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The aim of my work is to witness and record the 
contested regeneration process taking place at 
the Elephant and Castle, specifically the site of the 
former Heygate social housing estate. The official 
representations of urban transformation are visually 
packaged to show perfect visions of the future – my 
drawing is used as a method of critical analysis 
and to challenge these representations. Working in 
sketchbooks on site and in the studio the drawings 
create a timeline of the destruction and rupture taking 
place in the urban landscape. Critically engaging with 
the regeneration process and what it means.

Howard Read is a Senior Lecturer at the University of 
Wolverhampton and a PhD candidate at Manchester 
Metropolitan University. His research is practice led 
and the title of his thesis is, The role of drawing in the 
regeneration of urban spaces. He has lived near the 
Elephant and Castle for twenty years. 
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The role of drawing in the regeneration of urban spaces
Extracts from thesis:

Extract 1. 

…What are my drawings doing? Witnessing the change, accounting for it but at the 
same time in awe at the dramatic urban changes taking place – the wide open views 
of flattened earth, crushed concrete and newly created city panoramas are all subject 
matter I have observed and recorded. The need to find viewpoints that can take this 
all in, like all master plans the aerial view helps me understand the whole picture, 
gives an embodied totality to the surrounding landscape. The housing estate has 
gone, demolished and the emergence of a new private development has taken hold. 
The higher viewpoints make it easier to comprehend the enormity of the project and 
how fundamental the change is that has ruptured the urban landscape. Tone Huse 
in Everyday Life in the Gentrifying City (2014) has written about the importance of 
the specifics of place ‘contextual specifications’ (2014:11). Huse has examined and 
categorised the different kinds of gentrification, ‘New Build Gentrification’ being the 
most pertinent to my project. Huse has suggested, what generally travels from city 
to city are images, ideas and policy designs that can be categorised under the rubric 
of ‘neoliberal urbanism’. It is these virtual, seductive globalised images and their 
presupposed legitimacy that needs challenging and accounting for.

Extract 2. 

Merleau-Ponty described this connection of body and the world as ‘enlacing’ and 
‘intertwining’ (Merleau-Ponty, [1945]  2014:361) to allude to the idea of an embodied 
vision and experience of place. This is the key to my own experience of witnessing 
and recording the changes of the urban landscape, it is both subjective and an 
emotional response as I feel it is part of my history and daily life. My daily routines are 
part of this landscape, from the paths I walk and the routes and views I see on a daily, 
hourly basis…  Wylie has summarised Merleau-Ponty’s conception thus:

The visible landscape, for Merleau-Ponty, is neither the ‘field of 
vision’ of an observing subject, nor simply the sum total of external 
visible things. The visible landscape is instead an ongoing process of 
intertwining from which my sense of myself as an observing subject 
emerges. It is the fact that I belong to the landscape of visible things 
that enables my seeing – it is my seeing which enables me to witness 
that belongingness’ (Wylie, 2007:152).

It is from this ‘belongingness’ that I witness the local landscape and feel compelled 
to draw the changes taking place and bare witness to the removal of social housing 
and the creation of new buildings and streets. At the same time, there are questions 
about process and how I can achieve my aims through drawing this landscape.  
While working on location there are few doubts about what I am doing or how I 
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am doing it, after I have stopped drawing and look back and reflect on what I have 
done questions arise. Van Gogh, writing to his brother Theo in a letter dated Sunday 
afternoon, 22nd October 1882, comments on this and rhetorically asks:

What is drawing? how does one come to it? It is working through an 
invisible iron wall that seems to stand between what one feels and 
what one can do. How is one to get through that wall – since pounding 
at it is of no use? In my opinion one has to undermine that wall, filing 
through it steadily and patiently (van Gogh, 1996:203). 

Van Gogh highlights how methods may not fully correlate with the intended aims and 
objectives of drawing, but working persistently, ‘steadily and patiently’ clears the way 
for achievable and visible results. 


