al

fact, even more than the port iself, underlay Liverpool’s great fortuncs
S0 although other ports overhauled it during the twenticth century, the
final cllapse in those fortuncs came afer |
of the UK Merchay

The bldes engineer of the portthat impressd Kohl and ekl was
Jesse Hartley. In 30 years, he buikt as many docks;
which integrated wharf and warchouse with hydraulic lifis and cranes
Hartley disposed stone and iron with articulate gravity and functional
grace et his poerulahittr alane s ran to maniacallyforiied

) with the near-cxtinction

above all the Alber,

a which
he (m.,,mm t0 work. His walls are built with rough cyclopean masses,
th o drsc, b b shapls s from the iy emeed
with a lime as hard as the granite isell’ As the century wore on, so
iesied s e s ok ol f o o
fogs of the fin-de-sdce (praised by Oscar Wilde in a lecture at Birkenhead),
the labyrinth of docks became a mysterious domain of symbols. In
1892, Atkinson Grimshaw painted the dock road as a rainy procession
of masts and gaslamps in vaporous twilight. Yet Grimshaw's nocturnes

were retrospects to a Georgian waterfront already overtaken by forces

altogether more indu
images of Dixon Scott’s visionary impression of 1907

ial and unknowable, sensed in the Piranesian
“Itis a region, this

seven-mile sequence of granite-lipped lagoons, which is invested ... with

of romance; and yet s romance is never

some conspicous properties
of just that quality one might perhaps expect
of the sea, but possessing both the stability of the one and the constant
t00 immense, too illed with the vastness of the outer

Neither of the land nor

flux of the other
to carry any sei

ks scems,indecd, to form a kind of ffth clement, a place charged with
ove like puzzled
saves, feting under oders they cannot understand,fambling ithgrat
forces that have long passed out of their control

dacmonic issues and dacmonic silences, whe

The Overhead Railway
‘Out of control” was what, by the y
Dock Road had bec
siver, of all the port’s traffic. Liverpool had brought the world' first
public railway, in 1830, through tunnels down to the docks, and in 1886
e e e o e e e [0

car that Grimshas painted i, the
ome  a continuous thoroughfare, parallel to the

ki sluon of g
lYuck Road, but to outdo New York's ‘I by making it the world’s first

electrified ‘Overhead Railway’, “Th Umbrella, as it became
known, opened in 1893 and carried millions each year uniil s closure, to
19561

reflected its immense popularity, often from memorics of
the parade of ships and docks afforded to all who rode aboard it. That
its appeal was immediate was evidenced in that, in 1896, it prompied
Lumiére’s came

ramen 1o fim from it what may be the worlds first

tracking shot, running from Canada to Albert Docks, past timbe

imshaw's nocturnes, this

sailing-ships and giant steamers. Far from G
movie is a kinematic harbinger of a twentieth century that had not yet

even begun. Without mont le continuious view; but

ge, it presents a sin
that s its key: 2 one-to-one correlation of lens to morif, which translates
space, through ‘real to recl’ motion, into time. This new technique of the
visble would open Dixon Scott's intractable dockworld to new eyes; and
the tracking view from the Ov
modern Liverpool. Throughout Anson Dyer's

erhead would feature in every montage of
1927 ‘city symphony fim,
A Day In Liverpoo, shots from and of the Overhead recur as a modf of
urban energy among streets, office:
dockers - the roaring scene that, surely also viewed from the Overhead,
excited Karel Capek on his visitin 1924

, exchanges,liner, cranes, brokers and

‘But Liverpool s the biggest port ... there was something to see from
Dingle up to Bootle, and as far again as Birkenhead on the other side.
Yellow water, bellowing steam ferries, white

cranes, stevedores, skis, shipyards, trains, smoke, chaos, hooting, ringing,
hammering, puffing, the ruptured bellies of the ships, the siench of horses,

Andif
hicve the full

the sweat, urine, and waste from all the continents of the world

ped up wors for another hll an hour, | ouldn'

‘number, confision and expanse which is called

Tndecd, a halthour was the Overhead ride from, Dingle 1o Boot
which unfolded not just @ pageant of ships, but Liverpools master-
narrative, which was recorded by countless eyes and amateur camer
like a
nis together into organiscd

following Dyer and Lumire. In architccture, ‘narrative’ s a line,
poral

and self-evident form. We can say, then, that the era of the Overhead

rope, which twists spatial and

was when Liverpool attained a comprehensible form as,i
city ‘..,.,..,,!1,,‘.“.|‘.1 0 the iver, from the airport at Speke to the Form|
dunes where Hawthorne and Melville strolled.

his was the premise of a
project which, in 1994, when Merseyside was designated ‘Objective I’ for
massive EU funding, | exhibited in Milan with architects from the group.
NATO (Narrative Architecture Today)
new Overhead that would re

0 use the EU fund to build a

neise the Mersey as  linear city™

Contenders at the Pier Head

The fulerum of the Overhead was the Pier Head; yet, as Lumiére’s film

shows, when the line opened, that climacic trio of giant buildings that
became wventieth-century Liverpool's world-image did not
the Pier Head was what it had always been ~ the pier for ferries to the.
Wirral, which drew 1o it the focus of the tram system. What transformed
it was the liners, which began to moor there on the mile-long floating
age, adjoining Princes Dock station with its awaiting Pullman

trains. Vet in 1900, this great threshold was sill in effect an island, cut off

landin

by George's Dock, It was the Dack Board's decision to close that basin

which was big, but too small for the latest steamships - that cr

ormous monuments and plaza that ensued. Yet how much

site for the

of it was planned? Adrian Jarvis has described the Dock Board's biuff

and opportunism in using the south end of the dock as site for a new
headquarters to impress investors.? This they completed by 1907, with
0 plan for what might fllthe other sites; so that when, in 1911, the aller
American-scale Liver Building rose on the north site, they were put out
and were with those who thought that the Cunard Building in the middle,
should be lowered. Peter de Figueiredo has cast light on the Pier Head

development; yet much remains obscure as to how this most monumental

parade actually came about
Place, the civic domain again henefted from translating the functional
rationalit of the dock estate ty in the city plan

arisen on the Old Do

Exident however, is that,

into formal rationali

the Custom House had sides that

. fanked by qu
became Canning Place, so now George’s Dock was divided by extensions

of Brunswick and Water Streets into the insular sites on which arose the
three giants of the Pier Head

On the Pier Head trio, much has been written about their variable
clevations, but not enough about their site plan. The significance of the
Pier Head is that only there are reconciled two contradictory pulses in
Lvepooluhaniam. On, el by th docks, and evicen n e

Georgiandistric ancelot

formal ensembles; but the other is to showy and extravagant onc- e

‘iconic” soltaires: the Town Hall, Custom House, St George's Hall, two
totemic cathedrals, Rowse’s Mersey Tunnel towers, St John's beacon and
the fantasy of the “4th Grace’.

for the *4th', none of them followed the logic of the prime trio. Which

Whatever the merits of the various designs

was: to maximise their power as freestanding monuments to themselves,

bt ot ffi the rscndent oo of the e doman. This ey

do by squarely measuring their sites (on rational commercial grounds)
uuhnuhmmu;, 2 blocks tostrctines in  isiplined thythm of solid-
d-solid. The utopia of the block grid

is of course Manhattan, whose pragmatic idcology was celcbrated in

Rem Koolhaas' Delrious New Jik. Yet, beyond the Pier Head, grids and

planned layouts do not reappear in Liverpool uniil the Georgian districts
The most consistent grid indeed, is Birkenhead, laid
out by shipbuilder Laird and his Scotish architeet Gillespic Graham,
running a mile from Hamilton Squ * But unlike

‘and Princes Avenue.

¢ to Birkenhead Park




