
London’s Lower Lea Valley is experiencing an un-
precedented urban transformation. Triggered by the 
2012 Olympic Games, a series of major redevelop-

ment and regeneration proj-
ects have turned the former 
derelict yet characterful in-
dustrial area on the fringes 
of East London into the epi-
center of future investments 
and urban renewal. A stag-
gering amount of new hous-
ing, infrastructure, open 
spaces and restored natural 
habitats are rapidly and thor-
oughly reshaping the face 
and spirit of this divers and 
complex part of East London. 
Still, after the Games, the 
Lower Lea Valley remains a 
landscape without a coher-
ent geographical and pro-

grammatic identity; a challenging and complex terri-
tory full of history, meanings and latent potentials.  
The site we have chosen for the studio is a particular 
strip of land within the Lower Lea Valley, located be-
tween the former Olympic site in Stratford and the 
river Thames. As a largely impassible zone that sepa-
rates the boroughs of Tower Hamlets and Newham, 
this post-industrial yet still partly productive wedge 
of land represents the missing link in a large system 
of open spaces between the Olympic park site and 
the river Thames. Moreover, it acts as a gap in the 
continuous urban fabric of East London. Although the 
area still continues to function as an industrial area 
while serving as open yet fragmented public space, 
it remains a neglected place of pollution, urban de-

cay and social marginalization. Historically, the area 
has been a place for industrial greenhouse food pro-
duction, shipyards, iron works and other industry. To-
day, the site is a palimpsest of former and contem-
porary industrial uses, non-sites, border regions, 
creeks and canals, counsel housing, art studios, 
parks and wilderness, pedestrian paths and over-
passes. Its sectional and programmatic complexity, 
hydrological temporality, fragmentation, pedestrian 
impermeability and economic disparity is both fasci-
nating and overwhelming. 
As we became familiar with this complex territory, 
certain themes readily emerged: the post-Olympic 
hangover of the city, the speed of capitalist specula-
tion, decaying and new infrastructures, and the so-
ciological and economic pressures they create. As a 
place of multiple identities and various layers of 
meanings, the area represents a highly contested 
ground. The diversity of uses, people, cultures and 
spaces, the coexistence of old and new as well as 
the temporal and undefined character provide a par-
ticular and striking sense of urbanity. Moreover, the 
relative looseness, openness and broad vistas of the 
abandoned industrial sites as well as along the ca-
nals depict an enormous urban quality while stand-
ing in stark contrast to the cramped conditions of 
Central London. With that, the Lower Lea Valley not 
only represents one of the last resources of large 
public spaces in London, but also one of the few po-
tential common grounds of the city. Its access and 
ownership should be shared by a broad public, col-
lectively engaging and investing in its future. The op-
portunity to create a programmatically open, ecologi-
cally divers and socially just neighborhood where 
urban production, living, leisure and nature coexist 
should not be missed out.
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Position I
missing link to 
common ground! – 
Chair of Günther Vogt

Position II
Non City – 
Sarah Tavakoli 

Position III
Unlocking the Lower Lea – 
Madeleine Murphy

Position IV
Wonderland – 
Mona Zhang

Position V
Park City: East London Park –
Han Sol Kang

Position VI
Lea & Lee: Reintegrating the 
Identities – Yuyu Wang

Position VII
Meridian Fields – 
Senta Burton 

Position VIII 
Foggy Fields: The beclouded 
sanctuary – Brennan Baxley

Position IX
Shepherd’s Lea: Re-stitching 
the LLV – Judith Rodriguez

Position X
Networked Disconnetion - 
Reconnecting the LLV – 
Cassandra Bosco

Position XI
Lower Lea City – 
Fabiana Meacham

Position XII
London Public Marsh – 
Sungjin Na

Position XIII
Verdopolis – 
Heather Sullivan

Image above:
Site Photo by Daia Stutz

Question: What is the relationship between landscape and 
a city? Does one lie in the other? Do they sit next to each 
other? Do they fold around each other?  Is one born out of 
the other? Or are these all the wrong questions, is land-
scape the city, and the city landscape?

Non-City
– 
Border, movement, reflection are the elements of Non-City.

Play is the best way to bring different ethnic communities 
together. Play is not only for children but for adults as well. 
The design attempts to evoke dynamic experiences of the 
river Thames, and forge connections with the surrounding 
communities. A large park is proposed which could host 
a wide range of activities that bring together the different 

ethnic groups and families. This project is a nature land-
scape fantasy that contrasts the surrounding urban condi-
tions and addresses the monotony of the existing riverfront 
along the river Thames. The design not only addresses the 
above ground landscape, but the underground space as 
well.

What makes the Lower Lea Valley a missing link of London 
City? First, when compared to West London with its Royal 
Parks, East London is lacking any open space that acts as 
an international destination. Further, even though the site is 
located on a strategic intersection between the rivers 
Thames and Lea, its potential green network of open spac-

es remains disconnected. Even private gardens – repre-
senting valuable alternatives green spaces throughout 
London – are missing along the LLV. ‹Park City› takes ad-
vantage of these potentials and proposes a series of parks 
with various scales and experiences, giving rise to a larger 
park of parks as the new strong identity of the area.

Non-City

Wonderland

Unlocking the Lower Lea

Park City:
East London Park
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Missing Link:
Lower Lea Valley to the 
Thames

missing link to common ground!

take position!
www.position.la

As part of the interdisciplinary 
curriculum at the Harvard Grad-
uate School of Design, this stu-
dio taught by Prof. Günther 
Vogt was primarily concerned 
with design processes in com-
plex urban territories. Drawn 
from the fields of Landscape 
Architecture, Architecture, Ur-
ban Design and Planning, the 
international group of students 
was asked to take a radically 
subjective position on the fu-
ture of the Lower Lea Valley 
based on a comprehensive 
analysis of the site and its so-
cial, spatial, ecological and 
economical particularities. Be-
tween formulating the program and communicating 
the design concept, the studio required a commit-
ment to continuous documentation through per-
sonal cartography while engaging a variety of 
scales and tools, ranging from large-scale territorial 
mapping to personal experiences on site. Consoli-
dated in this wallpaper, the resulting 13 positions 
will hopefully foster the ongoing public discussion.
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London’s extensive and historic canal system has the po-
tential to provide a significant network of dynamic public 
waterfront space, linking neighborhoods and re-stitching 
the urban fabric. With the addition of two parallel branches 
of the lea river and three canal locks, the risk of flooding 
will be reduced and these branches form the foundation 

for park space in the Lower Lea Valley. Canal locks serve as 
nodes within the park space while punctuating the canal 
park system. Tapping into London’s canal system, the Low-
er Lea Park not only connects the Olympic site to the 
Thames but also to Regents Canal to the west, dissolving 
the existing divide between east and west London. 
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Top: Transformation of Canal System. Above: Sections before and after. 
Left: Site Plan. Below: Standard Canal Lock System

Above: Site boundaries in the context of London City (Image source: Google Earth). Right: Bird’s-eye view of the site (Image Source: http://hu.aa-
school.ac.uk/design-workshop/archive/lower-lea-valley-london). Below: Impressions from the site visit (Image Source: Daia Stutz, Lauren Hamer).

Multi-scale Parks with divers programs: Earth-Work (top, from left to right: Space Definition, Overpath, Inserted Building) and Water-Work (above, from 
left to right: Open Water, Linear Water, Docks). Below: Site plan and perspectives (Lake and Great Lawn). 
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BROMLEY BRIDGE

ROBERT HAMMOND

Complete the circuit:

connect Meridian Fields to Limehouse Cut,

Devons Road Market, and the 

tube station at Bromley-by-Bow. 

Twelve Trees Road Bridge (5m high) crosses 

the tidal Lea (36 m wide, 2-3 m deep)

and Limehouse Cut (36m wide) at Bow Locks

[Chance Encounter on the Tiber, 2010]
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GÜNTHER VOGT

Invite us closer to the ruin.
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HOT HOUSE WA

EVERT VERHAGEN

Build a walk tha

greenhouse

heated wi

from thT

FIELD
OLAFUR ELIASSON

Make a field for a child to run through.

Sweet-smelling grass, high enough to hide in.

STAR LANE GATE

ALEXANDRE CHEMETOFF

Mark the Canning Town entry.

Draw pathways to the ruin, hill, and b

Offer three directions for a walk

and two places to get a lemonade and

(or a beer).

[Jardin des Fonderies / Île de Nantes]

ART YARD

EVERT VERHAGEN

Blur site boundaries: 

the city is live-work space.

Create studios and workshops 

near West Ham and Star Lane.

Infrastructure is the active edge 

that becomes threshold. 

Industrial sheds yield long walls,

big volumes, filtered light.

4 buildings: 81m x 27m

[Choreography of remediation and funding / Westergasfabriek, Amsterdam]
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eters (60m diameter, 20m high)

gasometer base) 

When you are able in your cities to create places

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

where people feel welcome, that’s the key.

Not formal and incredibly minimal.
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GASWORK PALACE

GÜNTHER VOGT

Glass over the gaswork frames.

The Crystal Palace moves north up the Lea;

greenhouses return to the valley.

Three exhibition greenhouses 

60m diameter, 20m high, 

arid desert, tropical cloud forest, 

and carnivorous plant bog.

[Masoala Rain Forest Hall, Zurich Zoo]
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he server farm. 

hree greenhouse / research complexes: 

each with four greenhouses (7m x 25m) 

and attached research laboratory. 

Water exchange across haha.

[Kew Gardens / London]

SERVER FARM

WANG SHU & LU WENYU

Design a digital ferme ornée.

The data center is an abstract form

in a field. Sheep in, visitors out: 

a haha edges the pasture.

Grazing is allowed; mowing is not.

Two data centers: 140 x 60 m each

Transfer waste heat via hot water

to the neighboring greenhouses.

5 hectares of pasture, 40 sheep

One sheep-shelter, one fresh water trough

shared with Bow Pasture 

[Google Data Center / The Dalles, Oregon]

bridge.

d sandwich 

BOW PASTURE

AGNES DENES

Let the sheep roam.

Small white objects in an “open” field.

Clumps in motion.

Seven hectares of pasture, 50 sheep

One sheep-shelter, one fresh water trough

shared with the Server Farm.

Short sweet grass,

no fertilizer needed.

[Grand Unification Theory]
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[The map] is not a master plan, but rather a document exploring 
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unfolds commons at the
thickened margin of the river, 
and the visitor finds high ground.

The site, like Rousham, is bigger than its bounds, 
with channels as ha-has and bridges as stiles. 

We draw desire lines 
to ruins and high readers:

I leaped the Lea, and discovered 
        all London was a park.

1:1000 200 m 
2.5 min walk
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BIRD’S EYE VIEW

RIVER STYX
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Existing brownfields of gasometer ruins and industrial 
business parks will be networked with London’s markets, 
city farms, and community gardens to become a new type 
of public space: a market garden park & village. With high 
unemployment and London’s high land value, the increas-
ing demand for local agriculture and horticulture, a modular 

system of productive garden beds will provide sources 
of labor, leisure and social exchange. Verdopolis will be a 
productive pre-fabbed paradise, hand-crafted over time, to 
become a 21th-century ‹winter garden›.

The transmission intends to enliven the canvas by ac-
knowledging its historical significance of a productive and 
effectual space. Therefore the incorporation of dense lay-
ers of cultivation, manipulation, and activation (heavy fog 
that characterizes), will ignite the revival of productivity. 
These vibrating surfaces will blend thresholds and frag-

ments of yield by circulation, performance, and emergence 
where human and development acts enzymatically and 
functionally in this urban fecundity.

The re-stitching of the Lower Lea Valley is done through 
the revalorization of the River Lea waterfront by creating a 
new park, community orchard, green industries and new 
housing. A new soft edge, part of the water management 
infrastructure, will enclose the new shepherds’ park where 
sheep are maintaining the park’s meadows while creating 
new jobs. The new housing tutti-frutti composition allows 

for diversity of design, typology, use and people. The de-
sign attempts to connect the Lea Valley east and west, 
north and south by offering a continual and fascinating 
change in scenery. The landscape design ameliorates soil, 
water, air and environmental conditions by fostering rich 
botanical, ecological, social gatherings and human diversi-
ty in the new housing and open space. 

Though London expanded eastward in the late 20th century, 
development leaped over the river Lea and left the Lower 
Lea Valley lacking a coherent identity. Today, fast highways, 
the Underground, the Docklands Light Rail disconnect this 
area from its multi-cultural neighborhood. Neighborhood 
parks will empower local communities, reframe the river as 

a social resource, and connect the 2012 Olympics to the 
Thames. Slowing the pace of high volume transit that 
bounds the site reveals London’s new destination for urban 
recreation and healthy living – a tribute to the hardship and 
labor that makes East London what it is today.

A high density residential hub for East London, Lower Lea 
City will house 52,600 people in 22,870 new dwelling units. 
Building off of the post-industrial historical center of Three 
Mills, residence towers will concentrate around the mixed 
use hub of the Gasworks Plaza, offering retail, public ser-
vices and a large outdoor public space that retains the in-

dustrial character of the site. The industry which has histor-
ically developed along the banks of the river will relocate 
to the periphery of the site, while residents take advantage 
of the distinctive Lea River as a desirable housing location, 
recreational space and pedestrian pathway. 

The aim of this proposal is to merge and thereby enhance 
the two declining identities of the area: the natural remains 
of the ‹Lea› River and the industrialized ‹Lee› Canal. The 
water that runs through the site, historically representing 
the most important location factor of the area, is being 
reused and re-appropriated to become an active integrator 

of the two suppressed and competing identities. Lea and 
Lee become programs of equal importance again, sustain-
ing and assigning new functions to each other while pro-
viding divers experiences and multi-functional recreational 
grounds for both human and wildlife. 

London is exposed to severe potential damage from flood-
ing. While flood protection levels are presently good, cli-
mate change could lead to increased risk with devastating 
consequences for people, buildings and infrastructures as 
well as to disruptions of London’s transport network in the 
long term. London Public Marsh is a public open space in 

the center of London, acting as a new flexible system that 
accommodates both current complex urban layers and fu-
ture global change. It will represent a sustainable urban en-
vironment as an ‹Integrated Urban Framework›, ‹Central 
Public Open Space›, and ‹Flexible Flood-Defense Matrix› 
for 21th-century London.

Meridian Fields unfolds commons at the thickened margin 
of the river, and the visitor finds high ground. The site, like 
Rousham, is bigger than its bounds, with channels as ha-
has and bridges as stiles. 

We draw desire lines to ruins and high readers: 
I leaped the Lea, and discovered all London was a park.

VerdopolisFoggy Fields: 
The beclouded sanctuary

Shepherd’s Lea: 
Re-stitching the LLV

Networked disconnection:
Reconnecting the LLV

Lower Lea CityLea & Lee: 
Reintegrating the Identities

London Public Marsh

Meridian Fields
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Pastures Orchards Hard and soft river edges
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Sections of different Cultures (from top to bottom): Permaculture, Aqua-
culture, Arboriculture, Allotment Territory and Olericulture.

Isometric sections of different tidal scenarios and uses: Tidal marsh, 
emergency dike, river grassland, residential, industry and open space.


