
May mo(u)rn: transitional spaces in
architecture and psychoanalysis — a
site-writing*

Addressing the architectural concept of the ‘social condenser of a transi-
tional type’, the research traces this idea’s progress from the Narkomfin
Communal House in Moscow (1928–29), to Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habita-
tion in Marseilles (1947–52), to the Alton West Estate in London (1954–
58). At the same time, with reference to the work of Sigmund Freud,
D.W. Winnicott, André Green and Jean Laplanche, the research investi-
gates the inherently spatial vocabulary of psychoanalysis, in particular
notions of the transitional space of the ‘setting’. This physical and
psychic scene of the psychoanalytic encounter is shown to offer new
approaches for understanding relationships between subjects, objects,
concepts and sites in architectural historical research and practice.

*RIBA President’s Awards for Research, 2018: winner, History and Theory theme.

Jane Rendell

Bartlett School of Architecture,
University College London, London,
UK, j.rendell@ucl.ac.uk

1 The Journal
of Architecture

# 2019 RIBA Enterprises 1360-2365 https://doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2019.1578076

mailto:j.rendell@ucl.ac.uk
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13602365.2019.1578076&domain=pdf


This essay is woven together out of three transitions: a sequence of theoretical
insights drawn from psychoanalysis concerning the transitional spaces which
exist in the relationships between a subject and his/her objects; alongside a
series of transitions from one architectural space to a second and then a
third; and next to a third strand — one which narrates the story of an arts
and crafts building in London’s green belt and the photographs of modern
architecture I found within it — which aims to dissolve the frame of the
story by recounting the writing and rewriting of this essay in response to its
many tellings.1

The psychoanalytic strand charts a particular set of ideas around transitional
objects and spaces: starting out with Sigmund Freud’s reflection on how the
first object is also the lost object in his work on mourning and melancholia;
before moving to D. W. Winnicott’s notion of the transitional object as the
object of the first relationship, and the transitional space it occupies between
the internal psyche and external world; and then to André Green’s work on
the setting, ‘a homologue’, in his own words, for the analytic object positioned
at the space of overlap between analyst and analysand, inside and outside; and
ending with Jean Laplanche’s critique of Freud’s understanding of mourning,
and his own concept of ‘afterwardsness’.
The architectural strand examines transitional objects and spaces in terms of

Moisei Ginzburg and Ignatii Milinis’s Narkomfin Communal House (1928–9) in
Moscow, whose design was influenced by Le Corbusier’s early work, but which
in turn inspired aspects of his Unité d’Habitation (1947–52) constructed in Mar-
seilles some 20 years later. Certain principles of the Unité were then adopted
and adapted in some of the public housing schemes built, following the
Second World War, by the Welfare State in the United Kingdom, specifically
the Alton West Estate in Roehampton, London (1954–8), designed by the
London County Council. The Narkomfin was designed as a ‘social condenser
of the transitional type’, whose transitional status came from its intention, to
help a bourgeois society transform into a revolutionary one. Historically, the
Unité occupies a transitional space in the transformation of the social condenser
from its invention in Moscow to its later reworking in London.
The third strand, located in a transitional space between psychoanalysis and

architecture, gives voice to May Morn, an Arts and Crafts house in London’s
green belt and the decaying photographs of modern architecture I found
there one morning in May.
The essay is conceived of as a site-writing, a practice of critical history that

searches for the most appropriate manner in which to try to articulate the
position of the writing subject and her choice of objects of study and subject
matter— intellectually, creatively, critically, emotionally. I am interested in inves-
tigating the sites between the historian-critic and the work, not just the material
sites of production and reception of an architectural work, but also those ima-
gined and remembered, near and far.
Site-Writing is an attempt then to explore a form of situated criticism, to inves-

tigate the position of the critic, not only in relation to art objects, architectural
spaces and theoretical ideas, but through the site of writing itself.2 Arguments
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in site-writing are not necessarily organised as linear and sequential, rather I see
the arrangement of the structure of a piece of writing as a form of architecture,
a spatial configuration, where the writing aims to perform the spatial patterning
suggested by the architectural conditions and psychic states being investigated
through the research.3

This interest in site-writing as a critical spatial practice, in the composition of
words in relation to one another, on a page, in a book, at the window, operat-
ing through devices which I consider to be spatial, such as voice, framing, view
point, returning, is no doubt influenced by my early training as an architectural
designer. I certainly think of writing as a creative response to a brief, which can
combine different kinds of reaction, from a critique to a response that operates
at the level of spatial proposition, and on to those which are more intuitive,
emotional, associative, dreamy, meandering, out of place. Fascinated by how
the spatial and often changing positions we occupy as critics— materially, con-
ceptually, emotionally and ideologically — create conditions — situations —

which make possible acts of interpretation and constructions of meaning, my
practice of ‘site-writing’ operates in the interactive space between architecture
and the user of his/her architecture, as well as the historian-critic, his/her essay
and reader who comes next.4

I’d like to begin this essay now with Frederic Jameson, who writes:
It is in detecting the traces of that uninterrupted narrative, in restoring to the

surface of the text that repressed and buried reality of this fundamental history,

that the doctrine of a political unconscious finds its function and its necessity.5

Here I will suggest that architecture’s political unconscious can be explored
through the three sites, the psychoanalytic ‘setting’, the architectural ‘social
condenser’, and the practice of ‘site-writing’. Jameson’s term ‘the political
unconscious’ calls for a form of literary criticism that explores the tensions of
class struggle, not through vulgar Marxism but through mediation. If the
unconscious is able to play a political role in producing a reading of a literary
text that brings class struggle to the surface, what are the possibilities and pro-
cesses of a criticism that would allow for the political unconscious to emerge in
architecture?
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The house is beautiful — a one-storey building, with a square plan — born at
the birth of modernism in the aftermath of the First World War. It embodies
the values of early English modernism, of the Arts and Crafts movement:
‘truth to materials’ and honest craftsmanship
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From the road it looks a little unloved, in need of some care and attention. Up
close it is clearly derelict, almost in ruins
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We enter a room with windows at each end. Curtains are falling away from the
runners. The fabric has been soaked overnight and is drying in the spring after-
noon sunshine. On the window sill and spilling over onto the floor are piles of
old magazines. The pages are stuck together and disintegrate if you try to pull
them apart
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There are some photographs of buildings. One is particularly damp; the corners
are soft, the surface is wrinkled. It shows a tower block, just completed, empty
and pristine, a moss green utopia, the modernist dream dispersing as it soaks up
spring rain6
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The Lost Object
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The affect corresponding to melancholia is that of mourning— that is, longing for

something lost. Thus in melancholia it must be a question of a loss — a loss in

instinctual life.7

Freud first mentions melancholia in 1894, in ‘Draft D. On the Etiology and
Theory of the Major Neuroses’, where melancholia (linked to mania) is noted
as one of seven features in his morphology of the neuroses.8 Writing very
shortly afterwards in a letter to Wilhelm Fliess, Freud starts to develop his
theory of melancholia,9 and associates it with loss of instinct, but although
much of Freud’s conceptual thinking on loss took place during his research
on hysteria in the early to mid-1890s, he did not return to address melancholia
until over 20 years later. In his paper ‘Mourning and Melancholia’, written in
1915 but not published until 1917, Freud defines mourning as a reaction to
the loss of a loved person or ideal, but notes that while there is nothing
about mourning that is unconscious, ‘melancholia is in some way related to
an object-loss which is withdrawn from consciousness’.10 He writes:

In melancholia the relation to the object is no simple one; it is complicated by the

conflict due to ambivalence […] In melancholia, accordingly, countless separate

struggles are carried on over the object, in which hate and love contend with

each other […] The location of these separate struggles cannot be assigned to

any system but the Ucs., the region of the memory-traces of things (as contrasted

with word-cathexes).11

In Freud’s later understanding of melancholia he differentiates it from mourn-
ing; for him, mourning is a process where a subject comes to terms with the
loss of a loved object despite having a strong unconscious attachment to it,
whereas in melancholia the subject cannot integrate the loss and instead the
ego identifies with the lost object, resulting in self-persecution. Today melanch-
olia might be better described as depression, an emotional condition connected
to a loss of self-esteem. In Freud’s melancholia it is not so much that the subject
is not able to mourn the loss of a particular person or thing, but rather that the
subject becomes attached to the experience of loss itself.
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The Narkomfin Communal House,
Moscow (1928–9)
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The concept of the social condenser was developed through the theoretical and
then practical work of the Russian constructivists in the 1920s. Quoting
artist Aleksei Gan, ‘the capitalist towns are staunch allies of counter-revolution’,
architectural historian Catherine Cooke describes Gan’s belief that the existing
design of cities did not allow the social form of the revolution to flourish. She
goes on to suggest ‘a logical implication’, that if one were to design the right
kind of space, this would promote the new kind of society: ‘if a “misfitting”
environment can obstruct social change, a “fitting”: one can foster it. If
spatial organisation can be a negative catalyst, it can also be a positive one’.12

Cooke discusses how the notion of the social condenser invented and promoted
by the constructivists had to be, following Gan, actively ‘revolutionary’, and
according to its subsequent development by architect and theorist Moisei
Ginzburg must ‘work’ materially.13 She writes:

Low voltage activity and a weak consciousness would be focused through the cir-

cuits of these ‘social condensers’ into high-voltage catalysts of change, in the

habits and attitudes of the mass population.14

This constructivist design methodology was developed in the designs for apart-
ment types ‘A-F’ for STROIKOM, the Russian Building Committee, and then
realised in six schemes, including the Narkomfin Communal House in
Moscow, designed by Ginzburg with Milinis in 1928–1929.15

In Victor Buchli’s fascinating in-depth ethnographic study of the Narkomfin, he
underscores the importance of generating a new socialist byt or daily life, dom-
esticity, lifestyle or way of life, for architectural designers in this period.16 He
explains how OSA (Union of Contemporary Architects), headed by Ginzburg:
‘sought to address the issue of the new byt by creating an entirely
new rationalized architecture and material culture based on communist theories
of industrialized production and on patterns of consumption guided by
socialist ethics’.17

Buchli discusses how the original programme for the Narkomfin included four
separate buildings: a living block with three types of living unit following the
STROIKOM guidelines (F, 2-F, and K types, along with dormitory units), the com-
munal block (with a kitchen, dining room, gymnasium and library), a mechanical
laundry building, and a communal crèche, which was never built. Buchli explains
that the Narkomfin was a ‘social condenser’ of the transitional type. This meant
that the accommodation allowed for both preexisting bourgeois living patterns
(K and 2-F units) and fully communist F units.18 The main distinction between
the two was that the former included kitchens and a family hearth, while the
latter was primarily a sleeping unit with minimal facilities for preparing food,
since cooking and eating were to take place in the communal block.
Buchli stresses that the variety was not an expression of tolerance, but rather

reflected the OSA belief that architecture had a transformative power, capable
of ‘induc[ing] a particular form of social organization’, and that the intention
was that the building would help ease those following bourgeois living patterns
into adopting socialist ones.19 He notes:

The Narkomfin Communal House was not designed as a fully fledged Don

Kommuna but as a ‘social condenser’ of the transitional type.20
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Longing for the Lightness of Spring
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In 2001 curator Jules Wright from the Wapping Project invited me to write an
essay about Brotherus’s work Spring. Spring was composed of two installations:
a video triptych Rain, The Oak Forest, Flood (2001) in the boiler house and a
back-lit image Untitled (2001), three metres by eight metres, reflected in the
water tank on the roof of Wapping. Untitled showed an illuminated horizon
dividing sky from earth: the pale grey sky of Iceland floating above what was
once viscous lava now covered in green moss. Projected on screens hung
from the ceiling, Rain, The Oak Forest and Flood, comprised a video triptych.
In the first video, the viewer, located on the inside of a window, watched, as
rain streamed down the outside of the glass. The second showed an oak
forest after the rain had stopped, but when drops, still heavy, continued to
fall to the ground, John Betjeman’s ‘second rain’. The third video was of a
flood, a forest of elegant trees rose silver from a pane of shining water
In responding to Spring, I found myself returning to scenes — real and ima-

gined, remembered and dreamed — that corresponded with Brotherus’s
images and supplemented her landscapes with places of my own.

Moss Green
It’s a beautiful house — one storey building, with a square plan — born at the
birth of modernism in the aftermath of the First World War. It embodies the
values of early English modernism, of the arts and crafts movement: ‘truth to
materials’ and honest craftsmanship. From the road it looks a little un-loved,
in need of some care and attention. Up close it is clearly derelict, almost in
ruins. We enter a room with windows at each end. Curtains are falling away
from the runners. The fabric has been soaked overnight and is drying in the
spring afternoon sunshine. On the window cill and spilling over onto the floor
are piles of old magazines. The pages are stuck together and disintegrate if
you pull them apart. There are some photographs of buildings. One is particu-
larly damp, the corners are soft, the surface is wrinkled. It shows a tower block,
just completed, empty and pristine, a moss green utopia, the modernist dream
dispersing as it soaks up spring rain.

White Linen
I dreamt of the house last night. My mothers house in Cwmgors, south Wales, a
place where it always rained in the holidays, that as a girl I resented, but now, as
it is being taken from me, I already begin to miss. I was in the dining room; the
rest of the house was empty except this one room. The furniture was far too big
and covered in linen. The air was thick and still, silent. With the curtains drawn, it
was very dark, but the linen glowed white. I went towards the mantel- piece to
take a look at myself in the mirror, and I saw for the first time in the reflection,
that the room was full of plants; so alive I could smell moisture still on their
leaves.

Bittersweet
In Palafrugell, a small town north of Barcelona on the Costa Brava is a derelict
cork factory with a clock tower in front. The clock tower is a handsome struc-
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ture, elegant and robust, but the clock on top has stopped. The floor is covered
in dust and pieces of furniture, lamp-stands, chairs and old printing machinery.
There are words everywhere scattered all over the floor: burnt orange, tur-
quoise, black and white, bittersweet. We stay in the factory a long time. We
don’t speak, just walk and look. Later, once we’ve left the building, he brings
something to showme. It is a white sign with carefully painted black letters: ‘Bit-
tersweet’. I reach into my bag and pull out a clear perspex rod; along one side of
it letters printed onto cardboard are embedded. From the top it is out of focus,
but from the side, you can read it: ‘Bittersweet’.
The three places I described made spatial, material and visual associations

with Brotherus’s Spring. In ‘Moss Green’ I remembered a derelict house in the
green belt where in spring we found photographs of a brave new world of mod-
ernist high-rise housing. Just after the autumn equinox, just after her death, I
dreamt of the shrouded home of my Welsh great aunt. ‘White Linen’ recalled
the presence of life in the form of plants in this dream, while ‘Bittersweet’
recounted another spring visit, this time to an abandoned cork factory in Cata-
lunya, where we found the names of the colours scattered, abandoned, all over
the floor: black, white, orange, turquoise, bittersweet. Anticipating the end of
winter, Spring opened in Wapping just after the autumn equinox in the north-
ern hemisphere. Curatorially, the work faced towards the long decline into
winter, the season from which it desired to turn away. Paralleling this juxtaposi-
tion which poised spring’s hope for winter’s retreat right at it’s early edge, I posi-
tioned Spring’s foregrounding of anticipation as a yearning that looks forward
to new life, against my own fascination with the backwards gaze of nostalgia.
My three scenes— ‘Moss Green’, ‘White Linen’ and ‘Bittersweet’ — connected
Brotherus’s landscapes infused with anticipatory longing to places tinted by nos-
talgia, constructing a tension between life and death, rejuvenation and decay, a
looking forward and a turning backward.
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The Transitional Object or the
Object of the First Relationship
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The focus of the theory of object relations created and developed by the Inde-
pendent British Analysts is the unconscious relationship that exists between a
subject and his/her objects, both internal and external.21 D. W. Winnicott intro-
duced the idea of a transitional object, related to, but distinct from, both the
external object, the mother’s breast, and the internal object, the introjected
breast. For Winnicott, the transitional object or the original ‘not-me’ possession
stands for the breast or first object, but the use of symbolism implies the child’s
ability to make a distinction between fantasy and fact, between internal and
external objects.22 This ability to keep inner and outer realities separate yet
inter-related results in an intermediate area of experience, the ‘potential
space’, which Winnicott claimed is retained and later in life contributes to the
intensity of cultural experiences around art and religion. Winnicott discussed
cultural experience as located in the ‘potential space’ between ‘the individual
and the environment (originally the object)’. In Winnicott’s terms, for the
baby this is the place between the ‘subjective object and the object objectively
perceived’.23 For Winnicott:

This potential space is at the interplay between there being nothing but me and

there being objects and phenomena outside omnipotent control.… I have tried

to draw attention to the importance both in theory and in practice of a third

area, that of play which expands into creative living and into the whole cultural

life of man. This third area has been contrasted with inner or personal psychic

reality and with the actual world in which the individual lives and that can be

objectively perceived. I have located this important area of experience in the

potential space between the individual and the environment, that which initially

both joins and separates the baby and the mother when the mother’s love, dis-

played as human reliability, does in fact give the baby a sense of trust, or of con-

fidence in the environmental factor’.24
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Unité d’Habitation, Marseilles
(1947–1952)
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The ‘slab block’ of the Unité d’Habitation was designed by Le Corbusier and
built between 1947 and 1953 in Marseilles. The Unité was 17 stories high
and housed 1600 people in 23 different flat types. Its intricate section of inter-
locking two-storey apartments with double height living spaces incorporated a
rue intérieure every three floors. The Unité also included 26 communal facilities:
an internal street of shops, with a laundry, post office, pharmacy, barbers, a
hotel and restaurant, and a health centre on floors 7 and 8; and on the top
floor, a kindergarden and nursery, leading to a garden on the roof, with a
pool for children and a gymnasium.25

The Unité draws on many aspects of Le Corbusier’s earlier research and work,
built and unbuilt, for example, the vertical gardens of the Immeuble-Villas
(1922) and the five point plan — comprising piloti, free façade, open plan,
ribbon windows and a roof garden — developed through the 1920s,26 as
well as the urban scale projects of La Ville Contemporaine (1922) and La Ville
Radieuse (1935), and first realised in the Villa Savoye (1929–1931).
Le Corbusier made visits in the mid- to late 1920s to the Soviet Union to study

the architecture,27 and was inspired by a number of aspects of the Narkomfin
design: including its innovative section, variable range in possible apartment
types, including one with double height living space, and the provision of com-
munal facilities such as the corridors and roof space. At the same time, Ginzburg
and other Soviet constructivists in the early 1920s had read articles by Le Corbu-
sier,28 and references to Le Corbusier’s five-point plan are evident in the design
of Narkomfin, 29 in particular the Narkomfin’s elevation on round reinforced
concrete columns.30

To focus on the creative overlap between the two schemes in terms of the
borrowing of innovative architectural design features from each other could
serve as a distraction from the important tensions that existed between Le Cor-
busier’s and the Ginzburg’s architectural intentions defined in terms of their pol-
itical positions. Both Ginzburg and Le Corbusier were advocates of the machine,
but if for Le Corbusier, technology’s role was to support capitalism and to make
it more efficient and rational, for the Russian constructivists, including Ginzburg,
the radicalisation of architecture through new industrialised forms and
processes was celebrated in order to develop the newly formed Bolshevik
state based on socialist principles.31

For Ginzburg, at least in 1928, architecture could provoke revolution, for
Corbusier, architecture’s purpose was to take the place of revolution:

‘Architecture or Revolution. Revolution can be avoided’.32
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May Mourn
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A spacious one bedroom flat situated on the eighth floor commanding marvel-
lous views of communal gardens and the city beyond. The property is located in
a Grade II listed ex-local authority block with two newly installed lifts giving easy
access to the shopping, restaurants and transport facilities of Bayswater (Circle &
District lines) and Queensway (Central line), plus overground routes of Padding-
ton. Magnificent Kensington Gardens are also close by
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This property comprises of two double bedrooms and offers spacious living
accommodation. The property is situated on the third floor and is in very
good condition. The flat would be ideal for a first time buyer or a rental invest-
ment. It also benefits from being close to Roehampton university and local ame-
nities

29 The Journal
of Architecture



30 May mo(u)rn: transitional spaces in architecture and psychoanalysis — a site-writing
Jane Rendell



A practical three bedroom flat split over two levels on the upper level of this
small block in Churchill Gardens. The property consists of two double and
one single bedrooms, kitchen, reception room, bathroom, separate WC and a
large balcony. The property requires updating but gives potential buyers the
chance to put their own stamp on the property
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Huge three bedroom flat located just by Camberwell Green. Offering generous
living accommodation comprising three double bedrooms, spacious lounge and
kitchen/breakfast room. In need of cosmetic attention, currently tenanted.
Offered with no onward chain33
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The Setting: A Generalised
Triangular Structure with
Variable Thirds
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In psychoanalytic theory, the main conditions of treatment, following Sigmund
Freud, include ‘arrangements’ about time and money, as well as ‘certain cere-
monials’ governing the physical positions of analysand (lying on a couch and
speaking) and analyst (sitting behind the analyst on a chair and listening).34

Freud’s ‘rules’ for the spatial positions of the analytic setting, were derived
from a personal motive — he did not wish to be stared at for long periods of
time, but also from a professional concern — to avoid giving the patient
‘material for interpretation’.35

Psychoanalyst Christopher Bollas has noted that Freud’s clearest account of
his method outlined in ‘Two Encyclopaedia Articles: A. Psycho-Analysis’,36

suggests that psychoanalysis takes place if two functions are linked — the ana-
lysand’s free associations and the psychoanalyst’s evenly suspended attentive-
ness.37 Bollas defines free association as that which occurs when we think by
not concentrating on anything in particular, and where the ideas that
emerge, which seem to the conscious mind to be disconnected, are instead
related by a hidden and unconscious logic.38 In order to achieve evenly sus-
pended attentiveness Bollas explains that the analyst also has to surrender to
his own unconscious mental activity; s/he should not reflect on material, con-
sciously construct ideas or actively remember.39 In Freud’s later writings, he dis-
tinguishes between construction and interpretation as different forms of
analytic technique:

‘Interpretation’ applies to something that one does to some single element of the

material, such as an association or a parapraxis. But it is a ‘construction’ when one

lays before the subject of the analysis a piece of his early history that he has for-

gotten. 40

In a discussion of Freud’s method, Winnicott distinguishes the technique from
the ‘setting in which this work is carried out’.41 André Green, who uses both
Freudian and Winnicottian concepts in his work, considers the analytic setting
a ‘homologue’ for what he calls the third element in analysis, the ‘analytic
object’, which in his view ‘corresponds precisely to Winnicott’s definition of
the transitional object’,42 and is formed through the analytic association
between analyst and analysand.43

The analytic object is neither internal (to the analysand or to the analyst), nor exter-

nal (to either the one or the other), but is situated between the two. So it corre-

sponds precisely to Winnicott’s definition of the transitional object and to its

location in the intermediate area of potential space, the space of ‘overlap’ demar-

cated by the analytic setting.44

Green notes that the transitional space of the setting has a ‘specificity of its
own’, which differs from both outside and inner space.45 He understands this
as a spatial construction, as a ‘generalised triangular structure with variable
third’.46 In Green’s work triadic structures do not have to be Oedipal in the tra-
ditional sense, they incorporate Winnicott’s transitional space between mother
and child, mediated by the choice of a ‘not-me object’. And as Green empha-
sises:

… the structure is triangular but it doesn’t mean that it is Oedipal. The third can

be, for instance, art.47
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Alton West Estate, Roehampton,
London SW15 (1954–1958)
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In England, the Unité’s intricate plan was simplified into a stack of identical mai-

sonettes. The ‘rue intérieure’, or internal access corridor, was replaced by the tra-

ditional English access balcony, which also was cheaper than the internal staircase

access of the new point block type, and which made possible a greater economy in

lift provision.48

Alton West consisted of 65.89 acres of housing comprising 1867 dwellings
located in 98.64 acres of parkland. The dwellings were grouped into 5 types,
namely, 12-storey point blocks of flats, 11-storey slab blocks of maisonettes,
4-storey slab blocks of maisonettes and terraces of single-storey housing for
old people. The tall blocks were located in three clusters, two of point-blocks
and one of slab-blocks, with the lower buildings distributed between them. 49

Community facilities were provided in the form of schools — nursery, primary
and comprehensive — a surgery, shops and a library.50

Architectural historian Nicholas Bullock has outlined how Corbusier’s Unité was
a point of reference for the architects of the London County Council in the
1950s, and that while, for example, the architects of Alton East at Roehampton
were advocates of New Humanism, those of Alton West were ‘pro-Corbu’.51

Bullock refers to the hot debates held in London pubs over the adoption of
the principles of the Unité, and how these were linked to divergent socialist
views and attitudes to Soviet communism. Bullock also notes that in the trans-
lation from the Unité to Alton West certain key design features were lost includ-
ing the communal spaces, double height living rooms, and central access
corridor. Miles Glendinning and Stefan Muthesius suggest that for economic
reasons the traditional English access balcony replaced the rue intérieure.
A loss in translation was also registered in terms of the reduction of shared

facilities including the roof garden, and a criticism made of the scheme at the
time was that the separation of different housing types had produced a lack
of coherent structure at a community level.52
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Moss Green
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My first visit to the house I came to call ‘Moss Green’ had occurred in the spring
of 2001. For the next decade I was to walk past Moss Green several times a year,
as part of my weekly Sunday walk. Every Sunday morning, whatever the
weather, my partner and I make the journey to Waterloo or London Bridge,
and board a train taking us to the limit of the metropolis — to London’s so-
called green belt. After an about an hour we disembark the train and walk
into the dusk along the paths of the Weald.
In our walks out of Sevenoaks we sometimes take the route down Oak Lane,

then Grassy Lane, past Fig Street, and then along Gracious Lane, drawing to a
halt at the fork in the road where Moss Green is situated. When we first saw the
house we were entirely enchanted, with the way of life it represented as well as
the arresting beauty of its slow yet gentle decay. The house was single story, of a
brick and timber construction, placed at the top of a scarp slope — with its
porch facing a view out over southern England, under which two benches
faced one another.
The interior was full of exquisite touches: a perfectly placed built-in cupboard,

a carefully detailed window sill and frame, a thoughtful light switch, a door
handle that fitted like a glove. It was hovering at that point where the decay
was still able to provide an atmosphere of charm, where the thought of collapse
could be held off, and where it was still possible to imagine oneself into the
house, repairing the woodwork and occupying the rooms. We guessed it had
probably been built after the First World War, perhaps as part of the programme
— ‘Homes fit for Heroes’ —which allowed returning and often traumatised sol-
diers to readjust to civilian life in the comfort of a simple domestic setting with
space for gardening and growing food.
But over the years the house has increasingly fallen into disrepair, and our

spirits now sink each time we see it. When its slate roof was removed around
three years ago the rot really set in and as a structure it is now barely stable.
As it slipped passed the threshold of being ‘save-able’; we have surrendered
our dream of living there ourselves in a modest rural retreat. No doubt the
new owner is waiting for the moment of collapse, when the walls cave in, in
order to construct a dwelling, which requires no restorative work. I wonder
whether Moss Green should have been listed, whether I should have taken
on that task myself.
And if it is not valued as a piece of architectural heritage, what are those

emotional qualities it holds that make it feel special enough to want to save?
On one visit, years ago, when the house was open to the elements, but some

of its contents still present, we noted books on architecture, old journals from
the building trade, and piles of photographs. We salvaged a few items —

notably one book, New Architecture of London: A Selection of Buildings since
1930,53 along with a selection of black and white photographs, some of
which are reproduced here.
Recently in examining the photographs more closely I have become fasci-

nated with tracking down the buildings imaged in them. As well as the archi-
tectural qualities of the structures, I have had five text-based clues to work
with — a board in front of one block of flats with the name: ‘Ernest
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Knifton Ltd’; a car parked outside another with the registration plate: ‘SLX
956’; a street sign reading ‘Westmoreland Terrace’; and letters over the
entrances to two other buildings with the words: ‘2–24 Edmund Street’
and ‘Witl-‘.
In working between New Architecture of London as well as web searches for

the various clues, I have managed to track down most of the structures — it
turns out that the majority we now regard as modernist icons: The Elmington
Estate (1957), Picton Street, London SE5, designed by the LCC Architect’s
Dept., now largely demolished; The Hallfield Estate (1952–1955), Bishops
Bridge Road, W2, designed by Tecton, Drake and Lasdun for Paddington
Borough Council; The Alton East Estate (1952–1955), Portsmouth Road,
SW15, designed by the LCC Architect’s Dept.; The Alton West Estate (1955–
1959), Roehampton Lane, SW15, designed by the LCC Architect’s Dept.; and
Churchill Gardens (1950–1962), Grosvenor Road, Lupus Street, SW1, designed
by Powell and Moya for Westminster City Council.
At the same time I was searching for a new flat of my own in London to live in

and buy. So I took the opportunity to view these buildings via prime.location.-
com. The search revealed their ‘value’ in economic terms, as property, as com-
modities. From an estate agent’s perspective, these flats are described as ideal
investments, not as places where the purchaser might choose to live, but
rather as buy-to-let opportunities, real estate to be rented out to students
and others. The images of fully occupied domestic settings on the property
website provided an interesting counterbalance to the just completed exteriors
photographed from the outside, positioning the architecture as a commodity to
be purchased by individuals as well as (or instead of?) social entities to be lived in
by communities.
Searching for modernist icons through primelocation.com has been a stark

reminder of what has happened to the progressive ideals of modernism.
Some of the modern movement’s public housing projects have become oases
of cool property in the London postcodes associated with the rich, often been
well maintained, sometimes privatised and provided with concierge schemes,
while for others located in up and coming neighbourhoods, the somewhat
grimy conditions of their neglected public spaces — lifts, stairways and
facades — have been overlooked by purchasers keen to be part of the lifestyles
offered by certain parts of London in terms of cultural caché.
Those estates in the poorer boroughs, often in aspiring regeneration zones,

have been allowed to decline materially, not included in ‘major works’ pro-
grammes — the large-scale council repair and maintenance cycles, and
located in so-called ‘sink estates’. Many are being demolished because the
years of neglect have led to conditions of terminal dereliction, and resulted in
the original construction being judged as too expensive to overhaul.
But what of the person who lived in Moss Green and once owned the photo-

graphs of these modern buildings? Was he or she an architect, and if so did they
play a role in designing the buildings in the photographs? How did they
compare these schemes for urban mass housing with their own rural bungalow.
If the delicate beauty of Moss Green points outwards to a whole network of
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modernist icons, how should one compare these two modernisms— the earlier
vernacular craft-based phase of the Arts and Crafts with the later phase of
industrialisation and standardisation?
From Tacita Dean’s work critiquing the heroism of the modernism by pointing

to the failure of certain technological schemes, such as Sound Mirrors (1999), to
Rut Blees Luxemburg’s glowing photographs of north London’s highrise flats,
Caliban Towers I and II (1997), which title modernist architecture a monster,
there has been a recent fascination with the so-called failure of the modern
project. In some cases, this takes the form of a wistful melancholy for modern-
ism’s passing, at other times a more gleeful delight at the collapse of a social
dream, that some see as too forceful and others as ridiculously idealistic.54

I’m not so sure modernism has failed, rather I think the aspirations for social
community and progress it embodies have been driven out, in England at least,
by governments keen to promote an ideology of home-ownership. If everyone is
weighed down by a hefty mortgage, the capacity for dissent is drastically
reduced.
There is a lot at stake when the social housing of the modernist project is sold

off as ‘a good opportunity for investment’ on primelocation.com; it is perhaps
not overstating the case to suggest it has created a disaster for the left, not
only because the number of homes available to let by the council are reduced
for those who need them, but also because those who buy them become
part of the propertied class and all that entails. I know this because I am part
of the problem.
Returning to Moss Green, once again, several weekends ago, much of the

timberwork had collapsed and was lying in pieces over the grass. I turned one
rotten section over to reveal two words painted in fast fragmenting white
letters: ‘May Morn’. This, I remembered, was the building’s name plaque,
which had been located at the entrance to the plot, framed by brambles,
when we first came across the house.
Morn and mourn are homonyms, one suggests a beginning, the other an

ending. Morning begins the day, while mourning — in grieving the loss of
something or someone — marks an ending. Due to their deteriorating material
states, the Moss Green house, the paper of the photographs, and the painted
letters ‘May Morn’, all three point towards their own disintegration — or
endings, yet the buildings contained within the photographs are shown at
the beginning of their life. What does it mean, now, to turn back and
examine these icons of modernism at an early moment — a spring-time —

when hope for a better future was not viewed as a naïvely misjudged optimism.
I wrote the very first version of this essay on a May morn, a day before the

general election of 6 May 2010 in the United Kingdom, and I delivered it as a
talk six days later, at the University of Roehampton, after I had voted Liberal
for the first time in my life, so disgusted was I with New Labour’s lies over the
Iraq War, and with the transfer of public funds into the hands of the banking
élite, on a day the coalition between the Liberals and Tories was formed, on a
day on which I discovered I had helped to deliver the country a Tory government.
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I was approached after my talk and asked: ‘Did you know there are two
homonyms in the title of your talk not one’. I looked back blankly. ‘May the
month and may the verb’, he explained. And then added, ‘You seem to be
asking for a right to mourn’.
It turns out May is a homograph not a homonym; May is a month of the year,

but may is also a modal verb — one which expresses possibility, to express a
wish or hope and also to request permission: ‘may I mourn?’
So post New Labour’s ambivalence towards the public sphere, the Conserva-

tive agenda is to impose drastic cuts to the public sector in the name of ‘auster-
ity’ — double speak for what is actually a transfer of funds to the financial elite.
In such a political climate enacting a mourning for modernist housing is poten-
tially a rather regressive and romantic project.
But writing positively of nostalgia, as a longing for something better, Jameson

has pointed out, with reference to the earlier work of Walter Benjamin on alle-
gory and ruin, looking back to a past because it appears to be better than the
problems of the present is not necessarily regressive, especially if it can be
used to change the future. He writes: ‘But if nostalgia as a political motivation
is most frequently associated with Fascism, there is no reason why a nostalgia
conscious of itself, a lucid and remorseless dissatisfaction with the present on
the grounds of some remembered plenitude, cannot furnish as adequate a revo-
lutionary stimulus as any other… ’.55

At this moment, as we witness the slow and deliberate destruction of the
public sphere, I’d like to put forward the social condenser as architecture’s pol-
itical unconscious, an aspect, in Jameson’s terms, of the ‘repressed and buried
history’ of class struggle. I consider this essay, according to Freud’s psychoana-
lytic practice, as a ‘construction’, ‘a moment when one lays before the subject of
the analysis a piece of his early history’. In this moment, I lay the Narkomfin, a
piece of early history, before those photographs of London’s modernist social
housing found at May Morn, the subject of this analysis.
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Afterwardsness
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In his essay ‘Interpretation between Determinism and Hermeneutics’, Jean
Laplanche discusses the two psychoanalytic positions of reconstruction and con-
struction in relation to historiography. The position based on reconstruction
‘claims that neurosis is a disease of memory’ and that only the recovery of the
subject’s real history (whether by a lifting of infantile amnesia or by a reconstruc-
tion) can allow the ego to detach itself from blind mechanisms and achieve
some degree of freedom.56 For Freud, according to Laplanche, any construction
or interpretation of material made by an analysand is always a reconstruction,57

but for Laplanche, analysis is first and foremost a method of deconstruction
(analysis), with the aim of clearing a way for a new construction, which is the
task of the analysand. He writes of Penelope, who in the myth weaves with
the sole aim of unweaving, to gain time until Ulysses returns. He discusses
the Greek word analuein, which is to undo, unweave, and to analyse. He
sees the work of unweaving ‘as the very model of psychoanalysis’: ‘unweaving
so that a new fabric can be woven, disentangling to allow the formation of new
knots’.58

Laplanche makes a very interesting connection here between the work of psy-
choanalysis and that of mourning. In a close discussion of Freud’s paper ‘Mourn-
ing and Melancholia’, as well as his earlier ‘Studies in Hysteria’, Laplanche draws
out two aspects of mourning directly linked to temporalisation: mourning as a
‘kind ofwork, the work of memory’, and mourning as ‘an affect with a duration
[…] it occupies a lapse of time’.59 He suggests that there is a certain lack in
Freud’s discussion of mourning; how, in describing mourning as ‘normal’ com-
pared to melancholia, Freud fails to recognise the unconscious dimension of the
loss in ordinary mourning. If Freud’s argument, as Laplanche has it, follows three
steps — first, that simple loss is mourning; second, that loss plus ambivalence
produces obsessional mourning with guilt; and third, that loss plus ambivalence
plus narcissistic object-choice produces melancholia — then, how, asks
Laplanche, can mourning as a simple form of loss not involve object loss?60

Freud spoke of ‘memories’ and ‘expectations’ attaching us to the other. What he

doesn’t take account of, but which is rarely absent — precisely in the fabric, the

context of those memories and expectations — is the place for the message of

the other. For the person in mourning, that message has never been adequately

understood, never listened to enough. Mourning is hardly ever without the ques-

tion: what would he be saying now? What would he have said, hardly ever

without regret or remorse for not having been able to speak with the other

enough, for not having heard what he had to say.61

Laplanche argues that Freud’s aim was not to restore historical continuity by
reintegrating lost memories, but rather to produce a history of the unconscious.
In this history — one of discontinuity, burial and resurgence— the difference is
that the turning points or moments of transformation are internal rather than
external, described in terms of ‘scenes’ as opposed to the ‘events’ of
history.62 Laplanche reworks Freud’s discussion of the three kinds of material
presented for analysis — as fragments of memories in dreams, ideas and
actions — into, firstly, memories and fragments of memories within which
‘the major scenes are to be found’, ‘scattered, fragmented or repeated’; sec-
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ondly, ‘constructions or ideologies or theories representing the way the individ-
ual has synthesised his existence for himself’; and thirdly, ‘unconscious for-
mations’, inaccessible ‘derivatives of the original repressed’.63

In their commentary on Freud’s work, Laplanche and J. B. Pontalis posit that the
‘defining property of the symptom’ can be located in the manner in which it
reproduces ‘in a more or less disguised way’ elements of past conflict, and
the ways that ‘the repressed seeks to “return” in the present, whether in the
form of dreams, symptoms or acting-out’.64

For in between the primary intervention of the other and the creation of the other

thing in me, there occurs a process called repression — an extremely complex

process comprising at least two stages in mutual interaction, and leading to a veri-

table dislocation/reconfiguration of (explicit and implicit-enigmatic) experiential

elements.65

Repetition can be understood as a conscious, but not necessarily knowing,
acting out of repressed feelings stored in the unconscious. The temporal struc-
ture of deferred action, nachträglichkeit in the German original, après coup in
the French translation, provides one way of understanding the distinction
between conscious and unconscious in terms of their division and then inter-
action over time, how one is separated from, but returns in, the other.
Laplanche chooses the neologism ‘afterwardsness’ as his preferred English
translation, as he finds that this term is better able to embrace the double tem-
poral direction — the ‘to and fro’ or back and forth— of retrogressive and pro-
gressive actions, as well as the processes of detranslation and retranslation that
he holds are central to the concept of nachträglichkeit.66

For Laplanche, the exemplary mourning figure is Penelope, it is her work of
weaving and unweaving that is ‘an emblem of the gradual yet inexhaustible
unpicking of the ties binding her to a husband who may never return, and
the partial orientation of that work towards the possibility of a new compo-
sition’. So writes Nicholas Ray, in his obituary to Laplanche, who died while I
was working on an early version of this paper. For Ray, Laplanche’s account
of mourning ‘emerges as the very prototype of analytical endeavour’. Both
are, as Ray argues:

a reckoning with the past, a working though of the legacy of the other, which is

structurally interminable yet partially oriented towards a future. The death of

Laplanche brings to a close an immense labour of reckoning by one of Freud’s

most assiduous and devoted legatees. He leaves us with a remarkable body of

thought, and a lasting call to analyse, to mourn.67
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Crossmount House, London
(1967–8)
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My first fascination with May Morn had occurred in a spring, a season of tran-
sition, in the month of May, a month associated with the labour movement,
over 15 years ago. I write the final part of the essay in May from a tower
block in south London, where from my flat on the eighteenth floor I can see
a history of London’s housing design lying at my feet. I look from the Georgian
townhouses of the estate agent’s newly coined ‘Walworth village’ to the ragged
holes in the ground where the Heygate Estate used to be; from the pointed end
of the Shard at London Bridge, where — soaring skyward — penthouses
contain private swimming pools and cinemas, to the ‘affordable’ new flats
being built along the northern edge of Burgess Park, in place of the social
housing provided by the slab blocks of the Aylesbury estate, some of which
have already been demolished, while others lie under threat. Despite the
claims made for austerity, from here I see no lack of money; judging by the
number of cranes on the horizon, the city of London’s surplus capital has
sloshed so far over the southern banks of the Thames that it has finally
reached south Walworth.
One May morn, I bump into a young man at the entrance to my block who

asks me what it is like to live here.68 He is considering buying a flat, as the
block was designed, he tells me excitedly, by Colin Lucas, the lead architect,
of Roehampton’s Alton West, and built in 1967, the same year as me.
Many postwar social housing schemes are currently judged to have failed in

their intentions or to be structurally unsound, but the problem is more often
the lack of investment in the communal spaces and infrastructure, rather than
the original aspirations or engineering design. I see the years of neglect in my
own point block, where the social condensers — laundries, one on each floor
— all lie empty, the doors recently padlocked by Southwark Council, because
of the ‘health and safety’ threat they pose. Yet the one act of repair Southwark
Council have invested in smacks of aesthetic vandalism and will stop us residents
ever accessing our balconies again. As spring turns to summer, the beautiful
Crittall windows, which frame my view over Burgess Park, are smashed out.
The configuration of Southwark Council’s newly installed double-glazed units
completely ignores the 1960s design: three picture windows are replaced by
six narrow ones, whose plastic frames are double the width of the originals,
the sills so high that I can no longer step out onto my balcony, to the edge of
the building-line as my lease shows, and performmy duty of repairing and main-
taining my property. With no evidence to support their claim, Southwark
Council argue that they own the balcony — I ask them how they will keep to
their part of the contract, and repair and maintain the balcony in the future.
Silence. Currently it is filthy, the plaster crumbling off the exterior wall, and
the screws falling out of the frame that holds in place the glass screen 18
storeys off the ground.
As summer turns to autumn, and as I draw this research to a close, I dis-

cover that my flat is in Southwark’s ‘estate renewal zone’.69 Property consult-
ants Savills have been advising the council of the need to ‘unearth the
potential’ of public land, including ‘brownfield sites’, a term which for
them includes fully occupied housing estates.70 Post-war ‘point’ and ‘slab’
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blocks are not dense enough, and must be replaced by mansion blocks situ-
ated on re-introduced old-school street layouts.71 Although new research
shows refurbishment has less social and environmental cost than demoli-
tion,72 the advantage of new build is that existing residents can be moved
out, and in return, following viability studies, the developers can make
their non-negotiable 20 per cent profit while providing a small percentage
of ‘affordable housing’.73 Tenants are displaced from central London into
other boroughs,74 and leaseholders ejected from the city entirely, as the
rates of compensation paid when the councils issue compulsory purchase
orders are so low.75

What is happening to the other estates in my decaying black-and-white
photographs, I wonder? At Roehampton, a regeneration scheme is underway;76

at Churchill Gardens, it is immanent;77 at Hallfield, leaseholders are being
charged for a multi-million-pound refurbishment package which has stalled;78

and at the Elmington, I keep watch as the democratic values of the 1950s are
crushed into rubble.
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Afterwords
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Writing this essay has brought with it a kind of afterwardsness in a number of
ways, though perhaps not exactly in the way Laplanche had in mind. I have
experienced the constant sense of arriving too late, after it seems that the
research has already been done, but by somebody else. Owen Hatherley
reminds me of the Narkomfin, but too late, after a major exhibition on
Russian Constructivism has already been advertised. I arrive at the Royal
Academy, but again too late, the show has already been taken down.79 Excit-
edly, I head to University of Cambridge to see the archives of Catherine
Cooke, a Narkomfin specialist. I arrive at the library to be confronted by a
poster for an exhibition being installed on the day of my visit — in time to
see this new display of her Russian memorabilia, but too late to have unearthed
her research ephemera for myself.80 And finally, I get a message from my dad,
who suggests, very helpfully, that there is an exhibition on English 1950s and
1960s modernism at the RIBA library that I might like to see, given my interest
in tracking down the buildings in those photographs I have found. I rush over to
Portland Place, by this time sensing trouble, and yes, there it is, an exhibition
linking London County Council housing in the UK — including Churchill
Gardens and Roehampton West — not just to Le Corbusier’s Unité, but right
back to the Narkomfim.81 However, it has not only been a case of coming after-
wards, in the sense of arriving too late. In a way, by choosing to examine three
iconic buildings, it was naïve to have anticipated that things could have turned
out otherwise. How could I have imagined that in such a densely occupied ter-
ritory, packed full of the kind of architectural icons I have spent my academic
career so far avoiding, there could be any room for me to manoeuvre? So no,
I am not talking here of afterwards as the experience of coming after these/
those others, the feeling that the process of discovery has already taken
place, that their work has already come before mine; rather, I am trying to
figure afterwards in another sense, more akin to the psychoanalytic sense
of Freud’s nachträglichkeit, translated into French as après coup, and
Laplanche’s preferred English version of ‘afterwardsness’. My research has
taken me back to places that I have already been to, to some early scenes,
which at the time did not clearly register, that have only taken on significance
afterwards.
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In the 1980s, when I was studying architecture at the University of Sheffield, I
refused to be interested in anything related to Le Corbusier. The initial task
we were assigned as first-year students involved making a model of the Villa
Roche. I angrily messed it up, cutting the too-thick white card and its fuzzy
interior (in ignorance, I had purchased the wrong weight and type) with a
blunt knife, smearing the model in blood, badly scrubbed out and then
hastily, but rather proudly, covered over with Tipp-Ex. I had turned away from
male architects in general, but this modern master in particular, refusing to
visit his buildings, believing that there was nothing a feminist could learn
from a patriarch. But I wonder, now, how could I then, as a feminist but also
as a socialist, have managed to overlook the fascinating Park Hill, perched on
the hill overlooking the station, and my favourite nightclub, the Leadmill? I
only really discovered Park Hill with its streets-in-the-sky influenced indirectly
by Le Corbusier’s Unité (and now, I realise, more specifically by the Narkomfin)
many years later when I was invited to contribute a text to a volume of artists’
responses to brutalism, at the time the housing estate was being regenerated by
Hawkins/Brown through Urban Splash.82 I finally made it to the Marseilles Unité
on a weekend in early autumn, in the golden light of September, when by
chance the building was open to the public as part of La Journée Portes
Ouvertes, France’s version of Open House, offering me an unexpected opportu-
nity to visit not only the show apartment, but homes of residents, some of
whom had occupied the Unité from the beginning
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Studying for my diploma in architecture at the University of Edinburgh several
years later, I found something much more important to do when my tutor, Isi
Metzstein, first organised for us to visit St Peter’s, a disused Roman Catholic
seminary at Cardross outside Glasgow, designed in 1966 as a kind of
homage to Le Corbusier’s seminal seminary, La Tourette, when Isi was part of
the architectural practice Gillespie, Kidd and Coia. It was not until 22 years
later, when invited by the ‘Invisible College’ to contribute to a project by the
Glasgow-based art group NVA who were working on the building’s ‘regener-
ation’, that I finally got there, with Isi dead and the building a ruin, over a
half-life afterwards.83
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Setting off to pay homage to the Narkomfin, I travelled by train through Berlin,
last visited as a student with Isi in the 1990s, to explore the housing of the
1960s, this time to see the exhibition on the Narkomfin that I had missed at
the Royal Academy. After a night in Berlin, I travelled on to Moscow, arriving
in July, somewhat late, as I had planned to visit in May, in spring. The grey
skies and oppressive heat of summer reminded me of my first visit as an archi-
tecture student from the University of Edinburgh in 1991. Had I passed by the
Narkomfin before? Would I remember it when I found the building again? I
walked the streets in search of the Moscow I remembered. How long does it
take to recognise something, and what do we do with that sense of recognition
when it arrives, afterwards?
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