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Begaring Livepoo il mut commene with the Moy O e
primacy of the sreed. So Henry James' English Hous began
in  smoky dawn of arivalat the Mersey b, and so do al he best books
on Liverpool. In 1907, Walter Dixon Scott's summary of the city a its
confdent peak, Livepol, opened with “The River': .. not me
Liverpool owes her actual existence o the River, but also because the
whole quality, the “virtue” of that exisence has been determined by the
completeness of the dependency’' Likewise, Quentin Hughes in 1964
opened Seaport — sill the best introduction to Liverpool's architecture
with “The River and the Docks’?

rely because

And Tony Lane began his 1997
socialbiiny, el Gy O/ The S Tn Liverpol he s cannotbe
at the Pier Head. T

pn\»ﬂhhz westerlies. Standing outside the Town Hall and looking down
Ve St igh e, s ntwad bz ove s
he

the frame made by the Cunard and Liver Buildings’>

The Mersey wudmx the port and its shipping; as topography it is
ubiquitous and transcendent, Its great width, huge skics, and broad slopes
allinite o arhitectural gesure on  grand scale. Colin Rowe, who studied

. cchocd [ pur to Liverpools

selfimagining: ‘Lis

rpool is, or used to be, grim but grand. It was dour,
squalid, improbably Piranesian and, chanmnmmu,, was (qmmmd mvh
an apparently endles serics of smokily stratfied sunsets ... which

cccasomally 1o contibue 10 2 highly poignant magaifcence .\hu‘ it
was never a completely provincial or pragmati city and, from the late
I8C origins of its prosperity, it had typically indulged tsel in fantasies

city, planned and designed with a regulation unknown in English towns.¢
Ihis was a factor in _ Liverpool's peculiarly dirigiste, even paternalist,
Tory politis (which controlled the city up to 1936) but also in the formal

tionalism that would recur in Liverpool architecture.’

ample of this was the 1827 conversion of the first dock into

CGanning Place. Dominated by John Foster's massive Custom House,
whose dome and onic west portico surveyed the docks, Canning Place
became, unil the Edwardian monumentalisation of the Pier Head,
the civic focus of the port, whose brokers’ axis ran from the Exchange
behind John Woods Town Hall, along Castle Street past Cockerell's
Bank of England, and culminated in the shadow of the Custom House's
north portico and mercantile pantheon. Its looming bulk (bigger than
St George's Hall) reflected its national importance; for with the port’s
ascendance, Liverpool Custom House became the Exchequer's biggest
single source of revenue, leading Liverpool, uniquely, o be accorded its

own Whitehall offce.*

Schinkel in

iverpool

e his father as Corporation Surveyor (also Dock
Engincer from 1799 o 1825) aroused comment. The elder Fostr oxersanw
a doubling of the docks and the building of fireproof warchouses such
as the Goree arcades. In 1810, the younger Fostr joined Cockerell in
ping the Ao e, oo N s e Gr i
1o Liverpool, where it persisted, as in Glasgow, over a century. Most of

which were likely to involve an unmistakably local (and
combination of clegance, information, and megalomania”

That provocative and ‘fierce beauty’, as Dixon Scott called the river’s
influence, has exceeded its utlity to the port. Itis now attractor to those
converters of warchouse lofts to ‘city-dwelling’ who may make shopping.
rather than shipping the key to the city's future. Visitors will notice the
towers rising north of the Pier Head, each angled westward to the view
actoss the river, the Welsh mountains and the Irsh S

ey are the
crest of a regeneration that began, very slowly, in 1987, by trning the
Albert Dock o the Maritime Museum, Tate G

North, tourism, and

aparimente. Remnl of the port downiiver, ebuiding the Pie F
for cruiseliners, and the new King’s Dock Arena, on the waterfront next
10 the Albert Dock, should now connect city and river in a way that was
never possible when cight miles of docks monopolised the Mersey. Across
the old dock road from the Arena is now the city’s biggest building sie: 42
acres, with streets and 40 individually designed buildings on a masterplan
worked out between the city and developer Grosvenor Estates. Opening
during Liverpool's year s EU Capital of Culure, and named ‘Liverpool
1", this doubling of the city’s retal centre is the largest of over a hundred
projects which only now, 35 years after the closure of the south docks,

are hczuu\mg to transform the city. It i ironi
“Liver

ic yet characteristic that
wrising on the site of the first of those docks, originally
e very spol et of Lierpool

The ‘navel’ of Liverpool
From its incorporation in 1207 to 1700, Liverpool scarcely grew beyond
a grid of six streets, a castle, and church.? Exposed to wind and s
tides, the Mersey was a dangerous channel,

ind the only haven for ships
lay in the muddy creck that was the pool of Liverpool. The port of today
is an entirely artifical creation that began only with the replacement of
that creek, in 1715, by the world's first wet sea-dock, into which ships
Coud el High wten and v through o e, Oxer he next two

centuries, 50 more such basins would follow, enclosing 500 acres of water

by 80 miles of quayside. Most were built along the Liverpool shore out
into the river, which became flanked by continuous granite walls from
Dingle down to Seaforth at the mouth; but in the nineteenth e
docks were opencd on the opposite side of the Mersey, along the great

Flont,which an infand rom th loce at Bienhend |.m.4.u\ owned
by the Corporation, and from 1857, a Trust, the administration of this

vast estate on both sides of the Mersey became in effect, a cty within a

Foster’s austere works ar now gone; but one remains. Pevsner called it ‘1\
stroke of genius': the of St Jam vin the
gothic shade of Scotr’s Anglican C:
from his Doric Oratory and Gambier Terrace, a Piranesian descent of

thedral, into which Foster led down,

s and tunnels to his domed Hu(hmm Mausolcum.?

w fore, that when, in 1826, Friedrich
Sclvmkc\ visited Lucrpaol on his research tour of Britain, he sought
out Foster at his house in Mt Pleasant, opposite Edmund Aiken's
‘\'ullmgmn Rooms, whose Grecian refinement he noted in his journal.®
But Foster was already at his offce, and when Schinkel caught up with
him, had litte time to talk with his distinguished Prussian visitor, who
noted Foster's income from the booming port around him. If Schinkel
hoped to discuss the culture of the city, he would have done better at
the Athenacum club with its illustrious founder William Roscoe, sclf-

understandable,

taught biographer of Lorenzo di Medici, founder of Live

collections, and campaigner, as local MP, against slavery." Schinkel, like

many nincteenth-century \ls\lun, experienced in Liverpool a mix of

exhilaration and alarm, finding efficient models to imitate, but social

sonder 10 void. Many in the city e the same. For imstance, ames

Newlands pionecred a sewer system long before Bazalgetie in London.
1846 Li

rpool's art

the country's first Medical Office of Health, the celebrated Dr Duncan,
for whom, like Roscoe, two Liverpool pubs are sill named.

Visitors and visions
Liverpools fame grew with its trade. In 1824, Donizetti made it the
setting of a fanciful opera: Emila d Livrpool. It also featured in journals,
such as those of de Tocqueville and Emerson. Nathaniel Hawthorne
wrote a journal of his years there as US consul, and Herman Melvilleset
Vi 1949 novl R i he ‘and carvansany of Pincs Dock, e
while visiting Hawthore. Most decisive was Frederick Law

his stay ther
Olmteds diconey, o his rival, of Paston's new Bikenbead Park,

where he found the

esque landscape design which he had come to
see, but adapted for the first time from aristocratic estate (0 a democratic
park. Back in New York, Olmsted would translate Birkenhead, upscaled

and Columbia-rugged, to Central Park.

In 1842, a German visitor, . G. Kohl, recorded the city in meticulous
and admiring detail, noting that since 1800, its population had ebled to
300000, while the port received annually 16 000 ships, with 10 000 owned
there. By 1900, a million people lived on Merseyside, and with growing
steamship size, one seventh of the world's tonnage was owned there. This




