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POWELL MOYA

On 20 May 1946, Philip Powell and Hidalgo
Moya discovered that they had won the open
international competition (64 entries, judged
by Stanley Ramsey) for a huge new housing
development in a bomb-scarred corner of
Pimlico, close to the Thames. It was a dream
of a job. Westminster Council provided an
office in Great Smith Street at rock-bottom
rent. Construction began in 1948 and
continued, intermittently, for nearly 15 years.
Churchill Gardens (as the development was
soon christened) eventually contained nearly
1700 flats and houses.

Powell and Moya had met at the wartime
AA where, together with fellow student
Margaret Taylor, they undertook a thesis
project for a housing scheme in Bethnal
Green. When the Pimlico competition was
announced, Powell and Moya (who had
both worked for Prederick Gibberd after
leaving the AA) came together to produce
the winning entry.

Philip Powell was born in Yorkshire in
1921, the son of a headmaster turned
clergyman. He became an architect, quitting a
Cambridge scholarship for the AA, because his
elder brother Michael, whom he hero-
worshipped, had become one. (Michael
Powell duly joined the new partnership after
leaving the army in 1946, but quit in 1950,
having secured a prestigious job with the LCC.
He died in 1971.) Moya was born in California
in 1920, but was brought to England at the age
of one and, until late in life — he died in 1994 —
rarely travelled beyond this country.

Outstanding landmark
Churchill Gardens was, of course, the
making of the practice. It remains one of the
outstanding landmarks of post-war
architecture in Britain. Though criticised by
John Summerson (“This sort of thing is not
London at all’) and by Ian Nairn (‘Full of
good bits which nowhere quite come
together to make a place’), it remains a
strikingly confident statement of the
modern ideal of high-density urban living —
and a good place to live. The phasing of the
scheme allowed it to respond to changing
needs (bedsits for singles alongside large
family flats, medium- and low-rise blocks),
while some of the houses were declared to be
‘too good’ for council tenants. The roots of
the project are to be found in Corbusier,
Mies, and the Bauhaus (the young Powell
saw the Dessau building after its conversion
to a Nazi training college) but equally in
Holland, where van Tijen & Maaskant’s
Plaslaan flats and Oud’s Kiethoek, both in
Rotterdam, were an important influence on
Powell & Moya.

The  Stuttgart  Weissenhofsiedlung
impressed Philip Powell with the quality not
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Hidalgo (Jacko) Moya and Philip Powell (right): a lasting collaboration

just of its architecture but equally that of its
‘verdant, luxuriant and romantic’ landscape.
Powell & Moya was always critical of the
‘nasty municipal deserts’ which surrounded
many of the new high-rise towers in London
—and was never enthusiastic about high-rise
residential blocks. The tallest structure it ever
designed, the Festival of Britain Skylon,
lasted only a year. The idea of the 100m
Skylon was Moya’s. Engineered by Felix
Samuely, it cost £23,000, considerably more
than the initial estimate and, like Ralph
Tubbs’s Dome of Discovery, would be
remarkable even in the age of Alsop and
Future Systems. In 1951, it was a symbol of
hope for the future. (‘Everything except hope
was strictly rationed, Philip Powell recalls.)
Along with the rest of the festival, however, it
was quickly razed by the incoming Tory
government. ‘It was never meant to be
permanent, according to Philip Powell. ‘It
was the way in which it went that hurt.

With Churchill Gardens rising and the
Skylon (briefly) a landmark on London’s
skyline, Powell & Moya was well placed to
win more jobs. The Lamble Street housing
scheme in Gospel Oak produced, for once, a
(modestly) high-rise block, combined with
low-rise, Kiethoek-inspired houses for larger
families. Whereas Churchill Gardens was an
entire quartier in its own right, the Lamble
Street scheme (completed in 1954) slotted
comfortably into the variegated urban fabric
of North London. The commission for a new
general hospital in Swindon also came to the
practice in 1951, though the first stage of
what became the Princess Margaret Hospital
opened only in 1960. Now badly altered, its
future uncertain, it is nonetheless one of the
great twentieth-century British buildings,
reflecting Powell & Moya’s steadfast

opposition to the mechanistic
monumentalism which overtook hospital
design in the 1960s.

Radical hospital design

Swindon forced Powell & Moya to learn
about hospital design. Hospitals have
formed a fundamental, but sometimes
problematic, part of the practice’s workload
ever since. The present condition of the
Princess Margaret Hospital is an object
lesson for owners worried about the
prospect of listing (mutilate the building
enough, and English Heritage won’t look at
it). Wexham Park Hospital at Slough is up
for listing. The scheme built on the
experience of Swindon, but turned in a more
radical direction. The imposing slab of
wards at the Princess Margaret Hospital was
a proud symbol of the welfare state — one
reason for demolishing it in the 1990s? —but,
as the architects pointed out, a low-rise
hospital made for easier circulation. (In the
1950s, many hospitals consisted largely of
recycled Nissen huts.) At Wexham Park, the
site allowed for an expansive plan, so that the
wards are laid out in one-storey pavilions
around garden courts, a device allegedly
inspired by Arne Jacobsen’s Genofte school.
Only the multi-storey administration block
stands proud of them. Its concrete-vaulted
foyer is a tour de force, a work of art only
partly spoiled by the recent mutilation of the
striking staircase.

Education has been another prime
concern of Powell & Moya and its successors
for nearly half a century. Mayfield School,
Putney, (1952-56, quoted by Nairn as ‘one of
the best modern buildings in Britain’) was
one of the first comprehensives, a further
indication of the degree to which the practice
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was linked to the progressive concerns of the
post-war era. Like the Swindon hospital, it
has been comprehensively spoiled (by
Wandsworth Council). Though notable for
itsarchitectural elegance and sensitivity to the
site — the core was an existing school —
Mayfield was equally remarkable for its low-
cost construction and innovative engineering
(by Arup). It successfully humanised the
comprehensive by breaking it down into a
series of manageable units, with none of the
buildings over three storeys. Nothing about
the school looked cheap — there was even
money for fine mosaics by Philip Suffolk —yet
it came in at 22 per cent below estimate.

Contextual design

Mayfield School was a proud public building
designed for an increasingly egalitarian
society. Most of Powell & Moya’s educational
work was conducted in the more rarefied
surrounds of the old universities. In the
1950s and 1960s Oxbridge was itself being
democratised, yet the colleges were slow to
embrace modern architecture, sticking
instead with historicists like Maufe and
Richardson. Brasenose College, Oxford’s
decision in 1957 to go to Powell & Moya was
a breakthrough, following on closely from St
John’s commissioning of Architects’ Co-
Partnership. The context of historic Oxford
was potentially intimidating, but the site was
a half-derelict backyard, so well-concealed
that the drchitects were not constrained. The
BNC scheme built upon Powell & Moya’s
housing experience but took account of the
need to get views out of (and light into) the
backland site. It became a textbook example
of contextual design (and is now listed Grade
I1*), but was relatively small.

At Christ Church, Oxford, more than
twice as many rooms were accommodated in
Blue Boar Quad (commissioned in 1964,
along with the new Picture Gallery, one of
the firm’s best buildings). The Cripps
Building at St John’s, Cambridge, completed
in 1967, was not only very large (with 200
rooms) but, as Reyner Banham pointed out,
far from obviously contextual in style, plan
or materials (notably the costly travertine
facing). Mr Cripps had made a fortune in the
motor components trade. Not only did he
give the college a lump sum for the new
building, he also sat on the building
committee and inspected every drawing. All
the excellent bronze fittings in the building
were made in the Cripps works, at cost price.
Having completed the St John’s building,
moreover, Cripps came back to Powell &
Moya a few years later with the commission
for additions to Queen’s College, Cambridge.
In Oxford, the practice was also responsible
for a new block at Corpus Christi. Banham
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reported a comment on the university work,
apparently made by someone in Powell &
Moya’s office, to the effect that ‘the building
you didn’t notice was by Powell & Moya’
Somehow the firm missed out on the new
university boom —in the mid 1960s it was, in
any case, heavily involved elsewhere. Wolfson
College, Oxford, for which Aalto was
seriously considered and rejected, can be
seens as Powell & Moya’s Essex or UEA, a
complete mini-campus for graduate
students outside the ancient centre of the
city. Again there was a generous benefactor,
Isaac Wolfson, who worried the architects by
suggesting that the interior of the entrance
hall be lined with red marble (he was
persuaded to accept white). The budget was
generous and the finishes and fittings
consequently of high quality. Cool, classic
and confident, Wolfson epitomises Powell &
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Floor plans from Churchill Gardens

Moya at its best and sums up an approach
characterised (as Banham, somewhat
exaggeratedly, put it) by ‘niceties of
professional skill rather than grand gestures’
In the mid to late 1960s, indeed, the practice
might be seen as embodying the essence of a
native  Modern  British  architecture
challenged, but by no means shaken, by the
New Brutalism of a younger generation —
though James Stirling was in fact only eight
years younger than Philip Powell.

The personal collaboration of Philip
Powell and ‘Tacko’ Moya, though reinforced
over the years by the efforts of erstwhile
assistants like James Gowan, Richard Burton,
Paul Koralek, and Richard MacCormac, was
critical to this success. Powell (strategist and
planner) and Moya (craftsman and
constructeur) worked separately in the office,
but repaired every day to the local pub to
confer over beer and sandwiches. Moya was
the draughtsman, Powell the negotiator. It
was the partnership (which by then included
Peter Skinner) which collectively received the
Royal Gold Medal in 1974, though Philip
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Powell got a knighthood a year later. There
were other collaborators, like Eric Chick, ‘a
Wiltshire builder, but also a sort of genius) as
Powell describes him. Chick (a former
employee of Gibberd) was a specialist in
prefabrication, using timber and brick
instead of costly steel and glass. The
prototype house at Highworth, Wiltshire,
designed in collaboration with Chick in 1951,
and the subsequent development at Bishop’s
Green, Hampshire can be seen as prototypes
for Eric Lyons” span schemes. Engineering
back-up for the majority of Powell & Moya
projects up to the 1980s came from Charles
Weiss & Partners, and was seen to strong
effect in the Putney Baths (completed 1968)
and the Festival Theatre at Chichester (1958-
62), the cathedral city where Powell & Moya’s
first buildings (houses for Philip Powell’s
family and friends) were finished in 1949. A
local optician got together the committee
which, against all the odds, raised the money
for the theatre, shaped and brought into
operation under the influence of Tyrone
Guthrie and Laurence Olivier and providing
an influential model for the National Theatre.
The year that the Chichester Theatre,
currently a candidate for listing, opened also
saw the inauguration of the fourth (and last)
phase of Churchill Gardens and the
beginnings of work on the Museum of
London — completed 15 years later.

Avoiding commercialism
Banham characterised Powell & Moya’s work
as ‘gentlemanly’ and neither of the partners,
itis clear, had any inclination to become part
of the first post-war development boom —
commercial jobs were never actively
pursued, nor did either of the partners want
to run a big office. The Museum of London
was tacked on to the Barbican, with a
‘terrible’ site (Philip Powell’s description) on
London Wall, developed from 1960 onwards
as a procession of sub-Miesian packing-case
office blocks. The Museum, as completed,
following a public inquiry and long delays, is
a calm oasis internally — the glazed, barrel-
vaulted gallery which links the main floors is
especially memorable. Externally, however, it
makes little impact and the associated office
tower, though better than the others along
what was known as ‘Route 11}, is really just
another office block. One senses that the
practice regarded it as just another (not very
interesting) job. A later commercial
commission, the NatWest bank on
Shaftesbury Avenue, produced a more
streetwise building, but equally failed to
suggest deep commitment or any desire on
the part of the practice to reinvent itself for
the 1980s.

Powell & Moya’s most prestigious 1980s
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