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Tower Bridge / St Katharine Docks      103102      The Tower of London

The resulting combined suspension and bascule bridge took eight years to build and 
its 11,000-ton steel core is clad in Cornish granite and Portland stone. The carriageway 
between the towers is composed of two bascules (or drawbridges), which are raised to 
allow tall ships to pass through. The original steam pumping engines used to provide 
hydraulic power to raise the bascules were replaced in 1976 by electric motors. The 
two high walkways between the towers were constructed to allow pedestrians to cross 
uninterrupted when the bascules were in operation. However, pedestrians preferred 
to cross at road level and the walkways became the haunt of unsavoury characters, 
leading to their closure in 1910. Although river traffic in this part of the Thames has 
diminished since its 19th-century heyday, the raising of the bascules is still an impres-
sive sight (a timetable of bridge lifts may be found on towerbridge.org.uk). 

visiting tower bridge
Entry to the Tower Bridge Exhibition (open April–Sept 10–6, Oct–March 9.30–5.30; 
admission charge; shop; T: 020 7403 3761, towerbridge.org.uk) is via the North Tower 
and visitors are taken up by lift. The two walkways (now covered, and which also serve 
as exhibiton space) afford impressive panoramic views of London; worth the entry 
fee alone. London’s historic landmarks increasingly jockey for position with its new 
skyscapers. UNESCO and English Heritage are concerned that these giant edifices are 
unsympathetic and recently the World Heritage status of the Tower of London and 
Westminster was called into question. After a short film in the South Tower about the 
bridge’s construction, you are transported down by stairs and lift to road level. Follow 

the blue line on the pavement to the final part of the tour, the Victorian Engine Rooms, 
which are situated on the south side of the river (Shad Thames). Here one can see the 
enormous pumping engines, accumulators and boilers that were originally used to 
raise the bascules. An interactive model of the bridge allows you to raise the bascules 
via both steam and modern hydraulic methods. Exit via the gift shop. You can either 
explore the south side of the river from here, where there are plenty of riverside places 
to eat (see p. ???) or return across the bridge to St Katharine Docks.

st katharine docks 

Map p. ???, ??. Underground: Tower Hill; DLR: Tower Gateway.

Since the 1990s, the area of the Thames known as the Upper Pool, which stretches 
from London Bridge to just below Tower Bridge on both sides of the bank, has been 
enjoying a revival and the area thrives once more, albeit in a 21st-century guise. The 
riverside walk has been opened up, new buildings have been built and old warehouses 
and wharves have been converted into living units, offices, shops and riverside eating 
and drinking establishments. 

St Katharine Docks were the first of London’s docks to be regenerated into com-
mercial and leisure space after the demise of London’s shipping industry. Today the 
serene waterside expanse houses accommodation, offices, restaurants, shops and an 
exclusive marina: it makes a good place to go for a drink or a bite to eat after visiting 
the Tower. 

history of st katharine docks
A dock has existed here since 1125. In 1147–8, a hospital and priory were founded on 
the land under the patronage of Queen Matilda, wife of King Stephen, who referred to 
it as ‘my hospital by the Tower’. The priory escaped dissolution thanks to Katherine 
of Aragon, by then its patron. She remained in the role, even after her divorce from 
Henry VIII, until her death. By the end of the 18th century some 3,000 people lived 
and worked in the precincts of the ancient hospital and church and thousands more 
continued to settle here, turning the area into a densely-built slum. In 1825 the area 
was taken over for development as a dock and the inhabitants were unceremoniously 
evicted.

St Katharine Docks as they exist today opened in 1928. They were built by Telford 
as two connected basins accessed via a lock at the entrance to the Thames. A range of 
warehouses by Philip Hardwick lined the quays so goods could be unloaded straight 
into them; the docks specialised in wine, brandy, tea, rubber, marble, ivory, sugar 
and other valuable commodities. After fire damage in the Second World War, and 
also because modern steam and container ships were unable to enter the docks, they 
finally closed as a commercial enterprise in 1968. Their redevelopment is seen as a 
model for urban regeneration.

tower bridge

Background Information            1918      

The City is London’s most ancient quarter and a global fi nancial centre 
that has been closely connected with international trade and commerce for 
2,000 years. The tightly built ‘Square Mile’ of small streets, crooked alleys, 

squares, courts, churches, civic buildings, o�  ces and high rises stretches 
from the Royal Courts of Justice in the Strand (Temple Bar) to Aldgate in 

the east and from the Thames in the south to City Road in the north.

The City of London

London fi rst became a port of wealth and 
prominence under Roman occupation 
(ad 43–410). In the 2nd century, the 

Romans built a towering defence wall around 
the City, 20ft high and 8ft wide, as impressive 
as Hadrian’s Wall in the North. It formed the 
foundations for the medieval city wall that was 
restored by King Alfred in the 9th century and 
remained standing until the 18th and 19th cen-
turies. The legacy of this wall is that it loosely 
defi nes the perimeters of the City to this day and signifi cant remains may still be seen 
at Tower Hill, the Barbican and on the modern road called London Wall. 

After the Norman Conquest of 1066, William the Conqueror built three mighty for-
tresses in the City to subdue its citizens (the Tower, o�  cially outside the City’s limits, 
is the only one that remains). However, William also recognised the City’s value to the 
wealth of the country and approved a London charter which upheld previous Saxon 
rights and privileges. In the 12th century, the City was granted the autonomy of self 
government, a privilege that continues today. Many of the City’s grand livery compa-
nies (see overleaf) were founded in the 12th–13th centuries. By the 15th century the 
City was home to fl ourishing trading fi rms and in 1600 the great East India Company 
was established. In 1565, Sir Thomas Gresham founded the Royal Exchange, opened 
by Elizabeth I. The Plague of 1665 reduced the population by one fi fth and then in 1666 
the Great Fire razed fi ve-sixths of the medieval city to the ground, destroying 86 out of 
107 parish churches and the halls of 44 livery companies. Although the chief architect, 
Christopher Wren, wished to restructure along more planned, Enlightenment lines, 
the urgent need to rebuild meant that the City was re-erected over its medieval foot-
print, within the outline of the old Roman walls. 

After the Fire many wealthy inhabitants moved west, but the City remained a great 
commercial centre. The Bank of England was founded in 1694 and this and other 
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Sir Norman Foster’s Swiss Re Building (the ‘Gherkin’, 30 St Mary Axe)
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St Paul’s Cathedral      3736      The City of London

On entering St Paul’s, the visitor should first walk up the centre of the nave to the 
great space beneath the dome, where the huge proportions of the church are especially 
impressive. 

st paul’s cathedral
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The dome (A): The inner cupola of 
the dome soars 218ft above you, rest-
ing upon massive supports, of which 
the four chief ones, at the angles, afford 
room in their interiors for the vestries 
and the library staircase. Nineteenth-
century mosaics executed by Salviati of 
Venice fill the spandrels, traditionally 
seen as linking spaces between the heav-
enly realm above and the earthly realm 
below and thus decorated with images 
of those who transmitted God’s message 
to mankind: here on the west we see 
Old Testament prophets (from south 
to north, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and 
Daniel, designed by Alfred Stevens and 
partly executed by W.E.F. Britten). The 
other spandrels show the Evangelists: 
SS Matthew and John (by G.F. Watts) 
and SS  Mark and Luke (by Britten). 
In the quarter-domes, at a lower level, 
are more recent mosaics by Sir W.B. 
Richmond (d. 1921).

Above the arches is the Whispering 
Gallery (see below), above which again 
are recesses with 19th-century marble 
statues of the Fathers of the Church. 
The cupola, above, was decorated by Sir 
James Thornhill with eight scenes in 
monochrome from the life of St Paul. 
Monochrome was used deliberately 
in a carefully planned scheme for the 
decoration of the new church, which was 
to be Anglican in spirit: dignified, dedi-
cated to the glory of God, neither Roman 
Catholic (too gaudy) nor Puritan (too 
plain). Later decorations have eclipsed 
the original intent to a great degree. The 
spandrel mosaics are a marked example.
Quire (B): Although a Luftwaffe bomb 

stuck the east end of the quire, bringing 
down tons of masonry onto the sanc-
tuary, the priceless carvings escaped 
almost undamaged. Above the high 
altar is a carved and gilded baldachin 
of marble and oak, by Godfrey Allen 
and S.E. Dykes Bower, replacing the 
reredos damaged in 1941 and serving 
as a memorial to Commonwealth cit-
ixens of all creeds and races who lost 
their lives in the two World Wars. The 
tall bronze candlesticks in front are 
copied from four now in St-Bavon, in 
Ghent, which were made by Benedetto 
da Rovezzano for the tomb of Henry 
VIII at Windsor but were sold under the 
Commonwealth. 

The beautiful carved choir stalls and 
the organ case are by Grinling Gibbons. 
The organ was originally built in 1695 by 
Father Smith (see p. ???) to John Blow’s 
direction, and was played by Jeremiah 
Clarke at its inauguration. 

The mosaics which decorate the 
vaulting of the quire were designed by 
Sir W.B. Richmond and were executed in 
1891–1912. The central panel of the great 
apse shows Christ in Majesty, seated 
upon the rainbow: ‘Behold, a throne was 
set in heaven, and one sat on the throne. 
And he that sat was to look upon like a 
jasper and a sardine stone: and there was 
a rainbow round about the throne, in 
sight like unto an emerald.’ (Revelation 
4:2–3) In the shallow cupolas above the 
choir proper are (from west to east) the 
Creation of the Beasts, Creation of the 
Birds and Creation of the Fishes.

Monuments on the north side: The 
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The Royal Academy of Arts            213212            Piccadilly Circus, St James’s and Mayfair

the royal academy of arts 

Map p. 603, E1. Underground: Green Park, Piccadilly Circus. Open daily 10–6 (until 
10pm on Fri). Free guided tours of the Fine Rooms Tues–Fri 1pm. T: 020 7300 8000; 
royalacademy.org.uk. Admission charge. Restaurant/café.

Founded in 1768 under the patronage of George III, with the distinguished portraitist 
Sir Joshua Reynolds as its first President, the Royal Academy’s aim was—and still is—
the promotion of art and design through its teaching Schools, its Summer Exhibition 
of contemporary British work (an annual event since 1769) and via the staging of inter-
national loan exhibitions. It is for the last that the Royal Academy (RA) is perhaps best 
known today, being one of the principal venues in London for major national and 
international shows. 

The RA has always been a self-governing institution, its President elected from its 
body of Academicians (RAs) composed, since the 18th century, of leading painters, 
sculptors and architects and, from the 19th century, engravers. As well as Reynolds, 
past Presidents include great figures such as Benjamin West, Sir Thomas Lawrence, 
Lord Leighton, Sir Edwin Lutyens and Sir Hugh Casson.
  

sir joshua reynolds
Joshua Reynolds (1723–92), the son of a Devon schoolmaster, was one of the pre-
eminent society portraitists of his generation, first President of the Royal Academy 
of Arts and ‘founder of the British School of Painting’. While on a tour of Italy as a 
young man, he had beheld with awe the works of Michelangelo, Raphael and Titian 
and returned home with the aim of raising the status of the artist in Britain. 

Reynolds had a competitive relationship with other painters. He was more at home 
with men from outside his field, the lexicographer Samuel Johnson and actor David 
Garrick among them. Indeed, he belonged, along with Johnson, to The Club, a group 
of a dozen or so men who met for supper and conversation at the Turk’s Head Tavern 
in Gerrard Street, Soho. 

Apart from his prolific output of pictures, Reynolds has left us his Discourses on Art 
(15 in total), which were mostly given by him at the annual prize-giving ceremony at 
the RA. They are more a series of occasional essays than a coherent theory, touching 
on subjects ranging from colouring and the life model to art education and the work 
of Gainsborough. Not a good speaker, he was inaudible to many who attended his 
lectures, and those who could understand him did not always like what they heard—
or read: William Blake notoriously wrote on his copy of the Discourses, ‘This Man was 
Hired to Depress Art’. 

Reynolds’s chief inspiration came from the Old Masters of Italy. His final remark 
to the RA was: ‘And I should desire that the last words which I should pronounce to 
this Academy, and from this place, might be the name—Michael Angelo.’ Suffering 
from loss of sight and acute deafness (a silver ear-trumpet was never far from his 
side), he died at the age of 69. He is buried in St Paul’s Cathedral. 

Burlington House
The present building, largely the work of Sydney Smirke (1866–76), encases a much 
older one, begun c. 1664 by Sir John Denham, then bought and completed in 1668 by 
the 1st Earl of Burlington. It was one of London’s foremost private mansions. In the 
early 18th century it underwent radical alterations: first by James Gibbs for Juliana, 
Duchess of Burlington; and in 1717–20 by Colen Campbell for the Duchess’ son, the 
famous promoter of Palladianism, the 3rd Earl of Burlington (see Chiswick House, p. 
476). The current façade, which faces you as you pass through the central archway, 
has Campbell’s Palladian ground and first storeys and Smirke’s third storey, a heavy 
addition with niches containing statues of British and Italian Renaissance paint-
ers and sculptors. The wings creating the courtyard, by Banks and Barry in Italian 
Renaissance style (1868–73), house learned societies: to the left, the Linnaean Society, 
Royal Astronomical Society and Society of Antiquaries; to the right, the Royal Society 
of Chemistry and the Geological Society. The pleasant fountain jets in the centre of the 
courtyard are placed, apparently, according to Reynolds’ horoscope.

entrance hall
The low-ceilinged entrance hall (ticket office), remodelled in 1899, contains ceiling 
paintings by West (in the centre, The Graces Unveiling Nature, with the Four Elements 
around it) and roundels by Angelica Kauffmann (Composition, Design, Painting and 
Invention) removed from the RA’s old meeting room in Somerset House on the Strand. 
The central grand staircase by Samuel Ware (1815–18) leads to the Main Galleries. 
Behind, past Sebastiano Ricci’s grand Baroque paintings (The Triumph of Galatea and 
Diana and her Nymphs; c. 1712–15) and Kent’s ceiling roundel of Architecture with the 
portrait of Inigo Jones (c. 1720), are the Fine Rooms (see below).

the Main galleries and Fine rooms
Smirke’s Main galleries consist of a central octagonal hall giving onto a succession 
of large, grand spaces. These galleries have witnessed spectacular crowds, especially 
in the 1880s and ’90s during Leighton’s successful presidency, when 350–400,000 

burlington house


