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INTRODUCTION 

 

The most exciting places of my childhood were forgotten spaces; the crumbling 

ramparts of a castle, the rotting hulks of boats and the overgrown edges of railway 

tracks. Here I could play, imagine and daydream, hidden from the wider world and 

yet always with the intuitive understanding that the boat, train or castle held stories 

that connected them, however tenuously, with the world outside my games. My 

fascination with industrial ruins may have begun with these formative experiences, 

but I have also been influenced by the research, both theoretical and practical, 

undertaken by my grandfather in the 1960s and 70s into the reclamation of the slag 

heaps of the Pennine mining regions, involving the planting of suitable species with 

the aim of providing a place to play for local children.1 

 

In the 18th and 19th Centuries ruins were seen as either sublime or romantic; 

reminders of our mortality and of the ultimate power of nature over humanity, or 

promises of future harmony with the natural world. Both interpretations embedded 

the ruin in the landscape, often as an aspect of the genius loci – the spirit of the place –

                                                           
1 ‘There was in fact a great move to tidy up the appearance of the industrial landscape as seen by the 
passing motorist, and the Civic Trust was founded with the intention of making everything more 
presentable. ... it is quite obvious that their emphasis is all based on the values of middle-class adults 
passing through, instead of being on the values of working-class children who live there.’ Michael 
Graham, A Natural Ecology, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1973, p224.  

Figure 1 Creating terraces on a slag heap in Lancashire in the 1970s. The 
back-to-back housing, mills and chimneys are visible in the background.  
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and both have their foundations in the concept of the inexorable march of time. 

Walter Benjamin writes that:  

‘The allegorical physiognomy of the nature-history … is present in 

reality in the form of the ruin. In the ruin history has physically 

merged into the setting. And in this guise history does not assume 

the form of the process of an eternal life so much as that of 

irresistible decay.’2  

This irresistible decay allows us to perceive of the passage of time as also 

irresistible. 

 

As the origins of such ruins were in the distant past3, the original reason for their 

ruination was unclear and they could stand for generalised feelings of loss and 

melancholy. However the 20th Century ruin is very different; it is a reminder of war 

and destruction, and of progress. Rather than a slow ruination taking decades or 

centuries, the 20th Century ruin is created in an instant; a bomb is dropped, a city is 

devastated. Such ruins bear witness to human suffering and decisions about their 

future are fraught with problems. In the thirties Auguste Perrot wrote, ruins ‘should 

be maintained and one should build elsewhere… The traces of the War should not 

have been erased; the memory fades only too quickly.’4 Similar sentiments have been 

voiced more recently in the context of the destruction of the World Trade Centre and 

the preservation of Ground Zero. These ruins are not yet subject to the decay 

wrought by time; they are ruins of the present.  

 

Destruction in the name of progress may be less violent, but the ruins left behind 

when factories, mines and blast furnaces close down, also speak of their immediate 

history. The way we approach our industrial past epitomises modernity; a necessary 

and inevitable rejection of all that is old and obsolete, and a corresponding 

celebration of the new. As with ruins of war, the industrial ruin is about the present 

                                                           
2 Walter Benjamin, The Origin of German Tragic Drama, London, NLB, 1997, pp177-8. 
3 Follies or ‘ready-made ruins’ were frequently included in landscape designs; such ruins, having no 
past, could stand for the ideas of loss and melancholy without the encumbrance of history.  
4 The architect Auguste Perrot discussing the restoration of Reims cathedral, quoted in Michel Makarius, 
Ruins, Paris, Editions Flammarion, 2004, p177.  
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as well as the immediate past; when industries are no longer viable people, towns 

and landscapes are left behind. In this paper I will examine the differing approaches 

taken by Britain and Germany to their industrial heritage in the late 20th Century. My 

interest in this subject began with a visit to the Ruhr and the very different 

landscapes I saw there. Jörg Dettmar writing about these new landscapes says, 

‘The visitor first has to set aside his preconceptions, his knowledge 

that the land was once a workplace full of labour and toil, and is 

now nothing more than a devastated polluted site. Only then will 

he be able to appreciate its peculiar attraction, its atmosphere of 

decay, disorder, wilderness and chaos in a basically urban 

setting.’5 

 

Figure 2 Industrial Nature- planting colonising the structures of the Landschaftspark 

 

 

                                                           
5 Jörg Dettmar, ‘Wilderness or Park’, Topos, No. 26, March 1999, p36. 
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The phrase ‘industrial nature’ has been coined to describe the German approach 

towards the renovation and re-use of decommissioned mines and steelworks. The 

name is apt; nature is permitted and even encouraged to become part of both the 

reclamation of the sites and of their decay. Benjamin’s concept of ‘nature-history’, 

history merging with nature through the ruin, has become industrial nature. The 

juxtaposition of ‘the wild’ with the manmade challenges the visitor to question the 

roles of nature and of man in the construction of landscape. This contrast of the 

dynamic and ephemeral with the static and powerful can be awe-inspiring, but the 

landscapes are also functional, used by the local community and tourists alike, and 

most importantly, they are embedded within the local environment, rather than 

imposed upon it.  

 

The differences I will be examining in the industrial landscapes of Britain and 

Germany may be illustrated by 

comparing two artworks, The Angel 

of the North in Gateshead by Anthony 

Gormley, and Richard Serra’s work, 

Bramme, (slab) at Schurenbachhalde 

in the Ruhr. Both sculptures are 

located in former mining areas - the 

Gormley on the site of the pithead 

baths of the Team Colliery, closed in 

1973,6 and the Serra on a waste stone 

dump piled up in the 70s and 80s 

with stone from the Nordstern pit7 - 

and both the artworks make  

Figure 3 Bramme by Richard Serra and the view over the Ruhr Valley 

                                                           
6 For further details about the Team Colliery see Durham Mining Museum, 31 Jan. 06, 
<www.dmm.org.uk>. 
7 See Topos, No. 26, p105, for details about this and a range of IBA Emscher Park projects. 
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reference, in their materials and construction, to the heavy industry which 

dominated the surrounding area. However in the surrounding landscape, it is only in 

the Ruhr that this history is acknowledged. To reach the Serra I had to climb the 70 

metre high stone dump, through shingle and shrubby planting to a desolate, barren, 

wind-swept summit. As I reached the top it became clear that mining and steel 

production were a part of the region’s history; the 360˚ view takes in spoil heaps, 

working and disused factories and the smoke from industrial chimneys. In contrast, 

the Gormley stands on a small green hill overlooking a built-up, residential 

landscape which gives no hint of past use. 

 

There is no set rule for dealing with the closure of large scale heavy industry; 

approaches vary from planned intervention to forgetfulness. Factories, mills, mines 

and blast furnaces are often purposefully erased from the landscape leaving behind 

barely a trace of their existence; polluted land is removed or buried, planted or 

colonised and quickly takes on a new aspect leaving the smoke and dirt, the noise 

and smells firmly hidden.  

 

At the opposite extreme the industrial building is forgotten, left as a ruin surrounded 

by high barbed wires and keep-out notices to prevent trespassers, until such a time 

as the site becomes valuable again and worth redeveloping. Opportunistic plants 

colonise the open spaces and the crevices, and gradually the ruin is taken over by 

nature, eventually resembling its romantic forebears, its decay bearing witness to the 

irresistible passage of time. 

 

Between these two approaches to the industrial past – to suppress or to ignore – there 

is a spectrum of other possibilities. Rather than erase the building, it is often re-used 

as a museum or art galley, or divided into small workshops to regenerate run-down 

areas. Re-use may include conservation, the primary source made obvious within the 

new use of the building and complete renovations provide flats and office space. 

However, I have excluded such conversions from this paper, in order to concentrate 
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on re-uses where the industrial origins of the buildings remain a key component of 

the new landscape. 

 

In the late 20th Century, industrial buildings began to be seen as part of our heritage 

and organisations such as Save Britain’s Heritage campaigned to have them preserved 

and restored. This interest coincided with an increasing desire, in the face of an 

uncertain future, to arrest time and to waylay the past; to pin it down in some way. 

The restoration of the ruin is a perfect example of this desire to make time slow down 

or stand still; an approach which results in the building being restored to a fictional 

point in time determined by those who have been appointed to write its history.  

 

The nature of the ruin is essentially paradoxical; if it is prevented from decaying, it is 

not longer a ruin and yet if it decays completely it is lost forever. Thus the most 

difficult approach to take to the industrial ruin is one of partial or managed decay. 

Any element of restoration or conservation denies the process of decay and the sense 

of loss to which the ruin is bearing witness, but without intervention that history is 

lost forever.    

 

The industrial ruin is located within a landscape often changed beyond recognition 

by the building itself, the site and its infrastructure. It is less immediately obvious 

how the legacy of such industry has affected the community, but its contribution to a 

sense of place, both in terms of the physical landscape and in the lives of the local 

people, is indisputable. When writing about a sense of place I am referring to a 

specificity or uniqueness of place; an understanding that we are ‘here’ and not 

‘there’. This specificity consists of a combination of the social and the physical; an 

interaction between people, events and the landscape. I am interested, therefore, in 

examining theories of place and exploring the ways in which they relate to the post-

industrial landscapes created after the decline of heavy industries. 

 

Doreen Massey understands places: ‘as open … as woven together out of ongoing 

stories, as a moment within power-geometries, as a particular constellation within 
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the wider topographies of space, and …as unfinished business... .’8 Thus the meaning 

of a place is unfixed and open. This is not to deny that places can be unique, but for 

Massey such uniqueness stems from social relations and interactions both locally and 

with the wider world. It is still possible to believe that place may be special to us but 

this specialness, rather than being based on ritual or ideas of the eternal landscape, is 

a result of the interweaving of layers of interactions and linkages. She writes, ‘Instead 

then, of thinking of places as areas with boundaries around they can be imagined as 

articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings.’9 Such an 

articulated moment is an ‘event of place’, a negotiation between the human and the 

non-human.10 The industrial ruin, in its temporality, its visible, physical links with 

the local and the global, its relics left behind and its close connections with the 

natural world, only needs the human interaction to stand as a representation of 

Massey’s theory of place. I will therefore look at how her theories may be applied to 

particular industrial sites in Britain and Germany. I will demonstrate that it is 

possible for place to be unique and meaningful whilst remaining unbounded and 

open to multiple interpretations, and I will examine the responsibilities this imposes 

on us. 

 

In Chapter One I discuss the heritage industry in Britain and the policy of restoration 

of the ruin with reference to Beamish North of England Open Air Museum in County 

Durham. I have visited Beamish and researched their published materials relating to 

the mining industry in the region. I will argue that the repackaging of the industrial 

ruin as a timeless, sanitised commodity cannot result in the creation of meaningful 

place. Marc Augé has defined the concept of non-place in his book, Non-Places, An 

Introduction to Anthropology of Supermodernity, and I will examine this idea in more 

detail; it is my contention that heritage sites such as Beamish, are in fact in danger of 

becoming non-places. 

 

                                                           
8 Doreen Massey, For Space, London, Sage Publications, 2005, p131. 
9Doreen Massey, ‘Power Geometry and a Progressive Sense of Place’ Mapping the Futures. Local Cultures, 
Global Change, J. Bird, B. Curtis, T. Putman, G. Robertson, L. Tickner, (Eds.), London, Routledge, 1993, 
p66. 
10 Doreen Massey, For Space, p140. 
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In 1992 the announcement was made by the then Trade and Industry Secretary, 

Michael Heseltine that all the mines in County Durham were to be closed. In Chapter 

Two I will examine the legacy of the closure and erasure of the mines at Easington, a 

town completely dependent on the coal industry. When visiting the area I spoke to a 

retired miner who had spent his entire life in Easington, working in the mines. I will 

discuss the implications of severing such towns from their historical past and will 

look in detail at Rob Shields’ theories of place-image and place-myth. These 

collective myths are embedded in a nation’s understanding of a place and can have 

far-reaching consequences for local communities. Massey’s theories of place, where 

meaning is never fixed, fail to account for these negative and long-lasting place-

myths. 

 

In Chapter Three I turn to Germany, looking at the project I visited in the Ruhr 

Valley which treats the ruin as a resource rather than a problem. Karl Ganser, 

director of the projects I will be discussing, wanted to place ‘emphasis on assigning 

new significance to derelict landscapes.’11 I will explore the concept of industrial 

nature described above in relation to Augé and Massey’s theories of place, with the 

aim of demonstrating how the temporal can be made visible and readable in the 

landscape and how new meanings of open, unbounded and disordered place can 

emerge from a previously closed, constrained and ordered landscape.  

 

Finally Chapter Four looks at the ruins which have been forgotten, places left behind 

either intentionally or unintentionally. I will refer to the writings and photographs, 

often posted on the internet, of explorers of abandoned buildings in the USA and 

Europe.12 I will argue that the disorder of such sites allows for an openness of 

movement and a breakdown of meaning which can lead to involuntary memories 

and alternative narratives contributing to the event of place and thus its specificity.  

 

                                                           
11 Robert Schäfer, ‘Emscher Park Building Exhibition: a motor of structural change’, Topos, No. 26, p10. 
12 I have not found any reference to explorers of ruins of large-scale heavy industry, such as mine and 
steel works, in Britain. Although the culture of exploration exists, it concentrates on smaller factories, 
Ministry of Defence structures, hospitals, tunnels etc. Tim Edensor, to whose book I will refer, has 
visited many of the smaller abandoned buildings in Britain.   
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Through this comparison of the different approaches to our industrial heritage, I will 

draw conclusions about their value for people and landscapes both in the local and 

the wider area. It is my contention that good practice in this field must include the 

concept of ‘openness’, both in an avoidance of dictating meaning and in creating the 

potential for multiple events and actions. However specificity of place is also 

dependent on an understanding of the layers of history embedded within place and 

the memories evoked by place. I will therefore suggest ways in which memory can 

contribute to a sense of place without resorting to nostalgia or territorialism. Finally I 

will examine the demands such an openness of approach makes on us both 

individually and collectively. 
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CHAPTER 1 

NON-PLACE – RESTORING THE RUIN 

 
‘Stories deprived of the places they were coming from and which gave 

birth to them, cannot really satisfy. They tend to make up for their lack 
of place with ever shinier surfaces, with more spectacular special 

effects…’1 
 

Beamish North of England Open Air Museum opened in the 1970s and is one of 

Britain’s earliest ‘heritage’ museums. Unlike later examples of the genre, many of the 

industrial buildings and artefacts at Beamish were removed from their original 

locations and reassembled in this 300 acre rural site in County Durham. The website2 

gives a taste of what the visitor can expect – there are images of people in early 20th 

Century dress, trams, horses and carts – and this appropriation and reuse of relics, 

symbols and images from the past juxtaposes old and new in ways that are not easily 

interpreted.  

Figure 4 The banner from the Beamish website 

 

The ambiguity is also evident in the buildings themselves; it is not immediately 

obvious that the winding shaft and pithead were transplanted from their original 

sites. There is no pit beneath the winding shaft and the working engine, sending 

puffs of steam into the sky, is not actually winding anything at all. There are railway 

tracks leading nowhere and a slag heap which has been created purely as a part of 

                                                           
1 Wim Wenders, ‘A Sense of Place’, A talk at Princetown University, March 2001, taken from his website, 
12 May 2005, <www.wim-wenders.com>. 
2 Beamish, 2 Feb. 2006, <www.beamish.org.uk>.  
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the ‘restored landscape’. Artefacts scattered around, from a wide range of original 

sites, attest to the ‘Colliery Aesthetic’ as a guide book to Beamish describes it.3 

 

 

Figure 5 The mine restored and re-erected at Beamish 

 

These relics are displayed in ways designed to encourage feelings of nostalgia. ‘What 

pleases the nostalgist is not just the relic but his own recognition of it.’,4 writes David 

Lowenthal, and many of us have experienced the delight of seeing some toy long 

forgotten from our youth displayed in a museum. This is the appeal of Beamish; the 

feeling of empathy with and connection to people from a past not too distant from 

our own. However, it leaves open the question of who such museums will appeal to 

a few decades hence. If the attraction is in the recognising or in the second hand 

recognition, “granny had one just like this”, what interest will such experiences hold 

for future generations?  

 

                                                           
3 Aidan  Doyle, Mining, the Beamish Collection, Newcastle upon Tyne, University of Northumbria, 2001, 
p29. 
4 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, Cambridge, CUP, 1995, p8. 
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Figure 6 The entrance to the mining village showing the juxtaposition of old and new signs 

Although parts of the site at Beamish are left with minimal maintenance, paths are 

kept neat and tidy and there is a clear division between the wilder informal areas 

and the buildings. The agrarian landscape of Co. Durham is visible at the end of the 

unused railway tracks and alludes to a rural rather than an industrial past. The 

buildings are also neat and sanitised; there is a slight smell of steam, machinery and 

coal dust, but it is pleasant rather than polluting, and there is no memory of the dirt 

and noise which would have been a dominant part of the industry.  

 

Figure 7 The railway tracks at Beamish 
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These allusions to a rural order are reinforced in the surrounding countryside. It is 

possible to drive across most of Durham without encountering any clues to its 

industrial past, apart from small town memorials to mining communities on the sites 

of disasters or mine closures. In the landscape itself there is little until you reach the 

heavy industrial and chemical factories of Teesside. The maps in Appendix A give 

some indication of the original extent of the mining industry in Co. Durham.  

 

In the 19th Century the idea that the industrial landscape was a blot on the rural idyll 

was not universal as seen from this passage by W. Fordyce writing in 1860:  

‘Durham is a county of hills and vales, not very high nor very deep, 

but the surface throughout is diversified,… The county is no way 

disfigured by the collieries.’5 

 

Figure 8 Etching by Thomas Harrison Hair from the SINE project at the University of Newcastle Upon Tyne6 

 

This opinion, that the mines were a part of the rural aesthetic, is often evident in the 

images of the region by T.H. Hair from 1840s; although smoke rises from the colliery 

chimneys, the pastoral scenes in the foreground depict a landscape where sheep 

graze and men, reminiscent of Arcadian shepherds, admire the view. 

                                                           
5 Aidan Doyle, Mining, the Beamish Collection, p30. 
6 The University of Newcastle upon Tyne, SINE project, 30 Jan. 2006, <www.sine.ncl.ac.uk>. 
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Nevertheless, by the 20th Century the words of J.B. Priestley in 1933 were more 

apposite, the East Durham landscape was: 

‘darkly studded here and there with pitheads and tips. It did not 

seem like an English landscape at all. You could easily imagine 

that a piece had been lifted out of the dreary central region of some 

vast territory like Russia or America, then deposited onto this 

corner of our island. The scene … was a brown monochrome, 

except where an occasional pithead brought a black stain to it, or a 

cloud of steam showed a distant little curl or two of white.’7 

 

The restoration and re-presentation of buildings and relics from the industrial past in 

a rural context is not unique to Beamish and is usually accompanied by what Kevin 

Walsh calls, first-person interpretation.8 Such interpreters dress up, operate the 

machinery, take guided tours and present a particular narrative of the past. At 

Beamish the version chosen is that of the mining industry in 1913; the year of greatest 

production in the North East. (See Appendix C for a comparison of industrial 

production in Britain and Germany). All the relics displayed, the buildings, the 

costumes and the dialogue relate to this one year, although it is possible for the 

interested visitor to make up for this partial history in Beamish’s comprehensive 

education and archive facilities.  

 

The idea that it is possible to travel back in time and empathise with people from a 

bygone era became a popular way of presenting history in the late 20th Century and 

accompanied the growth of the heritage museum and an interest in local and family 

history; such sites which were promoted as a way of regenerating deprived local 

economies resulting from the closure of heavy industry. This was ‘culture as 

compensation’9  as Andreas Huyssen describes it; the constant change and 

                                                           
7 J.B. Priestley, English Journey, London, Heinemann, 1968, p335. 
8 Kevin Walsh, The Representation of the Past. Museums and heritage in the post-modern world, London, 
Routledge, 1992, p102. 
9 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories. Marking Time in a Culture of Amnesia, London, Routledge, 1995, 
p26.  
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fragmentation experienced as an integral part of modernity was compensated for by 

a return to the privileging of traditional forms of cultural identity. The creation of 

employment opportunities was also a key element of this policy; compensation for 

the loss of the main employers in the region.10 Even if the numbers employed by 

Beamish and similar heritage sites were small, the expectation was that the tourists’ 

spending on accommodation, food and memorabilia would contribute to the 

regeneration of the community. The commoditisation of Britain’s industrial heritage 

was underway as sites were repackaged and marketed as places of history and 

culture. Robert Hewison writing of the Thatcher years, sums it up; ‘The substitution 

of this imaginary past has become official policy, even as the same government 

elsewhere has allowed the present to decline.’11 

 

In order to attract tourists to their particular county it was therefore essential that 

locations such as Beamish created a marketable sense of place which would 

distinguish them from other sites around the country. The slagheap and railtracks, 

the trams and the signs, the puffs of steam, together with the casually rusting bits of 

machinery dotted here and there, bring meaning to the site. However the removal of 

the buildings from their original locations severs their links with the wider historical 

process and the community as a whole;12 the place of the original mineshafts has 

become invisible, hidden beneath a prettified landscape; a landscape made more 

acceptable to tourists.   

 

The production of such a spectacle about a community in an attempt to create 

specificity of place, contributes to what Bella Dicks calls ‘visitability’.13 Although 

Dicks concedes that museums such as Beamish can contribute to the loss of a sense of 

                                                           
10 Beamish employs 90 full-time staff and up to 200 temporary staff in the peak tourist season, 
<www.beamish.org.uk>, 04 March 2006. The three original Beamish mines employed 1300 people in 1914. 
At that time County Durham had over 300 coal mines employing 132,200 men. Durham Mining 
Museum, 25 Sep. 05, <www.dmm.org.uk>. 
11 Robert Hewison, The Heritage Industry, Britain in a climate of decline, London, Methuen, 1987, p99. 
12 Dicks sites research undertaken at Rhondda Heritage Park which showed that local people rarely 
visited unless taking a visitor or relative from outside the area. Beamish’s own statistics show that, 
excluding school children, only 15% of visitors are from the local area. 
Bella Dicks, Culture on Display. The production of contemporary visitability, Berkshire, OUP, 2003, p128.  
13 Ibid, p35. 
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place she also suggests that such cultural displays are an attempt to ‘force meaning 

and value onto places’.14 Dicks cites Marc Augé and his work on place and non-place, 

suggesting that these cultural displays in some way stand in for anthropological 

place.15 For Augé anthropological place is a lived place; a place of identity, relations 

and history.16  

 

In many ways this attempt to create meaning at Beamish has been successful; it 

caters for large numbers of tourists,17 it provides an archive of local history, 

educational visits for local schoolchildren, basic information about mining in the area 

and an entertaining day out. But is this enough to support the claim that such places 

can ‘stand in’ for anthropological place? Scratch the surface of Beamish and it is 

evident that it presents, not layers of living historical process, but one version of 

history. Rather than a 

lived, changing place, 

it is a static, 

unchanging site 

where people pass 

through in transit to 

the next spectacle. 

Witness the visitors 

waiting for the tram 

or for the tour down 

the drift mine at 

Beamish. Rather than places of meeting and communication, discussion and debate, 

they are sites of passive observation and absorption of information. 

                                                           
14 Bella Dicks, Culture on Display, p18. 
15 Ibid, p18. 
16 Marc Augé, Non-places, an introduction to the anthropology of supermodernity, London, Verso, 1995, p108. 
17 Beamish attracts 350,000 visitors annually and 30%, over half of whom are school children, come from 
the local Northumbria region. Figures from Beamish, 10 Sep, 2005, <www.beamish.org.uk>. 

Figure 9 Visitors awaiting the tram at Beamish 
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Massey writes:   

‘What is special about a place is … throwntogetherness, the 

unavoidable challenge of negotiating a here-and-now … a 

negotiation which must take place within and between both 

human and nonhuman.’18 

 

For the visitor to Beamish there is no 

element of ‘throwntogetherness’ and no 

negotiation; the event is planned and 

controlled. This is perhaps the fault of the 

visitors themselves; those prepared to ask 

questions or create stories around their 

own experiences can gain an insight into 

the lives of miners in the early 20th Century. 

The interpreters are happy to embellish 

their narratives to stimulate the 

imagination, however the visitors I saw were unable to rise to this challenge and 

most appeared passive and even bored. Wherever the fault lies, Beamish does not 

appear to stand in for anthropological place. 

 

Marc Augé believes that non-place is the inevitable alternative to anthropological 

place in an era of supermodernity.19 Non-place is a place which does not integrate 

with earlier places, a solitary place where the relations between individuals and their 

surroundings are established through words and text. It is the texts which give 

instructions for the use of non-place. Examples are sites of transit and transaction; the 

airport, the cash machine, the motorway bypass.  

 

 

                                                           
18 Doreen Massey, For Space, p140. 
19Augé defines supermodernity in terms of excess which he believes can be defined as an 
overabundance of time, space and the individualisation of references. Marc Augé, Non-places, pp26-31. 
 

Figure 10 Waiting for the tour of the drift mine 
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I would suggest that Beamish has many of the characteristics of Augé’s non-place. 

On the face of it a visit is the opposite of a solitary experience; the intention is that 

visitors empathise with the narratives presented, and build relations with the role-

playing miners. However although visitors may go home with pictures of themselves 

posing with a miner or wearing a hard hat, they do not seem to engage with the 

interpreters and it is only necessary to stand still for a short while and listen to the 

repetition of identical interactions, to wonder what the relationship is between an 

actor, repeating prescribed lines and a visitor. Just as in non-place, such relationships 

are about words, instructions for the use of the space; “wear this hat”, “imagine you 

are a 12 year old boy”, “experience what the mine is like in the dark”, “feel the 

indentations made by the miners’ hands”, and many more.  

 

 

Figure 11 Posing with an ex-miner at Beamish, photo by Paul Rees from the collection Flogging a Dead Horse 

Connections between the buildings and relics and their original sites were 

unfortunately severed when the museum was constructed and therefore any new 
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sense of place which is created at Beamish is not integrated with the places of the 

past. 

 
Beamish is also a place of transit, a point on the tourist itinerary. Augé writes that 

tourism or travel is an archetype of non-place; the tourist becomes the spectator of 

his own spectacle.20 This is part of the experience of all heritage museums; the tourist 

can dress up and enact scenes from the past and in some cases they can conduct 

transactions in ‘olden-day’ money. They then return home with photos of themselves 

as part of the spectacle. Augé sums this up in his statement about non-place, ‘there is 

no room for history unless it has been transformed into an element of spectacle.’ 21  

 

Place and non-place are not necessarily opposites, each may be incorporated in the 

other and one may become more dominant at certain times.22 This would seem to 

best describe the experience at Beamish; in packaging and regulating the heritage 

experience for the visitor it forgoes the opportunity of creating a place of negotiation. 

If the visitor is not able or willing to challenge this presentation the result will be not 

the creation of place, in either Massey or Augé’s terms, but of non-place, devoid of 

negotiation or social relations. 

                                                           
20  Marc Augé, Non-places, p86. 
21 Ibid, p103. 
22 Ibid, p107. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LOSS OF PLACE – THE RUIN ERASED 

 

‘All the specific visual clues that provoke memory have been deleted. 

This is a meadow of voluntary amnesia’1 

 

Mention has already been made of the invisibility of the industrial past in County 

Durham and in this chapter I discuss Easington Colliery which featured on Channel 

4 in 2005 as one of the ten worst places to live in Britain. Alan Burnip of Easington 

District Council, was trying to emphasise the positive when he answered this 

indictment saying, ‘we have the Dalton Park retail and shopping complex built on 

old colliery ruins..,’2 This statement speaks for itself; the ruins of Easington’s 

industrial past have been erased.3 The two pitheads which stood on the clifftops with 

seams extending some eight miles under the North Sea were closed and demolished 

in the 1990s. At first 

glance all that remains 

is a strange memorial; 

one of the cages for 

transporting the miners 

down the shafts stands 

alone on a hill 

overlooking rows of 

tiny terraced houses, 

themselves perhaps a 

more vivid legacy of the 

                                                           
1 Iain Sinclair, Lights out for the Territory, London, Granta Books, 1998, pp210-211. 
2 ‘Colliery town “worst place in UK to live”’, first published 9th August 2005 (note: no author details 
given), taken from the archive of the Northern Echo, in 
This is the North East, 23 Sep. 05, <www.thisisthenortheast.co.uk>. 
3 Many of the mines in Co. Durham were completely dismantled in order to sell the materials for scrap, 
an important source of funding for British Coal and the National Coal Board. Communication by e-mail, 
Chris Scott, Curator of Industry, Beamish, chrisscott@beamish.org.uk, 1 March 06.  

Figure 12 The pitcage memorial and reclaimed landscape at Easington 
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past.4 Paths are cut through the tall meadow flowers and grasses which sweep 

around the pitcage and along the clifftop. To the uninitiated visitor there is no sign of 

where the shafts once were, but there are ruined fragments to be found. My guide, 

Tommy Chisholm, a miner for 40 years at Easington, escorted me through the 

meadows pointing out small traces; a blocked tunnel entrance concealed by plants 

and remnants of spoil on the beach. Whilst walking we constantly passed his friends 

and fellow retired miners making use of the new landscape to walk their dogs in the 

sun. However Tommy’s verdict on the sad and unkempt pitcage memorial was 

unequivocal, ‘I don’t know what the b****r that’s about!’ 

 

The intervention in the landscape of Easington has been extensive; not only were the 

mines erased but the whole topography of the site was changed, spoil was moved 

from the beach to create new hills and cliffs, which were planted with wild flowers 

and grasses.5 The pastoral landscape of England, beloved of Priestley, has been 

restored, but although it seems peaceful, it is marred by the disillusion of the young 

men of the town; drugs are rife, cars often set on fire and unemployment amongst 

the local youth is high. Statistics for the Easington Local Authority show that 45.8% 

of those claiming Job Seekers Allowance were aged 18-24 compared with a national 

average of 29.7%.6 In spite of the new landscapes and the commitment of the local 

council to creating jobs, Professor Ray Hudson of Durham University commented in 

2002, ten years after the closure of the mines, ‘Itʹs difficult to imagine east Durham 

                                                           
4 On the Channel 4 website it is stated that these houses are in fact planned for demolition, 
Channel 4, 25 Sep. 05, <www.channel4.com/4homes>. 
5 Scenes from the 1971 film Get Carter were shot on the black, desolate beaches of Easington. In 1997 the 
‘Turning the Tide’ project began the restoration of 14 km of coastline which had been degraded by the 
mining industry. A partnership of 14 organisations was set up to oversee some 100 separate projects. 
1.5million tonnes of coal spoil were removed from the beaches as part of the clean-up process. The 
coastline was given Heritage Coast status in 2001 by the Countryside Agency. The aims of the 
partnership were to provide a resource which would be sustainable, restore local pride, benefit the local 
community and attract visitors to the area. Durham County Council, 23 Sep. 05, <www.durham.gov.uk>.  
6 Easington has one of the highest rates of economic inactivity in Britain at 32% compared with 22% 
nationally and underachievement is also evident in the fact that 32% of have no qualifications compared 
with only 15% in the national workforce. Statistics from Nomis, the Official Labour Market Statistics, 
compiled from the Annual Populations Survey, 2004-05 and the Local Area Labour Survey. 2003-04. 
Economically inactive people are those who are neither employed nor registered as unemployed, 
however it does not necessarily indicate that they do not want to work. Nomis, 24 Nov. 05, 
<www.nomisweb.co.uk>.  
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will be turned around in the foreseeable future - itʹs difficult to see where alternative 

jobs are going to come from.’7 

 

There is in fact work in neighbouring Peterlee, but it is call centre work, normally 

undertaken by women. When generations of men have grown up with the 

expectation that they will follow their fathers and grandfathers into the mine8 it 

might be expected that the complete erasure of their forebears’ history, has had some 

effect on the outlook of the young people of Easington. Stuart Brisley, a community 

artist commissioned by the Peterlee Development Corporation in the 1970s, records 

that all the attention of the community was focused on the pithead, ‘there was no 

escape from it, it was coal all the time.’9 There were many reasons for this, not only 

was it the main source of employment and income for the community, it was also a 

dangerous and strenuous occupation. Housing was owned by the employers and 

therefore families were totally dependent on the men of the household keeping their 

jobs; Brisley talks of families thrown out of their homes living on allotments or in 

caves on the beach. The social life of the community also depended on their 

employers; miners automatically contributed to a social fund as part of their wage.  

 

Some may say that with such a legacy of hardship it is obvious that the ruins of an 

industry should be destroyed; ‘… preserve a steel mill. It killed my father, who wants 

to preserve that?’10 would perhaps be the expected response. However Brisley speaks 

of families proud of their heritage and keen to record details of the industry which 

                                                           
7 ‘With one swift blow, the minersʹ way of life was axed’ From the Northern Echo, first published 
Tuesday 15th Oct 2002. (Note, no details given of author). The archive of the Northern Echo, This is the 
North East, 20 Dec. 05, <www.thisisthenortheast.co.uk>. 
8 ‘With few alternative openings for employment, the sons followed naturally in the footsteps of their 
fathers. As soon as they left school they would enter the colliery and proceed to the working face … 
there to be trained by their father … and learn all the traditions and customs handed down from one 
generation to another.’ From Reid, C.C. (Chair) Ministry of Fuel and Power, The Coal Mining Report of the 
Technical Advisory Committee., London, HMSO, 1945.  
‘The managers were always pleased when a new baby was born, if it was a boy, as they knew he would 
be another worker in the mine for them.’ Personal communication, Tommy Chisholm, retired Easington 
miner, October 2005. 
9 Stuart Brisley speaking on the Peterlee Project Website, 24 Nov 2005, <www.peterlee-project.com>. 
10 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, p430, quotes Robert Vogel from a Guardian article 
from 28 August 1973. 
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formed such a large part of their lives.11 This echoes the experience of Randolph 

Langebach who interviewed local people when researching the history of 

Lancashire’s cotton mills. David Lowenthal says ‘they were willing and at times 

eager, to recall the bitter times along with the good. Both were part of their entire life 

story and were deeply enmeshed with their sense of place’.12 Langebach observes of 

the closure of the mills, ‘… the dislocation and sense of loss can break down the pride 

and respect that ordinary citizens may have in their hometown. What they identified 

as being their world ceases to be a part of them.’13  This appears to be what has 

happened in Easington – to paraphrase Priestley they have been told ‘there is no 

such place.’14 

 

  

Figure 13 The back-to-back terraces of Easington seen from the walk to the memorial  

 

Easington makes no attempt to become visitable as defined by Dicks, but nor does it 

fit easily into Augé’s definitions of place. It is not a solitary place of transit - non-

place - but the connection with its historical past, which for Augé would define it as 

anthropological place, is tenuous; with the death of the older generations who can 

talk of their experiences, these connections will eventually be lost. Massey sees the 

                                                           
11 At first people would not believe that anyone could be interested in their lives but when they realised 
that Brisley was serious about the project they were keen to record their stories. Stuart Brisley speaking 
about the Peterlee Project, Ideas in Progress, Middlesex University, 13 Oct. 2004. 
12 David Lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country, p112. 
13 R. Langebach, M. Binney, R. Fitzgerald, K. Powell, Satanic Mills Industrial Architecture in the Pennines, 
London, SAVE Britain’s Heritage, 1977, p25.  
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accumulated history of a place as ‘the product of layer upon layer of different sets of 

linkages both local and to the wider world.’15 This raises the question of how these 

sets of linkages are made visible and understandable. In the landscape at Easington 

many have been erased. Those that remain such as the terraced housing, the railway 

track, the memorial and fragments of slag and waste described above, do speak of 

their history, but it takes the stories of those who lived through that time to bring any 

level of detail. An archive of photographs and recordings of narratives collected by 

Brisley remains in the care of Easington Local Authority, but such archives, whilst 

part of Massey’s linkages, are not immediately available.16 If I had not met Tommy 

Chisholm on the cliff the day I visited, my understanding of Easington as a once-

great coal-mining town would have been limited. With the material traces of the 

recent past destroyed or archived, Easington is left with such stories. 

 

For Massey stories are a part of the layers of linkages which make places special, but 

as place is a product of negotiation, she would reject any notion of such stories being 

part of a pre-given collective identity contributing to that sense of place. However 

Easington and other industrial towns and villages in the North of England do seem 

to have suffered as a result of such a collective image of their identity. On the 

Channel 4 programme mentioned above, eight out of ten of the worst places to live 

were in the North and nine out of ten of the best places were in the South. An 

analysis of the programme demographics can perhaps account for this bias; nearly 

50% of viewers lived in London and the South compared with only 25% in the North. 

The demographics also show 45% of the audience was aged over 55.17 (See Appendix 

B). It may be that the programme was catering to its core audience and their 

underlying prejudices about ‘The North’.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
14Priestley wrote ‘I cannot help feeling I shall be told that there is no such place’, when faced with the 
horror of the mines at Shotton, a village 20 km from Easington, J.B. Priestley, English Journey, p336. 
15 Doreen Massey, ‘Power Geometry and a Progressive Sense of Place’ Mapping the Futures, p68. 
16 To date, Jan 2006, I have had no replies to requests for information about the archive; it would not 
appear to be easily accessible. 
17 Demographic information supplied by Channel 4, Source: BARB/InfoSys TV, 09/08/2005. 
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Rob Shields has examined ideas of the North-South Divide in terms of place-images 

and place-myths. He defines a place-image as an image which adds ‘a socially 

constructed level of meaning to the genius loci, the classics’ unique sense of place.’18 

Such place-images are often partial and may be inaccurate, based on prejudice or 

simplification; however individual images can be shared and understood by groups, 

and collectively a set of such place-images becomes a place-myth.19 A place-myth for 

Shields is a belief or an understanding held by groups of people about a place. The 

place-myth for the industrial North was acquired in the late 18th Century with the 

industrial revolution and the expansion of manufacturing industries. It includes 

ideas of community and warm-heartedness, of working with strength rather than 

intellect.20 Shields identifies two strands to this place-myth; the North as a place 

blighted by industry, inhabited by the working classes, and in opposition to this, the 

traditional image of a pastoral landscape which may evoke feelings of nostalgia.21  

Shields believes that such place-myths, although open to change as the place-images 

evolve over time, are often extremely embedded in the culture of a nation and may 

persist even when the place itself changes radically.22 He quotes the Economist from 

1987 as one of many media sources to support his claim, ‘The victims of decaying 

smoke-stack industries live in the North, … Cross the divide, going north and visibly 

the cars get fewer, the clothes shabbier, the people chattier.’23 The Channel 4 

programme discussed above would seem to subscribe to this collective place-myth of 

The North; Easington, rather than being experienced as a specific place, is merely a 

part of the myth. 

 

Shields believes that such place-myths are determined by those in power – 

government, local councils, the media – and it is this reinforcement of place-myths by 

communities in the wider world which can have long-term and far-reaching effects. 

The decision to erase the visible reminders of industry in Co. Durham presumably 

                                                           
18Rob Shields, Places on the Margin Alternative Geographies of Modernity, London, Routledge, 1992, p6.   
19 Ibid, p60.   
20 Ibid, pp212-214.   
21 Ibid, p245. 
22 Ibid, p256.  
23 Quoted from The Economist, 7 Feb 1987 in Rob Shields, Places on the Margin, p232. 
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involved some form of negotiation, but this was taken at a regional and national level 

rather than involving local communities. In place of the mines at Easington the new 

coastline heralds a return to the rural past; however rendering Easington’s industrial 

past invisible and returning to the rural has not been enough to help build a new 

place-myth. As has been shown the old myth still predominates, and with the loss of 

the industry which fostered it, it has also lost much that was positive; the sense of 

community is under threat and strength is no longer valued, especially in the 

predominantly service sector work available for the younger generation.  

 

Massey with her definition of place as unfixed hopes to prevent place-myths taking a 

foothold, but given their long-lasting and continually reinforced impact it is difficult 

to see how her view of place can be applied to Easington. Not only does the wider 

world see the town in terms of the predominant myth of the North, but it seems that 

this myth has had a significant effect on Easington itself. Although the older 

generations value the new landscapes and continue to tell their stories of the town 

and its history, the unemployed young people appear caught in the negative aspects 

of the place-myth; one that sees people as victims of industry, (see the Economist 

quote above.) The replacement of the mines with a shopping centre has effectively 

erased their industrial past and resulted in a loss of specificity of place. One of the 

key findings of research into the cultural and visual imagery of coal mining towns, 

undertaken by Durham University, was that the community felt they had ‘no control 

over the central changes which affect their lives collectively.’ The researchers 

concluded that ‘top down attempts at the “reconstruction” of community have to be 

seriously questioned.’24 The responsibility for negotiation with the industrial past 

was assumed by those in power thus denying that responsibility to the future 

generations of Easington. 

                                                           
24 D.S. Byrne and A. Doyle, Transformed Landscape, Cultural and Visual Imagery in a Town Built on Coal, 
Durham University Library Archives, 2000, research period 1997. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PLACE REGAINED – INDUSTRIAL NATURE 

 
‘Ecology and industry are not one-way streets rather they should be crossroads.’1 

 
 

 

Figure 14 The blast furnace at Duisburg- Nord Landschaftspark 

 

In 1989, the year of reunification with East Germany, the International Building 

Exhibition (IBA) Emscher Park was set up to encourage redevelopment of 800 sq km. 

of the Ruhr. The Emscher River runs through the Ruhr Valley, an area which was 

once the industrial heartland of Germany. It was the coalmines and coking plants and 

the iron and steelworks of the Ruhr which powered the industrial machine of two 

world wars and sustained Germany’s economic revival during the 1950s and 60s. 

However by the 1970s these industries had become less competitive and many 

                                                           
1 Robert Smithson, The Writings of Robert Smithson, New York, New York University Press, 1979, p22. 
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factories and mines were closed with the result that by the late 1980s the 

unemployment rate in the area exceeded 15%. As in Co. Durham, the legacy of this 

industrialisation was not only high unemployment and the resulting loss of morale 

within the community, but also widespread environmental contamination and a 

landscape dominated by gigantic derelict steel plants, blast furnaces, chimneys, 

mineshafts and gas storage tanks, all destined to become industrial ruins.2  

  

The attitude of the local community to their industrial heritage was unsurprisingly 

ambivalent; the working conditions left difficult memories. As Ingerid Almaas says:  

‘How can any physical redevelopment plan change the vast scale 

of all that human activity, understood and remembered through 

the backbreaking work, drilling, shifting, crushing, smelting? How 

can one change the operations of a whole local culture from the 

scale of coal and steel to the scale of a future not yet known?’3 

 
This same question must have been asked by decision-makers in Britain, however the 

principles of ecological reuse and open space preservation behind the Emscher Park 

projects, were very different from those guiding redevelopment in the UK. The over-

riding focus of the project was the creation of a regional landscape park which 

stretched throughout the entire Emscher Valley. This park made use of the original 

roads, railways, rivers and canals which linked the heavy industry of the Ruhr to its 

cities and to the national and international markets and suppliers. The highly built-up 

area was criss-crossed by such routes which have become much-used walk and cycle 

ways for the local community, as well as new habitats for an ecological regeneration.  

 

                                                           
2 It was realised that such a large scale redevelopment project involving two million people and 17 cities, 
was not something that could be left completely in the hands of the private sector and this rejection of 
traditional regeneration, usually undertaken piecemeal on individual brownfield sites, paved the way 
for a more creative and innovative approach, involving local government, the community and the 
private sector. In 1999 when the IBA was wound up it had spent 5 billion DM. This provided funding 
for over 100 projects including housing, art centres, small business development, new technology 
projects, woods and parks. Taken from an interview with Karl Ganser, the Director of the IBA, Robert  
Schäfer, ‘Emscher Park Building Exhibition: a motor of structural change’, Topos, No. 26, p10. 
3 Ingerid Helsing Almaas, ‘Regenerating the Ruhr – IBA Emscher Park project for the regeneration of 
Germany’s Ruhr region’, The Architecture Review, Vol. 205, No.1224, Feb. 1999, pp13-14. 



 31

Almaas states, ‘regaining the industrial landscape has been a primary mechanism for 

allowing local people new ways of identifying with their surroundings…This work 

uses the specific challenges and characteristics of the industrial landscape as a 

resource.’4 It is this use of the industrial landscape as a resource which differs 

markedly from the approach in Britain. Instead of restoring buildings to a fictional 

point in time, buildings are re-used in a variety of imaginative ways. David Howells, 

discussing the German approach to history post 1933, suggests that restoration is 

politically a potentially dangerous concept; any restoration necessarily involves 

historical narrative, a narrative which must avoid any hint of nationalism or 

supremacism. Howells suggests that it is only with the reunification of Germany that 

such histories can again be discussed.5 This is not to say that Germany has not also 

created heritage museums in much the same way as Britain; Huyssen argues that this 

use of culture as compensation, referred to in Chapter One, was the policy of the 

inherently conservative government of Chancellor Kohl.6 However it is interesting 

that the Emscher Park project, which, as I will show, deliberately presents the past as 

open to alternative meanings, began in the very year of reunification.  

 

The ecological approach taken by the IBA in re-appropriating the industrial 

landscape as a resource for the local community and in creatively including furnaces 

and mines as industrial monuments, allowed people to value their contributions to 

the industry. The challenge was to design a landscape which was more than a 

nostalgic or nationalistic narrative of the past, ‘set in aspic’ as it were. The Emscher 

Park rises to this challenge by celebrating the temporal, not only in the incorporation 

of the industrial ruins themselves but also in the natural processes such as growth, 

death, decay, renewal, that make the temporal visible in the landscape.  

 

 

                                                           
4 Ingerid Helsing Almaas, ‘Regenerating the Ruhr, pp13-14. 
5 David Howells, Stadtschloss as Historical Projection: Coming to Terms with Berlin’s Divided History, 
Dissertation MA Film and Visual Culture, Middlesex University, Oct 2004. 
6 Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories, pp26-29. 
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It is the Landschaftspark at Duisburg-Nord 

that is the best example of the ecological and 

minimally interventionist approach that 

characterises the IBA’s work. The park, 

which encompasses some 570 acres, has 

between 550,000 and 640,000 visitors each 

year, 75% of them from the local area. This 

compares with a figure of only 15% of 

visitors to Beamish coming from 

Northumbria.7 The Duisburg site, abandoned 

in 1985, contains two towering blast furnaces, 

coal bunkers, railway lines, chimneys, a 

gasometer and a canal.  

 

 

Rather than erasing this industrial history, the designer, Peter Latz8 has incorporated 

the steelworks into the park. By allowing plants to self-seed and establish seemingly 

at random, he has deliberately blurred the boundaries between nature and industry. 

Most designed landscapes conceal the natural processes; grass is mown, dead plants 

and weeds removed, bedding plants replaced seasonally. However the industrial 

nature sites not only make the processes of nature visible but also, by allowing such 

planting to creep from their traditional place along the railtracks and become a part of 

the decay of the building, the nature of change is made evident and the link is made 

between humans, their activities, and the natural world. Latz’s intention was not to 

allocate specific buildings for specific purposes, but rather to ‘adapt the present 

system of organisation to the appearance of chaos.’9 This chaos is evident in the 

vegetation which has colonised the various habitats: lichens on the slag-heaps; 

                                                           
7 Personal communication from Güenter Zieling, guenter.zieling@duisburg-marketing.de, 2 Feb. 06. The 
figure for Beamish excludes school visits, see statistics in Chapter One. 
8 Peter Latz’s work at Duisburg-Nord Landscape Park features in a recent exhibition, Groundswell, 
Constructing the Contemporary Landscape, at MOMA in New York, 2005. 
9 Anneliese and Peter Latz. ‘Imaginative Landscapes out of Industrial Dereliction’, Cities for the New 
Millennium, M. Echenique, and A. Saint, (Eds.), London, Spon Press, 2001, p74. 

Figure 15 The chimney and railtracks at 
Duisburg-Nord 
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steppe-type planting on the coal and soot mixes; birches on the coal spoil and 

furnaces.10 

 

The concept plan for the design was based around the existing infrastructure; roads, 

tracks, railways and the canal lead the visitor through the space or connect with the 

town beyond. However the site is almost completely open; it is even possible to climb 

one of the blast furnaces. The railway tracks over the coal, lime and ore bunkers form 

high level walkways from which one can look down on the gardens created below 

and out along yet more rail tracks to the wider landscape beyond. Some of these 

gardens are designed and others are wild, allowing plants to colonise the mini-

habitats. Many of the plants here have established from seed brought in with the raw 

materials, coal and iron-ore, from around the world.  

 

From the top of the blast furnace, connections with the surrounding landscape are 

even more evident; huge chimneys and factories, some still billowing smoke, and 

slagheaps rising from the predominantly flat landscape, impress the history of the 

area on the viewer. Routes into and out of the site are also more obvious from this 

vantage point; a huge pipeline stretches to the horizon connecting the site to the Ruhr 

and the railway tracks reach out into the city of Duisburg. 

                                                           
10 Anneliese and Peter Latz. ‘Imaginative Landscapes out of Industrial Dereliction’, p75. 

Figure 16 A plan of the area showing links into and out of the site 
taken from the website of Latz and Partners 
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Figure 17 The view from the top of the blast furnace 

 

As I discussed in Chapter Two, Massey describes the layers of history that create 

specificity of place as linkages or networks with both the local and the wider world. 

In Easington the physical layers are mainly hidden beneath the new landscape and 

those that remain are with the local rather than the global. In the design of the 

Landschaftspark, by deliberately making the linkages visible and readable, Latz has 

allowed the history and the meaning of the site to be interpreted in multiple ways 

from different locations.  

 

It is clear that, just as with the mines at Easington, the steelworks dominated all 

aspects of the lives of the inhabitants of the area. Judith LaBelle notes that ‘many 

people had lived their lives in the view or within earshot of these facilities all of 

their lives and never been on their grounds until the creation of the landscape 

park’.11   

                                                           
11 Judith LaBelle, ‘Emscher Park Germany – expanding the definition of a “park”’ in a paper given to 
Crossing the Boundaries in Park Management: Proceedings of the 11th Conference on Research and 
Resource Management in Parks and on Public Lands, 2001. A copy of the paper can be found at 
Glynwood Centre, 25 Jan. 2006, < www.glynwood.org>. 
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Figure 18 The pipeline connecting the site to the wider world 

 

It was the local residents who suggested a light show in the Duisburg furnaces; they 

missed the fiery display of the factory working at night, ‘it was as though the night 

sky had died’.12 Here again the freedom allowed in the landscape is striking, it is 

completely open at night; during the light show visitors can climb the furnace using 

torches and can literally stumble around the site. Health and safety legislation does 

not seem to have impinged on this concept of openness and exploration. 

                                                           
12 Judith LaBelle, ‘Emscher Park Germany – expanding the definition of a “park”’ quoting a local 
resident. 
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This approach to the industrial ruin is in complete contrast to that taken at Beamish; 

in trying to isolate or pin down meaning to one interpretation at one time in history, 

Beamish strives to counteract the excesses of supermodernity and its unsettling 

aspects for the individual desperately seeking meaning in a fragmented world. As 

Tim Edensor writes ‘the heritage industry is partly fuelled by nostalgia forged 

through the desire to slow down time, to keep hold of that which is subject to endless 

change…….’.13 The Emscher Park Project embraces supermodernity in the way it 

renders visible its links with the global and allows multiple uses and interpretations 

of the landscape and the ruins. And yet the Landschaftspark manages to avoid 

becoming merely a cultural display as described by Dicks. Although the park is 

packaged to some extent, it could hardly be said to be commoditised;14 it is free, it is 

open day and night, and the only activity which requires payment is diving in the 

                                                           
13 Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins. Space, Aesthetics and Materiality, Oxford, Berg, 2005, p136. 
14 The intention of the IBA was to concentrate on what they called ‘soft’ projects, i.e. projects which 
would not necessarily lead to measurable economic improvement but which would improve the fabric 
of the area. ‘The only way to make the structural development of the Ruhr District a success was to 
assign priority to the soft locational factor of landscape. The people were desperately in need of this 
quality-of-life factor,’ Anette Kolkau, ‘Emscher Landscape Park in the Post-IBA Era’, Topos, No. 40, Sep. 
2002, p32. The tourists who now come to the area are a bonus as far as the IBA is concerned. However 
tourists are now being catered for; leaflets are available describing the routes that can be followed 
through the Emscher Park; they are themed with names such as ‘industrial nature’ and ‘industrial 
culture’. Recently the website of the landscape park, www.landschaftspark.de, 25 Sep. 05, has been 
updated and a more commercial approach is apparent. 

Figure 19 An evening performance, photo from website 
www.mobiletouren.de, 3 Feb 06 
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gasometer.15 Primarily though, it is the intention that the park becomes a lived place, 

rather than a marketable, visitable site, that distinguishes it from Dick’s places of 

cultural display.  

 

However the landscape cannot be described in terms of Augé’s anthropological place 

either; it is not a place of tradition, ritual and rootedness. Industrial ruins are put to 

previously unimagined uses and 

the landscape embraces change; the 

site is open both physically and to 

multiple meanings. Whether new 

rituals will take a hold remains to 

be seen; wedding photos are taken 

against rusty machinery, young 

children wear lighted miners’ hats 

to explore the ruins at night, Goths 

make videos on the blast furnace 

walkways. However these ruins remain paradoxical; they are huge expressions of 

permanence attesting to the processes of history and yet they are also allowed to 

decay and crumble, an indication that perhaps all is not so permanent after all.  

 

This element of time, and the way it is made evident in the landscape, is of prime 

importance in the discussion of place. Walsh says, ‘places should be considered as 

spaces which are continually experiencing processes which occur through time’.16 For 

a place to have meaning it is essential that it has a temporal depth. Augé’s 

anthropological places have historical depth, which necessarily implies the temporal, 

but it is the linking of natural and historical processes in the park which make it so 

unique.  

                                                           
15 The walls of the coal bunkers have been made into climbing walls which are free and open to all. The 
gasometer has been flooded and is now used for diving lessons.   
16 Kevin Walsh, The Representation of the Past, p150. 

Figure 20 Young people climb the blast furnace at the 
Landschaftspark, photo taken from www.ksta.de, 3 Feb 06 
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Walsh describes ‘time-marks’ - physical, man-made or natural signs in the landscape 

which indicate a continuity between past and present.17 For Walsh the boundary or 

crossroads are examples of time-marks, but elements of decaying ruins and signs of 

colonising nature can also been seen in this context. Decay and colonisation may 

appear disordered but in fact follow understandable patterns and these can be read in 

the landscape. As Latz writes, ‘Almost programmed, the “unreal landscapes that 

follow industry” are turning up …They are fragments of rules and knowledge but 

seem like chaos. They need to be decoded …’.18 One example mentioned above, a 

testament to the history of the steelworks, is the introduction and germination of 

seeds from other continents in the iron-ore. 

 

Massey’s theories of place incorporate elements of change, openness and unfixedness 

in both the social and the physical. This is problematic for those who equate identity 

with the eternity of landscape. Massey asks how it is possible to think of ‘place as a 

temporary constellation, as a time-space event, in relation to this “other” arena, “the 

natural world”.’19 She resolves the problem by appealing to the changing geology of 

the landscape; geological history makes clear that even the most eternal of landscapes 

are changing by minute amounts every year.20 It is therefore possible to think of the 

natural world as unfixed in exactly the same way as the social and cultural world. 

The Landschaftspark appears to be a perfect example of this theory; the linkages are 

parts of both local and global networks, the temporal is made visible in the decay of 

the ruins, and the very openness of the site encourages multiple events and 

interpretations of place.  

 

However criticism of Massey’s theories in relation to nature is raised by Arif Dirlik 

who writes, ‘… ecological conceptions of place … have some crucial insights to 

contribute by once again bringing nature …. into the conceptualisation of place.’21 

                                                           
17 Kevin Walsh, The Representation of the Past, p13. 
18 Peter Latz, ‘The Idea of Making Time Visible’, Topos, No. 33, Dec 2000, p97.  
19 Doreen Massey, For Space, p131. 
20 Ibid, p133. 
21 Arif Dirlik, ‘Place-based Imagination’. Places and Politics in an Age of Globalisation, R. Praznial, and A. 
Dirlik, (Eds.), Maryland, USA, Rowman and Littlefield, 2001, p22. 
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Dirlik believes that there is a necessity for some understanding of the fixity of place 

and a setting of boundaries, to allow for an ecological perspective. This desire on the 

part of ecologists, for example to allow only indigenous plants in sustainable design, 

is understandable and in some cases necessary.22  However I would agree with 

Massey that ecological place is not always in equilibrium; competitive plants elbow 

out the less competitive, a low rainfall season encourages new species, a tree falls and 

the understory is replaced with pioneer plants.23 These processes are observable in the 

Landschaftspark; nature is also in negotiation with itself, with humans and with the 

buildings.  

 

Augé states that in supermodernity place and non-place interweave; there is always 

the possibility of one growing out of or becoming part of the other.24 This openness of 

place is accompanied by an openness of meaning; the overabundance of 

interpretations which characterise supermodernity. I have shown in this chapter that 

the Emscher Park has created openness of place and of meaning, thus making it an 

example of postmodern place. In embracing supermodernity, has it also managed to 

create a sense of place and avoid becoming non-place? Again it is useful to look to 

Massey’s theories. She believes that a site’s sense of place stems from an 

acknowledgement of its history as a part of what she calls, the event of place, or a 

negotiation between human and non-human of a ‘here and now (itself drawing on a 

history and a geography of thens and theres).’25 It is the accumulation of such 

negotiations, of the meetings and encounters between human and non-human that 

lend continuity to place and contribute to its specificity. The park, in its physical 

openness encourages such negotiations; this may be on an individual level as the 

visitor explores an overgrown path or photographs decaying buildings, or it may be 

                                                           
22 The argument still rages between ecologists. New Zealand has recently, in 2005, forbidden the 
importing of any plants not already in the country. Japanese Knotweed, introduced by the Victorians, is 
a huge problem in the UK, not just in the way it displaces less competitive plants but also its destructive 
capabilities – it can grow through concrete. However non-native plants have been shown to increase 
diversity of species by providing pollen sources for a longer season.     
23 For further practical discussion and examples of dynamism and equilibrium in nature as well as 
references to research into the use of non-native plants see, Catherine Heatherington and Juliet Sargeant, 
A New Naturalism, Chichester, Packard Publishing Ltd, 2005. 
24 Marc Augé, Non-places, p107. 
25 Doreen Massey, For Space, p140. 
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on a much more complex level as decisions are made about how much decay will be 

allowed and when a building might become unsafe, or about the levels of 

contamination in the river and ways that plants and humans can mitigate them.  

 

The Emscher Park is in its infancy and it is not possible to discuss its lasting legacy, in 

fact Karl Ganser in 1999 stated that he would not expect the IBA to have contributed 

to anything as tangible as an increase in employment. When questioned he said ‘the 

only approach that seems successful today is one that in a variety of ways changes the 

sclerotic structures that have become rigid and rejecting of innovation.’26 One change 

which can be measured is the increase in people staying in and moving to the area.27  

This would seem to suggest that there are more jobs available; however 

unemployment for the region in 2004 was running at 17.6%,28 and it is therefore likely 

that Ganser was correct in his understanding of the short-term benefits of the IBA. 

LaBelle echoes his sentiments when she writes that the IBA ‘helped introduce 

residents to their culture in a new way……changing the mind-set of local residents 

was perhaps the IBA’s greatest accomplishment’.29 The hope is that the openness of 

the sites to new meanings has contributed to a change in the attitudes of the local and 

wider communities which may eventually lead to new innovations and new 

employment opportunities. 

 

                                                           
26 Karl Ganser, Director of the IBA interviewed by Robert Schäfer, ‘Emscher Park Building Exhibition: a 
motor of structural change’, Topos, No. 26, p12. 
27 Ursula Poblotski, ‘Transformation of a Landscape’, Topos, No. 26, p52. 
28  Bpd, 20 Jan. 06, <www.bpb.de/wissen/CQCQSZ,0,0,Arbeitslosigkeit.html>. This unemployment figure is 
the highest in West Germany, although in the former East Germany the rate is as high as 27.2%. In fact 
Germany has had high unemployment rates since reunification so any comparison of figures over the 
reunification period is subject to wider influences. 
29 Judith LaBelle, ‘Emscher Park Germany – expanding the definition of a “park”’   
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CHAPTER 4 

RUINS FORGOTTEN – THE EVENT OF PLACE 

 

‘She had not understood, .. the extent to which her sense of the world 
had to do with the presence of those who had been there before, leaving 
sign of their passing and spaces still warm with breath – a threshold 

worn with the coming and going of feet..’1 
 

It is difficult for the structures left behind when heavy industry closes down to be 

completely forgotten; not only are they big, often occupying large areas of land but 

they are also dangerous and in most cases contaminated. It is therefore usually 

necessary for some form of decommissioning or concealment to be undertaken before 

such buildings are left to decay. Often this is as simple as surrounding the site with 

barbed wire and keep out signs. It is these forbidden ruins which interest the urban 

explorers; search the web for industrial ruins and you discover a disparate group of 

individuals from as far apart as the US, Russia and Japan who enjoy exploring ruins 

and document their explorations with evocative photographs and web-blogs. The 

attraction varies; for many it is the thrill of danger and of entering prohibited areas, 

but for others it is the emotional and sensual experience of the ruin, and the 

possibility of creating alternative narratives from these sense experiences. Drie, an 

explorer of abandonments, as she calls them, writes emotively of the sounds, smells 

and decay and of how the explorer, with their heightened sensitivity to such stimuli, 

can become immersed in the ruin. ‘Stay a while, and you’ll become aware of the floor 

beneath your feet in a way you’ve never felt…. Here, you become aware of the 

motion of your body within a space. How your weight and actions effect (sic) your 

surroundings.’2  

 

It is interesting that almost all the websites detailing these experiences are about the 

individual; usually explorations are undertaken alone and the photos documenting 

                                                           
1 David Malouf, Remembering Babylon, quote taken from the website of Landscape Designer, Kim Wilkie 
Associates, 3 Feb. 06, <www.kimwilkie.com>. 
2 Drie of Synesthetic Light writing on the forum of Infiltration, 10 March 2005, 
<www.infiltration.org/usufruct/archives>.  
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the event rarely show other people. This could be because such explorers wish to 

experience these unusual sensations without intrusion from other humans. Drie 

writes of the outside world, ‘Consider for a moment the fact that the world is 

overwhelming. Noise, sounds, smells, they all overlap until nothing is pure…. Every 

place is tread upon, every place is 

owned.’3 The ruin offers the 

possibility of escaping these spatial 

constraints. The attraction of such 

heightened experiences is echoed by 

several of the responses to Drie’s 

website entry, ‘Think of all the time 

you spend in your life going 

somewhere to do something. When 

do you ever walk around with no 

other thought other than simply 

experiencing everything around 

you?’4 Or ‘The feelings of separation 

from Man and his makings are just 

as strong in an abandoned building 

as they are in the wilderness.’5 

Wayne Curtis after accompanying 

an explorer on a visit to Glenwood 

Power Station in New York State 

sums these feelings up; saying ‘urban 

exploration is a reaction to the rampant artifice and fakery steadily engulfing modern 

culture.’6  

 

                                                           
3 Drie on Infiltration, 10 March 2005, <www.infiltration.org/usufruct/archives>.  
4 Posted by Flock on 29 August 2004. Infiltration, 10 March 2005, <www.infiltration.org/usufruct/archives>.   
5 Posted by perianwyr on 12 September 2004, Infiltration, 10 March 2005, 
<www.infiltration.org/usufruct/archives>.   
6 Wayne Curtis, ‘Raiders of the Lost City’, Preservation, May/June 2005, p46. 

Figure 21 The Glenwood Power Station, photograph from 
www.lostcityexplorers.net/power.html, 2 Feb 06 
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The experiences of such explorers are possible because of the breakdown of order in 

the ruin; the spatial construction of a factory is specifically designed to control both 

production and workers. Tim Edensor has explored many abandoned buildings in 

Britain and writes, ‘The factory was once the site for highly choreographed and co-

ordinated place ballets which emerged from the ordering of production.’7 The factory 

controlled the workers’ movements within the production process and also within 

the hierarchical structure of the organisation; the delineation of areas within the 

factory, the noise levels, the areas for raw materials and for finished products, the 

boardroom and the canteen, movement of the workers and the managers, all were 

determined within these structures. Time was also controlled; time and motion 

studies led to the redesign of factory spaces to increase production, workers clocked 

in and out, breaks were regulated. With the decay of the ruin these rules are 

undermined, doors and walls gradually crumble and the delineation between areas is 

lost; the explorer can walk where they wish - from factory floor to manager’s office. 

As staircases crumble and ceilings collapse, movement becomes more and more 

arbitrary and unpredictable.  

 

Figure 22 The Glenwood Power Station, photograph from www.lostcityexplorers.net/power.html, 2 Feb 06 

This loosening of spatial and temporal control is one part of the attraction of the ruin. 

As the building decays its original meaning is also gradually lost, Edensor again 

                                                           
7 Edensor discusses the collapse of order in detail in Chapter 3, ‘Ruins and the Disordering of 
Space’,pp53-96. Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins, p86. 
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writes ‘There is no clear sign that the meaning of the past is self-evident and easy to 

decode...’8 This combination of a freedom of movement and a lack of coherent 

meaning allows the visitor to create their own narratives. Shaun O’Boyle, a 

photographer of industrial ruins, agrees ‘Hidden in these ruins are myriad rich 

stories, tales piled, stacked and horded…told in the cryptic language of empty, silent 

rooms, old machinery, unexpected objects and personal details.’9 The discarded relics 

of the ruin can become stimuli for the creation of alternative narratives.  

 

Such stories may be ‘read’ in the fragments of the ruin or they may be responses to 

the sensual experience of exploring the ruin; they may emerge from forgotten 

memories or from the imagination. For Edensor ruins are spatial allegories of the 

process of remembering ‘like ruins, memory is a continually shifting collage of these 

fragments, some appearing, others disappearing.’10 Marcel Proust believed that the 

past returned only occasionally in a particular juxtaposition of contingencies. Michael 

Roth, referring to Proust, suggests that memory is stimulated by encounters with 

unrelated objects; such encounters cannot be forced, they depend on detours that 

‘may prompt the past to emerge from the oblivion to which is seems to be 

consigned.’11 Memory is not a seamless narrative which can be conjured up at will; 

rather it is a series of disjointed images and experiences which may return to us in 

unexpected ways. The ruin is a collection of fragments, some readable and 

understandable and others not. It is also a sensual experience; Curtis remarks, ‘even if 

blindfolded, I would know I had crossed into new terrain.’12 Smells and textures can 

therefore be understood as fragments in this context and are as important as visual 

images. Thus the random and chaotic nature of the ruin provides a possible 

stimulation for personal and forgotten memories to return.  

 

                                                           
8 Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins, p141. 
9 Shaun O’Boyle, 10 March 2005, <www.oboylephoto.com>.  
10 Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins, p140. 
11 Michael Roth. ‘Irresistible Decay Ruins Reclaimed’, Irresistible Decay Ruins Reclaimed, M. Roth, C. 
Lyons, C. Merewether. USA, The Getty Research Institute Publications and Exhibitions Program, 1997, 
p17. 
12 Wayne Curtis, ‘Raiders of the Lost City’, p45. 
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Memories are used in part as a way of constructing one’s identity. Collective memory 

can be a useful tool to bind groups together, for example in the trade union and 

feminist movements. It is also sometimes described as a way of passing on rituals and 

traditions from generation to generation. Pierre Nora laments the loss of this form 

collective memory; he writes ‘each gesture, down to the most everyday, would be 

experienced as the ritual repetition of a timeless practice in a primordial identification 

of act and meaning.’ 13 His massive work, Les Lieux de Mémoire, is an attempt to collect 

‘places of memory’ to ‘anchor condense and express ….our collective memory.’14 Such 

places are, for him, a way of tying down the past but can also be seen as territorial 

and nationalistic; the aim of the book is to ‘anchor France’s national memory.’15 The 

ruin, with its proliferation of meanings and sensual experiences, is the antithesis of 

Nora’s Lieux de Mémoire; he writes ‘with the appearance of the trace …. We are not in 

the realm of true memory but of history.’16 In contrast Edensor says the ruin: 

‘ridicules the notion that memory is enduring and stable, … 

Compiled out of changing scraps and fragments, and retold 

differently depending on upon audience, mood and occasion, 

memory is inherently elusive, and has never summoned up a 

picture-perfect replay of the past.’17  

 

This discussion of the ruin as an allegory of the process of remembering leads to the 

idea of the ruin as memorial; a memorial is intended to be a permanent trigger to 

memory, part of the ritual and tradition of communities, and in this way gives 

meaning to place. It is this concept of the enduring monument reinforcing the 

collective memory which appeals to Nora.18 When monuments are associated with 

collective ritual - The Cenotaph is an example - they can retain their value as 

                                                           
13 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’, Representations, No. 26, Spring, 
1989, p8. 
14 Ibid, p24. 
15 Ibid, p25. 
16 Ibid, p8. 
17 Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins, p142. 
18 It is interesting to note here that Albert Speer designed the buildings of the Third Reich with the 
specific intention that when ruined, in hundreds or thousands of years, they would come to resemble 
Roman ruins and thus the history of the Third Reich could be compared with that of the Roman Empire. 
His aim was to control the ravages that time might have on his buildings. 
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memorials, however without the repetition of ritual, they often become all but 

invisible; as Iain Sinclair writes ‘memorials are a way of forgetting, reducing 

generational guilt.’19 The pit cage on the cliffs at Easington seems to be just such a 

memorial. I have mentioned in Chapter Two the views of at least one member of the 

local community and for the casual visitor it is unclear what the monument 

represents, (at first I thought it was a water tower). The walk up the hill from the car 

park towards it is so uninviting I nearly did not attempt it. Once there the visitor can 

idly speculate on the purpose of the memorial and could perhaps read the plaque and 

muse on lives lost in the mines. They may have some awareness of the links between 

the mining industry and the wider world as they stare out to sea, or with the local 

when they turn to view the town, but they would have no conception of the working 

of the original mines or of the political issues surrounding their demise. This 

memorial is symbolic of the stasis of the conventional monument; the cage is fixed 

and can go nowhere; neither taking the miners down under sea bed nor returning 

them into the light again. 

 

An alternative approach is to allow the ruin itself to become the memorial, to decay 

gradually and eventually disappear completely.20 However this approach remains 

problematic; if the ruin is allowed to decay it will eventually be lost but if it is 

restored or prevented from decaying, it loses its power as a metaphor for loss. It is 

also unclear how the meaning of such memorials should be preserved if the ruin is 

allowed to decay. I have shown that memory is subjective and contingent, remaining 

open to questions, and have suggested that the alternative narratives created when 

experiencing and exploring the ruin are also individual. If meaning is spelt out, the 

powerful experiences possible in the ruin are mediated through the imposed texts. It 

                                                           
19 Iain Sinclair, Lights out for the Territory, p9. 
20 Daniel Libeskind in his writings and his architecture explores these ideas; he is emphatic that ruins 
should remain as memorials, believing that building over or restoring the ruin is a way of suppressing 
or denying the past. Libeskind is talking of the ruins of the holocaust, of war and destruction but such 
an approach can also be applied to the ruins of industry. Libeskind’s controversial proposals for the 
former SS Barracks of Sachsenhausen were based around this idea of the ruin as memorial; he 
advocated that the buildings be allowed to disintegrate over time in a controlled manner. The aim of his 
design was to make visible the links between the SS Barracks, the Concentration Camp and the town, 
thus making clear the complicity of the German people in the workings of the holocaust. He writes ‘I 
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may be that the visitor has to be trusted to create their own stories and it is very 

possible that these will be different from any historical or collective narrative. This 

letting go of control of meaning in the case of the decaying ruin must also lead to an 

acceptance that eventually the ruin will be taken over by nature and will lose all 

visible links with its past history. 

 

The ruins in the Emscher Park are the closest to this idea of memorial; they are 

allowed to decay to a certain extent and therefore the memories they conjure will 

change over time. In this they resemble ‘countermonuments’21 created by artists to 

remember the holocaust. James Young writes that such monuments: 

‘Would remind us that the very notion of linear time assumes 

memory of a past moment; time as the perpetually measured 

distance between this moment and the next, between this instant 

and the past remembered. In this sense, the countermonument 

asks us to recognise that time and memory are interdependent.’22 

 

The fact that the ruins are decaying reminds us that memory is unfixed, that it must 

evolve and change with time. For Nora, the forgotten ruin is unrelated to memory; he 

believes that there has to be a collective will to remember for sites to become places of 

memory.23 This is obviously necessary for his form of collective memory; these 

memories are passed between people, they are part of a linear narrative and it is their 

very ritualised and traditional nature that makes them understandable and serves to 

reinforce their truth for a particular group of people. However even in these cases 

memory is open to change over time, as Young  comments ‘time mocks the rigidity of 

monuments, the presumptuous claim that in its materiality a monument can be 

regarded as eternally true, a fixed star in the constellation of collective memory.’24 

  

                                                                                                                                                                      
argued with the historians and pleaded that they think about the invisible traces of history …’. Daniel 
Libeskind, The Space of Encounter, London, Thames and Hudson, 2001, pp 90-91. 
21 Young describes the countermonument as a memorial which changes through time sometimes even 
eventually vanishing. James Young, The Texture of Memory, London, Yale 1993, pp46-48. 
22 James Young, The Texture of Memory, p47. 
23 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’ p19.  
24 James Young, The Texture of Memory, p47. 
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I have described how different narratives can be created from memories brought to 

the forefront of consciousness by fragments in the ruin; fragments which may be 

experienced through the visual, through sound, smell and touch, or through the 

movement of the body through the space. This brings to mind Michel de Certeau’s 

writing on narrative, place and memory. De Certeau’s definition of place is more 

grounded in a physical location than any I have discussed here; he believes that place 

is location and space is practised place. In fact Massey’s definition of place is 

probably closer to de Certeau’s concept of space. However de Certeau’s description of 

memory is relevant here: it is 

‘… a sort of anti-museum: it is not localisable… Objects and words 

… have hollow places in which a past sleeps … A memory is only 

a Prince Charming who stays just long enough to awaken the 

Sleeping Beauty of our wordless stories.’25 

His walking narratives, described as tactical ways of manipulating the spatial 

constraints of the city, closely relate to the experience of the explorers in the ruin, 

creating stories from relics found as they walk or as de Certeau describes them, ‘the 

pedestrian unfolding of the stories accumulated in a place.’26  

 

In 1993 I visited the Fort Dunlop factory, outside Birmingham, to photograph a site-

specific performance piece by the choreographer Rosemary Lee. It is not possible here 

to address issues around the use of industrial buildings for art and performance, but 

the narratives of explorers of abandoned buildings described above echo my own 

experiences at Fort Dunlop. The vast scale of the architecture and the emptiness of the 

factory floor enhanced rather than detracted from the feeling that this was a site of 

‘wordless stories’. Ascending the stairs from the loading bay at the bottom up 

through the six floors, I could read forgotten notices of strikes and instructions, peer 

through doors and openings at each new space and imagine it inhabited by machines, 

noise, smells and people. One member of the audience, who had worked at Fort 

Dunlop, came purely to see and experience the factory empty of noise and 

                                                           
25 Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, London, University of California Press, 1988, p108. 
26 Ibid, p110. 
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machinery.27 This ruin was not yet a disordered place, decay had not been allowed to 

gain a foothold, and yet I was very aware of the presence of past lives and the 

possibility of creating new stories. 

 

Figure 23 Fort Dunlop, ‘Ascending Fields’ 

 

De Certeau’s walking narrative is part of Massey’s event of place; the negotiation of 

the explorer or the visitor with the non-human and the natural. This negotiation is 

also with the presences of the past. This is not to say that there are ghosts in the ruin; 

however traces can give insights into the people who worked there. Footprints, 

notices, photographs, clothes, scribbles, the list of individual human traces is endless. 

This event of place is part of the specificity of the place, the ‘throwntogetherness’28 

Massey refers to. Unlike Nora, she rejects any notion of the specificity of place as 

dependent on collective memory, she says ‘what is special about a place is not some 

                                                           
27 Personal communication, Rosemary Lee, 12 May 2005. 
28 Doreen Massey, For Space, p140. 
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romance of a pre-given collective identity….’29 The involuntary and fragmentary 

memories discussed above are brought into being as a spontaneous reaction to the 

traces present in the ruin; such spontaneous events are part of Massey’s negotiations. 

Nora’s collection of sites or places of memory have no interest for the explorer of 

abandonments; it is surprise and spontaneity that is important not tradition. Rather 

than a passive repetition of ritualised responses, the explorer’s aim is to actively 

interact with the ruin. 

 

I have discussed in Chapter 3 how factories are part of networks creating links with 

the local and the wider world thus contributing to Massey’s uniqueness of place. The 

forgotten ruin gradually becomes detached from its networks and its specific 

connections to the local also become more tenuous. Railway tracks and roads become 

overgrown and by-passed, and are replaced by new associations; nature infiltrates the 

building and visitors link the ruin with the global through their websites30.  

 

The sensations experienced by explorers of abandoned ruins, and the spontaneous 

memories such experiences may evoke as well as the new narratives they may 

ultimately lead to are all part of Massey’s event of place; a negotiation between the 

visitor and the ruin. It is clear that such memories are not fixed; as Edensor says 

‘Crucially the ruin as an allegory of memory is fragmentary, imperfect, partial and 

thoroughly incomplete.’31 This is very different from the collective place-myth of The 

North, modified over time but reinforced by the ruling classes and the media, or from 

the history told at Beamish, a linear history determined by experts and fixed at a 

point in time. Although the narratives created by visitors to the decaying ruin are 

often shared on the web, they are not part of a collective memory, they are not fixed 

and they are not linear. However the multiple possibilities for an individual to 

interact with such a place can contribute to a specificity which is independent of 

                                                           
29 Doreen Massey, For Space, p140. 
30 I have not mentioned smaller scale ruins such as factories and warehouses; these often become places 
for the homeless, for addicts and runaways, or spaces to create alternative lifestyles. The larger scale 
industrial ruins however are usually further from the urban centres and also often more dangerous and 
are therefore less likely to be used for such purposes. 
31 Tim Edensor, Industrial Ruins, p141. 
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ritual or nostalgia. It is because such narratives are unfixed and incomplete and 

especially because they lack an easily replicated linear structure, that they cannot 

become ritualised and part of a collective myth about place. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Although the Emscher Park is still in its early days and development is continuing, it 

is already being cited as an example of good practice around the world. However this 

interest has not been replicated in Britain.1 It is therefore worth considering why the 

concept of industrial nature appears to have worked so successfully in Germany and 

why Britain has taken, and is still taking, an alternative approach. Is it solely as 

Ursula Poblotski suggests that ‘The transformation of former industrial sites 

according to conventional English Landscape approaches, which disregard a place’s 

history and conceal traces of past interventions, is seen as outmoded…’?2 In fact 

Germany has had a long history of ecological and sustainable design practices. It was 

German and Dutch horticulturalists who were at the forefront of the naturalistic 

planting movement in the 20th Century and this appreciation of a ‘shaggy’, less 

manicured approach to planting, is more acceptable in Germany than in Britain. The 

preference for an ordered landscape may be long-standing; Prince Hermann Pückler-

Muskau, a German nobleman who toured the great gardens of England in 1826, was 

particularly struck by the orderliness of the landscape. He wrote: 

‘The shrubs are trimmed round so as not to touch each other, the 

earth carefully cleared about them every day, and the edges of the 

turf cut into stiff lines, so that you see more of black earth than of 

green foliage, and the free beauty of nature is quite checked.’3 

  

Anne Jorgensen writing about the public perception of different ecological 

approaches says, ‘there seems to be something particularly powerful, if not shocking 

about a certain kind of urban nature that takes over when an urban building or plot 

                                                           
1 The only reference I could find was as part of a consultation process in Thurrock in 2004 for the 
Thames Gateway Project. However, even here, the ideas of Ganser, Latz and the IBA do not appear to 
have been taken any further. Visionary Thurrock, 17 Jan.06, 
<www.visionarythurrock.org.uk/docs/examples/landpark/>.  
2 Ursula Poblotski, ‘Transformation of a Landscape’, Topos, No. 26, p50. 
3 Prince Pückler-Muskau, A Regency Visitor, The English Tour of Prince Pückler-Muskau Described in his 
Letters, 1826-1829, Trans Sarah Austin, London, Collins, 1957, p44. 
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has been abandoned.’4 Nature colonises rapidly, cracking concrete and breaking glass 

and this ease with which it can reclaim such gigantic manmade structures as blast 

furnaces or coal mines is frightening for a society which prefers its landscapes neat 

and ordered.  

 

It is not possible here to explore in detail the background to these preferences for 

order but it may be found within attitudes to the countryside, or more particularly 

the woodlands which originally were a part of the natural landscape of Britain and 

Germany. Simon Schama has written extensively on the connections between the 

forest and cultural identity in his book Landscape and Memory and his insights throw 

some light on the difference between the two cultures. In England the fantasy of the 

woodland was that of a romantic sylvan idyll; it was not ‘the darkling forest where 

one lost oneself at the entrance to hell.’5 Comparing this romantic and utopian 

woodland with the wild Germanic forests inhabited by mythic warriors may help to 

explain the differences in present-day public perception and acceptance of the new 

landscapes created in the Ruhr.  

 

It is important to stress the impact the industrial ruins themselves have had in the 

creation of these landscapes; the IBA recognised the role such buildings played in the 

memories of the local community and this is summed up by Poblotzki when she 

compares the park at Duisburg-Nord with other country parks. She points out that 

the steelworks have taken the place of traditional temples and vistas and says, ‘This 

approach represents a rejection of old cultural values and is a sign of a new 

consciousness in which labour (and the working class) are regarded as an important 

                                                           
4 For further information on public preferences for particular ecological vegetation types, particularly 
with reference to woodland see Anna Jorgensen, ‘The social and cultural context of ecological plantings’ 
The Dynamic Landscape, Nigel Dunnet and James Hitchmough (Eds.), London, Spon Press, 2004, pp293-
325. 
5 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, USA, Vintage books, 1996, pp141-2. Schama writes that from the 
Anglo-Saxon era onwards the English countryside consisted of ‘broad tracts of cultivated field and 
pasture punctuated with copses and limited stands of trees.’ He also refers to Tacitus’ history, Germania, 
written in 98 BC, ‘For a Roman, the sign of a pleasing landscape was necessarily that which had been 
formed, upon which man had left his civilising and fructifying mark. But according to Tacitus, the 
Germans were not disposed to work their land; they would rather take their subsistence from hunting, 
gathering and the spoils of war.’ Of course later the land was cleared and cultivated but the German 
myths of the woodland warriors persisted. 



 54

aspect of the Ruhr’s past, and assigned equal importance with the culture and 

learning held in such esteem by the middle classes.’6 Time will tell whether the ruins 

continue to be seen as symbols of working class culture. It is true that they have 

become focal points within the landscape and I have shown how vistas lead the eye to 

further reminders of industry, but as I have suggested in Chapter Four, the original 

meaning of monuments and memorials is often forgotten and new meanings evolve. 

Already the steelworks at Duisburg-Nord are being admired by visitors and writers 

as sculptural interventions in the landscape, rather than as places of toil or centres of 

production. However there is no doubt that the Emscher Park is used extensively by 

the local community and has succeeded in improving the environment, whilst 

retaining and valuing major parts of the industries that created that environment. 

Contrast this with the approach taken in Easington where little or no value is placed 

on the labour of the people, or with Beamish where value is given solely to one year 

of the history of mining in Co. Durham. 

 

I have argued that valuing the historical processes and yet allowing decay to take 

place, thus making the temporal visible in the landscape, creates a sense of place 

which is heterogeneous; open to differing interpretations and to multiple events. This 

loosening of control over the landscape does not result in loss of place, rather in 

uniqueness for each visitor. Peter Latz makes clear that the Landschaftspark is a park 

for the 21st Century; a park which can be used in different ways by different people.7 

The sense of place created is one which embraces the fragmentation and 

multiplication of meanings that characterises supermodernity.  

 

However the future for Duisburg-Nord also remains open. Inevitably if it is not 

bound economically into the community its funding will be vulnerable to political 

whim.8 It is also essential that the idea of ‘Emscher Park’ does not become a place-

myth itself. If the park is prevented from changing or if other parks are created that 

                                                           
6 Ursula Poblotski, ‘Transformation of a Landscape’, Topos, No. 26, p50. 
7 Peter Latz, designer of Duisburg-Nord Landschaftspark, interviewed by Lisa Diedrich, ‘No Politics, no 
Park: the Duisburg-Nord model’, Topos, No. 26, p74. 
8 The park is financed by the North-Rhine Westphalia Region and the City of Duisburg, Personal 
communication from Güenter Zieling, guenter.zieling@duisburg-marketing.de, 2 Feb. 06. 
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merely imitate, then its resonance will be diluted. It is important that the elements of 

decay and disorder are always present, making evident, through the intervention of 

nature and of the temporal, the openness of place and thus the challenges we face in 

negotiating the multiplicities presented by this openness. Latz writes, ‘Accepting a 

fragmented world means doing without the complete overall picture and leaving 

room for the coincidence of nature…’.9  

 

In some ways the Landschaftspark can be considered an ‘approved’ version of the 

abandoned ruin; it is not forgotten but it is still far from the sanitised restorations of 

the heritage industry. Poblotzki writes that the ‘Emscher area of the Ruhr is still a 

“chaotic, fragmented and despoiled landscape.”’10 As I have shown in Chapter Four, 

it is the disorder of the abandoned ruin that enables multiple spontaneous memories 

to arise and they in turn contribute to the event of place. For the explorers the 

experience is often an individual one, but in the Emscher Park it is possible for the 

event to be part of a particular collective understanding of the meaning of the place. I 

witnessed this at the Zeche Zollverein mine, also part of the IBA project and famous for 

its Bauhaus architecture; the most noticeable visitors were a group of middle-aged 

bikers resplendent in their leathers, complete with official photographer. Each in turn 

carefully rode their bike through the throngs of Sunday visitors to pose at exactly the 

same spot in front of the dramatic building for their photograph to be taken. 

 

Massey sees place as ‘an arena where negotiation is forced upon us’.11 This is a 

politics of negotiation between us as individuals and as part of the group, and 

between us and the non-human. Instead of seeing place as merely space to be moved 

through or location to be admired, everyone is challenged to exercise their 

responsibility towards place as a part of this negotiation. Public space is usually 

highly regulated and ordered in such a way as to reduce the possibilities for 

negotiation; rules are set up and groups of people, as well as elements of the natural 

                                                           
9 Peter Latz, ‘The Idea of Making Time Visible’, Topos, No. 33, p97. 
10 Quoting Jörg Dettmar in Garten and Landschaft, No 6, 1997, Ursula Poblotski, ‘Transformation of a 
Landscape’, Topos, No. 26, p52. 
11 Doreen Massey, For Space, p154. 
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world, are excluded.12 It is my contention that the disorder of the industrial ruin, 

demands negotiation, both with those making decisions about its future and with 

those visiting. In the examples I have discussed in Britain such negotiation was 

undertaken by national, regional and local government and resulted in a denial of the 

significance of the industrial landscape; the disorder is replaced by order leaving 

those in a post-industrial society with limited opportunities for negotiation about and 

with our industrial past.  

 

However where disordered elements remain, it is not possible to refuse the demands 

of negotiation; the explorer must test each beam before crossing a floor or climbing a 

stair and decisions must be made to allow or prevent decay or to intervene where 

necessary to prevent plants from completely engulfing the buildings. I would also 

suggest that a part of this negotiation is the challenge of connecting with the layers of 

history, and an awareness of the processes of nature which make up the landscape of 

the ruin. This may in turn lead to an understanding that all is not quite so disordered 

after all; the order however is not imposed by external rules but is part of the very 

process of colonisation, decay and reclamation. 

 

Although I have a personal preference for the landscapes created in the Emscher 

Park, it is obvious that it would not be possible to keep all our industrial buildings in 

this way.13 Apart from the need to redevelop sites for new uses, the contamination of 

landscapes by industry is extensive. It is important that some ruins remain 

abandoned, if only to counteract the tendency of the heritage industry to create non-

place, but it would be romantic to presume that this could happen on a large scale. It 

is worth mentioning a more sinister ruin here, that of Bhopal in India. In 1984 there 

was a massive gas explosion at the site. Today, more than 20 years later, people still 

                                                           
12 The shopping centre is an example; any plants are clipped and contained, weeds and wildlife are 
eliminated and the homeless or teenagers wearing ‘hoodies’ are prevented from entering. 
13  The Architects Journal, writing about the preservation of industrial buildings at Telford in Shropshire 
in 1997 explains that often such buildings were constructed with minimal understanding of structural 
integrity. It was usually a case of erecting the building as quickly as possible, often on poor subsoils, 
with inadequate foundations. It is therefore difficult and costly to keep and preserve such buildings. 
Barrie Evans, ‘Slowing the march of time, Architects Journal, Oct. 16 1997, Vol. 206, p44.  
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live within sight of the ruins and are daily affected by the contamination. 14 Here an 

openness of approach to our industrial heritage has allowed companies and 

governments to abdicate from their responsibilities. Although this is an extreme case, 

it illustrates the necessity of accepting responsibility for the challenge of negotiation 

that specificity of place presents. 

In spite of such failures to accept this responsibility, an openness of approach to the 

industrial ruin can benefit our understanding of place in a post-industrial society. 

Disorder resulting from the entanglement of layers of history with the processes of 

decay and colonization, challenges us to engage with place, to untangle these layers 

and to envisage the possibility of alternative orderings. This in turn leads to new 

events becoming part of the specificity of place and to a greater awareness of different 

histories embedded within the landscape. 

Plants have no respect for prescribed order; they creep uninvited through cracks and 

across boundaries. Those who visit decaying ruins mimic this behaviour. For plants 

the outcome is new communities and for the ruin eventual decay. For the visitor it is 

new narratives and new events negotiated from the traces and linkages which form 

the ruins of our industrial landscape. 

 

 

                                                           
14 A website campaigning for action writes, ‘To this day you can see piles of dangerous chemicals lying 
in the open air. The warehouses are full of sacks of poisons, many of which have split open. Children 
and animals have been in and left footprints in the chemical dust. The structures and buildings on the 
site have been left to rot.’  International Campaign for Justice in Bhopal, 10 Jan. 06, 
<www.bhopal.net/poisoning.html>. 
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APPENDIX A 

MAPS OF COAL MINES IN CO. DURHAM 
 

 
 

Figure 24 Pits at Beamish and in the surrounding are in 1951, taken from the website of the Durham Mining 
Museum www.dmm-gallery.org.uk/maps/1951d21.htm, 22 March 06. 
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Figure 25 Map showing pits, (marked in purple) in the area around Easington, in 1928, taken from Durham 
Mining Museum, http://www.dmm-gallery.org.uk/maps/1928-12.htm, 21 March 06.



 60

APPENDIX B 

AUDIENCE DEMOGRAPHICS ‘The best and worst places to live’ 
 

  
  Profile (%) 
Adults AB 21.2 
Adults C1 30.73 
Adults C2 16.67 
Adults DE 31.41 
Adults 16-24 6.74 
Adults 25-34 17.59 
Adults 35-44 16.12 
Adults 45-54 14.1 
Adults 55+ 45.45 
Men 36.9 
Women 63.1 
  
  
Regionality (All Adults) 
  Profile (%) 
C4 Network 100.00 
C4 Ulster 1.54 
C4 London 22.24 
C4 South 26.77 
C4 Midlands 14.99 
C4 North 24.56 
C4 Scotland 8.87 
  

 

Figure 26 Demographic data supplied by Channel 4 
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APPENDIX C 

PRODUCTION COMPARISON STATISTICS 

 
 

Figure 27 Graphs showing production comparisons, taken from Eric Hobsbawm, Industry and Empire, an 
economic history of Britain since 1750, London, Weidenfield and Nicholson, 1969
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