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Why “Excavating the City”?
In this Think Tank we are going to excavate the city in two distinct 
ways:

•We will metaphorically dig beneath today’s stiff, blunt, oversize 
urban forms to uncover the complexity, mixity and intricacy of earlier 
forms of urbanism.

•We will literally excavate and break open existing too-large, sealed 
buildings, opening them and their users up to natural air and real 
daylight, creating an urbanism which consumes energy in a mindful 
way, responding to the climate emergency.





What – and How
Our cities today, and particularly their central business districts, 
are full of buildings which are too large, too sealed, and too 
unresponsive to both their users and to the grain of the city 
around them. Instead of serving and enhancing the public realm 
of the cities of which they are a part, these buildings serve purely 
private interests: those of their owners. They are actively hostile 
to their wider environment. We can think of them as bad citizens 
that London can no longer afford to host.

Our Think Tank is investigating what we can do to make buildings 
more active ‘citizens’. It explores:

How we can creatively retrofit large sealed office buildings, to 
better integrate them back into the city.

How this will have the effect of empowering users to creatively 
manage the life of these buildings.

How a different approach to servicing these buildings which 
change their shape and their appearance enabling them to be 
active players in the circular economy perhaps developing a 
different, almost magpie, aesthetic to architecture.

How these new building forms will help create a more 
humane city with less corporate redlining of space and more 
opportunities for temporary uses and fluid networking.

How these new forms will actively respond to the planet’s 
climate emergency in unexpected ways using incremental and 
experimental tactics.



Where
Our project is set in the Ludgate area of London, on the western 
edge of the City of London, where once the River Fleet flowed south 
into the Thames. In the nineteenth century, the Fleet was culverted 
underground, and its valley, always an impediment to east-west 
movement, was bridged with the new Holborn Viaduct, adding a
vertical component to this already complex part of London. Completing 
the area’s multi-level circulation is the strategically important north 
south Thameslink underground railway, paralleling the course of the 
river.

We have selected two sites:

One where we can creatively transform an existing building, 
changing it from a private, sealed, autonomous hulk, into a more 
permeable and humane part of the city.

The second is a development site, currently occupied by a number 
of twentieth century buildings. They are set to be demolished, but 
we think that their embodied energy and their narrow floorplates 
make them too good to lose. We will rediscover the value of these 
under-appreciated buildings, and will transform them with clever 
planning, new services and new skins to play a continuing part in 
the evolution of their neighbourhood.

These two sites will enable us to propose an alternative urbanism that 
better fits its context and better serves its users.
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Some context
The context for our work in the Excavating the City Think Tank 
will be the climate emergency, and United Nations’ Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG) in the specific context of London in 2020, 
in particular, goals 8, 9, 11 and 13. They are:

UN SDG 8 – Decent work and economic growth: Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all 
Productivity measured (gross value added per hour of work) increased slightly from 2015 to 
2018. Unemployment rates fell from 2015 to the start of 2020, though in-work poverty rose 
over the same period; unemployment then jumped following Covid-19, and is not expected 
to recover until at least late 2022. Universal Credit applications doubled in London from 
March to November 2020. The proportion of employed people on zero hours contracts has 
increased, and the gender pay gap persists, roughly unchanged from 2015 to 2019

UN SDG 9 – Industry innovation and infrastructure: Build resilient infrastructure, promote 
inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster innovation The energy efficiency of 
new and recently-transacted domestic dwellings has improved overall, and the quantum 
of greenhouse gas emissions from the industrial and commercial sector has fallen. Both
research and development expenditure, and the number of people employed as researchers, 
have increased across public and private sectors – though this appears to be at risk as R&D 
SMEs were badly affected by Covid-19.

UN SDG 11 – Sustainable cities and communities: Make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable Rough sleeping and housing affordability worsened 
from 2010 to 2017/18, though unaffordability has dipped from its highpoint in 2016/17.
Housing quality has improved over time, though remains a challenge in the private rented 
sector. Air quality has improved since 2015 due to successful policy interventions, but 
most Londoners still live in areas breaching WHO standards. The proportion of Londoners 
accessing cultural facilities and events has worsened. Public and active transport use was 
constant between 2015 and early 2020; Covid-19 saw a significant shift towards active 
travel, but also to private vehicles, while public transport use plummeted.

UN SDG 13 – Climate change: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its 
impacts London aims to be net zero carbon by 2030, supporting the Paris Climate Change 
Agreement. London’s greenhouse gas emissions show a long and short-term downward 
trend, but far more remains to be done to achieve this target.

Taken from https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/londons_progress_towards_the_un_sdgs_-_ 
lsdc_0.pdf
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Three Observations
Fine grain
Ludgate has lost much of the fine urban grain which supported 
centuries of diverse and intense occupation and industry. The first 
goal of this project is to champion a more permeable, eccentric 
and hybrid cityscape. This is akin to reasserting London’s right
to self-determination, in the face of the increasingly global 
investments and redlined footprints with little or no connection to 
their contexts.

Ludgate is a part of the city with a successful long history of 
commerce resulting in a heritage of a richly varied streetscape. 
It almost certainly is time to call time on the property industry’s 
default strategy of land assembly, which amalgamates individual
ownerships into single urban blocks, thereby coarsening the grain 
of the city. Instead, we should perhaps start to build tactics
for parcelisation, retaining or recreating smaller parcels of land. 
This approach demonstrates the potential for inclusive, porous, 
animated places which can embrace wider and more diverse 
patterns of inhabitation.

Spatial agency
There are ways to re-empower people in the city. One of the best 
ways is to give them the tools to change the flow and temperature 
of air around their bodies, and the way daylight might fall onto 
their desk; to play a role in managing a building in which they 
work or live. Sealed buildings serve the interests of owners and 
facility managers, but in the process they have disempowered the 
actualusers of the building, who are forced to delegate control of 
their comfort to facility managers and to generalised norms based 
on statistical research. Their only power is in being a complainant.

Climate emergency
Although we may all be acutely aware of the climate crisis, as 
architects operating in the property world we often feel deprived 
of agency. However, buoyed by alternative streams of investment 
called ESG (Environmental and Sustainable Governance), we
are beginning to understand how the power of visual and verbal 
propaganda coupled with the mindful curation of energy can 
create a counter culture. Meanwhile, our Excavating the City DTT 
will show another way of valuing embodied energy as part of the 
circular economy. We will develop ways buildings can adapt to a 
reduced flow of energy and resources.

So finally, as a group, imagine yourself 
into a future when a combination of capital 
flight from London, a new found collective 
confidence in the management of space 
after a decade of a shape-shifting disease, 
and the economic power of a climate-
savvy citizenship are tearing into the sleek 
behemoths of Ludgate.

What next?



Timetable
Week 14
History of the web of streets and alleys in Ludgate area. Explore 
through reading how people in London have imagined the presence 
of air in the city, the presence of air in buidlings and the current 
fear of contaminated air. Create GIFs to capture discussion and 
ideas for change.

Week 15

Control of citizens and building users. How it is how it feels and 
how it might change. Explore through group discussion and 
suggested reading. Create GIFs to capture discussion and ideas for 
change.

Week 16

Prepare presentation for Symposium 1 using annotated mapping, 
and hand drawn GIFs to rapidly and powerfully communicate each 
issue you would like to share.
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