are surrounded by a high iron fence, although this was not 
locked. 
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Figure 12. Portobello Day Care Nursery, 244 Acklam Rd. 

Stop 6: Westbourne Studios 
Next to the Day Care nursery, a large architectural building stretches 
under and above the Westway flyover (Map 3:6; Fig. 13). Aside from a 
circular sign saying ‘Westbourne Studios’ on the top, there is no sign that 
indicates what kind of activities go on in the building. The building em-
braces the dual carriageway: on this side, the building towers above like a 
fortification within a circular wall. The building has rounded, wavering 
shapes which are underlined by the horizontally corrugated iron façade; 
the façade is stripped and discreetly coloured. 

 
Figure 13. Westbourne Studios, partly under the Westway, 242 Acklam Rd. 
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Approaching from Portobello Road, one gets the impression that Ack-
lam Rd continues into Westbourne Studios through the wide garage door 
which is the only entrance to the building. From this point of view, the 
building is a background and landmark, and like the Muslim Cultural 
Centre it does not interact with the nearby houses.  

The building looked, at first glance, a little industrial, and we stood 
outside it for quite a long time, fascinated by the number of young 
people who went in and out through the door. When we finally en-
tered , this place just became even more mysterious and wonderful at the 
same time.  

 
Figure 14. Inside Westbourne Studios, where there is a pool  
table, balconies with offices, and groups of armchairs for  
relaxation and conversation. 

Inside was a modern studio, with several offices located along the walls 
on several levels; all were fancy places with varying functions: architec-
ture, design, filmmaking, jewellery selling, etc. Young, hip people, none 
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of whom were likely to be over 35(?), aside from Joan and Susanne, 
were moving around in the building, and in the middle there was a com-
bined coffee shop and restaurant. Amazed by the unexpected interior, 
we sat down to have a break and a coffee and concluded that it felt as if 
we were taking part in the next Harry Potter movie. The waitress told us 
that that during the evenings they rearranged the furniture, set up cano-
pies and pulled draperies down in front of the offices, turning this place 
into a night club. While inside, one could in fact see the loudspeakers 
and the rails for the curtains in the roof, but who could have imagined 
this from its outward appearance?  

The people who sat in the café were not dressed in suits, but 
they were all very well dressed according to ‘young urban fashion’, and 
many looked as if they were having a ‘business lunch’ with colleagues or 
potential clients and partners. 

Stop 7: The wildflower meadow 
Just outside the Westbourne Studios, the road turned again, and across 
the road (opposite the Al Manaar Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre), the 
green, fenced area – Acklam road’s wildflower meadow was located 
(Map 3:7; Figs. 15, 16).  

 
Figure 15. The Muslim Cultural Heritage and Westbourne Studios in the back-
ground; the wildflower meadow to the left. Above, to the right, the flyover 
looms. 
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Figure 16. The sign in front of the meadow, with poppies  
and other rural weeds. 

A sign told us that the meadow had been established while the construc-
tion of a ‘multi-functional’ building on the estate was going ahead. Wild-
flowers that have disappeared had, by means of modern agriculture, been 
sown in order to contribute to the biological variety, and there is also an 
artistic installation here. However, the meadow as a whole is not particu-
larly well looked after, and to some extent the place is littered and gives 
an impression of being abandoned.  

Stops 8 & 9: Parking places 
Just adjacent to Westbourne Studios and under the flyover, space is  
used as a parking place for Green CT Cars and electric taxi cars (Map 3:8, 
Fig. 17).  

 
Figure 17. The sign that falsely  
(as it seems) promises taxi services. 

 
There is a small, functionalist 
building that looks like a gas 
station, which is built in a dif-
ferent kind of brick. According 
to signs outside, it should be 
open, but there were no signs of 
any activity. Next to the taxis, 
Westway CT has a fenced park-
ing space for transportation 
services and school transport 
vehicles (Map 3:9, Fig. 18).  
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Figure 18. The closed-in parking area next to the taxi station.  
Located under the flyover.  

Stop 10: The skate park 
Skate Bay Sixty6 Skatepark has simple plywood ramps, and the neon-
coloured containers house the administrative office, café and shop (Map 
3:10; Fig. 19).  

 
Figure 19. The skate park Skate Bay Sixty6, located  
under the flyover.  
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The layout gives an impression of temporariness. Is it intended to signal 
that the park is the spontaneous creation of young people? A discreet 
sign, however, reveals that the park is part of a skate park chain that is 
supported by a multinational sports equipment company. Here, the 
sidewalk goes outside the skate park, under the Westway. The noise from 
the dual carriageway is amplified, and the noise from the skate park itself 
is completely deafening. 

Stops 11 & 12: The Barrier Block 
Opposite the flyover, Acklam Road Barrier Block, constitutes, as the 
name suggests, a large housing complex that is closed off from the street 
by a high brick wall (Map 3:11, 12; Fig. 20). The fenced feeling is exacer-
bated, as the building is located high above street level on a hillside with 
a metre-high concrete wall, and there is steel grating in front of the 
apartment buildings. The construction gives a very dark and gloomy 
impression. However, the courtyard side is totally different: it has an 
open front, and large terraces face a lush courtyard. The building is lo-
cated near the Westway, which shrinks the street space, making it dark 
and amplifying the noise from the road. It feels like walking into a noisy 
shaft. This is a darker and rougher portion of Acklam Road. The street 
rises slightly along the lower part of the dwelling houses. 

 
Figure 20. The fenced, brick wall constituting the back-façade  
of the housing complex.  

The walking and bike path leads through the residential gate and into the 
yard and then out onto the housing street. Although this is the shortest 
way to the surrounding areas, it seems that most people choose the de-
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tour around the housing complex. The narrow, dark gate and the slope 
up towards the gate possibly contribute to people choosing the detour. 

Outside the gate to Acklam Road, there is a smaller square formation 
with seating and plants. The place is dark and worn. This is also the en-
trance to Golborne Youth Centre (Map 3:11; Fig. 21). The youth centre is 
like the wildflower meadow – a publicly funded project which is meant 
to improve the area and also provide it with some artistic embellish-
ments. 

 
Figure 21. The entrance of the Golborne Youth Centre.  

Stop 13: The Supperclub 
The underside of the dual carriageway, from here on, has a horizontal 
shape (Map 3:13; Fig. 22). The Supperclub, a nightclub, is housed under 
this part of the road and constitutes the first part of a coherent construc-
tion under the road, from here until Portobello Road. The building was 
constructed concurrently with the road and looks worn and partly slum-
like. 

 
Figure 22. Outside The Supperclub.  
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Stop 14: Acklam Workspace 
Acklam Workspace is an office hotel with 26 rooms (Map 3:14; Fig. 23). 
From the outside, the anonymous building gives the impression of being 
a warehouse with a single entrance and a rustic staircase with steel stairs. 
Inside, there is a narrow, windowless corridor with premises behind steel 
doors on both sides. Therefore, the surprise is all the greater when be-
hind a couple of steel doors, which happened to be open, we entered 
lavish rooms with abundant natural light. Outside the office, Acklam 
Road continues in a walkway towards Portobello Road. 

 
Figure 23. The entrance to Acklam Workspace.  

Stop 15: End of the walking tour, Portobello Road  
On the one side of the walking and bike path, there is a newly built 
pocket park; on the other side, there is an activity area which is hidden 
behind worn, but still colourful, wooden planks (Map 3:15; Fig. 24) which 
bear information about cultural activities such as art performances, mu-
sic, sports and markets. However, when we passed the activity area was 
closed and no activities were going on. We caught a glimpse of the area 
through a gap in the fence, but we could see only a large graffiti decora-
tion and a plastic cover (a curtain?). 

According to a large sign, Westway Development Trust is planning on 
‘Enhancing the lives of those who live and work in the vicinity of the 
Westway flyover. An imaginative, self-financing and long term invest-
ment in urban regeneration, innovation and services that benefit our 
community.’    

Reaching the end of our walking tour, this part of Acklam Road, 
which is the entrance from Portobello Road (Map 3:15, Fig. 25), gives a 
scratchy and worn impression since it has closed eateries and the worn 
and slanted fence. 
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Figure 24. Colourful banners at the end/beginning of Acklam Rd.  

 
Figure 25. The end/beginning of Acklam Rd, seen from the  
side of Portobello Rd.  

Conclusions 
Performing the walking tour together, and continuously discussing the 
features we acknowledged, helped us to look at the milieu through dif-
ferent lenses and reconsider our impressions. The walking tour inspired 
two minor studies of the area: the first scrutinizes the traces (or lack of 
traces) left by people living or passing through Acklam Road; the second 
study focuses on the often blurred borders between what may be per-
ceived as public and private space.  
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Investigating places through traces 
– Acklam Road 

Elinor Areskog 

With a point of departure in the joint ‘walking tour’ outlined in the pre-
vious contribution, and with reference to the interdisciplinary and meth-
odological focus of our excursion to London in general, the aim of this 
individual assignment has been as much about exploring a part of the 
city as it has been about exploring a method. Moreover the purpose has 
also been about exploring the underlying assumption that physical traces 
in the built environment have a meaning and indicate a history of past 
events. So by adopting trace mapping as an alternative method of data 
collection, my ambition has essentially been to analyse further about the 
nature and significance of Acklam Rd, while simultaneously investigating 
the potential of physical trace studies as a way of building hypothesises 
on how urban spaces are used, produced and claimed.  

The methodology for this assignment has accordingly been centred 
on observations and the mapping of physical items, signs and marks 
along selected parts of Acklam Rd, i.e. between stop 1 and stop 6 (see 
Map 3 in the chapter ‘Walking Acklam Road’). From which the act of 
mapping as such has largely consisted of note taking and sketching with 
regard to the type, character, location, spread, and quantity of traces. In 
addition, reflections and observations about the area in general, as well as 
the relation between traces and their location have been carried out. 
Thus, the main emphasis throughout this individual excursion (as well as 
in this text) is on the analytical and reflective outcomes regarding the 
defining character of traces, the distribution of traces into used and unused 
spaces, as well as the presence versus absence of activities, which is a set of 
conceptual distinctions that I have applied here mainly for pragmatic 
reasons.  

In the following sections then, key empirical insights and reflections 
will be presented in combination with theoretical references and defini-
tions. But, before moving any further into the analytical investigation of 
traces along Acklam Rd, and before discussing how mapping them can 
generate interesting hypotheses about the significance of this particular 
strip of road, let us look briefly into the field of observational techniques 
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in general and examine how physical trace studies can be positioned 
within it.  

Observing (traces of) human behaviour 
In the field of social and cultural anthropology, the main focus is on the 
methodological approach of observation techniques, especially on partici-
pant observation, as it is regarded as an important complement to inter-
views. Observing behaviours and participating in activities is accordingly 
asserted as a fruitful way of gaining knowledge – not only about attitudes 
and values, or what people think and say they do, but also about what 
they actually do in practice.1 It is, however, possible to talk about differ-
ent types of observation techniques, and at least two main categories of 
direct and indirect observations can be distinguished. The methodological 
difference between them primarily refers to the difference in directly 
observing ongoing behaviour ‘on the spot’, as compared to indirectly 
inferring about behaviours by investigating secondary sources such as 
physical traces, reported or archival data.2 Moreover, the methodological 
scope of observational techniques can be categorized into reactive and non-
reactive observation strategies, which in short refer to the level of ‘open-
ness’ and/or ‘deceptiveness’ applied regarding one’s intentions to do 
research (i.e. observing). This means that people are either aware or un-
aware of the fact that they (or the traces of their behaviour) are being 
observed.3  

The type of observation deployed for this individual assignment then, 
is physical trace mapping, which essentially is a matter of conducting indirect 
and non-reactive observations in the sense that it is mainly about study-
ing the physical evidence of events and behaviours that have already 
occurred. It is a way of examining and inferring about social activities or 
phenomena by inspecting the physical traces left as a result of people’s 
behaviour.4 Indirect and non-reactive observations are sometimes re-
ferred to as ‘unobtrusive’ or ‘disguised field observation’, and it is worth 
mentioning that while the approach comes with certain advantages ‘as it 
stops people from playing to an audience’ (i.e. the observer), it also 
brings to the fore some serious ethical issues.5 Nevertheless, coming 
from the field of anthropology, I found it intriguing to adopt this new 

1 Bernard 2011. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Davies 2006; Schweigert 2012. 
5 Bernard 2011. 
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and alternative method since it struck me as an interesting way of collect-
ing data. 

Defining physical traces 
As clear as it may seem, a few analytical considerations regarding trace 
mapping can be asserted. For example, one of the very first challenges I 
encountered when setting out to map traces along Acklam Rd was what 
to actually include in the mapping. What qualifies as a physical trace – 
and what is really the defining character of a trace? Should the aban-
doned beer can I just passed on the pavement count as a trace? What 
about the office building further down the road? Or the small graffiti 
sprayed on the brick wall to my right? What about the fingerprints on the 
lid of the trash container across the road, or the accumulation of ciga-
rette butts around the street drain? What about the missing brick in the 
pavement, or the cars parked in neat rows 50 metres ahead? How could I 
possibly choose what to include and what to leave out? 

 
Figure 1. Graffiti sprayed on the 
wall.  
Photograph Figs 1–3: E. Areskog. 

 
Figure 2. Cigarette butts around the 
street drain.  

Figure 3. A missing brick in the 
pavement.  

Bernard, who denoted trace studies as ‘behavioural archaeology’, has in 
an attempt to define traces affirmed that ‘[q]uite literally, traces are physi-
cal items left behind by humans, often as the result of some unconscious 
or unintentional activity’.6 In a similar, yet different, manner, Rathje has 
suggested that traces refer to ‘any changes in the physical environment 
due to human actions’.7 At first glance, it might appear as if there is little 
difference between the two above-mentioned definitions. However, 
there is at least one essential aspect that ought to be addressed. In partic-

6 Bernard 2001, 203. 
7 Rathje 1979: 75f. 
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ular, the former assertion appears to be fairly narrow in that it focuses 
solely on ‘physical items left behind’, thus seemingly excluding traces in 
the form of physical items removed or misplaced. The latter definition 
appears to be somewhat more inclusive since ‘changes in the environ-
ment’ also leave room for traces of human behaviour in terms of modifi-
cations or the absence of items, such as in the case of the missing brick 
in the pavement, for example. Also, Davies has acknowledged the issue 
of defining traces by addressing different sorts of traces.8 Where she has 
stated that there exist two main types of physical traces: erosion measures 
and accretion measures. Which differ from each other in that the former 
results from the addition of traces, material signs and marks, while the 
latter results from the removal of such. 

Where physical traces manifest themselves as wear and tear of materials, 
these are erosion measures. Where they are deposits of materials such as 
debris, inscriptions, marks, remnants or other indicators, these are natu-
ral accretion measures.9  

The issue of defining different sorts of traces can also be recognized in 
terms of the level of intention associated with the formation of traces, 
and Schweigert for example, has concluded that different sorts of physi-
cal evidence typically could be categorized as either traces or products.10 In 
her view ‘[t]races are evidence left as a by-product of behaviour, while 
products are purposely created by individuals’.11 Following this latter 
categorization then, the graffiti I found on the wall would qualify as a 
product, in that it was most likely purposely created for others to ob-
serve. The office building would also qualify as a product, in that the 
building inevitably must be regarded as purposely constructed. However, 
the cigarette butts in the gutter, the empty beer can, and the fingerprints 
on the rubbish bin across the road would qualify as traces because of the 
supposed lack of intention associated with their presence and allocation 
there (even if it could be argued that they once qualified as products). 
Accordingly, it seems that it is possible to define quite a broad range of 
potential traces, and all the examples mentioned above would thus quali-
fy as a trace in one way or another.  

Due to the difficulty involved in defining traces, and what to include 
and exclude in the mapping, I mainly focused on litter since it appeared 

8 Davies 2006. 
9 Davies 2006, 303. 
10 Schweigert 2012. 
11 Schweigert 2012, 238. 
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to me to be one of the more clearly distinguishable categories of traces. 
Of course, an unavoidable conceptual challenge regarding what exactly 
should be defined as litter or waste can rightfully be claimed here as well. 
But, for the purposes of this text, and in order not to be preoccupied 
with philosophical enquiries for too long, a highly intuitive and subjec-
tive definition of litter/waste has been deployed here. Which denotes 
traces as things that appear to the observer (i.e. me) to be unintentionally 
allocated surplus materials distributed in the demarcated environment 
without any apparent purpose or use in that particular context. 

Traces along the Acklam Rd 
As has been outlined previously in our common text: the Acklam Rd - 
despite its somewhat insignificant first appearance - really offers an inter-
esting and dynamic setting, where residential units, religious and com-
mercial buildings, as well as environmental and social initiatives coexist 
side by side. Presenting the visitor with a mixture and variety of built 
forms that also narrates on the broad and widely diverse range of activi-
ties and behaviours that are carried out in the area. Likewise, a broad 
range of traces could be identified along Acklam Rd, but as specified 
above, the mapping was demarcated to focus mainly on what has been 
denoted litter (or waste). Moreover, the mapping was centred on where 
the traces were encountered, their qualities, quantity, and character, as 
well as how the trace seemed to relate to its location and the surrounding 
environment in general.  

Unequal distribution  
Setting out to map traces along Acklam Rd then, I came to discover that 
there seemed to be quite an unequal distribution pattern. Instead of be-
ing encountered sporadically and/or equally spread out, items identified 
as waste or litter were repeatedly encountered in chunks – clustered in 
relatively demarcated and closed-off spaces. Four zones in particular 
were identified as having a significantly higher ‘litter-frequency’ than the 
surrounding areas.  

1. The first ‘litter-space’ to be noted was the built in ‘pocket park’ by the 
second stop (Map 3:2), where a broken umbrella, leftover food, plastic 
containers, and other unidentified items made up a seemingly incoherent 
mixture of trash. 
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Figure 4. The closed-in garden pit by stop 2. 
Photograph: E. Areskog. 

 
Figure 5. Broken umbrella, leftover food and 
a plastic container. Photograph: E. Areskog. 

2. The next spot to be listed as containing a significantly high frequency 
of litter was the triangular space on the opposite side of road from Barley 
Shotts Business Park and the Al Manaar Cultural Centre (i.e. across the 
street from stops 3 and 4, Map 3). It was a somewhat bush-like space, 
where a large garbage container was in place, but was apparently not 
used to any great extent(?). The type of litter and junk encountered here 
was of a somewhat different nature than that in the previous spot, entail-
ing beer cans, plastic bags filled with dirt, an uprooted tree and small 
pieces of Styrofoam.  

  
Figures 6a–b. The triangular space between stops 3 and 4. Photograph: E. Areskog. 

3. Continuing the mapping along the pavement that led from the triangu-
lar ‘bush-spot’ onwards, a ‘trail’ of litter unravelled in the areas surround-
ing the fenced-in plot that constituted the Acklam Road wildflower 
meadow (Map 3:7). While the actual meadow was reasonably clean, the 
space around the entrance, as well as outside and along the fence, con-
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tained a fusion of dried leaves, bits of plastic, as well as small and large 
pieces of wood.  

  
Figures 7a–b. Acklam Rd wildflower meadow. Photograph: E. Areskog. 

4. The fourth and final zone to be identified as having a bit of a ‘littered 
character’ was the asphalted area in front of the Westbourne Studios 
(Map 3:6). The space served partially as a parking lot, but it was also fit-
ted out with a number of wooden benches which were intended for 
sitting. Despite the fact that the area had at least one sizeable and acces-
sible ashtray, a notable quantity of cigarette butts were distributed in the 
area around the benches and the adjacent street drain.  

  
Figure 8a–b. The asphalted area outside the Westbourne Studios. Photograph: E. Aeskog. 

Denoting a non-activity 
Litter along Acklam Rd was accordingly of a rather diverse, and in some 
cases hard-to-define and unspecified nature, but appointed mainly in 
four particular areas. As far as the fourth and last area goes, there seemed 
to be a relatively clear, defined purpose and use of the space, and the 
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type of litter encountered there was also of a more homogenous and 
definable character. As follows, cigarette butts clustered close to an en-
trance and in the vicinity of benches made it not only possible but also 
viable to conclude that the activity of smoking has been taking place 
there.  On the contrary then, and what is especially interesting about the 
other three identified areas, is that they (apart from having a relatively 
higher litter-frequency than the surrounding areas) seem to share the 
denominating feature of being somewhat inaccessible, unused, marginal 
and/or neglected. As well as containing a wide range of seemingly non-
related items, such as disposed food, various forms of plastic, beer cans, 
styrofoam pieces, broken umbrellas, small and large pieces of wood, etc. 
Which are items (traces) that have no apparent relation to the place or to 
each other. Accordingly, it is not possible, or plausible, to derive and 
suggest that any clearly defined or ‘organized’ activity has been taking 
place in those particular zones.  

Consequently, and given that traces have previously been defined as 
physical signs, marks or indications of past behaviours and activities that 
have taken place, it appears as if the case of litter along Acklam Rd hints 
at an additional and alternative interpretation. As it appears as if the 
hard-to-define, unspecified and randomly chunked together type of litter 
encountered in the first three areas (as compared to the fourth), does not 
provide much information about what sort of activity or behaviour has 
taken place in those particular areas. But nevertheless it seems to provide 
information about the lack of a certain activity in that particular zone (i.e. 
the absence of cleaning or the non-removal of waste). Hence, the rela-
tively large amount of litter encountered in these demarcated spaces, in 
comparison to the surrounding areas, seems to be the manifestation of a 
non-behaviour or non-activity.  

To illustrate this argument further, let us turn to a hypothetical case in 
which we, for example, observe a significant number of plastic takeaway 
containers around a table in a park or a central plaza. In such a case, it 
would be plausible to assume that this particular place has been used for 
having lunch or the like, as it follows the assumption that traces are ves-
tiges, or the remaining marks of the presence or existence of something 
– signs or indices of an activity or behaviour that has taken place.12 In 
comparison to this assumption, then, and which appeared to be the case 
along Acklam Rd, the quantity of litter actually seemed to be the greatest 
in those places which were presumably used and visited the least – or at 
a minimum, those spaces where less ‘organised’ activities were going on.  

12 Davies 2006. 
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An observation and argument that holds true for at least the three first 
spots.  

Concluding reflections 
Throughout this individual observational endeavour then, it has become 
clear that physical trace mapping as an indirect and non-intrusive observa-
tional technique is best suited as a complementary strategy that should be 
used alongside other investigation strategies, such as direct observations, 
interviews or archival research. The main reason for that being that iden-
tified traces could be the result and manifestation of a large number of 
different activities or behaviours – a fact that has also been pointed out 
by several other authors.13 However, bearing in mind that the main 
strength of physical trace studies lies in their potential to identify patterns 
and formulate hypotheses about various phenomena, it is nevertheless 
interesting to draw some highly hypothetical conclusions from the above 
outlined observations. 

To begin with litter, and the associated activity of littering, undoubtedly 
appears to qualify as a trace and accretion measure since it is manifested 
as matter of leaving physical signs behind, no matter if the activity is 
intentional or not. At the same time, and on the contrary, the lack of 
traces (in this case litter), as well as the practice of cleaning, would in 
some sense also qualify as a trace in terms of an erosion measure since 
the absence of litter often (but not necessarily) includes the clearly speci-
fied activity of removing these physical signs or marks. In that sense, it 
could also be argued that the lack of litter (traces) is to be regarded as a 
type of trace or important indicator of past activities/behaviour (e.g. 
cleaning), and a factor/parameter to be included in trace mapping as 
well.  

Secondly, and if one were to apply the notion of territorial production as 
it has been presented by Kärrholm,14 it appears as if the activity of re-
moving traces could qualify as a territorial production strategy and a way 
of claiming and producing a territory? In the case of litter then, it could 
be argued that waste management is essentially a matter of individuals as 
well as more official agents who are making a planned and deliberate 
effort to ‘keep a space clean’. Thus, what becomes interesting is that 
there appears to be yet another dimension of territorial production (in 
addition to Kärrholm’s 4 modes). Because when some spaces are used, 

13 E.g. Davis 2006; Zeisel 1997. 
14 Kärrholm 2004. 
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produced or claimed, it can be argued that these actions simultaneously 
create and demarcate other areas as well – spaces that become bi-
products, in terms of being ‘leftovers’ or ‘unclaimed spaces’. These areas 
would thus not qualify as being intentionally produced, but rather as 
unintentionally created territories?  

In association with this idea, it would accordingly be interesting to in-
vestigate further about attitudes towards who is responsible as well as 
who makes a claim on which areas. A potential and, according to my 
argument, probable hypothesis then would be that those areas with the 
most litter are somewhat unclaimed pieces of land, perhaps pieces to 
which few actors feel a responsibility or a connection? 
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There are limits … the borders 
between public space along 

Acklam Road 

Joan Prytz 

This contribution discusses and analyses visible and invisible borders in 
the public spaces along Acklam Road. As visitors, during our walking 
tour (described in a previous chapter) we experienced and noted how 
borders affected the availability and use of the public space. In this text, 
the experience is complemented by an analysis of the borders – borders 
as delimiting different activities and as interesting temporal layers – in 
the public space. It is a description of the power struggle over the public 
spaces along Acklam Road: Who claims the space? Who has or grabs the 
right to fence in space for their activities? How can different activities 
occur contemporaneously? How is the right to the public space regulated 
(concealed or in an open dialogue with the users)? In addition to the 
walking tour, border analyses will be used as an analytical method, espe-
cially in the form used by Kärrholm regarding territoriality.1 After an 
introductory description and discussion of methods, the spatial and terri-
torial characteristics of Acklam Road will be discussed. What could ini-
tially be viewed as public and private turned out to be more complex and 
often exhibited diffuse borders. Finally, I will discuss planning processes 
and their results and people’s opportunities to influence the built envi-
ronment in their neighbourhood. 

Walking tours and border analysis  
The borders within and around the public spaces along Acklam Road 
reflect the ongoing struggle of the city space. The walking tour is a 
method to describe our experience of the city space along Acklam Road. 
The walking tour provides a snapshot, but the city space is always evolv-
ing. The struggle over land use drives this development. Different uses 
of the land are asserted using various borders in and around the public 
space. An analysis of the borders – the dominant ones, the lingering 
ones, the planned ones – would make visible the struggle over land use, 

1 Kärrholm 2004. 
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the dynamics, the development of the city space; would point to the 
areas of conflict in the public space; and could provide a background to 
the experiences of the walking tour.  

Border analysis and walking tours are two ways of evaluating urban 
environments. With all their senses, our bodies are instruments of meas-
urement. We experience and register the entire complexity and dynamics 
of the urban environment just as it is experienced and used. It cannot be 
replaced by digital evaluation methods undertaken from a distance. 
Evaluating the urban environment on the spot is a necessary part of the 
basis for planning a socially sustainable city, the good city.  

The perceived city spaces are experienced instinctively: they create a 
feeling that is inescapable, a feeling that is created unconsciously by in-
teraction with the built environment. The environment is immediately 
grasped and adapted to: we know how to move, where the entryway is, 
which rooms are available and which are not. During the walking tour, 
we noted, discussed and made conscious our experience of the urban 
spaces along Acklam Road. We were pedestrians and visitors from out-
side, and as such we moved in the environment available to us – the 
public space. Nevertheless, at the same time we wanted to investigate the 
borders – the real and the perceived – between the public and private 
spaces.  

Border analysis has different approaches, but in all approaches the 
borders aim to gain spatial control. They are formed in a composite pro-
cess that rarely follows a straight line. Thus, this analysis is supported by 
research from different disciplines such as architecture, history of art, 
sociology, production methodology and housing research. Border analy-
sis can trace which ideas or purposes were behind the appearance of the 
borders and how the claims to the public space have changed. Addition-
ally, it traces whether the borders indicate future land use – future inten-
tions – and even the latent intentions indicated by the current uses of the 
public space, or such that have not yet been discovered. Furthermore, 
border analysis can map the points of conflict between different uses of 
the public space.  

The perception of the urban spaces – which creates the experience – 
is the physical result of continuous negotiations over the land, or, if you 
will, an ongoing power struggle over land use and the expansion of the 
public space. The use of the public spaces is created through a continu-
ous sequence of activities, such as the initial conception, the planning, 
production, usage, development and new conceptual work, etc. 
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Usage of public space is constantly challenged by other kinds of use, 
which are long-lived and persistent to varying degrees. The usage is 
maintained by different elements, such as documents, rules, persons and 
physical markings in the city space. These elements or borders may be 
physical, social, cultural or psychological, i.e. everything from sophisti-
cated to tangible. The borders regulate and limit access and usage of the 
public space. Usually, there are intentions and interests behind the bor-
ders, but sometimes the borders have appeared as a side effect of actions 
in the physical space.  

What is a public space? 
A public space denotes an available space where people may spend time 
without any previous permission, a space that allows for the simultane-
ous presence of strangers. In addition to this common definition, Mattias 
Kärrholm, in his dissertation Arkitekturens territorialitet, (The territoriality 
of architecture), claims that the public space is a type of territorial com-
plexity, a space for different activities and uses.2   

The public spaces along Acklam Road are the street and its pave-
ments, the square at Portobello Road, the entryway at the block of flats, 
the wilderness, the dump, the waste land (impediment in Swedish), at the 
tracks, the entry areas outside as well as inside the lobbies of Westbourne 
Studios and the Islamic Centre. The public space along Acklam Road is 
used for different activities that compete for the available space. Differ-
ent types of borders cooperate in maintaining the separate activities. 
Kärrholm calls these borders actants. The actants may be both objects 
and beings, and they cooperate to stabilize spatial control in the public 
space.  

Territoriality according to Kärrholm 
The border analysis used in this study is based on Kärrholm’s investiga-
tion of spatial control. This is described in Kärrholm’s thesis after he 
develops the concept of territoriality. Territoriality is defined as an insti-
tutionalization of spatially delimited and active control. Territoriality can 
be produced in different ways. Kärrholm discerns four central forms of 
production in the public space: territorial strategy, territorial tactics, terri-
torial appropriation and territorial association. The first two forms of 
production are: 

2 Kärrholm 2004. 
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• Strategy forms an indirect type of control and is planned from a dis-
tance, e.g. through detailed plans.  

• Tactics are formed in an ongoing situation and are more directly as-
serted through direct personal contact between the territory and the 
person forming the tactics. One example of tactics is people putting 
down a blanket to mark a picnic spot.  

The final two forms of production are produced through usage:  
• Territorial appropriation acts are completed through repeated use by a 

particular person or group, where such usage is tied to these particu-
lar persons or groups. One example is on old-age pensioners sitting 
at a bench in the park.  

• Territorial association, where the territory is tied to a certain type or 
form of usage, such as the children’s climbing tree in the courtyard.  

According to Kärrholm, the territories can vary in terms of stability. 
Actants that may be both objects and beings cooperate to stabilize the 
territories. Through their shape and expression, the surrounding build-
ings may also support territorial production. Territories may be simulta-
neously stable and forgiving, i.e. able to share space with another territo-
rial production by being layered. Territories change and develop over 
time. 

The borders in the public spaces along Acklam Road are analysed 
here through a mapping of the actors involved in the struggle over the 
public space, when and how they developed the urban space, and the 
intentions and ideas underlying every territorial production. This analysis 
provides a background to the experiences of the city space that we regis-
tered during our walking tour.  

Borders along Acklam Road 
The area around Acklam Road is formed through an aimed strategic produc-
tion, notably a city plan for the Westway. The Westway was constructed 
with the aim of improving the traffic flow of London, and it forms a 
kilometre-long territorial production with visible stable borders, which is 
available for one single activity: driving. The Westway’s rampage through 
London mercilessly devastated the city structures and constructions pre-
sent, and thus also the place-specific urban life. This also occurred at 
Acklam Road. Structures were demolished to make room for the dual 
carriageway, dwellings and activities were pushed aside, and a new area 
was formed.  
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The city plan prescribed new building constructions and new direc-
tions of roads in order to patch up the city structure erased by the West-
way. This plan included guidelines on settlements, traffic structures, and 
public spaces, on the height of buildings, types of buildings, actions to 
limit noise, and the barrier effects caused by the construction of the 
Westway. The construction of the Westway ruled the planning where 
land ownerships and ground structural characteristics were carefully 
examined, while impact analyses and the consideration of other interests 
were left outside the planning work, including that which occurred at 
Acklam Road. These concessions were partly granted following protests 
from the inhabitants during construction.  

The terms of production for the different actors in the entire process 
must also be included in the analysis. The city planner’s job for the Ack-
lam Road area was to make possible, quickly, the construction of the 
Westway. Politicians, investors and entrepreneurs pushed to hurry the 
construction of the dual carriageway. Thus, little space or regard was 
given to investigations of other interests, and especially not to the re-
source less inhabitants and workers in Acklam Road. The forced process 
also influenced the quality of the public spaces that were formed.  

In Arkitekturens ismer (The isms of Architecture), Finn Werne de-
scribes the production terms and the difficulties of achieving the original 
aims of a construction through a meeting where the intentional – the 
idea to give something a shape – meets the extensional – the context, the 
current situation from a wider perspective, the normal style at the site 
and in the cultural area, the laws, demands, conventions, culture, 
knowledge, lack of communication, the site’s characteristics, random-
ness, etc.3  

The Westway construction forms the physical structure of the city 
and is thus a forceful manifestation of power. Together with the railway 
area, it forms a stable border around the area but is simultaneously a 
barrier – similar to a city wall – that limits the possibilities of reaching 
Acklam Road, and thus it decides the movement pattern in the neigh-
bourhood. When the Westway was constructed, the plan stated that 
premises for shops, offices and restaurants could be built in the space 
beneath the road closest to Portobello Road. The remaining land be-
neath the Westway, abutting the railway area, was left unsettled, and it 
formed a large wedge-shaped urban prairie towards the railway area. The 
border between the urban prairie and the settled part beneath the West-
way is still visible. In the settled section, the bottom side of the Westway 

3 Werne 1991, 21–41. 
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is horizontal, in order to facilitate the construction of premises, while the 
bottom side of the urban prairie section is V-shaped. This gives the un-
covered, visible infrastructure constructions a vital and less massive look. 
We can see it as a nod to other infrastructure constructions that have a 
creative formation, e.g. the Roman aqueducts.  

 

Figure 1. The bottom side of the 
Westway along Acklam Road. The 
border between the part of the 
bottom side that was originally de-
veloped and the part that was left as 
urban prairie; at the time, this was 
freely available to colonize, but it is 
now settled or fenced in. The area 
above the urban prairie begins with 
a massive plinth, allowing the V-
shaped construction to overhang the 
entire urban prairie.  
Photograph: Joan Prytz4 

The new dwellings, Acklam Road Barrier Blocks, pushed aside inhabit-
ants and activities; society gained control of the area. However, the use 
of the urban prairie towards the railroad was ungoverned. A large open 
area beneath the ceiling of the Westway, which is central as well as se-
cluded, tempted people to use it for a wide variety of activities. Travellers 
camped here, in an instance of territorial appropriation, but examples of 
territorial associations such as horse riding and various criminal activities 
also occurred. This is a cliché environment for crime film productions, 
and several action films have been shot in the area. The criminal and 
uncontrolled usage of the land forced society to take action, as did the 
increased demand for land that could be settled.  

4 All photos in this chapter are taken by Joan Prytz. 
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Some borders in the public space are self-evident, universal, e.g. the 
pavement kerbs – the border between the carriageway and the pavement. 
We acquiesce to this border between different activities in this particular 
space without thinking. Other borders are not that self-evident. On Ack-
lam Road, the borders around the wildflower meadow, Westbourne Stu-
dios, the Day Care Centre and the Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre are 
fuzzy in different ways. The borders contribute to the experience that 
the space feels contradictory. Is the space public? Which activity is de-
limited by the borders? Some of the stops along the walking tour will 
now be more closely analysed regarding their borders between the public 
and the private: 1. Acklam Road Barrier blocks, 2. Acklam Road wild-
flower meadow, 3. Westbourne Studios, 4. Portobello Day Care Centre, 
and 5. Al-Manaar Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre. 

1. Acklam Road Barrier Blocks 
At the opening of West Way, Acklam Road was a cul-de-sac ending in an 
urban prairie. The blocks of flats that were demolished were replaced by 
a closed building complex with walls, high socles and fencing towards 
the street and the undeveloped area (Map 3:11, 12).5 The building opens 
up towards the courtyard in the form of a terraced building. The block 
of flats is located on a height, like a fortress, clearly emphasizing that this 
is a private community! Consequently, we could also observe that most peo-
ple passing the block of flats went around it, instead of taking the 
shortcut through the building (the natural continuation of the shared-use 
path from Notting Hill). In the past few years, an artistic adornment has 
been created in the walkway to mark that this is the main route for cy-
clists and pedestrians. However, the one facing the street is far too dis-
creet, while the one facing the courtyard is distinctly framed to mark the 
walkway.  

The street is a space in which we can move, but along the road there 
are also spaces in which to stop. Such a space is the area in front of the 
entryway to the block of flats. It is a small triangular courtyard, two sides 
of which have clear borders – the building and outer wall. The third side 
has the pavement curb as a border and is thus less distinctly marked. The 
divergent paving of the courtyard also contributes to its delimitations. 
However, the Westway causes the courtyard to become a dark and noisy 
place that does not invite meetings, discussions or rest.  

5 For Map 3, see the chapter ‘Walking Acklam Road in this volume. 
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Figure 2. View from the shared-use path beneath the Westway towards the 
square outside the barrier blocks. The shared-use path ends abruptly at the 
pavement. The stop is marked by four borders. The continuation of the path 
through the block of flats is difficult to discern, as it is seen as an entryway to 
the block of flats. 

A large graffiti sign in stainless steel in the courtyard marks the entrance 
to an assembly hall. A narrow set of steps lead down to the hall, which is 
located in the basement part of the block of flats. The courtyard contains 
planted borders and a low brick wall for sitting. The wall continues on 
the other side along the pedestrian/bike path beneath the Westway. The 
brick walls use the same type of bricks as the front of the building, im-
plying that the square belongs to the block of flats. It is perceived as the 
building’s inner courtyard, rather than a square for the public. The walls, 
the paving and the building façades contribute to establishing the court-
yard as a territory.  
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2. Acklam Road wildflower meadow 
The wildflower meadow is a pointed strategic territorial production (Map 
3:7). It is surrounded by a high fence of steel chicken wire. Entry to the 
meadow is through a hidden gate that at first glance seems to be the 
service entrance to a service converter station located just inside the 
fence.  

 

Figure 3. The Acklam Road wildflower 
meadow. The meadow is securely 
fenced in, dilapidated and seems to lie 
fallow. Nothing indicates that the 
meadow should be entered. 

Heaps of rubbish litters the ground, and there are no signs to announce 
that this is the entry gate to the wildflower meadow. No pathway leads 
further into the meadow from the service converter station. Are we even 
allowed to enter the meadow, or should it only be viewed from outside 
the fence?  

The information sign is located immediately inside the fence and faces 
the pavement on the inside. It contributes to the feeling that the meadow 
is not to be entered. The meadow contains a couple of planters and an 
artistic object that, similarly to the entire meadow, has been abandoned 
and left to decay. In addition, part of the meadow has been dug. Con-
struction work began but came to a standstill many years ago. The 
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meadow barely covers the real objective of fencing in the space, which is 
to stop the land being used as a camping site for travellers.  

 

Figure 4. Test pits covered by 
planks of wood at the wildflower 
meadow. The meadow forms the 
last unsettled area in the district. 
The district council and the Al-
Manaar Cultural Centre plan to 
build a multifunctional building at 
the site. Construction work ceased 
a few years back. 

Thus, the construction work closely adhered to the plan. If there had 
been a serious intention to construct a wildflower meadow, the meadow 
would have been easily accessed through several entryways and paths. 
The lack of maintenance is explained by the fact that the meadow is a 
temporary use of a public space. The meadow was a temporary construc-
tion awaiting the construction of a community building. The flora of 
another wilderness flora – the city’s own – could be studied in the urban 
prairie. Here we found a blossoming flora suited to its location, and it 
was one that demanded no maintenance.  

3. Westbourne Studios 
The city space outside Westbourne Studios (W.S.) is designed as a service 
entrance (Map 3:6), carefully hides the fact that the building contains an 
inner courtyard and restaurant. The actants, in the form of luxury cars 
and exclusive bikes outside the building, in addition to a steady stream of 
energetic – mainly young – workers passing through the garage entrance, 
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indicate that the building contains something other than a warehouse. 
This is supported by the partly curved front with rounded corners, which 
is made of horizontally corrugated sheet metal, and the luxurious garage 
entrance in hardwood panelling, which is interspersed with narrow inlets 
of light, and an advanced type of gate hanging.  

 

Figure 5. The main entrance to Westbourne 
Studios. The garage entrance, the asphalt 
surface with double lines, and the building, 
which is discreetly drawn in from the road, 
indicate that this is a service entrance. The 
design of the entrance, with luxurious fittings; 
the exclusive, flowing front of the building; 
and the expensive cars and bikes outside the 
entrance indicate otherwise. 

After passing through these borders, a dim area is entered, an airlock that 
seems to be a reception and sorting room for mail and packages. The 
surfaces and fittings are robust and industrial, with concrete floor and 
walls, and stainless steel fittings. Is this a warehouse after all?  

A simple door with glazing, the next border, leads to an expansive, 
bright indoor square that uses the bottom side of Westway’s ceiling. The 
feeling of air and space is enhanced by the entry through the dim, low-
ceilinged mailroom. The industrial style is retained here as well. The inte-
rior decoration of mixed styles – both second-hand and modern furni-
ture – and unmatched light fittings, large plants, game consoles and dif-
ferent types of creative activities aim to provide an impression of calm 
and creativeness.  
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Figure 6. The mailroom inside the 
main entrance. A dim room em-
phasizes its function as a service 
entrance through its rustic design. 

 

W.S. belongs to the company Club Workspace London studios, whose 
idea it is to combine office activities with clubs on one single premise. 
This way, all hours could be spent in one place. Renting a studio also 
means becoming part of a network with all the other studios and being 
able to participate in the activities that take place in these clubs. The club 
environment is excluding. Only members, those invited and aware, are 
expected to visit the premises. Nevertheless, during the day the inner 
courtyard is a public space to which everyone has access. Club Work-
space studios are housed in closed-down industrial environments or, 
similarly to W.S., in urban prairies. The site as such does not matter, nor 
is there a need to inform the neighbourhood about the activities.  

The W.S. inner courtyard is also an aimed strategic production. The 
contractor had a clear and well-implemented plan, and ensured that these 
intentions have been implemented throughout the construction process. 
A building has been created that turns it’s back on its surroundings. It is 
discreet, simple and located indented back from the street. It does not 
divulge its content, nor does it attract visitors. As a contrast to its bleak 
outer face, like a mother-of-pearl oyster, there is a shimmering surprise 
inside.  
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Figure 7.. The gate to the park outside Portobello Day Care Centre in Al- Ma-
naar. The open gate and the signpost welcome us, while the sturdy fencing and 
the border markings in the paving signal that the area is private. 

4. Portobello Day Care Centre 
The city space outside the day care centre is an aimed strategic produc-
tion (Map 3:5). The territory is delimited by a firm, high fence of steel, 
through which a flowering garden can be seen. A series of border mark-
ings such as poles, divergent paving in the pavement, a row of trees in an 
elevated planting bed, and an inset gate with a double line of red paving 
stones mark the luscious garden as a non-public space. Cars parked out-
side the gate along the curb and the Muslim women who move through 
the gate, arriving and departing in the cars outside on the street are act-
ants who, together with the luxurious oriental face of the Muslim centre 
stabilize the territory and support the impression that this is a private 
space. Contrarily, the sign and the open gate – an aimed tactical produc-
tion – signal a welcoming into a public space.  

The confusion may be explained by the fact that the aimed territorial 
production of the day care centre park was meant to be accessible only 
to the Islamic centre. However, in order to maintain the centre financial-
ly, community subsidies were applied for and granted, with the proviso 
that the day care centre would be open to everyone and not only to pa-
trons of the centre.  
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5. Al-Manaar Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre 
Similarly to Westbourne Studios, the Al-Manaar Muslim Cultural Herit-
age Centre is not dependent on location, and it distances itself from its 
surroundings (Map 3:4). The centre did not select its location in Acklam 
Road: the lot was assigned, following many years of petitioning the City 
Council for a site on which to build a Muslim centre. At the same time, it 
should be pointed out that it is not primarily a mosque, but a cultural 
centre with a mosque. The construction work was financed with the 
support of different Arab states.  

 

 
Figure 8. Al-Manaar Muslim Cultural Heritage 
Centre. This landmark dominates the city 
space. The luxurious construction material, the 
advanced techniques and the varied design 
combine to make the building a landmark. 

 
Figure 9. The pavement outside Al-Manaar. 
Poles and trees in elevated beds privatize this 
part of the public space and force pedestrians to 
walk on the street or on the other side of the 
road. The parked cars along the pavement en-
hance the privatization of the public space out-
side Al-Manaar. 

The centre has a strategic location at a bend of the street, causing the 
building to stand out when compared to the surrounding buildings. At 
the same time, the neighbouring activities may be reached without pass-
ing the centre. Contrary to the studio, Al Manaar is a building that wants 
to be seen. The construction is a landmark that, through its location and 
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its divergent Muslim-inspired formation, dominates the city line. With its 
varying heights, volumes and shapes, luxurious construction material, 
intricate bricklaying and complex light inlets, the centre is a notable 
building. 

The divergent design of Al-Manaar is perceived as a cultural border. 
The pavement outside the building has four different borders: an area of 
reserved parking, metre-high posts of iron, divergent paving and a row 
of trees in elevated beds. The markings limit the pavement area and 
cause pedestrians to choose the pavement on the other side of the street. 
The centre appropriates the pavement and privatizes this part of the 
public space. The entire construction signals that this is a private space.  

Nothing indicates that this is a culture centre open to all and, as such, 
a public space. This may be explained by its original intention to be a 
Muslim cultural centre serving all of London, while at the same time it 
also intended to be the focus of extensive international exchange. How-
ever, the centre receives council and governmental support to cover part 
of the costs of its activities, with the proviso that the centre is open to 
all. Nevertheless, no action has been taken to signal that the centre is a 
public space. The centre aims to work towards a general understanding 
of Islam in society and a successful multi-ethnic and multicultural socie-
ty. The centre should also strengthen the local Muslim society and meet 
its cultural, social, economic and spiritual needs and aspirations – these 
are the same activities for strengthening and simplifying societal integra-
tion that are pursued in the community hall of the estate. Two identical 
activities side by side, but in completely different environments.  

Power and powerlessness – from project to product 
Kärrholm’s division presupposes that the actor controls the entire pro-
duction from intention to completed milieu, but the production of every 
urban space implies a complex process involving several partners, and 
Kärrholm’s production forms are not sufficient to explain our experi-
ences in the city space of Acklam Road.  

Underneath the territorial production lie layer upon layer of intentions 
and aims that have influenced different parts of the produced territory. 
Aims and intentions range from those of the political decision via the 
city planner, the contractor, the entrepreneur, and the maintenance crew, 
to those of the users. In order to produce a finished milieu that achieves 
the aims and intentions of the original actors, these must be embedded 
in each stage and in each partner throughout the entire construction 
process.  
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Nina Ryd, researcher in architecture, writes in her research report Ti-
diga skeden i planering, bygg och förvaltning (Early stages in planning, construc-
tion and maintenance):  

De målformuleringar som görs måste vara tydliga och slagkraftigt formu-
lerade så att de bär genom en hel projektorganisation och kan hållas le-
vande under projektets hela genomförande.6  

(Target statements must be clear and formulated convincingly to be valid 
throughout the organization of the entire project and to be maintained 
throughout the project implementation.) 

However, the original actor – the constructor – often has a vaguely for-
mulated target that is rarely implemented or discussed with other partici-
pants in the construction project.  

In the research report Kommunikation i byggprojekt – perspektiv på öppenhet 
i processen (Communication in construction projects – perspectives on 
openness in the process), Bo Carlsson paints a bleak picture of the con-
struction trade.7 Carlsson claims that it is conservative, with a rigid and 
slow structure. Parties have clear and delimited roles, and communica-
tion between them is lacking. They have difficulties in absorbing new 
knowledge or alternative approaches, and they seem unable to cooperate 
together or collaborate on solving construction problems. Nevertheless, 
Carlsson simultaneously indicates that the parties are aware of their 
shortcomings and that they wish that the trade would work differently.  

The case of the Acklam Road Barrier Block 
Seen against the above, it is easy to grasp that the original aim of the 
(often-vague) construction project fades away during the different phases 
of construction. This might explain why the construction of the block of 
flats at Acklam Road disagrees with the city plan’s intention of connect-
ing the settlements on each side of the Westway with an interlinked bike- 
and pedestrian structure.  

The constructor of the block of flats aimed to build as much rentable 
area as possible; therefore, he wanted to make the shared-use path 
through the estate as narrow and low as possible. Though unintentional, 
the passageway is now seen as a private thoroughfare – and so a border 
was created. 

6 Ryd 2008, 31. 
7 Carlsson 2006, 57–61. 
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The shared-use path crosses Acklam Road at an elevated level, so that 
the pavement curbs and zebra crossings are on the same level. There is 
no doubt that this is the route of the shared-use path. However, the 
shared-use path enters the edge of the courtyard at an angle, where, ab-
ruptly, a border is created through a change in paving and posts, marking 
the end of the footpath and the beginning of the courtyard space. The 
border slows the speed of the cyclists, but simultaneously creates confu-
sion about how to continue the journey. The paving stones covering the 
entire courtyard are laid at an angle to the direction of the shared-use 
path and the road. Had the street’s paving continued in a curve towards 
the entryway through the building complex, there would have been no 
confusion about the path’s direction.  

Selecting the same yellow brick for the walls surrounding the court-
yard and for the faces of the building complex was rational from a pro-
duction perspective, but this also contributes to the square being seen as 
part of the building complex rather than a public space.  

This example shows that the production of an urban environment is 
an incredibly complex process that is impossible to accurately predict or 
maintain full control over.  

The case of Acklam Road wildflower meadow 
The wildflower meadow across from the cultural centre was created 
through collaboration between the city region and the Muslim centre, 
with the aim of improving the physical environment. The meadow is a 
temporary formation that awaits the construction of a multifunctional 
building. So far, the construction work has generated a few test pits, after 
which activities have ceased.  

Developing the meadow into a square that would be abutted by the 
centre and the multi-function building, which would be surrounded by a 
park, would completely change the city image. It would create an entry-
way that corresponds with the luxurious Al Manaar construction. The 
privatization of the pavement outside the entryway of Al Manaar also 
clearly indicates a wish to expand the centre towards the meadow. 

The development of the meadow is a point of conflict. The interests 
of the centre are in conflict with those of the inhabitants. Nevertheless, 
at the same time this poses a possibility for collaborating against the 
gentrification of the area and instead providing a mixed urban environ-
ment. A city district square surrounded by buildings for culture and mul-
tifunction purposes, as well as a park, would develop the area, enhance 
the residents’ lives and increase the place’s identity.  
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Figure 10. The wildflower meadow. The development of the meadow determines 
the future of the Acklam Road area. If it were redesigned into a district square 
set into a park, abutted by a multi-function building and Al-Manaar, through 
citizen dialogues, then the area would have a cultural and religious centre. This 
would strengthen the area’s identity as a mixed city district and shield against a 
threatened development towards a homogenous urban environment, such as the 
one at Notting Hill. 

The meadow and the market zone at Portobello Road are the last un-
touched areas in the district. It is a place for the inhabitants to fantasize 
about, to seize, and to test activities by using simple means. It is a site 
where the land is not seen as making a profit. However, the pressure 
from different exploiters to use the land is great, and during our walking 
tour we could see that the urban prairies are developed. The gentrifica-
tion of Notting Hill threatens to spread to Acklam Road, meaning that 
the dwelling area of workers is taken over by a homogenous entertain-
ment city.  

Whether or not the inhabitants will have a say in the development 
plans for the meadow is unclear. Nevertheless, they are invited to influ-
ence the development of the market zone – a part of Acklam Road that 
is very marginal indeed. The inhabitants’ power over the land in the area 
is on an entirely different level to that of other parties. 
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The right to the city 
City planning is a compromise between a number of different interests at 
the time of planning. The plan predicts how the planning area will be 
used and developed. City planning is prepared long before construction 
work is implemented, making it difficult to maintain the intentions of the 
plan throughout the entire urban environment production process. The 
urban milieu is constantly evolving: the power of the land may be bought 
or taken; changes may be made to solve problems that could not have 
been predicted at the planning stage. The factors that may influence the 
development are endless. The produced urban environment will be dif-
ferent from that which was planned.  

In The Right to the City, David Harvey, a geographer, writes that city 
changes occur through investments of private financial profits in the city 
changes.8 These changes create a demand for land and thus an increase 
in their value. Urban planning has been society’s way of regulating the 
changes, and historically this has protected general interests. However, 
society’s ability to control these changes has been weakened, Harvey 
claims.  

The same thing is maintained by Peter Bishop, professor of urban de-
sign at the Bartlett School of Architecture, who has been a leading city 
planner on the London City Council for 25 years.9 He points out that 
private actors, such as developers and construction companies, are at the 
forefront of urban construction work today, and this will prevail, since 
public finances are unable to take over. Many companies construct for 
speculation purposes, and these constructors want to sell their buildings 
as soon as possible.  

The role of the city planner is to explain to constructors that, in the 
end, they will profit from high-quality buildings and city space. Such 
constructions will entice companies and people who are willing to pay 
more. In addition, good control is important for the development of the 
city. However, societal regulation of city development has increasingly 
been weakened, while at the same time there are directives (at different 
levels) to plan for a socially sustainable city milieu, e.g. the EU  

COM (2014) 490 final Bryssel 18.7.2014. Morgondagens städer 20 (The cit-
ies of tomorrow 20), summarizes the principles of a European model for 
sustainable urban development, based on the treaty on the function of 
the European Union, the EU charter of basic rights, the European social 
model, the Leipzig charter, the Toledo declaration, and the EU territorial 

8 Harvey 2008. 
9 Arkitektur 5, 2014, 25. 
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agenda 2020.10 An EU agenda would enhance the capacity of cities for 
transition and structural change, and so they would gain vital city econ-
omies and social, environmentally sound and territorially sustainable 
developments in urban areas. Through its tie to holistic local develop-
ment targets, the carter could bring the political decision-making of the 
EU closer to the citizens.  

Similar ideas are found in studies and reports from the London Health 
Commission on consequences for people’s health and in publications fo-
cusing on subjects such as waste disposal, transport and health, energy, 
culture, ethnic minorities, and influences on health and equality.  

Contrary to the present situation, planning a socially sustainable urban 
environment presupposes the increased societal governing of city devel-
opment, but above all, it presupposes increased citizen’s right of partici-
pation in decision-making. 

The need to understand connections and to have the opportunity to 
participate in decision-making – to be able to influence the environment 
in which we live – was pointed out in the 1980s by the WHO as one of 
the most important health factors.11 Planning a socially sustainable urban 
environment demands complex planning processes that involve the col-
laboration of many professions and the actual influence by the users.12 
The conclusion is that direct participation by citizens in issues concern-
ing their city district should form the basis for planning a socially sus-
tainable urban environment.  

Serious and well-considered planning is based on the discords and 
points of conflicts in the planning area. Participants put forward their 
views to an attentive audience, in order to create a mutual understanding 
and a discussion of different solutions to the points of conflict. The 
areas of conflict are important. They are disappearing in the increasingly 
segregated urban environments. Socially sustainable urban development 
focuses on the existing conflicts in society and allows the chain of con-
struction and planning to involve all of the inhabitants in the city; this 
increases the possibility of a well-founded understanding.  

There is a need for a thorough evaluation of the physical environ-
ment. The EU suggests that Urban Atlas – satellite images – and statis-
tics are used, thus providing a digital evaluation from a distance. Howev-
er, a physical evaluation can only be perceived on site, with all our sens-
es, in the real world. The evaluation must be made on location, in a dia-

10 COM (2014). 
11 WHO and CEMP. 
12 Healey 1997. 
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logue with the users. This may be in the form of a walking tour, as we 
did, supplemented by a border analysis of power structures, discords and 
conflicts in the area.  

Conclusions  
The border analysis described here aimed to illuminate the struggle over 
land use, the dynamics, and the development of the urban environment; 
to indicate the points of conflict in the public space; and to provide a 
background to the experiences of the walking tour. The analysis is sup-
ported by research from different areas such as architecture, history of 
art, sociology, production methodology and housing research.  

Using the border analysis, the intentions and consequences of the de-
velopment of Acklam Road could be traced. We noted the following 
points: 
• Urban space is formed through a complex process that is rarely 

straightforward. 
• The constructor’s control throughout the process is decisive for 

whether the structure adheres to the planned aims. Regarding Al 
Manaar, Westbourne Studios and the wildflower meadow, the idea 
has decided the entire production process, while the city plan is a le-
gal document only; the intentions of the plan fade before production 
has even begun, and they are not checked during or after the time of 
construction. 

• The inhabitants have only marginal power over land use. At the 
same time, the undeveloped land – the urban prairie – which the in-
habitants could have used, has almost disappeared. On Acklam 
Road, this concerns the market zone and perhaps the wildflower 
meadow: the inhabitants may participate in deciding the uses of 
these places. A citizen-guided development of the wildflower mead-
ow into a city district square that is abutted by a multi-function 
house, the Muslim Cultural Centre of Al Manaar, and a smallish park 
could strengthen the area’s identity and be a shield against future 
gentrification.  

• Buildings consolidate a situation of power.  
• Borders aim to gain spatial control and influence our behaviour and 

our movements in the city. 

The border analysis helps to structure the urban environment and to 
problematize its formation and uses. The analysis also shows that the 
development leans towards decreased citizen influence, quite contrary to 
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the clear ambitions of society to increase citizen’s influence on the plan-
ning- and building processes, which is necessary to create socially sus-
tainable urban environments.  

Border analysis can illuminate conflicts over land use and land design. 
The conflict is necessary in order to create socially sustainable urban 
milieus. Such environments are created by allowing all parties to present 
their opinions to an attentive audience and subsequently discuss design 
proposals that those in control of production take responsibility for, use 
and develop. This is development through dialogue, and it creates a vital, 
mixed urban environment, a milieu where different groups and their 
different opinions can meet and discuss. Thus, both the urban environ-
ment and its inhabitants develop.  

The border analysis also uncovers a contrary trend in the creation of 
uniform city environments for a homogenous group. The trend for ur-
ban milieus where you only meet people like yourself. These segregation 
trends are gentrifications that are tied to Notting Hill, as was predicted 
by the establishment of creative professionals along Acklam Road, as 
well as a loss of location; they aim to exclude themselves from the loca-
tion – location means nothing – as exemplified by Westbourne Studios, 
which literally turns its back on its neighbourhood. Meetings on the net 
are more important than meetings in the public space.  

Border analysis and walking tours are two ways of evaluating urban 
environments through field studies. Our bodies, with all their senses, 
form instruments for measurement. We experience and register the en-
tire complexity and dynamics of the urban environment in the way that 
the milieu is perceived and used. This cannot be replaced by digital eval-
uation methods made from a distance. The evaluation of urban envi-
ronments on site is a necessary part of the basis for planning a socially 
sustainable city, the good city.  
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Does the Westway lead to 
Notting Hill? 

Locating places of arrival and departure as 
opportunities of change 

Henrik Widmark 

In January 1976, The International Lightning Gang, Originators of the 
World Teleport System of Free Transport activated their first teleport 
facility in Notting Hill. Time Out reported that you, according to the or-
ganization, just had to ‘spray the street lightning stencil on a Teleport 
facility and you can travel anywhere’.1 By a simple, though criminal, act, 
the places of departure and arrival in Notting Hill were potentially limit-
less. According to Time out, it also worked, in a sense. ‘David Wills tested 
the system on a traffic light control box in Ladbroke grove and was tele-
ported to the nearest police station and fined’.2  

Even though a teleport system seems a fairly unusual way of arriving 
or departing, the idea of the system was that the possibility of entering 
and leaving was not limited to material places and practices but was also 
part of the imagination and the reimagining of the materiality of Notting 
Hill. It could also, like graffiti and street art or other forms of cultural 
expressions in general, be understood as a critique of both the urban 
milieu of Notting Hill and the greyness of everyday life. It stated that 
there had to be points of departure that spatially opened up to the entire 
universe to cope with everyday life in Notting Hill.  

Living in a city can be stressful. It is overloaded with stimuli, as 
George Simmel wrote in The Metropolis and Mental life: ‘The psychological 
foundation, upon which the metropolitan individuality is erected, is the 
intensification of emotional life due to the swift and continuous shift of 
external and internal stimuli.’3 Thus, wanting to depart becomes a logical 
way of coping with city life. In one of the opening scenes of the 1980’s 
film Withnail and I, problems of city life and the need to depart are 
framed. I (Marwood) sit in a café to eat breakfast. The frying pan full of 
oil, fat and eggs, the denseness of the milieu, the surrounding customers’ 

1 Unsigned, ‘un-titled’, Time out, Jan. 23-29, 1976, 7. 
2 Unsigned, ‘un-titled’, Time out, Jan. 23-29, 1976, 7. 
3 Simmel 2002 (1903), 11. 
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intrusive eating, the sound of the eating, the sweat and ugliness of his 
fellow breakfast eaters, and the information from the morning papers 
people are reading becomes too much: ‘Thirteen million Londoners have 
to cope with this, and bake beans and All-bran and rape, and I’m sitting 
in this bloody shack and I can’t cope with Withnail. I must be out of my 
mind. I must go home at once and discuss his problems in depth.’4  
(Fig. 1).  

Figure 1. Marwood`s urban crisis. Scenes from the film Withnail and I, 1980. 

He needs to depart and leave: city life in general, and London in particu-
lar, has become too much. I searches for points of departure to change 
his life, and one is to depart from city life for the weekend and seek ref-
uge in the countryside. A few scenes later, I and Withnail meet in a park 
and discuss the problem: 

4 Withnail and I, (1987), director Bruce Robinson.  
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I: You know what we should do?  
W: How should I possibly know what we should do? 
I: Get out of it for a while. Get into the countryside. Rejuvenate.  
W: I’m in a park and I’m practically dead. What good’s the countryside? 

It was impossible for Withnail to see the difference between a park and 
the countryside, and rejuvenating in a green field did not seem like a 
reasonable option to him. But in this dream of the countryside lies also 
the dream of something lost, of an ideal community and often a loss of 
England.5 The search for the countryside could thus be understood as an 
identity crisis, but this search also creates struggling opposites, where the 
city and the countryside are easily understood as the present and the 
past. This contribution dwells on the question of whether it is possible 
or even necessary to depart from the urban dwellings of Notting Hill to 
rejuvenate or to experience change. The International Lightning Gang 
saw a different way out. You did not have to seek a lost identity: change 
was possible here and now, and the answers were just as much in the 
future as the past. Rejuvenation was possible within Notting Hill, but 
you still had to depart from it as it appears at its present.  

In this contribution, I will examine the public realm of Notting Hill as 
it appears today and in its recent history. I will do this through an exami-
nation of the possibilities of departing and arriving in Notting Hill. The 
question of departing and arriving concerns both the metaphorical and 
the actual sites of arrival and departure and how they enrich the under-
standing of the district and its urban life. To arrive and to depart is to 
change the conditions of life and the spatiality of where we are. Thus, my 
main objective is to scrutinize the possibilities for change and rejuvena-
tion in Notting Hill. I will also scrutinize the methods of examining ur-
ban space through both fieldwork in the material reality and the exami-
nation of actual space, and these will be utilized alongside archival notes, 
literature, music and films. I will focus on the public realm as it is per-
ceived in streets, squares, parks, public establishments and urban life. I 
have chosen this focus with the conviction that the presence of the pub-
lic realm is what makes cities urban, and this is where the urban inhabit-
ants meet, discuss and interact to form, debate and contest society.6 To 

5 See, for instance, Raymond Williams’ (1973) reading of English literature, where he 
discusses a way to come to terms with the construction of English Identity through 
nostalgia. See also Bacoum 1999, 176.  
6 On a discussion of the public realm, the main works are still Jürgen Habermas’ 
Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit from 1962 and Hannah Arendt’s The Human Condition from 
1958.  
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perform this examination, I also have to discuss space and place and 
their different forms.  

The International Lightning Gang had a specific sense of understand-
ing, of travel, space and place. It was both concrete and fluid. It was 
concrete in the material reality of the light control box and the spraying 
of the poster. It was fluid in the way it gave us the possibility of reimag-
ining it as a teleport facility, which made it possible to leave in an instant 
for a totally different milieu. In many ways, it held what we today could 
understand as a deterritorialized understanding of space that is said to 
occur in a globalized and gentrified space, where our actions and possi-
bilities are just as much global as they are connected to the local material-
ity. The action of the International Lightning Gang was also a critique of 
the limits of understanding our local place and everyday life. Thus, to 
understand the space where it all took place, Notting Hill, we start off 
with an examination of how to comprehend space and although our 
point of departure is our contemporaneity, we also have to understand 
the forces of gentrification. Before we dwell on space and gentrification, 
I must stress that my method of examining urban life and the material 
milieu today in Notting Hill is based on the conviction that both con-
temporaneity and Notting Hill´s near history are of utter importance. 
Special focus is on Notting Hill’s history as a stronghold of West Indian 
and Caribbean culture in London and as a major location of West Indian 
immigrant communities. It is also the location of the Notting Hill Carni-
val, which has a strong connection to local culture and society. One spe-
cial occurrence that has to be remembered is the 1976 carnival and its 
culmination in race riots. Those events give special meaning to my un-
derstanding of the space of Notting Hill, and they have a central place in 
the memory of the West Indian community and as a turning point in 
British society.7 The meaning of the carnival and the role of the riots as 
part of local community and identity formation can be described through 
the planning of the carnival in 1976. The Notting Hill Carnival Devel-
opment Committee had written a history of the carnival that was to be 
sent to the Kensington Borough Council as a response to complaints of 
disturbances. The document placed the carnival at the centre of West 
Indian and Caribbean culture in London. It also highlighted the carnival 
as a way of coping with the ‘drab streets of North Kensington’ and men-
tioned that it brought ‘a little bit of heaven into the streets and enable[d] 
the West Indian Community to feel at home in a country to which it is 

7 See Cohen 1993, 33; Smith 2010, 21. For contemporary articles, see Leigh 1976, and 
Unsigned (ed./Leaders), ‘Notting Hill Again’, The Times, Sept 01, 1976.    
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historically and spiritually tied’.8 The carnival was and still is a central 
part of the materiality and social life of Notting Hill. Thus, it is also the 
scene where conflicts come to the surface, where Notting Hill is reimag-
ined for good or for bad – it is a point of departure into a different Not-
ting Hill. Through focussing on this historical manifestation, the changes 
to the area will be visualized.  

One further important notion to remember is that the materiality of 
Notting Hill has, since 1970, been divided or passed through by an ele-
vated dual carriageway that has reshaped the space near the railway and 
created a border through the neighbourhood. In this text, the dual car-
riageway holds a special meaning as a materiality of both motion and 
stasis, a space of possibilities and a space where action ends. I will dwell 
further on these issues, but now let us move forward into space.  

Points of departure – space    
To explain the method used here, I will first present the basis for this 
work. My first point of departure, to speak to the general theme, is that 
the space of Notting Hill is constructed by the interaction and merging 
of the material environment and cultural and social practices. Space is 
thus always populated by human agency, which interacts with the agency 
of economics, politics, cultural practices such as film, music, literature, 
and art, and the built environment. Space is always under construction 
and, of course, deconstruction. It is in a state of constant change.9 This 
gives consequences to the understanding of history and how cultural 
practices are interpreted. Even if space is in flux, what has actually hap-
pened, ‘wie es eigentlich gewesen’, still remains the same. But, in a recon-
structed space, even history and its interpretations are given new posi-
tions, and hence they have new meanings and so must be reinterpreted. 
And so we have come to the second point of departure of this text: his-
tory and cultural practices are of vital importance to understanding the 
contemporary space of Notting Hill, but they need to be re-examined 
within the spaces of today.  

To further define how space is comprehended, I draw on the works 
of Henri Lefebvre and Edward Soja. The space that constitutes or com-
poses Notting Hill exists as a material reality and as an imagined and 

8 LMA: Bogle-L'ouverture Publications Archives: Notting hill Carnival development 
committee 1976, ‘Introduction. Background history’. 
9 See Massey 2005, 9, for a similar understanding of space.  
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expected space.10 Soja describes in his work Thirdspace how everything 
comes together: 

subjectivity and objectivity, the abstract and the concrete, the real and 
the imagined, the knowable and the unimaginable, the repetitive and the 
differential, structure and agency, mind and body, consciousness and the 
unconscious, the disciplined and the transdisciplinary, everyday life and 
unending history.11  

It is a grand definition of space that I hold true, but to be properly used 
it has to be scrutinized, as Rosalyn Deutche has done with feminist cri-
tique in her work Evictions. Deutche stresses that the gaze is male and 
from above and loses the bodily experience of space.12 It does this to 
such an extent that it loses sight of the cultural practices of everyday life 
of living in the city and being part of its space. By acknowledging the 
human agency and the everyday life in this space, ‘thirdspace’ becomes 
even more useful. I also want to stress that space takes place: it is some-
thing happening in everyday Notting Hill, in the concrete materialisation 
of a lived place; that is, the space described – the space walked on and 
lived in as place. It is an ever-changing space if we accept the description 
of space stated by Soja, which of course also makes space unstable. As 
the French author Gerges Perec wrote:  

I would like there to exist places that are stable, unmoving, intangible, 
untouched and almost untouchable, unchanging, deep-rooted; places that 
might be points of reference, of departure, of origin: My birthplace, the 
cradle of my family, the place where I may have been born, the tree I 
may have seen grow (that my father may have planted the day I was 
born), the attic of my childhood filled with intact memories…13 

But, as Perec sums up, ‘such places don’t exist’.14 But the traces in the 
archive are possible points of departure, frozen spaces or, rather, traces. 
But in a space which also encompasses the imagined, these frozen mo-
ments also change and change existing space. Walking over the raised 
footpath of Tavistock Crescent in Notting Hill is an everyday act for 
many locals and is mostly not interpreted or understood as anything else, 
but when seen in the light of the history of the area and the 1986 film 
Withnail and I, as will later be described, the space changes and is given 

10 Lefebvre 1991 (1974), 39‒41.  
11 Soya 1996, 56f.  
12 Deutche 1996. 
13 Perec 1997 (1974), 91f. 
14 Perec 1997 (1974), 91f. 
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new meaning. As such, space is forever changing, and the archival traces 
and the works of art also change when set in new formations. 

Forces of change 
The main focus of this text, as stated, is the contemporary space of Not-
ting Hill as understood through an examination of its recent history from 
the 1970s onwards. Also of great importance is how it has been inter-
preted culturally. To be able to understand the history of Notting Hill 40 
years ago, we first have to understand the major shifts in the area since 
the 1970s and the main forces of change. 

The spaces of Notting Hill in the 1970s and the spaces of Notting 
Hill today are in one sense the same. The same street pattern defines the 
area, and mostly the same buildings form the three-dimensional spatiali-
zation of the pattern. To some extent, the same history, both long and 
short, belongs to the Notting Hill of today as of the 1970s. All melted 
together, the street pattern, the buildings, the history and the everyday 
life form stigmata as well as opportunities. As part of my research meth-
od, diametrically different sources have been read and scrutinized. Thus, 
looking back at Notting Hill as seen in a photo documentation survey 
from the early 1970s, which was carried out by the municipality, or look-
ing at the economic figures of the area. or how it has been represented in 
film and media, it is evident that Notting Hill has undergone drastic 
changes. In 1976, the film Pressure, directed by Horace Ové, was re-
leased.15 It was the first full-length film by a black British director. It 
featured a first-generation black immigrant who was in conflict with both 
the culture of his West Indian parents and the white culture of Britain. In 
the markets of Notting Hill, he finds his political commitment (to the 
Black Panther movement) and is harassed by the representation of Brit-
ish society in the form of a white police force In Pressure, Notting Hill is 
as it was in the extra-diegetic world at the time: a melting point for a 
radical, poor, and new, black British culture.16  

Twenty years later since the release of Pressure, something had hap-
pened. In the same markets, in the same built environment as in Pressure, 
the large-scale production Notting Hill was set.17 Will, the keeper of an 
independent bookshop, played by Hugh Grant, falls in love with the 

15 Pressure (1975–76), director Horace Ové. For an analysis of the film, see Brunsdon 
2007, 67–72.   
16 Notting Hill was a centre of the Black Panther movement in Britain. See Johnson 
2014.  
17 Notting Hill (1999), director, Roger Mitchel. 
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American actress Anna, played by Julia Roberts. There are no racial con-
flicts, no real poverty, and Notting Hill has become a bohemian ‘feel-
good area’ for a white middle-class (Fig. 2).  

 
      Figure 2. Scenes from the films Pressure, 1975 and Notting Hill, 1999. 

There are probably few films that have defined an area to such a large 
extent as the 1999 film Notting Hill. Hordes of tourists come to Notting 
Hill in search of the famous blue door behind which Will and Anna fell 
in love. The area is full of restaurants, coffee shops and bars, as if it is 
the set of the movie. But the film did not by itself change Notting Hill 
even though it probably did raise the market value of the area. The 
change and gentrification was already on its way, and the film became 
both a representation of the ongoing change, as well as it was an actor in 
its own right. The Film became a part of the reconstruction of urban 
space, from an immigrant working-class area to an upper middle-class 
neighbourhood. Understood in the same manner, Pressure, 20 years earli-

144 |  Henrik Widmark 



er, was both a representation of racial and political tensions and an actor 
taking part in the ongoing social upheaval in Notting Hill. Pressure 
opened at festivals in 1975 but had a hard time getting public viewings.18 
Still, because it was both set and acted in the area it represented, it also 
connected with local movements and gave further views on what even-
tually materialized in the riots of Notting Hill in the autumn of 1976. Its 
impact was not as public and strong as that of the film Notting Hill, but 
when seen as part of the social and material movements in the area, it is 
just as much a part of the bricks that built the fabric of Notting Hill and 
the bricks that were hurled at the predominantly white police force in the 
riots of 1976.      

It is obvious, whether viewing the films or walking the streets of Not-
ting Hill, that this area has undergone an escalating process of gentrifica-
tion since 1976.19 A process of gentrification can be noted as occurring 
in Notting Hill from the 1960s, and it continues even today.20 The upper 
middle-class has moved in and drastically changed the social structure of 
certain parts: primarily south of the railway and the Westway. But as the 
process of gentrification moves towards the north, it becomes part of 
social and economic change.   

Gentrification is a social and spatial manifestation of the changing 
economy in post-industrial urban areas. It generates effects by changing 
lifestyles, house prices and the labour market, which then leads to social-
ly and economically weaker groups being forced out of neighbourhoods 
to give way to economically stronger classes.21 It should be stressed that 
gentrification is not a general force that acts globally in the same way. It is 
a process with global forces, but it is always place-specific in its fea-
tures.22 In the footsteps of gentrification, it is not just the social compo-
sition that changes. The material milieu changes when small bedsits are 
merged into larger apartments, when the surroundings are transformed 
to fit a new class, and when restaurants, bars and places of retail are re-
constructed to adjust to the new cultural and consumption lifestyle of 
new inhabitants. It is important to understand that the new spaces of 
Notting Hill are not the result of the cultural and economic transfor-
mation of space alone. They are also a part of the identity formations of 

18 Malcolm 1975.  
19 On the gentrification of London since the 1970s, see: Butler & Robson 2003, 7–9; 
Hamnett 2003.  
20 Moran 2007, 102 f. 
21 Ley, 2012, 53 f., for a short history of change within the concept of Gentrification. 
Hamnet 2003, 2402 (on the definition).  
22 For a similar discussion concerning Berlin, see Holm, 2011, 213 f.; Holm 2013, 171 f.  
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the emerging new middle-class. Seen as an identity formation in connec-
tion with gentrification, it becomes evident why a Swedish gourmet mag-
azine with a predominantly white Swedish upper middle-class readership 
presented as one of its main features ‘Back to the Roots in Notting Hill’ 
in 2007.23 Just as it is evident why 20 years earlier, when Notting Hill was 
predominantly understood as a West Indian neighbourhood, the most 
famous place to eat was the centre for Caribbean culture in London: the 
Mangrove restaurant.24 Both the gourmet magazine and the stories of the 
Mangrove are sources to understand the gentrification and change in 
Notting Hill, but they are also guidebooks for entering Notting Hill as a 
tourist or a searcher of identity.  

Tourism in itself also blurs the spaces of Notting Hill. Portobello 
Market is an important destination, as well as the Notting Hill festival or 
the places of Anna and Will from Notting Hill, for instance.25 Thus tour-
ism also changes the material structure of shops, hotels and restaurants. 
But to further blur the image, recent research also points out that the 
new middle-class who are living in areas such as Notting Hill lead an 
everyday life similar to that of the tourists.26 They shop, eat and drink 
lattes in a fashion similar to the tourist. Thus, the critique of tourism 
changing the neighbourhoods of Notting Hill becomes less relevant. 
And to understand where to find points of arrival and departure in the 
life of Notting Hill, we need to accept that changing places also creates 
new identities, which are not more or less authentic, just different.27 To 
do so is also to accept and to focus on not just the economy as a main 
actor of gentrification, but also the importance of human agency.28    

As many scholars have noted, the process of gentrification described 
above is also closely linked to globalization.29 It is said that a loss of 
place, or deterritorialization, as the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai de-
fines it, occurs when the meaning of the locality and neighbourhood is 
being blurred and becoming fluid.30 Gentrification is not an undiversified 
change. Along the Westway, the social structure seems to be partly the 
same as in the 1970s, and at the same time the gentrification that started 

23 Hagman 2007, (my translation). 
24 On the Mangrove, see; James & Harris 1993; Cohen, Oxford 1993.  
25 Martin 2005, 76–79.  
26 Lloyd & Clark 2001, 357–378; Maitland & Newman 2004, 339–348.   
27 Sharon Zukin must be seen as the main promoter of the idea of ‘loss of authentic 
living’, see for instance, Zukin 2010.  
28 For a critique of the lack of human agency in globalization and gentrification studies, 
see Ley 2004, 151–164.   
29 Sassen 2001, 263, 272 f.  
30 Appadurai 1996, 36–39, 49. 
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off in the 1990s is today, in small parts of Notting Hill, now moving 
towards what has been called ‘super-gentrification’.31 This process has 
been seen in other parts of London where the upper middle-class is 
forced out and the super-rich international elite moves in.32 Notting Hill 
is on the verge of this, but it is still mainly in the first stages of gentrifica-
tion, even though this process has been going on for a long time. But 
when change comes, and it will, the super-gentrifiers will change the 
space, and the globalized space will become a bodily practice of move-
ment of the everyday in the area: for example, people will spend one 
weekend in the apartment in New York, the next in the townhouse in 
Notting Hill. But the area also has, especially on its northern borders and 
around Ladbroke grove, socially mixed areas with a large West Indian 
community, amongst other groups. The area has changed, but its history 
and its contemporaneity together provide an insight into how an area 
forms over time, whereas traces stay. In this specific article on points of 
arrival and departure, it is important to remember that if we can or can-
not leave, this also tells us something specific about the life of the area. 
There is a difference between the possibility of leaving and the compul-
sion to stay.33  

But arriving and departing are also spatial and phenomenological 
practices. Thus, to complete the picture, roaming the streets of Notting 
Hill and entering the media archives of years passed are methods used, 
and in this article these methods help to form an understanding of the 
constitution of place and space in the West London district of Notting 
Hill.34 

Entering  
My point of departure into the space of Notting Hill is through the bodi-
ly experience of the material. It could be seen as a phenomenological 
approach to the local, where reaction is followed by counter reactions as 
the experiences of space multiply with every action. As a rucksack of 
knowledge, I also bring with me history and cultural expressions that 
both enlarge the understanding of, and the actual spaces of, Notting Hill. 
I do this while remembering the words of Martin Heidegger who, in his 

31 For a definition of super-gentrification, see Lees 2003, 40:12, 2487–2509.   
32 Butler, Tim and Lees, Loretta 2006, 467–487. 
33 See Widmark 2010, 62 f.  
34 Notting Hill is not a legislative district or borough, thus its borders vary according to 
whom you ask, but approximately it is part of Kensington, north of the road at Notting 
Hill Gate.   
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1938 lecture ‘Die Zeit die Weltbildes’, noted that modernity was the age 
of representation: ‘the world conceived and grasped as a picture’.35 Ac-
cording to him, what constitutes modernity is that the world has become 
a ‘world picture’ and thus is constituted thorough its representations. 
This could of course strengthen the method of using film and images to 
understand space, but accepting this notion makes the world one-
dimensional and static.36 My belief is instead that the representations are 
ever changing, and that the world is not freeze-framed in a ‘world pic-
ture’. Pictures and images are produced but never stay the same – in a 
sense this is sad, but most of all it is a promise. Accepting the ever-
changing representations as part of the spaces that form our lives and 
cities makes the world richer. Thus, I remember that the spaces which 
are bodily perceived change with every image and text, and that the 
world picture has become a moving and changing film that is both mate-
rial and imaginary.     

A place of arrival – a space of violence 
I arrived at Notting Hill Gate station by the Underground. The experi-
ence of leaving a tube station is like that of entering via a toll. You show 
your Oyster card at the gate and, if you have topped it up, you are al-
lowed into a new land, a new territory. This action of entering is an act 
of change and new experiences. The historic links between the name 
‘Notting Hill Gate’ and the former toll gate further stresses the sense of 
arriving into a new territory. Thus, the tube station both forms an actual 
place of arrival, as a border through which to pass into Notting Hill, and 
a space of expectations. Leaving the station, I turn right and walk in to 
Pembridge Road, into a space of fiction, imagination, history, future and 
the everyday. I also entered a specific space of streets, roads, squares, 
parks, plots, houses, lampposts, concrete, bricks, asphalt, etc. Walking 
from the gate out into the streets of Notting Hill is a method of examin-
ing and also of gaining a perceptual understanding of the existence of a 
place, of Notting Hill. Walking is a bodily experience of understanding 
the world. In the words of the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty: ‘we 
shall need to reawaken our experience of the world as it appears to us in 
so far as we are in the world through our body, and in so far as we per-
ceive the world through our body. …the subject of perception’.37 

35 Heidegger 1977 (1938), 129. 
36 See a critique of this by Doreen Massey 2005, p. 27-29. 
37 Merleau-Ponty 2002 (1945), 239. 

148 |  Henrik Widmark 

                   



Walking from Pembridge Road to Portobello Road, you mostly pass 
residential areas where a few shops selling t-shirts and souvenirs with the 
Union Jack indicate the hordes of tourists passing daily (Fig. 3).  

 
Figure 3. Shop front with souvenirs and t-shirts in Pembridge Road.  
Photograph: Henrik Widmark. 

There were no signs of disturbances or violence even though these were, 
up until the film Notting Hill major connotations of the area. The year 
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1958 saw England’s first racial conflicts in the Notting Hill riots between 
young white Teddy boys and the newly arrived West Indian community. 
Just 18 years later, the community’s prime feature, the carnival, erupted 
into violence as young black youths clashed with the predominantly 
white police force (who were too many).38 Street violence is probably 
one of the major fears in cities, and it is a good reason to depart for the 
seemingly safer countryside. Racial violence made it a societal problem 
that nobody wanted; not even the left. Kingsley Amis wrote in The New 
Statesman, ‘Maybe it was just closer to a soccer riot than an assault of one 
race on another as such, bad enough, but not the worst’.39 But in 1958 
and 1976 it was violence which had its roots in racism.40 However, even 
common street violence was deeply intertwined with Notting Hill long 
before 1976. 

 

Figure 4. Original book cover of  
G. K Chesterton’s Napoleon of Notting 
Hill, London 1904. 

In 1904, G. K. Chesterton’s novel The Napoleon of Notting Hill was first 
published (Fig. 4). The story is set in the future 1984, but the times and 
London have not changed much. The big difference is that England is 

38 Jones 2007.  
39 Amis 1976, 305. 
40 Widmark 2010b,  277-281. 

150 |  Henrik Widmark 

                   



ruled by a randomly chosen (by draw) king. In the novel, the newly elect-
ed king chooses as a prank to bring ‘about a keener sense of local patri-
otism in the various municipalities of London’ by reinstalling local bor-
oughs as medieval cities, with city-wall guards, coats-of-arms, and uni-
forms.41 No one took the proposition seriously except the proclaimed 
Provost of Notting Hill, Adam Wayne. Things finally come to open 
conflict in the novel when the districts of London choose to build a 
highway through Notting Hill. Adam Wayne will not allow it, and open 
conflict is a given. There are similarities between this and the building of 
the Westway through Notting Hill in the 1960s and early 70s, especially 
since it raised strong local conflicts in, for instance, nearby Acklam Road. 
Reasons for the conflicts in The Napoleon of Notting Hill and in the materi-
ality of the 1960s and 70s were that a thoroughfare did not belong to the 
local place; it did not end and it did not start in Notting Hill – it only 
upset and interfered with the local milieu. Seen from this point of view, 
the Westway does not lead to or from Notting Hill: there are no points 
of departure or arrival, just a disruption of space. But streets lead some-
where, and by leading somewhere, they are open to all sorts of things 
such as carnivals, markets and violence. Let us go back to the Napoleon 
of Notting Hill and his tactics of street fighting. 

What is the object of streets?’ asked Barker. ‘What is the object of sup-
per?’ cried Buck, furiously. ‘Isn’t it obvious? This military science is mere 
common sense. The object of a street is to lead from one place to anoth-
er; therefore all streets join; therefore street fighting is quite a peculiar 
thing. You advanced into that hive of streets as if you were advancing in-
to an open plain where you could see everything. Instead of that, you 
were advancing into the bowels of a fortress, with streets pointing at you, 
streets turning on you, streets jumping out at you, and all in the hands of 
the enemy. Do you know what Portobello Road is? It is the only point 
on your journey where two side streets run up opposite each other.42 

This could have been part of the manual for the street fights of 1976. 
Know your streets and you will be able to stir up trouble. But knowing 
your streets will also build community and ‘a keener sense of local patri-
otism’, to paraphrase The Napoleon of Notting Hill. Walking down Porto-
bello Road in 2013, there is no fighting going on, and some parts of the 
street which are full of tourists bring to mind the Notting Hill of Hugh 
Grant and Julia Roberts. But this setting has a longer history than the 
Grant and Roberts’s film. The street has a long tradition of antique deal-

41 Chesterton 1904, 76.  
42 Chesterton 1904, 197. 

Does the Westway lead to Notting Hill?  | 151 

                   



ers of different sorts and a famous local market. The layout of the street 
and the main parts of the houses have also remained the same since the 
beginning of the 20th century. The narrow street with its market stalls 
forms a friendly milieu with a strong sense of a local (as well as a tourist) 
community. But people did riot, and this street has held many carnivals. 
And the riots and the carnival cannot be separated. They are, to use a 
term by Gilles Deleuze, ‘intensities’ in the local community; intensities 
that held the emotive effects of the Notting Hill community in 1976, and 
they were, more precisely, intensities of the streets of Notting Hill.43 As 
Chesterton notes above, in one sense streets are more than just arteries 
for transport. Streets for the Napoleon of Notting Hill form the condi-
tions of the battlefield: they provide the opportunity to attack but also 
the possibility of being attacked. Furthermore, they separate home from 
away, and they mark out the material presuppositions of the local com-
munity.  

With Chesterton and the riots of 1976 in mind, arriving at the district 
is understood in a sense other than just arriving at Portobello market as a 
tourist and leaving with a sticker that says ‘I Love Portobello Road’, or 
even ‘I Love London’. Understanding Notting Hill as a community and a 
place of local actions, Chesterton was wrong: streets do not necessarily 
lead anywhere. Portobello Road, Acklam Road, Basing Street, and Lad-
broke Grove stay in Notting Hill and manifest the material dwellings and 
the arenas of social interaction of the community of Notting Hill. In that 
sense, we do not need any points of departure or arrival. We just learn to 
know our streets and thus form a sense of belonging.  

But streets leading nowhere could also be understood as a problem. 
In 1977, the thriller The Squeeze was filmed on location in Notting Hill. 
The film gives us another clue as to the meaning of streets in general and 
those of Notting Hill in particular. In The Squeeze, its main characters also 
take their point of departure in the carnival and the markets of Portobel-
lo. When they leave the carnival to pursue a suspected kidnapper by car, 
the older, cynical detective explains the layout of the area: ‘These streets, 
they don’t lead anywhere. There’s no way out, just more streets that look 
the same’. The camera zooms out, and the pattern of the streets becomes 
detectable (Fig. 5).44 He then goes on to explain that the streets form a 
grid, and thus he has explained something about the lived space of both 

43 Deleuze 1993 (1968). An analysis of intensity is found in Hughes 2009, 150–155.  
44 From the film The Squeeze (1977), on Notting Hill.  
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the extra-diegetic and the diegetic Notting Hill.45 It has become a place 
with no way out, a place where its inhabitants are caught in a grid that 
will always bring them back to where they come from, to the rundown 
backstreets, to the deprived houses, to the drab and misery-stricken mi-
lieu left behind from Victorian London. The Squeeze thus holds an under-
standing of urban space both outside and inside the film. It is not possi-
ble to leave: there are no points of departure. Remembering the scene, I 
recognized that for me these streets always offer points of departure to 
new experiences and to places that takes me out of Notting Hill.  

 
Figure 5. Scenes from the film The Squeeze, 1977. 

But it does not have to be so. I also understand Notting Hill as a place of 
conflict and as a space of everyday life that could be understood or imag-
ined as being trapped in the local, trapped in its history in the grid that 
does not lead anywhere. But both the rioters of 1976 and the Napoleon 

45 The terminology relates to use within cinema theory (and literary theory), where the 
diegetic space is the space within the film, and extra-diegetic refers to the ‘real’ place. A 
good explanation is given in Brunsdon 2007, 5.   
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of Notting Hill imagined the streets as home ground battlefields, where 
battles for a brighter future where fought. These fights and the streets 
were ways of imagining departures into a new Notting Hill. With this 
knowledge of the past both in fiction and non-fiction, so to speak, I can 
understand how space has become multidimensional and see that the 
changes that currently occur in Notting Hill through gentrification and 
the demands of tourism can be seen as another battlefield with winners 
and losers. 

War in a Babylon 
Let us walk further on down Portobello Road towards the Westway, into 
the carnival of 1976. The summer had been one of the hottest in 
memory, and tension had been building between the police and the local 
community for a long time. Time Out commented in February, after raids 
on the Carib and Cobweb clubs in Notting Hill that ‘it is unlikely to cool 
the antagonism which now exists between the police and the black 
community’.46 Even the music seemed to point towards what was to 
come. Two reggae songs formed the backdrop to the upcoming carnival. 
Max Romeo’s ‘War in a Babylon’, which commented on the gang wars in 
Kingston, Jamaica, but could just as well be understood as commenting 
on the war in British society, often referred to as Babylon, and its West 
Indian immigrant communities (Fig. 6).  

The other song, Junior Murvin’s ‘Police and Thieves’, also comment-
ed on Jamaica, but with the lyrics ‘police and thieves are in the streets 
fighting the nation with their guns and ammunitions’ it came to hold 
meaning in the local society in Notting Hill and especially during the 
upcoming riots.47 But reggae was more than tunes accompanying the 
growing strain in Notting Hill. 

In 1975, Bob Marley had played a sold-out tour of Britain. His singles 
were high in the charts, and reggae was expected to be the next big thing 
in popular music. Since the early 1970s, the Notting Hill-based record 
company Island Records had been part of the popularization of reggae as 
a rebellious political music, but with westernized packaging.48 In a suc-
cessful way, reggae was sold to the public as music with a rebellious 
touch and as the carefree music of the beaches of summer. 

46 Unsigned, ‘Carib and Cobweb’, Time Out February 20–26 1976, 6. 
47 Romeo 1976 (single); Murvin 1976 (single). Island Records were situated in, and origi-
nated from Notting Hill. See also Hebdige 1979, 37f. (Hebidge states a wrong release 
date to Junior Murvin.)   
48 King 1998, 45–49. 
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Figure 6. Sleeve of Max Romeo & The Upsetters, War Ina Babylon,  
1977 (Single). 

A consequence of this new interest in reggae was that the Notting Hill 
carnival, which up until the mid-70s had been a local community affair 
for the inhabitants of the area, became a popular late summer party that 
was attended by crowds from all over London. Reggae became, and still 
is, an important part of the popularization of Notting Hill and its inhab-
itants. Reggae, steel band music, and sound systems defined Notting Hill 
through the carnival. Though popular, it remained at the core of the 
identity of the West Indian community. As the social anthropologist 
Abner Cohen noted, the steel band music of the Notting Hill Carnival 
was an ‘instrument for the development and maintenance of a social 
collectivity, with its network of interpersonal relations of amity. The 
music helped in the mobilisation of the collectivity and the collectivity 
developed the music further’.49 The music of the carnival and reggae in 

49 Cohen 1993, 95. 
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general thus formed social relations and the lived spaces of Notting Hill. 
But music was also a part of the public realm of the streets. The artist 
and scholar Kwesi Owusu has described the congregation in the streets 
for the carnival as a transformation where the carnival procession moves 
in the ‘shallow waters of the Niger and dizzy heights of Adamawa’, and 
how it passes through history and passes Kilimanjaro towards its way to 
the Caribbean.50 It is a procession that identifies the roots of black cul-
ture and transforms the streets of Notting Hill into a memory and cele-
bration of these roots. And the music is essential to this transformation. 
He describes the streets of Notting Hill and how  

in front of each house stood a monumental sound system: great big box-
es from the best tropical wood, a record spinner and microphone and 
wires connecting all the possible points of a dismembered African tale. 
Each vied with the other for the power of reggae decibels. Bass lines and 
drum rhythms gushed forth in fury. Old and young Rastafari stood in 
stoic dignity, occasionally making measured movements when the 
rhythm called … These were the poets … emerging from the cement 
cracks of the Babylonian landscape.51  

It is a description of how music is a point of arrival both in Notting Hill 
and in the experienced history of the long journey from Africa, passing 
through the Caribbean, to London. The carnival and the music are 
points of departure and points of arrival, ways of defining and ways of 
expanding your own identity and Notting Hill through embodied actions 
on the streets. But also inscribed on the streets of Notting Hill is that the 
carnival ended in violence.  

The police charged into the besieged crowd ‘to arrest pickpockets’. It 
was frightening. Half of the people who initially tried to run fell over, 
children trampled underfoot, bleeding and crying. Those who tried to 
help also went down in the stampede. The batons came out, hitting in-
discriminately. The violence was ferocious, like nothing we had seen be-
fore. There was blood.52       

It came as no surprise: once again the streets of Notting Hill were the 
scene of racial clashes, depicting a society unable to handle differences. 
The music journalist Jon Savage has described the day before the vio-
lence: 

50 Owuso 1986, 1.  
51 Owuso 1986, 1f. 
52 Owuso 1986, 4.   

156 |  Henrik Widmark 

                   



It’s Sunday, August 29, 1976 … I go down to Notting Hill Gate to join 
the Carnival near the top of the hill … As the procession funnels down 
the narrow, stuccoed streets, the inevitable claustrophobia fuses with the 
overcast weather into something much more ominous. This is supposed 
to be a happy occasion – a real tension – but it’s not: there is a deep an-
ger boiling within the crowd, and as we march it is expressed in the 
spontaneous chant: ‘coming, coming, coming down’.53   

Savage’s description goes on to recognize that it was no surprise that the 
Carnival developed into full-scale riots the next day. This tension was the 
mentioned intensity in the local community and in the individuals, it was 
anger unable to be divided, like boiling water, and it did not matter – 
divided into units, the heat remained the same.   

In one sense, the intensity is gone today, but still the narrow streets 
hold their history, and even tough times have changed. Coming closer to 
the Westway, the area starts to show signs of poverty. The houses are 
more run down, the litter increases, and graffiti fills the walls. It is a dif-
ferent material setting than the more gentrified parts of south Notting 
Hill. It is an environment where memory seems to remain, where the 
traces of the Notting Hill visible in the 1970s photo survey are more 
evident. But it should be noted that, if we methodologically read the 
sources of the riot, study the photos, listen to Max Romeo, and walk the 
streets of Notting Hill 2013, the mediators between sources and the 
materiality of the streets form another conception of Notting Hill in 
both the refurbished and the rundown parts.   

The carnival was a moment of imagined difference, a point of depar-
ture into a different Notting Hill of joy and hope.54 In 1976, it ended in 
violence, a violence that is part of the environment, a violence that is 
part of a prevalent racism that has formed modern history, and thus 
today’s Notting Hill. The music of the carnival still defines Notting Hill 
and is, accordingly, part of its everyday life and its material settings. Even 
though it is today also part of the New Notting Hill, as it has emerged.  
Looking back, it is evident that the merging of popularization, gentrifica-
tion and local culture has deeper roots than a film with Huge Grant and 
Julia Roberts. It has roots, spatially, in the Caribbean and in London, and 
in the reimaging of reggae to fit a European audience, for instance. Since 
the second part of the 20th century, Notting Hill has been a place where 
popular culture, tourism and immigrant culture have merged. This has 
resulted in a gentrification of part of the area and a weakening of other 

53 Savage 2010, 14.  
54 See for instance LMA: Bogle-L'Ouverture Publications: Notting Hill Carnival devel-
opment committee.  
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parts. It is also evident that music has played a specific role in the area, 
which makes it useful for understanding space and place. But it is not 
just useful for understanding. The carnival, with its steel bands and reg-
gae music, with the live acts, its sound systems and audience participa-
tion, was first of all a realization of West Indian and immigrant culture 
and an immediate experience of it. Thus, it was part of the community of 
Notting Hill, and it created what the cultural critic Grail Marcus called an 
‘invisible republic’.55 Music has been and still is a point of departure and 
arrival into different settings, into a different Notting Hill.56   

The rhythm of the Westway 
As The Napoleon of Notting Hill stressed, a freeway through a neighbour-
hood is an intervention that dismembers and causes upset to the whole 
community. The Westway is an elevated dual carriageway that crosses 
through Notting Hill at Ladbroke Grove. Together with the railway, it 
creates a border that divides the area in the vicinity of the concrete road, 
and it has caused areas to become neglected no man’s land. Overgrown 
and littered places have created blurred spaces in the middle of the city, 
where control has been contested. The Westway has very little to do with 
the possibility of departing, even though it connects to the A40 and 
leaves London. An exception to this observation is in Christopher Petit’s 
1979 classic road-movie Radio On.57 In it, the Westway illustrates the 
possibility of leaving, a connection into unknown territories. The main 
character leaves London, via the Westway, for Bristol, to investigate his 
brother’s murder. In terms of the way it is filmed, Radio On could be said 
to be an investigation into the environment. By leaving, the main charac-
ter has to learn a new environment, which he does slowly, lingering on 
details in black and white. But the zoomed-out views of the Westway 
only illustrate the speed and action of leaving. Living in Notting Hill is to 
experience the Westway from below and thus not see it as a point of 
departure but rather as a framing of the living conditions and the history 
of the area.        

I enter under the Westway and come out in what seems to be another 
world, closer to the images of the 1970s. Turning right off Portobello 
Road, I pass Acklam Village, a weekend market, bar and music area that 

55 Marcus 1997. See also the similarities with Anderson 1983. 
56 Notting Hill was also the centre during the 1960s Psychedelic movement in London. It 
was the home ground of the alternative music industry in the record shop and record 
label Rough Trade, and it was a major area for the pub rock movement leading up to punk, 
to mention a few other aspects.  
57 Radio on (1979), director Christopher Petit.  
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is directly connected to the Westway on Acklam Road. This is the defi-
nite backstreet of the Westway, the street that was left over and half 
demolished when the flyover was erected. This backstreet is also on the 
spot where the riots started in 1976, where, as Kwesi Obwusu described, 
‘the batons came out’. It is hard to say what started the riots: pickpocket-
ing was probably one cause, but that does not start a riot, it might light 
the fire, but to understand the 1976 riots, you have to envisage a pre-
dominantly white police force facing off against a black youth feeling 
discriminated and trampled on.58 On the day of the riot, bands played on 
the spot where Acklam Village stands today. The only spaces left were 
the between the Westway and the newly built houses on the north side 
of Acklam Road. It is a dense space and, with a carnival procession and a 
police force charging into the crowd, it must have been claustrophobic.59  

 
Figure 7. Icon of The Notting Hill Carnival riots 1976. Police shielding himself 
with a dustbin lid, Daily Mirror 1/9 1976. 

On that day, protective shields were used by the police for the first time 
in modern British history when they picked up dustbin lids that were at 
hand to shield themselves. The image of the police using shields to pro-
tect and detach themselves from those being policed formed a visual 
semiotic sign that marked and enforced how a crack had become a great 
moat between the police and the black communities of Britain  

58 On youth crime, policing and racism in Notting Hill and comparable areas in the UK, 
see Solomos 2003, 120–130.  
59 Another description of the events, in the eyes of the police, is described in Moore 
2013. 
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(Fig. 7). The riots in Acklam Road became the starting point for a decade 
of race riots in London and Britain, at a time when national parties were 
growing and open racism became part of the everyday.60 

When method leads you through the backstreets of the Westway, with 
the memory of the riots and local community relations, and when the 
sound of ‘War in a Babylon’ is a living memory, it becomes evident that 
the riot is inscribed on the streets and has not been forgotten. In the 
background, turning north, there is also the emblematic silhouette of the 
Trellick Tower which was a symbol of the failure of modernism and 
urbanism, and is now a symbol of modern, trendy London.61 With these 
memories and knowledge at hand, Acklam Road is a space of change – 
just as Notting Hill is in general. 

From Acklam Hall to Westbourne Studios        
The rhythm of the Westway is not just the sound of interference and 
riots, it is also the sound of a young white music scene merging with 
reggae in the late 1970s under the Westway. Taking a few steps into Ack-
lam Road, under the Westway there appears a night club, which was 
once sardonically named ‘Acklam Hall’. The Clash and many other 
young local British punk units had their first appearances here. Acklam 
Hall’s namesake, a famous country mansion in Middlesex, had little to do 
with the damp and dark venue on Acklam Road. But like many such 
spots in the landscapes of cities throughout the world, it was a place 
which opened up possibilities for the unknown talents and the newly 
started bands. Thus, it was also a space where youth culture and local 
culture could meet and depart into something new. In the music weekly 
Record Mirror, the venue was, in 1979, described as follows: 

The Acklam Hall stinks. Like some scummy old school hall, it lacks at-
mosphere, facilities, everything. Ironically, it remains one of the solitary 
few places in the big city where crowds of little known quality bands can 
assemble and present their ideas to open minded punters.62  

The Clash was one of these groups that took their opportunity at Ack-
lam Hall, and probably no other band is as synonymous with the West-
way.63 In 1977, Tony Parsons wrote a feature on the first Clash album: 

60 See Henrik Widmark 2010. 
61 Carroll 1999, Lucarelli Mariabruna 2012. The building is now listed and protected by 
English Heritage.   
62 Woods 1979, 45.  
63 Maybe with the exception of Blur. See, for instance, Blur 2012. 
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They put their emotion-weird imagery across with rock that displays an 
inherent sense of energy control exerted over the speeding sound of the 
Westway. The former [London’s burning] is part of the frantic guided 
tour that Strummer gives of the futuristic slums surrounding the West-
way inner-city flyover.64  

That is also why The Clash’s song ‘White Riot’ should be understood in 
contrast with the riots of 1976 and also as a demonstration of the will to 
be part of the uprising in Notting Hill.65 With this ringing in the back-
ground, and understanding how reggae and punk subcultures merged 
under the Westway, it seems unsurprising that The Clash covered Junior 
Murvin’s ‘Police and Thieves’ in 1977.66 Thus, Acklam Hall, the carnival 
and in, one sense, the Westway have all been a point of departure into a 
new path in popular culture, where black and white music merged, again 
in new directions. The merging of cultures also brings together and cre-
ates a possible understanding of the mixed cultures of Notting Hill. In 
2009, Acklam Hall turned into The Supperclub, a trendy night club of a 
fashion popular in the global cities, where you are served sitting in beds 
and are entertained by performance art (Fig. 8).67  

 
Figure 8. The Supper Club Acklam Road. Photo: Henrik Widmark. 

64 Parsons 1977, 20. 
65 The Clash 1977a. 
66 The Clash 1977b. 
67 Macleod 2010. 
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This place emerged after gentrification struck: a space of global belong-
ing, but with no place left for an emerging local youth. Typical of global 
change the Acklam Hall has now, in 2014, once again changed owners 
and a new club has opened now hosting late night music and to cite 
Time out, ”Berlin-style clubbing in Notting Hill”.68 

If you walk on further to the corner of Acklam road where the West-
way turns, you will find the discreet entrance to the post-industrial com-
plex of Westbourne Studios. It is situated under the Westway. From the 
outside, it could very well be a garage or a storage unit built under the 
Westway, but inside you will find a hub of creative industry with all the 
signifiers of a contemporary post-industrial knowledge society. There are 
film studios, record labels, art stores and a night club that functions as a 
restaurant and café during the day. There is no longer any difference 
between work and free time. Thus, this is the spot under the Westway 
where the gentrification of Notting Hill encompasses both night and day 
and both work and play. If The Supperclub took over the night, West-
bourne Studios leave no free time.  

The Supperclub has little to do with the memory of Acklam Hall, yet 
The Supperclub inhabit the same space and both focus on people’s spare 
time. Westbourne Studios has little to do with the derelict lot under the 
Westway where gypsies and travellers parked their wagons in the film 
Sammy and Rosie Get Laid.69 Yet both are spaces for reimagining the fu-
ture, or places of departure. In one of the wagons in the film, Rosie 
wakes up looking out over the Westway and the Trellick Tower after a 
night of freedom. The scene connotes a new beginning and personal 
freedom. The Westway and the travellers are symbols of freedom and 
the possibilities of another life where both imagined and material depar-
tures are always opportunities at hand. The Trellick Tower, on the other 
hand, contrasts with the freedom and becomes an example of modern 
urban failure locked in concrete (Fig. 9). Whether it is freedom or locked-
in opportunities that dwells in Westbourne Studios is too soon to know, 
but the idea of the creative industry is to find new imaginative futures. 
For Rosie, leaving the site means that the conflicts of reality become 
apparent again. In Notting Hill, it becomes obvious that there must be 
spaces where another future is tangible, whether you choose to enter or 
choose not to enter them – in that sense, both creative studios and the 
sites of travellers are spaces of imaginative futures. But also, as an expe-
rience of Notting Hill, it is apparent that people are not free to depart 

68 Unsigned, “Mode”, Time Out 15 september 2014.  
69 Sammy and Rosie Get Laid (1987), director, Stephen Frears. 
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and choose their own futures. With this in mind, let us finally turn back 
under the Westway, up onto the footpath, over the railway into 
Tavistock Crescent. Standing on the raised footpath in Sammy and Rosie 
Get Laid, there are three men with binoculars, examining, discussing and 
planning the future of the site. The time for the travellers under the 
Westway was over, and the future was in the hands of the authorities.  

 
Figure 9. Scenes from Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, 1987. 

In this way, the film refers back to an ongoing discussion on the council-
arranged site for travellers under the freeway that, during the filming of 
Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, were closed down.70 The planners of the foot-
bridge, with their view from above, represent the controlling gaze, which 
is disconnected from the actual urban life going on in the site. Under-
standing it that way, the footbridge becomes a point of departure to 
closing and locking the possibilities of an unplanned site and blocking 

70 On the legal site situated towards Hammersmith and the conflict, see Griffin 2008, 
109–119.   
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possible futures for those staying in the site. To some extent, it could be 
said that the redevelopment of areas also closes down possibilities for 
alternative use. And as Notting Hill slowly becomes gentrified, more and 
more spaces are also being locked.  

Tavistock Crescent 
Leaving the film behind and arriving at the southern side of the West-
way, we are in Tavistock Crescent, a place to start and to end. Coming 
off the raised footpath, there stands a newly erected four-storey building 
with a penthouse, on the corner of Tavistock Crescent and St Luke’s Rd. 
Adjoining the new building, there are low three-storey houses that were 
built in the mid-1970s. Previously, on the site of the new building, there 
was a Victorian terraced house housing a pub at street level. Today, it is a 
quiet residential area without any major public functions.  

Like many areas of Notting Hill, Tavistock Crescent has a history of 
decay and slum housing, and its vicinity during the 1960s, 70s and 80s 
meant that it was a centre of counterculture that was closely connected 
to the Notting Hill Carnival. The first ever carnival procession started in 
Tavistock Crescent in 1966. A few blocks up, The Tabernacle arts centre 
is situated. This was a hub of the carnival and also functioned majorly in 
the music scene. Close by was the West Indian meeting point and the 
restaurant the Mangrove. Just around the corner, at Powis Square, there 
is a history of squatting and community activism, and it was described in 
the 1970 cult film Performance as the ‘locus of the sex, drugs and music 
which has the potential to transform society’.71 But moving into 
Tavistock Crescent, that history seems to be left behind, and the quiet 
life of residential London takes over. In 1968, a short article in The 
Guardian described urban life in Tavistock Crescent:  

In their playground securely away from traffic, the children has daubed 
their messages on a wall –‘Zoom’, ‘Susan is Mad’ and (sarcastically) ‘We 
Love the Council’ … And a little boy wanders about alone, clutching a 
painted sign ‘Henry Loves Himself’ …This would be a perfectly com-
mon scene not worth reporting in most villages or towns in Britain but 
in the twilight London district of Notting Hill it makes news when chil-
dren get somewhere safe to play.72        

71 Dave 2006, 102. On the Storming of Powis Square, see, Scott Brown 2013, 832. Perfor-
mance (1970). Directors, Donald Camel & Nicholas Roeg.    
72 Ezard1968. 
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The little boy, Henry, and the other children playing in Notting Hill are 
for a moment an exception in the fearful, derelict district of Notting Hill, 
in the ‘twilight’ world where all the shortcomings of urbanity are visible. 
The description goes on to explain that the scene described does not 
conform to the reality of Notting Hill and Tavistock Crescent where 
‘children, white and coloured throng the streets’. Notting Hill is set by 
the author in contrast to towns and villages and the small-scale Britain in 
the countryside where children can play safely and have their own play-
grounds. In Tavistock Gardens, they hope that a temporary space made 
up of deserted houses will be their new playground until these houses are 
demolished. It is crowded and shabby – it is not a place fit for living. ‘In 
this dying London overspill area Henry needs to love himself because 
there are precious few other who will.’ Standing in the nice quiet area of 
contemporary Tavistock Crescent, I think of Henry and whether some-
body loves him today, 45 years later. He is probably in his late forties 
now, just like me. Although this article in The Guardian was concerned 
with Tavistock Crescent, it did not immediately inform us about the 
activism and cultural life of the area. The journalist mentions Powis Gar-
dens and that it has been taken over by those living in the area, but I am 
left with the understanding that, for Henry, there probably was no fu-
ture. There were no places of departure into another reality, into a better 
Tavistock Crescent. And if we study the photo survey conducted by the 
municipality a few years later, this reality is underlined by images of 
houses on the verge of falling down, smashed-up windows, and littered 
streets. The new 1970s buildings and the houses erected in 2011 form a 
totally different world, where the connections with the world of Henry 
are few, if none. But the method of walking and reading different layers 
of text, of studying works of art, opens up a possible future for Henry 
and a deeper understanding of Notting Hill.      

To gain a deeper understanding, it is worthwhile to scrutinize for one 
last time the film Withnail and I. The film was made in 1987, set in the 
1960s, but first of all commented on contemporary urban life. London in 
the film was, as previously mentioned, a fearful and overcrowded place 
where the possibilities seemed to be none. Urbanity did not open up new 
prospects: instead, it trapped them in a claustrophobic environment, 
where danger lurked on every corner. The film finally comes to a deci-
sive moment in Tavistock Crescent. Walking into the rough-looking pub 
on the corner of Tavistock Crescent and St Luke’s Rd, the protagonist I 
is convinced that the only solution is to leave the city and to finally reju-
venate himself in the countryside: ‘[call] your relative with a house in the 
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country’. The other protagonist Withnail is now, as always, starting to get 
rather drunk but agrees to call his ‘uncle Monty’, who has a house in the 
country. Remembering the article from 1968, and the opposites between 
rural and urban life, the scene makes even more sense, and if we view the 
countryside as an idealized idea of what England, English and English-
ness are, the point of departure must be close at hand. Several cultural 
analytics have described how the idea of the empire dwells in the coun-
tryside, and preferably in the country houses, with their connotations of 
a bygone life where society was ordered by social classes and rural com-
munity life. In the 1980s, this idea of a lost innocence was represented in 
what were called ‘Heritage films’, such as Chariots of Fire (1981), Passage to 
India (1984), A Room with a View (1986), and prestige TV-series such as 
Brideshead Revisited.73 They are all representations where coloured people 
preferably are met in India and places of the Empire, far away from Eng-
land. This representation has nothing to with the post-war and post-
imperial society present in contemporary or 1980’s Notting Hill. Thus, 
the article about the ‘twilight district’ makes even more sense when we 
view it as a way of understanding the ideal place of life as the countryside 
– this ideal place is not necessarily in contradiction to the people living in 
Notting Hill, but relates to the idea of a ‘real Britain’ as a community 
where there is no evil, where children can play safely.74 The emblematic 
image of the country house as a distinct symbol of ideal Britain also ex-
plains the obvious irony of calling the club under the Westway Acklam 
Hall. It is not just the obvious differences between a dark, shabby locale 
under the Westway and a country house manor, it is what they represent 
in the remembrance of Imperial Britain and the reality of post-imperial 
Notting Hill. To understand contemporary Notting Hill, the idea of rural 
and urban England must shed new light on the gentrified Notting Hill as 
a melting point of both a post-industrial globalized world and a post-
imperial Britain where place is constructed both through material prac-
tices of refurbishing and by Britain’s short history of constant change.     

Going back to the film, the decisive moment appears in a confronta-
tion with a large bullyish- looking Irishman who calls I a ‘perfumed 
ponce’. Standing in the toilet, I thinks:  

I could hardly piss straight with fear. He was a man with 3/4 of an inch 
of brain who’d taken a dislike to me. What had I done to offend him? I 
don’t consciously offend big men like this. And this one’s a decided im-

73 On Heritage films, see Higson 2006, 91–109; Higson 2003; Dave 2006, 26–60. 
74 On similar ideas, see for instance Scruton 2000.   
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balance of hormone in him. Get any more masculine than that and you’d 
have to live up a tree. 

The only way was to flee and depart from the precarious urbanity into 
the safe haven of the countryside. And the point of departure was just 
outside. Running out of the pub and turning the corner, running towards 
the raised footpath with the Trellick Tower as a backdrop, the urban 
scene of Notting Hill becomes a possible representation of all that there 
is to escape from, all the brutal fear and anxiety of city life (Fig. 10). But, 
in Withnail and I, it becomes all too obvious that finally the countryside is 
bigoted: other fears dwell in the enclosed life of small rural communities, 
and compared to urban London there are possibly even fewer possibili-
ties for change. Withnail and his friend return to London and what 
seemed to be a possible point of departure after realizing that arriving in 
a new and better future in the countryside was not even a good idea for 
one weekend London stays with you as does all urbanity, and to use the 
description of Merleau-Ponty on how perception works on urbanity: ‘it is 
a world in which being is not given but rather emerges over time’.75  

 
Figure 10. Fleeing London. Scene from the film Withnail and I, 1980. 

Thus, Notting Hill is understood as the perception of our gaze, and so 
we must let the gaze flicker over a series of images and texts in order to 
see what Notting Hill is and what it possibly could be. This also leaves us 
with the possibility that Henry, the young boy whose only love was him-
self, found his point of departure and has found other loves in his life, in 

75 Merleau-Ponty 2008 (1948), 41.   
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Notting Hill or somewhere else. Because he is not locked in the still 
representation of the article, there will be other images, other changes 
that will let the world emerge over time. This does not guarantee a happy 
ending and, given the economic structure of the area in 1968, his future 
is definitely under pressure from forces from the outside. The site of the 
pub that Will and I left now holds a new apartment block were a three-
room apartment costs £735,000, and all the council flats are gone in the 
area. This is another picture that has emerged over time (Fig. 11).  

 
Figure 11. 41 Tavistock Crescent. New building at the site for the Pub Mother 
Goose. Photo: Henrik Widmark. 
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The squatters and students in the area, who could possibly even be Hen-
ry’s parents, could be seen as a first force of change, opening up the 
possibilities for new classes to move in and a gentrification to come.  

After Withnail and I had become an unexpected success, the pub The 
Frog and Firkin changed its name to that of the pub in the film, The 
Mother Black Cap, which also illustrates how the film, a world of its 
own, spills over and changes the material world of Tavistock Crescent. 
All of these parts contributes of how the world emerges over time in 
Notting Hill, for good or for bad.    

Conclusion 
To conclude, The International Lightning Gang opened up new points 
of departures in Notting Hill through their imagination and their repre-
sentations of possibilities. The representations of alternative points of 
departure were constructed through the sprayed-on street lightning sten-
cils and the way each individual chose to use and understand them. The 
representations were in no aspect stable, but instead changed from mo-
ment to moment. Throughout this contribution, the main idea is that 
everything changes, that no space or place remains unchanged But all 
spaces and urban life leave traces that are dependent on their visibility, 
on being brought forth into the emergence of the new spaces and places. 
This text has methodologically been accomplished by walking the spaces 
of Notting Hill and through the cross-reading of texts, and the analysis 
of images, works of art in music and literature and archival documents 
which dispute the material milieus. Each source or work of art is a world 
of its own. What happens within a photograph from a survey or in a 
piece of music or a journalistic text is understood as one world freeze-
framed in a singular moment. These sources could be understood only as 
a narrative in their own content, but they could be read with the material 
emergent space and other frozen moments. The world, to use the words 
of Merleau-Ponty again, ‘emerges over time’. Even though Merleau-
Ponty speaks of how we understand the world through our perception 
of the moment, it should be understood that the constant changing of 
space develops new spaces, but traces of the old are left. Thus, Notting 
hill as the immigrant community of the 1970s, to some extent, exists or 
has left traces in the Notting Hill of the super-rich gentrifiers of contem-
poraneity.  

I have focussed especially on the performative action of the Notting 
Hill Carnival and the 1976 riots. During its existence, the carnival played 
an important part in the construction of identity in the area, and thus it 

Does the Westway lead to Notting Hill?  | 169 



has a performative power to shape the lived space of Notting Hill. As 
such, it also constructs points of departure and can be the point of arri-
val. The carnival today has not been discussed in this text, but it must 
also be understood as a part of the emergent Notting Hill, and as such 
also a part of its gentrification. The riot was an effect of the ‘intensity’, to 
use the term of Deleuze, which was formed through racial conflicts in 
the post-colonial space of Notting Hill.76 It remains as a trace in Notting 
Hill today, which is sometimes visible and at other times needs to be 
formulated again in order to give the space of Notting Hill an alternative 
or different meaning, and thus it allows us to search for and open up 
once more the points of departure     

I have primarily discussed points of departure, when the lived space 
changes or when we change the lived space. But every point of departure 
has a point of arrival, where things have changed, where a new space or 
place occurs. Thus, one cannot be separated from the other, and know-
ing this I walk down to Westbourne Park tube station, show my Oyster 
card, enter the gates, and depart from Notting Hill. I have to arrive at 
another location, but Notting Hill has arrived in another location where 
the emergent space of Notting Hill has changed through my intervention 
of writing. But most importantly, Notting Hill has changed me and 
opened up new possible points of departure to the future.      
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Program 
Field trip to London 14‒16 May 2013 

Londonexkursion Den Goda Staden 

 
Figure 1. The geographical area in which most of the field trip took place.  
Photograph: Charlotta Widmark. 

Tisdag 14/5 Från Notting Hill till Pompeji 
07.00 Möts vid Gaten 
07.30 Avgår flyget från Arlanda 
09.00 Vi anländer till London City Airport Henrik möter på flyg-
 platsen med resekort 
10.30 Incheckning på hotell i Caesar hotel, 26-33 Queens Gardens 
11.00‒14.45 Vandring genom Notting Hill Lunch Charlie’s Café,  
  Portobello Road. Övningsuppgift 1 
14.45  Buss till British Museum 
16.00–17.45 Vi ser utställningen ”Life and Death – Pompeji and  
  Herculanum” 
19.00   Gemensam middag på The Harrison (bekostad av noden) 
  Vi vandrar dit tillsammans och ser på några få saker på 
  vägen och kanske tar en öl eller vad vi vill ha om andan 
  faller på.  
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Onsdag 15/5 Från The City till Londinium 
08.00 Frukost 
09.30 Tunnelbana till The Bank och vandring genom The City Vi 
 går genom Londons äldsta och yngsta stadsdel. Passerar 
 förbi lämningarna från det romerska London och lämning-
 arna efter den moderna finansstaden. 
12.30 Lunch på Museum of London 
13.15 Vi ser och diskuterar utställningen “Our Londinium”.  
 Egen uppgift 2 
15.00 Eget arbete Susanne, Charlotta och Henrik finns till hands 
 för frågor och diskussioner. 
19.00 Middag för de som vill gemensamt i Notting Hill 

Onsdag 16/5 Från London till London 
08.00 Frukost, utcheckning från hotellet 
09.30 En plats i Bayswater – metod i praktiken 
10.00 Eget arbete och egen tid. Ni organiserar och planerar denna 
 tid själva. Susanne, Charlotta och Henrik finns till hands för 
 frågor och diskussioner. 
18.00 Vi möts på Paddington station vid Heathrow Express 
20.10 Flyg till Stockholm 
23.40 Hemma  

 

THE GOOD CITY 
URBANISM AND SOCIAL CHANGE 
Research node for master students 
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