








Fig. 21. The Town Hall awaiting demolition in 1898 (courtesy of 
J Buist and www.picturethepast.org.uk).
Fig. 22. Police Tipstaff (c. 1836) formally belonging in the courts 
of the Town Hall. The Police Officer’s authority was represented 
not by a police badge, but by a tipstaff. By unscewing the crown, 
staffs held the warrant for arrest inside the hollow tube 
(courtesy of Brewhouse Yard Museum). 

5.c. Reform

Political change was achieved in the Town Hall, which 
witnessed the medieval oligarchy being replaced by a 
municipal corporation, although reform also meant 
the corporation would outgrow the old building. 
During the latter years of Victoria’s reign the Town 
Hall was sold off at auction to make room for The 
Great Central Railway (Fig. 21). 
	 The adjoining High Pavement Chapel was 
highly influential in the economic and political 
development of Nottingham in the early nineteenth 
century.80 The Unitarian Church and former buildings 
of High Pavement School, were built in 1844, 81 
adjacent to the Nottingham Contemporary site. The 
school originated in 1788, when non-conformists 
broke away from Bluecoat School, which was under 
the guidance of the Church of England at St Mary’s.82 
Prior to the reforms of the 1830s it was alleged that 
the Whig polticians of the Town Hall belonged to 
either one of three chapels: George Street Baptist 
Chapel,  Castle Gate Independent or High Pavement 
Unitarian.83 Prominent Unitarians George Gill and 
Thomas Wakefield were instrumental in setting 
up Nottingham People’s College, The Nottingham 
Literary and Scientific Society, Nottingham Artisans 
Library and The Mechanics Institute.
	 By the 1830s people felt that the town had 
become almost ungovernable,84 emphasised by the 
1831 reform bill riots when Nottingham Castle, the 
Duke of Newcastle’s palace was attacked and burnt. 
Some of the major debates regarding reform at that 
time would have taken place inside the Town Hall. In 
1835 The Municipal Corporations Act replaced the 
old oligarchy with a new elected body of 42 councillors 
and 14 aldermen. Ten years later the corporation 
received Royal Assent to their bill for the enclosure 
of the surrounding medieval common fields and 
meadows.85 This created land for the local building 
market and enabled the lace industry to expand.86 
Alongside reforms in sanitation and policing (Fig. 22) 
this was a step in the right direction, releasing pressure 
in an over populated town. By 1877 The Borough 
Extension Act had extended the town even further, 
creating a Greater Nottingham - growing into the 
old medieval  parishes of Radford, Lenton, Sneinton 
and Basford.  Nottingham had grown from a town of 
28,000 people squashed into little over 928 acres in 
1801, to a city of 239,877 in 10,935 acres by 1901.87 
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From the top. Fig. 23. The town bell, cast 1807 and formerly 
hung from the roof of the hall (see fig. 16). 
Fig. 24. One of the old cell doors of the Town Hall (courtesy © 
Nicola Wood and the Brewhouse Yard Museum). 
Fig. 25. Workers for The Great Central Railway demolishing 
the site  (courtesy © Nottingham Historical Film Unit and 
www.picturethepast.org.uk).  

 	 In 1846 the prisoners of the Town Hall gaol 
were moved to the House of Correction on Glasshouse 
Street. Despite the old hall being enlarged in 1855, by 
1877 council meetings were moved to the Exchange 
in Market Square and eleven years later the law courts 
were held in the Guildhall on Burton Street. In 1894 
the building was sold to the Great Central Railway 
who decided to sell off the old relics at auction, which 
included the town bell (Fig. 23) and a cell door (Fig. 
24).88 Many people were pleased to see this building 
demolished: 

“It was a musty old place, I felt glad it was coming down. 
The two courts are remarkably small and one wonders 
how business was conducted in them. The prisoners in 
the dock could almost reach across to the judge on his 
bench. The Summons Court was larger. The witness 
room etc., was all open for inspection and so were the 
dungeons below. These last were horrible places; small 
and damp, with great doors bound with iron. The prison 
yard looked a ghastly place by the light of a few lamps. 
By it was the debtors room, on the chimney piece of 
which was inscribed many names. The place is coming 
down owing to the M. S. And L. Railway requiring 
land. The building has been sold to a man for £75. This 
man is doing good business by throwing the place open 
for inspection at 3d a head. There was a good number 
in at the same time as myself. But how the mighty have 
fallen! And how low the place is made! A few years 
ago the scene of her Majesty’s court, now a place for 
telegraph messengers and school boys to have a lark 
in.”89

The Great Central Railway changed its name from 
the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway, 
when it built a main line to London in 1898, which 
ran through the Nottingham Contemporary site 
until 1966 (Fig. 25). Although locally it was popular 
in providing the town with a second main line to 
the capital, it was seen by contemporary historians 
such as Sir John Clapham as, ‘belated and almost 
entirely superfluous’.90 Workmen found it difficult 
excavating the tunnels north and south of Victoria 
station in the weak and porous sandstone. This was 
particularly notable when they accidently broke into 
the cellars of the Cross Keys Inn on Byard Lane 
and helped themselves to the ale.91 Just south of the 
Nottingham Contemporary site began the junction of 
two viaducts, where the GCR joined with its ally the 
Great Northern - whose station is now a health club 
on London Road. 
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The site and building of Nottingham Contemporary is 
a prime example of one of the major debates concerning 
our contemporary era; industrial decline and ideas for 
urban renewal. Since the decline of the Great Central 
Railway and lace manufacturing during the twentieth 
century, there have been numerous ideas concerning 
how to re-use the site. The arts centre is the latest of 
these attempts, alongside ‘city living’ apartments and 
the NET tram system. 

6.a. Industry

The post war emergence of new textiles, foreign built 
lace machines and a decline in orders led to the end 
of Nottingham’s dominance in the Lace industry.92 
Luckily, the diversification of Nottingham’s industry 
during the late nineteenth century meant that even 
during the depression, a company such as Boots 

was able to build a landmark in modern British 
architecture. Designed by Sir Owen Williams, the 
building has been described by Nikolaus Pevsner 
as, ‘powerful and startlingly modern’.93 These new 
industries which grew out of the old lace factories 
were  able to build on land acquired by the extension 
of the city in the 1930s included pharmaceuticals, 
tobacco and telecommunications. Diversification and 
retail development was replicated throughout the East 
Midlands, helping it to perform better as a region than 
the national average.94 The centre of the old industry, 
the Lace Market, became empty and desolate, and by 
the 1970s the streets were littered with ‘To Let’ signs. 
One report in the 1970s revealed plans for building 
shops and offices on the Nottingham Contemporary 
site.95  The area is now a designated conservation area 
and thanks to the Lace Market Heritage Trust the 
old buildings have been given a new life as flats, bars, 
colleges and offices (Fig. 26 - 27). 

Fig. 26. Adams and Page lace warehouse, built c. 1855 and 
designed by local architect T.C. Hine. Now part of the New 
Nottingham College campus (courtesy © David Nicholls). 

Fig. 27. Lace warehouse, Barker Gate. Designed by local 
architect Watson Fothergill (courtesy © David Nicholls).
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From the top. Fig. 28. Victoria Flats, built in 1974 
(courtesy © Daniel J. Thomas). 
Fig. 29. The Ice House, new flats on the edge of the Lace Market 
(courtesy © Daniel J. Thomas).

6.b. Housing 

In the 1920s and 30s regeneration was simply called 
‘slum clearance’, and the present day Cliff Road 
estate is witness to that. Here the former cramped 
conditions of the Victorian slums were replaced by a 
small number of council houses.96 The early twentieth 
century historian J. Holland Walker, chronicled the 
slum clearance of the Narrow Marsh area adjacent to 
southern tip of Nottingham Contemporary. 

“One hardly recognises Narrow Marsh under its modern 
name of Red Lion Street which was bestowed upon it 
in an access of zeal in 1905. I think the authorities must 
have come to the conclusion that the cup of wickedness 
of Narrow Marsh was full, and that the very name had 
something unholy about it and so they thought that by 
changing the name they could change the character of 
the inhabitants.” 97

Generally the trend during this period was to clear the 
slums and build spacious new housing or commercial 
developments such as the Broadmarsh Shopping 
Centre. During the twentieth century the majority 
of the old working class population in Nottingham 
moved to the new council estates on the fringes of 
the city at Broxtowe, Aspley, Bestwood, Bilborough, 
Clifton and Top Valley. Many more people were 
moved to these places during the redevelopment of the 
old post 1845 terraces of St Ann’s and The Meadows 
in the 1970s. These areas are today noted for a diverse 
ethnic mix and vibrant community projects such 
as Arkwright Meadows Community Gardens and 
Hungerhill Allotments. However, low unemployment 
and fluctuating crime statistics are often cause for 
concern. 98

	 The decline of Victoria Station led to the 
building of Victoria Centre Flats, a forerunner in 
the attempt to bring the residential population back 
to the city centre during the 70s (Fig. 28). Since the 
1980s the trend has continued in the Lace Market 
with developments on Fisher Gate, St Mary’s Gate 
and more recently warehouse conversions on Barker 
Gate and Woolpack Lane.99 Even so, there are great 
differences in affordability between Victoria Flats and 
the penthouse suites of the Lace Market (Fig. 29). It 
seems that Nottingham is following the European 
model by encouraging people with surplus income to 
return to the city centre. This is both a consequence 
of the green belt and contemporary ideas towards 
regeneration. However, according to Nomad (the 
county’s online database of contemporary government 
statistics) the majority of property owners live on the 
outskirts of the city. 100
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6.c. Transport

The GCR’s main line suffered due to the outbreak 
of war and strong competition from the major trunk 
lines.101 By the 1960s Dr Beeching’s report signalled 
the end of the line, which many felt should never have 
been built. British Rail’s London Midland Region, 
(formerly The Midland Railway and arch rival of 
the GCR), took over the line in 1958 and by 1967 
Victoria Station was closed.102

	 There have been numerous attempts to 
regenerate this former transport hub; Garner’s Hill 
remained as a pathway, the old lace warehouses were 
converted into a small park during the 70s, the viaducts 
became an overgrown nature reserve while the ground 
level was turned into a modernist walkway (Fig. 30). 
	 The NET tram claims to be the most successful 
regeneration scheme in the vicinity, and unlike the old 
GCR has real economic potential. Currently there 
are plans to extend the system with lines stretching 
out to major institutions such as Nottingham Trent’s 
Clifton Campus, The University of Nottingham and 
The Queen’s Medical Centre. The City Council hopes 
that by 2013 lines two and three will be completed, 
with park and ride facilities north, west and south of 
the city, at Phoenix Park, Chilwell and Clifton. The 
plan aims to ease congestion for the estimated three 
million people who live within an hour’s drive of the 
city.103 Further, the Big Track, located due south of the 
arts centre provides a new transport, recreation and 
nature corridor in the middle of the city. Nottingham 
Contemporary will sit in prime position at the very 
centre of this new transport hub (Fig. 31).

Fig. 31. The Nottingham NET tram. Notice the old viaduct of the 
Great Northern Railway behind the new tram line. Most of the old 
GCR viaduct was knocked down although part of it is now used as 
the Station Street tram stop (courtesy © Martyn Pearson).  

Fig. 30. Narrow Marsh renewed in the 1970s. Notice the overhead 
road, the defunct Great Central Railway viaduct and the then new 
Broadmarsh Centre in the top left corner (courtesy © J Snowden 
and www.picturethepast.org.uk). 



What themes have occurred throughout this 
introductory history? The Nottingham Contemporary 
site is positioned on the English north-south divide. 
South and east the farmlands have created a region 
of wealthy landholders. In the north and west exist a 
more industrious people. This was an important place 
of national significance during the amalgamation 
of regional kingdoms in the tenth century and the 
subjugation of England during the Norman Conquest. 
Nottingham, or rather Snotingaham was also a highly 
organised Anglo-Saxon settlement, a county town 
and regional centre, albeit one with a slightly odd 
name. The medieval Town Hall on the Nottingham 
Contemporary site has left us with a unique set of 
documents, which depict a modest, organised and 
colourful town punching above its weight but ruled 
by a self perpetuating oligarchy. Again a paradox 
emerges, similar to Robin Hood and the Sheriff, 
or Sherwood Forest and the Trent Valley. A site of 
national significance during the English Civil War, 
the locality became famous, both as a gentrified and 
politically riotous town. In the nineteenth century its 
emergence as a world manufacturing centre with city 
status in 1897 is surely brilliant. But the degradation 
at the southerly tip of the Nottingham Contemporary 
site was also on a global scale. The decline of lace 
manufacturing, the Great Central Railway and the 
emergence of a poor inner city surrounded by a ring 
of property owners has been a negative development 
during the twentieth century, often resulting in 
national headlines. But Nottingham’s history of 
contrasts continues: its economic diversification, 
higher education provision and progressive transport 
plans make the city an exemplar. 

Conclusion
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Fig. 32. Nottingham Contemporary architectural plan 
(courtesy © Caruso St John).  



	 Perhaps this history has been symbolised 
in the  architecture of Nottingham Contemporary 
- which is both brutally modern and historically 
elegant (Fig. 32). Jeremy Farrell from the now sadly 
closed Museum of Costume and Textiles, explained 
to me how the lace pattern on the building exterior 
was discovered. The lace pattern came from a small 
sample book of lace, which was buried under the then 
newly created Albert Street in 1847. This was where 
Marks & Spencer’s main shop is now, which when it 
was built during the 1930s led to the re-discovery of 
this time capsule. The sample book is labled ‘Mallet 
and Birkin, lace manufacturers, St Mary’s Gate, 
Nottingham’  (Fig. 33). Richard Birkin’s lace firm 
begun life at Basford in 1827 and grew to be one of 
the largest and most innovative in the country, only 
stopping production in 2004. Birkin was born in 1805 
at Belper and became mayor of Nottingham, juror 
at the 1851 Great Exhibtion and Director of the 
Midland Railway.  
	 Nottingham Contemporary has the intention 
of improving the cultural infrastructure of the city as 
well creating something of international significance.  
Situated on a landscape with a multiplicity of 
contrasting histories, this new centre hopes to 
encourage a multiplicity of contrasting cultural 
producers. 
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Fig. 33. Birkin’s book, showing the pattern used for the new arts centre
(courtesy © David Sillitoe). 
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