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Open University academic takes the villain out of Goldfinger

The name is recognised by anyone who’s ever heard of James Bond and yet, the real Goldfinger has remained in the shadow of history. 

The real Goldfinger, Ernö Goldfinger, is in the spotlight now with a new book by Open University academic Nigel Warburton.

Dr Warburton’s expertise is in philosophy, so what’s a philosopher doing writing a book about an often vilified British-Hungarian architect hated for his London tower blocks? Dr Warburton has lived and continues to live the Goldfinger experience, which gives him an insight to the man’s design philosophy as one of the figures at the forefront of the Modernist movement and a significant British architect. The author has lived in a Goldfinger-designed house and a Goldfinger tower block.

Ernö Goldfinger – the life of an architect (Routledge, London) is the essential biography of the man, the architect, the father, the philosopher, the Marxist, the visionary that he was. 

He was also charismatic, explosive, difficult, yet charming man. Warburton’s biography, based on extensive research in the RIBA archives, the National Sound Archive, and on interviews with people who knew and worked with him, presents a sympathetic portrait of a man who was at the very centre of modernism in Britain.

The real Goldfinger was born in Budapest in 1902 and spent his twenties and thirties in the artistic melting pot of Paris, counting among his friends, Lee Miller, Man Ray, Georges Braque and Max Ernst. He married Ursula Blackwell of the Crosse and Blackwell family and settled in England in 1934.
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His buildings, whether houses or high-rise, have always generated controversy. Goldfinger’s own home in Hampstead (now a listed building owned by the National Trust) caused fury with neighbours over the appropriateness of building a modern, flat-roofed terrace of three houses in the middle of Georgian and Victorian homes, with the debate spilling over into the national press.

His social housing, the tower blocks Balfron Tower and Trellick Tower in East and North London, drew intense criticism, vilifying him as the creator of a concrete jungle because of all the resulting social problems the towers created. He responded to the criticism by living for two months into a 26th storey flat in Balfron Tower.

Since his death in 1987, Goldfinger’s reputation has steadily grown to an almost cult status today. Flats in Trellick Tower have been advertised for more than £300,000; architectural students revere the intelligence of his designs and his unwavering commitment to rational principles in the face of intense opposition.

The story of how the real Goldfinger reluctantly gave his name to Ian Fleming’s villain is placed strategically in the book for the curious to discover. 

Nigel Warburton is a senior lecturer in Philosophy at the Open University, best known for his introductory books on philosophy, including Philosophy: The Basics, (a book that has been translated into many languages while selling over 90,000 copies in English, and is about to go into its 4th edition), Philosophy: The Classics, Thinking from A to Z and The Art Question. He is also co-presenting a three-part radio programme for Radio 4 called “Something in the Water”. The programme looks at places associated with radical ideas, and is first broadcast at 11am, 31 December 2003.
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Mobile: 07771 810099
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For review copies:

Ainé Duffy, Routledge Publishers

Tel 0207 842 2117

Email: aine.duffy@tandf.co.uk
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