Concrete Poetry
Ernő

Goldfinger’s architecture celebrated structure, valued function and planning,
and introduced striking new forms. The use of reinforced concrete allowed
the construction of taller buildings, filled with light and open space.

Goldfinger’s home

1902 Born in Budapest, Hungary, dividing his early
years between the city and the Carpathian
mountains
1919

As Communists take control of Hungary, the
family move to Vienna, then Switzerland

1920 Moves to Paris to study architecture, initially
learning in the classical tradition
1923 Discovers the ‘new architecture’ of Le
Corbusier, and studies under Perret, pioneer of
reinforced concrete
1931 Meets Ursula Blackwell, artist and heiress to the
Crosse and Blackwell food company fortune;
they marry in 1933
1934 Ernő and Ursula move to London, to escape the
worsening situation in Europe

1938 Moves in to Willow Road, the Hampstead house
he designed for himself and his family
1939 World War II; unable to build, writes on
–45 architectural theory and urban planning
1956 Included in This is Tommorrow exhibition,
influential exhibition at the Whitechapel Art
Gallery
1959 Begins seven years of work on Elephant and
Castle offices
1965 Haggerston School completed
1967 Balfron Tower completed
1973 Trellick Tower completed
1977 Retires, closing his office in Trellick Tower
1987 Dies at his home in Willow Road

Goldfinger pioneered the tower block in Britain.
Big and bold, these London landmarks are nontheless
designed with sensitivity and respect for their occupants.

Dominating the skyline over the east and west
extremes of London, Balfron Tower (1967) in Poplar
and Trellick Tower (1972) in North Kensington are
council flats and were amongst the tallest buildings
in Europe. Famous for their monumental scale and
forbidding form, they also also contain some of
Goldfinger’s most imaginative planning.
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Goldfinger’s
time in Paris was
crucial, connecting
him with modern
artists and
architects

1919

Gstaad

Budapest

The house is now a museum owned by the National
Trust and open to the public, where visitors can
see the industrial furniture designed by Goldfinger
himself, and the couple’s impressive collection of
modern art.

Goldfinger used
Willow Road to
develop some of the
design ideas he would
use throughout his
career

Ernő and
Ursula lived
in a flat at the top
of Balfron for two
months, where they held
champagne parties for
the residents and
sought feedback on
the design
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Towering presence
Goldfinger was as formidable and uncompromising in
life as his buildings would suggest. Standing 6'2'' tall,
he was known for his energy, passion and persistence
– and his explosive temper. Young assistants who
joined his office tended not to stay long: he is even
said to have fired a man who was waiting in the office
to have lunch with one of his employees.

Goldfinger
eventually came
to appreciate his
name’s notoriety:
he never had to
repeat it at
parties

To
emphasise
its height,
alternating floors
stick out,
or in

The buildings’ most distinguishing features are
their dramatic detached service towers, their
slit windows recalling medieval fortresses.
Containing stairs, lifts, refuse chutes and
pipework, they isolate all the building’s noisy
functions from the living areas. The Trellick
service tower originally contained ‘hobby
rooms’ for residents to pursue their pastimes,
and link bridges to the main block are based
on the dimensions of train carriages, creating a
sense of familiar scale.

Auguste Perret
Goldfinger broke away from his classical
education to study under Auguste Perret
(1874–1954), an architect with background in
both construction and design. He pioneered
the use of reinforced concrete, which
minimised the need for supporting columns,
allowing the interior to become light and open.
Perret believed a building should express its
structure: a defining feature of Goldfinger’s
work.

Toy storey
Goldfinger’s first commissions were for
shops in central London. For Abbatt
Toys on Wimpole Street (1936), he
not only created one of the best shop
interiors of the time, but also designed
the logo and created a set of toys in
the modernist style.

Goldfinger, 1968

Since Haggerston School was opened in 1965, the
way we teach and learn has changed, requiring new
types of space, and incorporating new technology.
Understanding of energy efficient design has also
improved since Goldfinger’s day.

The atrium is a
new double-height
space, hollowed out
of the main block,
bringing natural light
deep into the
building

The School was extensively modernised between
2010–12, adding a new Creative Block for art, design
and ICT. The refurbishment sought to recover the best
of the school’s architectural character, create bright
and stimulating spaces for learning, and improve
the building’s green credentials by bringing energy
conservation to modern standards.

The ratio of the shorter part A
to the longer part B
In 1943 Le Corbusier published
Le Modulor: a scale of golden section
proportions supposedly observed in the
human body, from which a system of
architectural units is derived. He saw in it
not only harmony and proportion, but also
an expression of the mathematical order
of the universe.

The ratio of the longer part B
to the combined length of both parts A+B
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Features and flourishes
Angled
brickwork
reduces sound
reflections for
better
acoustics

Goldfinger saw the importance of arrival and assembly
as part of the school day, giving the Assembly Block
the most spectacular spaces in the building.
Separating the school from the surrounding streets,
outdoor spaces are an integral part of the design.
The large forecourt provides space for exercise and
recreation, whilst the beautifully landscaped courtyard
provides opportunities for relaxation and reflection.
Haggerston’s classrooms feature Goldfinger’s
‘Photobolic Screen’: a long recessed window which
sits above the main window. The ledge between the
two windows is painted white to diffuse light onto the
ceiling, bringing light all the way to the back of
the room.

Goldfinger’s interest in mathematical
proportions dated from the 1920s, and
recurred throughout his career

A+B
A:B = B:A+B = 1:1.618

There is another secret :
you know, in all my buildings,
tall and not so tall, you
always see that the vertical
columns keep them up
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The Golden Rectangle
has sides in
Golden Ratio proportions

A

The Golden
Section has been
observed in the spirals
of shells, arrangements
of leaves and seeds on
plants, and the arms
of galaxies

The
Creative
Block’s angled
frontage protects
the views of the
main block from
Queensbridge
Road

NEW
C R E AT I V E
BLOCK

Goldfinger, 1983

French
connections

Outcast to icon

Haggerston
School uses the
Golden Section in the
proportioning of its
buildings

Site plan: blocks appear to be
positioned and proportioned with
golden rectangles

Golden rectangles can be found in
the facade elevation

Using new
construction
techniques, highperformance glazing and
insulation we have made
Haggerston School
greener and more
comfortable

Forum space in the new Creative Block

Introducing
bright colour and
natural light has
brought vibrancy and
a natural sense of
orientation
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Trellick Tower
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Haggerston has
some of the most
generous outdoor
spaces of
any London
school

The influence of Auguste Perret (under whom
Goldfinger studied in Paris) is evident in
the exposed concrete construction. Perret
developed the French ‘rationalist’ tradition,
which valued the elegant expression of
structure, clearly showing a building’s loadbearing elements.

Caretaker’s house elevations: a composition of squares and golden rectangles
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More recently, investment in security and maintenance,
combined with a renewed appreciation of Goldfinger’s
design, has lead to it becoming a coveted
place to live – now the media
call it a ‘high-rise for hipsters’.
Trellick has become a symbol
of west London, celebrated on
innumerable designer trinkets.

Social necessity or fashion accessory?
Trellick tower merchandise.

First documented by Euclid in Ancient Greece
(c.3000 BC), the Golden Ratio, or Golden Section,
is often regarded as one of the most beautiful
proportions. It has been found in architecture since
antiquity, and occurs in the natural world.

The Golden Section has been found in
the design of ancient buildings – though
whether it was used intentionally is not
known.
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It’s no coincidence that James Bond author
Ian Fleming named one of his most notorious
villains Goldfinger. Fleming was said to dislike
modern architecture, and knowing of Ernő
through a friend, created the character ‘Auric
Goldfinger’ for his 1959 novel. Ernő was
quick to notice the resemblance and he sued,
eventually settling for costs and six free copies
of the book.

In 1923 Goldfinger read the seminal book by
architect Le Corbusier (1887–1965) Vers une
architecture (‘Toward an Architecture’) which
advocated the principles of a new approach to
building. Forms would be determined by their
function, rather than following stylistic trends.
The machine age and the rise of the car called
for new ways of interacting with buildings, and
the house would be ‘a machine for living in’.

Bright green

The Golden Ratio is a proportional pairing
of two lengths where:

Trellick Tower refined the design ideas pioneered
at Balfron, and Goldfinger opened his office in the
base of the building. Yet by the time it had been
completed, public opinion had turned against high-rise
developments. Poorly maintained and unsupervised,
the building became notorious for crime, branded by
the tabloids as ‘The Tower of Terror’.

Le Corbusier
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Ernő and Ursula at home in Willow Road
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The original school has three separate but linked
blocks: an entrance assembly block A, a main
teaching block B and a gym/sports block C. They are
linked together by covered walkways and arranged
in a clear plan which allows the visitor to orientate
themselves easily within the building complex. The
composition and clarity of the original entrance
sequence was typical of Goldfinger’s sense of order,
and was an important part of experiencing the school
as a progression from the formality of arrival and
assembly to the activity-based zones of teaching and
exercise beyond.

The Golden Section

is equal to

The whole object of
building high is to
free up the ground for
children and grown-ups
to enjoy Mother Earth

1902–8

Ambitious in its scale, the Elephant and Castle
Development (1967) was one of the first tall modern
buildings in London. The internal design was made
as flexible as possible, which served the building
well: originally used as offices, it was saved from
demolition through conversion into flats.

Building blocks

C

Several derelict cottages were demolished to make
way for the new building and the plans met with local
opposition, establishing Goldfinger as a radical early
in his career.

The building has undergone extensive renewal to
incorporate the latest materials and technology,
creating spaces for twenty-first century learning.
Assembly Block brickwork

Functional
fortress

Towers of London

On moving to London in 1934 Goldfinger set
about designing his own home, 2 Willow Road
in Hampstead. A terrace of three houses, the
Goldfingers occupied the larger central property.
A modern take on the graceful Georgian terraces
which he admired, the house incorporates traditional
brickwork in deference to its surroundings.

The design of Haggerston School makes use of
The Golden Section: a mathematical ratio for
aesthetically pleasing proportions.

One of the outstanding school buildings of the period, Haggerston School
(1965) demonstrates Goldfinger’s mature style, containing some of his most
dramatic spaces. The buildings are protected by their Grade II listed status.

Balfron Tower

1934–87

1920–34

Proportion
The new Creative Block

London

Paris

All in

Elephant and Castle development, West Elevation

Elephant and Castle development, West Elevation

Timeline

Renewal

High Society

Goldfinger
Architect of Haggerston School, Ernő Goldfinger
was one of a wave of émigrés who arrived in Britain in
the 1930s, bringing new ways of thinking about about
architecture, design and art. Goldfinger’s buildings are as
celebrated as they are controversial, renowned for their
boldness and ingenuity.

Haggerston School
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