Professor Sir Peter Hall
Master, Distinguished Governors, Graduates, Guests, and Colleagues
“If you want to change the world, don’t sit around talking about critical theory – become a planner!” With these words, Professor Sir Peter Hall lopped a bomb beneath the seats of a roomful of radical geographers. And with characteristic integrity, Hall has followed his own advice – and has, literally, helped to forge better and more equitable worlds.
Sir Peter’s career started at Birkbeck in 1957, when he was employed as an assistant lecturer in Geography following a successful MA and PhD at the University of Cambridge. At Birkbeck, we take full credit for Sir Peter’s subsequent career – although I imagine that the London School of Economics, the University of Reading (where he became Dean of the Faculty of Urban and Regional Planning), the University of California, Berkeley (where he is Professor Emeritus of City and Regional Planning), and The Bartlett, University College London (where he is Professor of Planning and Regeneration) might also wish to claim part-responsibility for nurturing such a stellar career.
There are only a few occasions where – as an historian – I can honest say that it is difficult to know where to begin. Honours have been heaped on Sir Peter. He was knighted for services to the Town and Country Planning Association in 1998. He received the Vautrin Lud International Geography Prize in 2001, and two years later was awarded both the Royal Town Planning Institute Gold Medal (the first to be awarded for 20 years) and the Founder’s Medal of the Royal Geographical Society for distinction in research. In 2003 was named by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II as a “Pioneer in the Life of the Nation”. In 2005, he was awarded a Lifetime Achievement Award by the Deputy Prime Minister for his contributions to urban regeneration and planning.  He received the 2005 Balzan Prize for work on the Social and Cultural History of Cities since the beginning of the 16th Century.  And in 2008 he received the Sir Patrick Abercrombie Prize of the International Union of Architects. He is a Fellow of the British Academy, a member of the Academia Europea, and holds numerous honorary doctorates.
It is easy to see why he is held in such esteem. Although a geographer and planner, he is as comfortable in political science, welfare economics, social psychology, and ethics. His voice is distinctive, incisive, and profoundly engaged with the world and its peoples. In his inspirational book, London 2000 – which was published in 1963 and proudly advertises the fact that he was a Lecturer in Geography at Birkbeck on its title page – Sir Peter sets the tone for much of his work. “I have preferred always to provoke rather than peddle banalities”, he boldly claims, adding that “If in consequence I give my critics a good day at the fair, we shall all have amused each other”.
Indeed, we have. Fellow academics follow eagerly in his footsteps, while planners, bureaucrats, and politicians listen open-mouthed to his ideas, and then stumble over each other to implement them. Well before the RAE and REF attempted to impose its astringent template of “impact” upon us, Sir Peter was making a public impact like no other. 

In total he has published nearly 40 books – many in collaboration with other distinguished scholars. These include The World Cities, Urban and Regional Planning, Great Planning Disasters, Cities of Tomorrow, Sociable Cities, and London Voices London Lives.

In each case, Sir Peter nudges us towards a better understanding of the “essence” of space and place, teasing out, as he put it, the “basic, the structural forces from those that are merely contingent”. He not only works as a geographer, but the architecture of his mind is that of geography, as in his renowned book Cities in Civilization where he starts with Athens in the fifth century BC – that “tiny Aegean polis” which “distanced itself from its competitors through an explosion of creativity – in philosophy, science, art, architecture, lyric poetry and drama” – before he spreads his (and our) gaze outward, to Florence, Vienna, Paris, Berlin, Tokyo, Rome, New York, Glasgow, Manchester, and London. He always returns to his beloved city of London, the city that he has done so much to transform. If any of us need to make a case for the relevance of geography, philosophy, art, history, poetry and drama, we need only to read Sir Peter’s books.
All of these achievements have been based on a global vision – for liveable cities, integrated, inclusive. The story of humanity is the story of our cities, he tells us time and again. 
But like all great visionaries, an accountant-like totting up public triumphs and conquests is flawed. In the past few months, I have spoken to colleagues of Sir Peter and been treated to often-breathless tales of his intellectual generosity and personal warmth. Former students have regaled me with stories about the spellbinding effect of his lectures. One former student – now a distinguished geographer herself – admitted going with fellow-students on a pilgrimage to his office in Berkeley. It was a Saturday, and the corridors were empty, but they were content simply to stand in front of his plain, unembellished door knowing (as she put it) that they were standing where “all that great thinking happens… that was enough”. Like all those anthropologists who used to trek to the spot in the Paris Biblioteque Nationale where the shadow of Claude Levi-Strauss fell, this is how wisdom descends.
True visionaries must win the minds of generations of students. That is our fundamental commitment here at Birkbeck, which is why I am particularly proud and honoured to be able to welcome Professor Sir Peter Hall as a Fellow of Birkbeck.
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