
Paradise Circus

Between 1757 and 1775 [John Baskerville] printed books in a wide range of subjects. He was 
particularly proud of his series of Latin and of English classics, notably Milton's Paradise Lost and 
Paradise Regained. 

Paradise Lost 
Paradise Regained

Thinking: Baskerville (“of Birmingham”) / (business man, book printer, type designer) / Books / Library / 
‘Baskerville Collection’ / Paradise as “an ideal or idyllic place or state” / the loss and regaining of this in 
Birmingham / 2031 policy objectives, etc..

“A Klee painting named ‘Angelus Novus’ shows an angel looking as though he is about to move away from 
something he is fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, his wings are spread. This is 
how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned  toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of 
events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his 
feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is 
blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close 
them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned.”

– Walter Benjamin: ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ (1940)

“We predominantly use the right for waving goodbye, throwing a kiss, delivering a vulgar gesture, greeting, 
etc.. The right hand appears to serve as a kind of motoric extension of language and thought in that it acts at 
the behest of lingustic impulses via parietal lobe programming…the parietal lobe is considered a ‘lobe of the 
hand’.”

– R. Joseph: ‘Neuropsychiatry, Neuropsychology, Clinical Neuroscience’ 



All this is dominated by the hand which is 28 meters high and mounted on a ball bearing. It turns with 
the wind, not aimlessly, but to express what life really is, constant changes, our daily bread. The open hand 
is the only political act of my life. They say it’s anti-communist. No! The hand is open to give and receive. 
It’s a sign of optimism in this world of catastrophe.

– Le Corbusier: ‘Open Hand’ Chandigarh



Birmingham in 1886

“By 2031 Birmingham will be renowned as an enterprising, innovative and green city that has 
undergone transformational change growing its economy and strengthening its position on the 
international stage.”

– Birmingham Development Plan

“...all thy heart is set on high designs,
   High actions. 

But wherewith to be achieved?
   Great acts require great means of 

enterprise.”
   

– John Milton: ‘Paradise Regained’





Birmingham City Council
Green Paper: Future Council

The Council has established a clear vision and priorities for Birmingham.

We want to see an inclusive city, in which many more people can play their part - a fair chance for everyone in 
Birmingham. To achieve our vision our key priorities are:

• Fairness
• Prosperity
• Democracy  ...putting local people and communities at the heart of everything we do.

Birmingham City Council
Big City Culture 2010-15

Our vision is for Birmingham to be a continually surprising city where the vibrancy and diversity of culture 
inspire the people who live, work in and visit the city, and bring economic success and international 
recognition.

   “Thither he bent his way, determined there 
   to rest at noon; 

and entered soon the shade high roofed, 
and walks beneath, and alleys brown,

   That opened in the midst a woody scene;
   Nature's own work it seemed, Nature-taught Art” 

   
– John Milton: ‘Paradise Regained’

A key factor in the decision-making process for businesses when they are considering relocation, is the 
perception/image of a place... We need to animate our public spaces so they become a cultural resource. It is 
essential that our unique built heritage and open spaces are maintained and used inventively so that they 
can act as venues for cultural activities such as the screening of film. Installing public art and inventive 
lighting also transforms these spaces.

Aims
To mark Birmingham out through improved creation and promotion of unique assets. To tell the 
Birmingham story more effectively and to celebrate the city’s heritage. 

Key Actions
4. Ensure the plans for the redevelopment of Paradise Circus post 2013 enhance the architectural 

setting of Chamberlain Square and its surrounding cultural institutions.



   “...the arcade is a city, a world in miniature”

    – Walter Benjamin: ‘Passagenwerk’ (Arcade Project)



Paradise Circus

Schedule 14 Site Preparation Works Rev B – September 2013

2.12  Pedestrian access

Pedestrian access is to be maintained from Chamberlain Square to Centenary Square at all times.

5.5 New buildings

At street level, the office buildings will be animated with mixed retail/leisure uses, with potential 
for A3/A4 uses at upper floors.

Thinking: the street level strategy references (vertical) facades. What happens if it references horizontal 
movement, and the East/West pedestrian access takes the form of a new arcade / Arcade: an arched or 
covered passageway with many shops or multiplayer game playing across networked cabinets.



Paradise Circus

Schedule 14 Site Preparation Works Rev B – September 2013

1.3.4 Statues

The Chamberlain Memorial (grade 2 listed) will remain in its current location in Chamberlain Square. The 
Planning Decision Document (Application Number: 2012/05116/PA) states that the Joseph Chamberlain 
Memorial cannot be demolished, and condition 5 of the same document states that a scheme must be 
approved for the protection of the Chamberlain Fountain before any demolition works can begin at the 
development.

Within the redevelopment site boundary there are 3 existing statues: James Watt, Joseph Priestly, Thomas 
Attwood.

As stated in outline planning statement, it is proposed that during demolition and construction work, these 
statues will be removed from the site and placed in secure storage. The statues will be returned to the site 
and re‐incorporated into the development as part of a Statues and Public Art Strategy to be agreed with 
Birmingham City Council.

Thinking: Let’s get all the civic sculptures out of the Council store, and relocate the lot in one of the squares 
to create the ‘Circus’ (or ‘Forum’) in Paradise. Let’s do a proper ‘Statues Strategy’!





Paradise Circus

Schedule 14 Site Preparation Works Rev B – September 2013 

5.4.1 Overview 

The redevelopment of Paradise Circus will create a safe, inviting and clean environment by:

• Creating a new public realm with pedestrian streets and squares 
• Managing and maintaining the area with an on‐site management team 
• Providing a similar secure environment to the internationally acclaimed 24 hour, 7 days a week estate 

management regime in Brindleyplace.

The development places a strong emphasis on the delivery of high quality public realm through the creation 
of a series of new streets, spaces, and squares. The scheme will be bisected by a new Central Street which 
will provide a strong primary pedestrian route (between 15m and 22m in width), and directly link Centenary 
Square and the wider Westside area (home to the ICC, Brindleyplace and NIA) to Chamberlain Square and the 
City Core.

Furthermore a strong new north/south pedestrian route will be provided between Chamberlain Square and 
the Jewellery Quarter via a greatly improved Congreve Passage, which will be returned to its original ‘street’ 
status. This will restore a link severed in the 1970s and provide an at‐grade crossing over Great Charles 
Street. The pedestrian route down to Easy Row Subway will also be opened up.

“...and inventive lighting also transforms these spaces.”



As well as the extensive refurbishment of Chamberlain Square, two new public squares will be created, 
the Northern Square will be of similar scale to the Central Square at Brindley Place, and the Southern Square 
will be a more intimate space, benefitting from round the clock activity created by active street level frontages 
and the Hotel.



The Victorian ‘Ecological Imagination’ in the 2031 Birmingham ‘Green City’.



J. H. (John Henry) Chamberlain, Architect: Chamberlain Memorial (recycling some of its fountain water for use 
in the local markets); School of Art; Shakespeare Memorial Room (Library); Ikon Gallery; the original Central 
Reference Library (1865) and replacement following fire (1882). Plus Highbury Hall (Joseph Chamberlain’s 
own house), which hosted Albert Bore and the 1988 ‘Highbury Initiative’: “The medium of discussion was 
design, but design as a way of thinking, not as an end in itself.”

“...a city in a tearing hurry, addicted to instant success, biggest, first, pragmatic, profitable, confusing, 
incoherent and monotone” [DEGW Highbury Initiative workshop report 1988].

“...a municipal life, nobler, fuller, richer than any the world has ever seen.” [J. T. Bunce]

“Art without idea is altogether impossible. It is worse than a corpse ; and the folly of this use of Exotic Art is 
that we can but get the form of expression and miss the idea.” [J. H. Chamberlain lecture on ‘Exotic Art’ at the 
BMI 22.10.1883, after which he promptly died of a heart attack].

Thinking ...and still thinking!

"...brief flowering of the creative arts in the service

of the civic gospel during the late nineteenth century"

– Francis John Williamson

The Chamberlain Memorial (grade 2 listed) will remain in its current location in Chamberlain Square. The 
'Chamberlain Memorial' (1880) was designed by architect J. H. (John Henry) Chamberlain (no relation to the 
politician Joseph Chamberlain, who the memorial celebrates).

The Paradise Schedule 14 requires retention of the 'Chamberlain Memorial' in its current location, but misses 
an opportunity to do with wider context and connectivity.

J. H. Chamberlain also designed:

# The School of Art, Margaret Street, 1883 

# the original 1865 Central Reference Library in 1865 (as Martin & Chamberlain) and its replacement in 
 1882 following a fire in 1879 

# the 'Shakespeare Memorial Room' (1882) which has just been relocated to the new Mecanoo 'Library
 of Birmingham' from the current School of Music #what is now Ikon Gallery at Oozell Square (Oozell 
 Street School 1877).


NOTE: this is the East/West axis through the site, aligned (more or less) with the 'Chamberlain Memorial'. 
These are what J. T. Bunce (former editor of the Birmingham Post and author of the Birmingham 'History') 
described (1885) as evidence of:

“...a municipal life, nobler, fuller, richer than any the world has ever seen.”

J.H. Chamberlain also designed politician Joseph Chamberlain's own house in Moseley, Highbury Hall. This 
hosted the 1988 'Highbury Initiative' which Albert Bore, as then Chair of the City Council's Economic 
Development Committee, was heavily involved in.

"The Highbury Initiative, a weekend workshop held in Birmingham in March 1988, became a celebrated model 
of how a city could develop a new vision for its centre. Neither a small exclusive group, nor a democratic but 
diffuse public consultation exercise, the Highbury Initiative policies were hammered out over three days by 
about eighty invited participants from the city, from Britain and from abroad; people from design, planning, 
politics, business, and the arts" [http://www.rudi.net/books/20272]

http://www.rudi.net/books/20272%5D
http://www.rudi.net/books/20272%5D


Compare the Bunce quote above with this from one of the Highbury Initiative workshops:

“...a city in a tearing hurry, addicted to instant success, biggest, first, pragmatic, profitable, confusing, 
incoherent and monotone. A concept of natural development seemed to have been swept away. There was 
neither time for people to participate in city development, nor time for the city landscape and its people to 
absorb that development. Collaboration with time is important.”” [DEGW Highbury Initiative Report 1988].

On 22.10.1883, J. H. Chamberlain died of a heart attack immediately after giving a lecture on 'Exotic Art' at 
the BMI. He concluded this lecture by saying:

Art without idea is altogether 
impossible. 

It is worse than a corpse;
and the folly of this use of Exotic Art

is that we can but get the form 
of expression and miss the idea.

As with 'Art' so with Paradise Circus Schedule 14, which suggests a "form of expression" but is without "idea."
By the way, to off-set its cost, the 'Chamberlain Memorial' used to recycle its fountain water to the 
neighbouring local markets. The 'memorial' celebrates Joe Chamberlain's "GREAT PUBLIC WORKS", specifically 
"THE GAS & WATER UNDERTAKINGS...ACQUIRED FOR THE TOWN TO THE GREAT AND LASTING BENEFIT OF THE 
INHABITANTS."

The Mecanoo 'Library of Birmingham' uses an aquifer ground source system to feed its air conditioning 
system. Cold groundwater is pumped up and then flows back into the ground via another drilled well.
There's something in all this about how the Victorian ‘Ecological Imagination’ connects to the 2031 
Birmingham ‘Green City’.

David Patten 23.09.2013



Argent Charrette, Paradise Circus Birmingham.

Brief for participating practices

Introduction
A charrette is an intense day of design work in which 6-8 teams work up proposals to a specific site. Fast-
paced, frenetic and exhilarating, it demands design teams quickly work up fresh ideas, represent them, then 
articulate them to a jury who know the site well, and are looking to be surprised and delighted…

The day will end with teams presenting their work to a jury for an informal design ‘crit’. The resulting 
proposals will be published in a special issue of the AJ and will be presented in an exhibition held in  
Birmingham.  This year, the Architects’ Journal and Argent has invited teams to work on proposals for 
Argent’s Paradise Circus development.



Context
In 2010 Birmingham City Council set out their vision for growth in the Big City Plan – an ambitious plan to 
create a world-class city centre by 2030. Paradise Circus in the city centre, is one of the five transformational 
sites identified in the Big City Plan. 

The site’s masterplanners, Glenn Howells Architects, describe the Paradise Circus development as a ‘unique 
opportunity to create a successful gateway between the City Centre and the emerging civic centre, which is 
focused around Centenary square and the new library of Birmingham’.

It is hoped that its redevelopment by Argent Group, working jointly with Birmingham City Council and 
alongside Altitude Real Estate LLP, will bring about transformational change to a part of the city centre that is 
currently disjointed and disconnected. 

In November 2012 Glenn Howells Architects submitted a detailed Design Protocol Statement (with input from 
ARUP; Alan Baxter; Peter Brett Associates; Townshend Landscape; Drivers Jonas Deloitte) as part of the 
scheme’s outline Planning Application. This document will provide a broad design context for the design 
teams, with the expectation that the charrette will yield more detailed proposals within some of the 
parameters laid out by the Design Protocol Statement.

‘Townscape is the art which can transform a group of three or four buildings from meaningless muddle into a 
meaningful composition: or a complete town from a workable diagram on paper into a three-dimensional 
living environment for human beings, satisfying to those who live in it, work in it, or simply look at it.’

Gordon Cullen, Townscape, The Architectural Press, 1961



‘Alongside the following well established public spaces:

1. Centenary Square
2. Chamberlain Square
3. Victoria Square

The Masterplan creates a number of new public areas:

4. Northern Square
5. Southern Square and Alpha Tower Area - Western Terrace
6. New Central Street
7. Ratcliffe Passage
8. Congreve Street

The detailed proposals for the scheme must ensure that the character of existing public spaces is maintained 
and reinforced by the proposed development.’

ParadiseCircus Design Protocol Statement.

Defining the new Birmingham

Imagine arriving at New Street Station. What does the walk to the Birmingham Library through Centenary 
Square, feel like?  This is a journey which Francine Houben of Mecanoo has described as ‘an experience, a 
whole journey in itself’. How can it be enhanced? What should be amplified? What can be added?

This charrette will ask the design teams to consider the townscape of three distinct yet interlinked squares 
within the Paradise Circus development. It will ask the design teams to propose ways to define, develop and 
differentiate the character of these squares and to explore ways in which these areas can be linked together 
by a shared design language.

Making a place
The Design Protocol Statement as submitted to planning identifies the following principles on which 
development will be implemented: 

• connectivity; 
• massing
• major highways transformation
• character of spaces
• facilitating future Metro Provision

It is the fourth aspect of this which the charrette will focus on: character of spaces. Subtle factors all combine 
to influence the character of a space. We want our teams to embrace and explore these factors.

Design teams may make proposals which include – but are not limited to -- the programming of the spaces, 
the design of the streetscape, materials used and the approach to landscaping and planting throughout. 

We recommend that teams familiarise themselves with the illustrative masterplan and make use of the Design 
Protocol Statement as a jumping off point from which more detailed designs can be developed. 

An approach to connectivity and massing has been outlined in the planning proposal but the discussion 
about materials, heights, spacing and character is still very much alive and will be developed in the next 
stage of detailed design.  At this stage designers have a real opportunity to influence these: it is all up for 
grabs.  

Design teams are asked to take a creative, adventurous approach to the means in which character is defined 
and established.

Each team will be issued with a full set of drawings for the site and the Design Protocol Statement.



Output
Design proposals should be communicated through a mix of drawings and models. Detailed drawings may be 
used to illustrate a suggested materials palette. Macquettes can also be used to convey design ideas. The 
drawings should include at least two of the following
-A perspective of the streetscape
-One detailed sketch drawing of the street
-A selection of 3-4 ‘vignette’ drawings which convey how the space may be used or what it is made from

The drawings should clearly evoke the character of the place: what happens there, what does it feel like?

Visitors to the exhibition should be able to understand the basic proposals through your drawings.

The teams
Each team will be made of three people. We advise teams to partner with one external consultant or team 
member of their choice, who may be relevant to the programming or detailing of an area. These may be 
engineers, landscape designers, sculptors, food providers, horticulturalists, local artists and curators etc.

Materials
Drawing materials will be provided but we encourage design teams to bring their own toolkit and pencil 
cases.

/ENDS 


