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Olympiclegacy

The field of architecture has tended to remember the spaces of recent Olympic games in
terms of individual canonical buildings. Think, for example, of Frei Otto and Gunter
Behnisch’s stadium built in Munich for the 1972 games which tested the possibilities of
tensile structures, or the spectacular image of Herzog and de Meuron’s Birds’ Nest stadium
as constructed in Beijing in 2008. While it is too soon to tell, London’s 2012 Olympics may
have also contributed objects to the architectural canon: Zaha Hadid Architects’ striking
Aquatics Centre, perhaps, as recently shorn of its temporary wings or, more quietly,
Hopkins’ Architects effective and economical velodrome. But such a limited view, favouring
Olympic architectural trophies, is to neglect the broader possibilities for employing Games
expenditure in service of urban regeneration.

The Barcelona Olympics of 1992 demonstrated this potential. The new Port Olimpic
district was reclaimed from industrial tips, burying urban obstacles such as railway lines to
connect the city more strongly to the sea. Both the example of Barcelona and the inflated
language necessitated by the bidding process for the Games have resulted in numerous
bold claims about the transformative potential of Olympic legacy for communities, for
architecture and urban design. Specifically in relation to London 2012, the rhetoric of the
bid - like that of the Olympic Delivery Authority, the UK public body set up to administer
the Games infrastructure - seems to demand scrutiny in the cool light of day, to test
outcomes against promises. Two years on from London 2012, while the dust on numerous
construction sites continues to settle both literally and metaphorically, it is too soon for
any final accounting. Nevertheless, now seems like a good time to begin taking stock.

This issue of arq, curated on the initiative of Juliet Davis of Cardiff University, aims to
bring together a set of critical perspectives on London’s Olympic legacy, paying special
attention to Stratford and the Lea Valley, the main site of the Games. Davis’ introductory
‘perspective’ (pp. 299-301) establishes the context for the papers included here. They deal
with: portrayals of the Olympic site (William Mann’s paper, pp. 302-314, and Oliver Froome
Lewis on ‘Lea Valley Drift’, pp. 377-388); the promises articulated to people and places
(Andrew Smith on the re-framing of the idea of a park, pp. 315-323, and Graeme Evans
writing about a ‘hands on cultural framework’, pp. 353-366); and questions of the future
(Andrew Hoolachan on sustainability, pp. 342-351, and Issac Marrero-Guillamoén on
temporary urbanism, pp. 367-376). As Davis reflects, the papers deal with ‘relationships
between designed outcomes and legacy governance’, ‘modes of looking and seeing’ and
‘questions of time [and] stories of urban change’. Many of those stories are still in flux with
respect to London but we hope this issue of arq will make an important contribution to the
study of Olympic legacy, both internationally and with respect to London 2012.

THE EDITORS
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