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5. Greenwich Millennium Village, London, 1998-present
Fig 1- Greenwich Millennium Village Phase 1, Ralph Erskine 1999

The ‘Millennium Village’ on a brownfield site in south-east London,
the only one of the various ‘Millennium Communities’ planned a
decade ago to have been substantially completed, is often hailed as
a model for new developments, correcting the alleged mistakes of
the past. As we have tried to show, earlier social housing can’t be
reduced to the usual litany of suburban or high-rise bleakness, but
Millennium Village’s claim to a new approach - in mixing of classes,
in the diversity of its design - needs to be taken seriously.
Millennium Village has had three phases. The first, by Ralph Erskine
and Hunt Thompson, is made up of tall, multi-height blocks up
against a nature reserve; the second, more urban section is based
around squares and play-spaces and has a greater diversity of form
from tall flats to low houses, designed by Proctor Matthews. The
third, nearing completion, is by John Robertson and Tovatt in a
simplified version of the first phase.

Fig 2 - Proctor Matthews, Millennium Village Phase 2, 2000

Early on, one of the architectural firms involved, Hunt Thompson,
resigned for two reasons, one social and one architectural. First,
they quit because they felt that the ‘social’ part of the development
was being set apart from the rest rather than mixed in, and second
because of the use of brick on the facades, a gesture imposed by the
builders who were evidently nervous about the modernity of the
design. As it is, the most immediately memorable parts of the
‘Village’ (a strange name for this very urban, industrial site) are the
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This went even further in Taut and Wagner’s next project, the
Waldsiedlung or Wood Estate, better known as ‘Onkel Toms-Hutte’
after the local U-Bahn station, designed by Otto Salvisberg as part of
the estate. Here, the area was heavily wooded, so the architects
retained the tall, exotic trees that marked the area as part of the
development, giving it an almost tropical feel which contrasts with
sombre, Prussian Berlin. Here, too, the architects’ use of colour is
extraordinary, using purples, yellows and greens, yet with a stylistic
consistency and care that never makes it seem merely garish.
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Fig 3 - Siemensstadt, Berlin, Hans Scharoun 1929

The last of the estates built under the Weimar Republic is
Siemensstadt, built for the workers of the nearby electrics factory
directly by the City Council. The architects here included the
Bauhaus director Walter Gropius and the pioneer of ‘organic
architecture’ Hugo Haring, under an overall plan by the
expressionist Hans Scharoun, who also designed the two central
buildings of the estate. These, with their curved balconies and their
curvaceous contours are a break with the straight lines and sobriety
of classical modernism, presenting instead a mish-mash of different
styles under an overall plan of mid-rise flats with balconies.
Scharoun himself lived in one of the Siemensstadt flats for over 20
years. The Berlin Estates are examples of Modernism that isn’t
reliant on size or ‘iconic’ shape-making but on a careful, sensitive
approach to urban design. They are still social housing today, and
are set well apart from the fashionable centre, surviving as well-
upkept but rather quiet enclaves in the big city.
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blocks of flats curving round the site with deck access from the hill,
and two enclaves of towers to provide visual drama that might
otherwise be lacking. Brick is used throughout, and the planning is
more impressive than the detailing.

Fig 3 - Deck Access Flats in Gleadless Valley, Sheffield City Council 1978

New parts were added to the estate up until the 1970s, with the
most idyllic of them being a series of timber-framed blocks of flats,
again with deck access from the street, with planting on the
balconies which makes them seem a combination of the aesthetics
of south Yorkshire and southern California. Since then, sadly, the
estate has been neglected, and the only major change has been the
tacky cladding and partial demolition of some of the estate’s
towers. Despite the extraordinary architecture and planning of the
area this is one of Sheffield’s poorest districts, and though this is for
reasons - employment, education - which have little to do with the
architecture, the poor maintenance of the estate may have
contributed to this. Also, the success of Sheffield’s Council housing
until the ‘80s was based on the very wide cross-section of the
population living in council flats and houses, meaning that they were
not the enclaves of last resort created by the ‘property owning
democracy’ of the last 30 years. Yet in spite of its problems,
Gleadless Valley is still one of the most spatially exciting and
visually idyllic places in post-war England.
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Yet, rather than being an alternative to social housing or an
example of learning from its past mistakes, it seems that it hasn’t
learned from the earlier successes in Berlin, London and Sheffield.
Rather than serious council housing it is dominated by private
housing - 65% sold on the open market, only 24% ‘social rented’,
meaning its effect on the capital’s housing crisis as non-existent.
Meanwhile, though the earlier parts of it are imaginative enough,
the aesthetics of it seem almost patronising in their eagerness to
please. Yet the earlier examples here show that a distinctive,
popular Modernism can exist, and can be a means of housing both
council tenants and Blackheath intellectuals, without condescending
to the poor or flattering the affluent.

Berlin and Blackheath photos by the author. Gleadless photos
by Steve Parnell. Millennium Village photos by Nina Power.
Alexandra Road from Flickr and Millennium Village phase 1
from Wikipedia.
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you get to Hallgate, where the design becomes more formal -
terraces enclosing shared courtyards, entered through communal
passageways. Meanwhile, on the heath itself, South Row is a
similarly strong, with a comparatively imposing design based around
a concrete frame. What is notable in all of these Blackheath estates
is that elements which are so often considered dubious in working
class housing - modernist design, large windows, communal, shared
squares and greens, a lack of private ‘defensible’ space - are what
make them such enjoyable and desirable places to live. Aside from
the comfortable lifestyles of their inhabitants, another reason for
the Span estates’ success must be their active tenants’ associations,
which are obligatory for all residents, and which lead to a sense of
belonging which doesn’t rely on aggressive fences or security to
create valued places.

Fig 3 - South Row, Eric Lyons for Span 1963




