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This book, as book reviews sometimes say, offers far more than its title promises.  Whereas the introduction of steel construction into London’s architecture between 1880 and 1910 was indeed a discreet revolution, Jonathan Clarke takes a broad look at his subject, devoting almost a third of the text to an account of the development of constructional steel and its cultural and legislative ramifications.  The greater part of the book, rather like Pevsner’s A History of Building Types (1976), addresses the subject typologically embracing theatres and music halls, clubs and hotels, banks and offices, department stores, mansions, industrial buildings and so on.  On casting an eye over the well-illustrated text, one is reminded of Lost London (1971, 1976), that forceful indictment of public apathy and private greed by our former Secretary, the late Hermione Hobhouse.  Gone is the New Gaiety Theatre at Aldwych (Runtz and Ford, with Norman Shaw, 1903, demolished 1957), the Carlton Hotel on the Haymarket (C J Phipps, 1899, demolished 1958), the Birkbeck Bank in Chancery Lane (T E Knightley, 1896, demolished 1965), Woodland’s of Knightsbridge (H L Florence, 1900, demolished 1969) and Park Lane House on the corner with Stanhope Gate (T H Smith, 1897, demolished 1963).   There are many more.

Had the use of steel led to a more ‘modern’ appearance, as at Kodak House on Kingsway (Burnet and Tait, 1911) or Holland House in the City (H P Berlage, 1916), these and other buildings might have escaped the wrecking ball.  However there was little about most of them to suggest, to the casual eye, anything but the worst excesses of Victorian and Edwardian architecture which, for many in the 1950s and ‘60s was anathema.  The reasons for their appearance were really twofold.  Firstly, the discreet revolution of which Clarke writes saw the gentle adoption of steel construction while rarely upsetting the established elevation treatments which wrought and cast iron construction, and before that load-bearing masonry had evolved.  The second was legislative.  The London Building Act of 1894 which, for reasons of fire protection, had required that ‘Every building shall be enclosed with walls constructed of brick, stone or other hard and incombustible substances’, a requirement which Walter Noble Twelvetrees, the author of the textbook Structural Iron and Steel (1900), described as being ‘at least fifty years behind the most advanced architectural practice, and a century behind engineering practice’.  The result was buildings like the Ritz Hotel (Mewès and Davis, 1905) where an American-style skeletal frame of German steel, designed by the Swede Sven Bylander, was encased in a Beaux Arts façade of Norwegian granite and Portland stone for a French hotelier.  There was, it seems, little that was British about it.  Although over-engineered to support the massively heavy stonework, the building was erected in sixteen months, its fast progress recorded regularly in The Builder’s Journal and Architectural Engineer.  Its influence, consequently, was enormous and its success, together with that of other pioneering buildings, led directly to the passing of the 1909 London County Council General Powers Act, known as the ‘Steel Frame’ Act or the ‘Engineer’s Act’, which allowed for a reduction in the external wall thickness and, for the first time, gave rules for the design of steel-framed buildings in the capital.  However, as Clarke makes clear, the Ritz was not, as is often thought, the first steel-frame building in London and may not even be, as Pevsner says, ‘the largest steel frame London had yet seen’ (London 6: Westminster, 2003, p. 559): the Savoy Hotel extension (T E Colcutt and S H Hamp, 1904), engineered by the American Luis Mullgardt and erected in thirteen months, must be a close contender.

As Andrew Saint did with Architect and Engineer: a study in sibling rivalry (2007), Jonathan Clarke does what too few architectural historians manage to do — that is, to get behind the building’s façade and really confront its structure.  To do this one needs, as well as plans, good sectional and construction drawings, and those this book has in quantity.  Complemented by contemporaneous and newly-taken photographs, it offers a rich review of an architecture which, for all its historicist expression, was as modern as the dated building regulations would allow.  Now, a century later, as the cities of London and Westminster fill up with a new generation of steel structures released from the confines of orthogonal design by the facilities of the computer, we might regret the passing of an age when the steel frame allowed an architecture far richer and more expressive than the sweeping forms and ubiquitous glass curtain walling which increasingly confront us today. 
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