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‘… not far from London Bridge, you will find a 
towering, and more modern, column, which is sim-
ply known as “The Monument”. It was designed as a 
memorial of the Great Fire, which broke out in that 
neighbourhood in 1666 and destroyed a large part of 
the city. These monuments, then, resemble hysterical 
symptoms in being mnemonic symbols 2.’

The Monument – capitalized – with an emphasis 
on the the – not the monument, but thee Monu-
ment. The one, not just any. One single pillar. A 
most primordial form of architecture. If even: in a 
sense, it seems closer to the hand of a clock, than to 
a building. A single line, a vector. An index point-
ing out something. Where is it pointing to? Well, 
geometrically it must be close to (0,0,1) – but in 
terms of the socio-economic, political and tech-
nological conditions of its conception, construc-
tion and reception? Superficially the Monument is 
merely a doric column – with no load to bear. Ex-
cept a golden urn on its top. What is buried inside 
there? What is entombed in this monument? The 
full name alone provides clear evidence here: The 
Monument to the Great Fire of London. The ashes 
inside this cinerary urn must then be the remains 
of London, and the Monument thus a tribute to a 
great loss. Well, in a way, but definitely not through 
and through 3. Commemoration is engraved in the 
Monument’s inscriptions and ornament, but they 
also identify it as a symbol for a resurrection. So 
then, unlike its ancestors which commemorate the 
victory over another nation, this column monu-
mentalizes the overcoming of a situation – and the 
constant advancement from thereon. As a marker 
to the future, a symbol of progress and growth. In 
this sense it appears almost as the prototype for its 
phallic epigones (bearing equally concise, though 
somewhat less dignified, titles: the Gherkin, the 
Shard, the Walkie-Talkie), in whose shadow it 
now stands. Usually these more recent exemplars 
are primarily seen as manifestations of financial 
and technological progress, while the older, vener-
able monuments of London appear as celebrations 
of the Kingdom’s – and later the Empire’s – glory. 
Although the Monument most definitely is a trib-
ute to the royalty, it concurrently (concealed on 
the inside) epitomizes technology and science. And 
there are more ambiguities: the questions about its 
authorship, about who administered it, et al. Thus 
while the column appears so pure, it is actually ut-
terly ambivalent – in a constant state of ambigu-
ity: of both … and, neither … nor. But let’s not 
prejudge – first the stumbling block itself should 
be observed and forensically analysed. Maybe then 
one can draw some conclusions on the extraordi-
nary position this structure holds in respect to the 
emergence of London as a modern metropolis – 
and as an index to its continuing transformation… 

               

Nowadays, the Monument to the Great Fire of Lon-
don is primarily associated, in its abbreviated, collo-
quial name, to the nearby tube station Monument, 
and the pillar itself does not seem to hold a very 
prominent place within the fabric of the City of 
London. This ‘disregard’ is, however, a rather new 
phenomenon, mainly due to extrinsic factors: first-
ly, the prominence of the Monument’s position was 
drastically altered when London Bridge – the only 
crossing over the Thames in London until 1729 – 
was relocated upstream by about one hundred feet 
in 18314. Before, the Monument stood prominent-
ly aside one of the main streets in the City and not 
– as today – on a small, backyard-like square aptly 
called Monument Yard. Furthermore the height 
of the surrounding buildings was obviously much 
lower than it is today, making the column a con-
spicuous marker on the City’s skyline – which only 
changed rather recently, due to the ever increasing 
high rise construction in its vicinity. 

Intermission – The Fire

The Great Fire of London started, rather un-
spectacularly, early in the morning of the sec-
ond of September 1666 in a bakery in Pud-
ding Lane5 – so unspectacular in fact, that the 
Lord Mayor of London supposedly remarked 
that one ‘might piss it out.6’ But soon enough 
this proved to be a fatal misjudgement: strong 
winds, and the dry weather sparked the con-
version of the minor fire into a fiery inferno 7, 
which quickly took hold of the majority of 
buildings within the walls of the City. After 
the blaze had finally died down three days later, 
four fifths of the property within the walls lay 
in ruins 8, leaving almost sixty-five thousand 
inhabitants homeless 9. The immediate after-
math of the Fire was described by John Eve-
lyn, a famed writer and founding-member of 
the Royal Society: ‘The people, who now walked 
about the ruins, appeared like men in some dis-
mal desert, … nor could one have possibly known 
where he was, but by the ruins of some Church, 
or Hall, that had some remarkable tower, or pin-
nacle, remaining.10’

Initially, the Monument was intended to be erected 
right on the fire’s place of origin – which was sub-
sequently inspected, but would probably have re-
quired intensive (and thus expensive) clearance 11, 
leading to the decision for the current position, ‘at 
a distance eastward from this place of 202 feet, which 
is the height of this column…12’ – and thus to the res-
olution of making the height of the structure reflect 
and reference the consequential displacement. Ad-
ditionally, this meant that the pillar by far surpassed 
its famous antique predecessors (most notably the 
columns of Trajan and Marcus Aurelius) – a fact 
that the British public took great pride in 13.

Intermission – The Survey

Even though the Fire left behind an unbeliev-
able devastation, it (officially) killed ‘only’ a 
handful of people and it was commonly per-
ceived as somewhat of a blessing in disguise 14: 
firstly, that the previously plague ridden city 
was delivered of its dirt, pests and diseases 15, 
secondly, and more reasonably, that the de-
struction provided a chance not only to re-
construct, but also to restructure the medieval 
town in its entirety. Accordingly, the broadside 
ballads of the time constantly refer to the im-
age of the Phoenix 16: from the ashes of the 
City emerged the chance to carry out the long 
overdue renewal of the urban fabric – that this 
makeover had been on the minds of the con-
temporaries before the Fire is clearly evinced 
by the fact, that within days various (elabo-
rate) plans were presented to King Charles II 17. 
Concurrently a first official survey of the site 
was conducted, marking the implementation 
of an extensive and continuous procedure of 
staking out the foundations of the properties 
in the city 18. This geometric and proprietary 
examination and ordering could have provided 
a much more radical restructuring of the City’s 
fabric than the actual physical rebuilding it-
self – which failed because the surveying could 
not keep up with the economically required 
pace of rebuilding 19. At the outset, however, 
the whole procedure was officially recorded 
in the First Rebuilding Act, issued in January 
1667 20, which was also when the construction 
of a memorial pillar was determined 21 – in the 
figurative sense both a lookout point for, and 
a monument to the surveys taken of the land 
after the Fire.

The pillar stands upon a forty feet high pedestal, 
which, like the column itself (and the majority of 
representational buildings in London), is made up 
of stone from the isle of Portland. This probably 
was one of the main reasons why the Monument 
took six years – from 1671 to 1677 – to be com-
pleted, as there was a major scarcity of Portland 
Stone, eventually leading the King to decree that 
it was only to be brought into the city with allow-
ance by Christopher Wren 22 – who has usually been 
described as the Monument’s author, with an oc-
casional side note referencing Robert Hooke as his 
collaborator. However, judging from the drawings 
of the different proposals, and the documentation 
of the construction period it seems rather plausible 
that it was Hooke who designed, and Wren, being 
close to the King in his position as the Royal Sur-
veyor, who ratified the drawings – which explains 
his signature on the papers 23. 

Intermission –  The Reconstruction

Wren and Hooke were respectively consulted 
by the King and the City in the immediate 
aftermath of the Fire (and later became their 
official surveyors)24 – nevertheless neither of 
their overall plans was put into effect, and the 
reconstruction was oriented mainly along the 
former street patterns 25. While some effort 
was made to widen the pre-existing streets 
and improve the quality of the public space, 
the emphasis lay on a quick reconstruction: 
the kingdom was at war with the Dutch and 
Charles II. therefore wanted to rebuild im-
mediately; the City authorities agreed com-
pletely, as they feared that the citizens affected 
by the Fire (whom the King had allowed to 
settle anywhere) and along with them their ex-
pertise in craft and trade would not return26. 
The rebuilding efforts thus primarily shifted 
into private hands, sparking the appearance of 
some of the first speculative building develop-
ments in London 27. The overall planning of 
the now more or less privatized reconstruc-
tion manifested predominately in the form 
of building regulations: the control of the 
building height in relation to the street width, 
minimum standards in respect to spacing and 
light, uniform facades without jetties, and the 
use of fireproof construction materials – turn-
ing London from a haphazard wooden into a 
relatively standardized stone city 28. 

The inscriptions on the Monument’s dado are all 
composed in Latin, a language known to only few 
citizens at the time 29. The eastern side – facing away 
from Westminster – lists the seven Lord Mayors of 
London whose one-year terms had accompanied 
the construction, the northern inscription describes 
the Fire 30, and the southern one illuminates the 
reconstruction. The large western relief displays a 
classically adorned King Charles II. inspecting the 
scene of the fire, with the left side still in flames, 
while the right is already busily reconstructed31. 
Hovering above Charles are personifications of 
Plenty and Peace and on the ground of Architec-
ture, Genius and Father Time lifting up an allegory 
of London32. This use of antique references and im-
ages – along with the aforementioned surmounting 
of the Roman triumphal columns – appears as a 
testimony to London’s claim to be a reincarnation 
of Rome, a new (augmented) Caput Mundi 33. The 
four upper corners of the plinth are adorned with 
dragons – the heraldic ‘animal’ of the City of Lon-
don – which rise up towards the east and bow down 
towards Westminster, whereby the ornament of the 
Monument appears ‘to orient it within the political 
geography of metropolitan London.34’ 

Intermission – The City and Westminster

The fire hit the city amidst the Restoration 
period, with King Charles II. having returned 
from exile in 1660. While the royalty thus 
once again ruled from Westminster, the City 
constituted the economic heart of the king-
dom35. These two poles of influence within the 
London of the latter half of the seventeenth 
century were reflected by the fact that both the 
City and the King appointed their own survey-
ors: the two seminal figures among these being 
Wren and Hooke – who were both still quite 
young and rather unexperienced: Wren was 
primarily a professor of astronomy and rather 
inexperienced as an architect36, and Hooke 
himself had no real experience as an architect 
whatsoever. The two were close companions, 
frequently meeting at the local coffee hous-
es37, and collaborating on several architectural  
projects – including Wren’s (re)construction of 
St. Paul’s 38. 

Up from the pedestal, the doric pillar 39, ‘a triumph 
of rationalist geometry, rises above the new London 
not so much to commemorate the lost, old London, as 
to usher in a new rational city.40’ But it is on the 
inside that this ‘progressiveness’ actually material-
izes, or rather where it is embedded. Within the 
hollow shaft ‘is a large Stair-case of black Marble, 
containing 345 steps, each 10 ½ inches broad, and 
6 inches Risers 41.’ Hooke intended to use the stairs 
to measure the change in atmospheric pressure, as 
they provided a rather exact and simple meter. Ad-
ditionally the open wellhole allowed the column 
to be employed in pendulum experiments 42. Fur-
thermore – and most ambitiously – the Monument 
should be used as a parralax telescope 43: from an 
underground chamber 44, within which a telescope 
eyepiece would be mounted, an observer could 
glance upwards towards the sky through an objec-
tive mounted underneath a hinged hatch within 
the sculpture on top of the pillar 45. However, the 
Monument did not really suit its purpose as an as-
tronomical instrument, because the vibrations of 
the surrounding traffic obscured the highly precise 
measurements 46. Nevertheless Hooke conducted 
several experiments at the Monument47, which had 
been designed to double as both a monument to 
a heroic – but arcane – past, and as an instrument 
pointing and leading towards a rational, scientific 
future.

Intermission – The Society

In 1665 Robert Hooke published the book 
Micrographia about the observations he had 
made using microscopes 48. In the introduc-
tion he proclaims that ‘by the addition of such 
artificial Instruments and methods, there may 
be, in some manner, a reparation made for 
the mischiefs, and imperfection, mankind has 
drawn upon it self, by negligence, and intemper-
ance 49’. This sentence sheds light on the mo-
tivation behind both the construction of the 
Monument as an instrument, and foremost 
behind the experiments he conducted as the 
Curator of Experiments for the Royal Soci-
ety. Both Hooke and Wren were members of 
this association, which had dedicated itself to 
‘physico-mathematical experimental learning’ 
upon its foundation in 166050 and which was 
instrumental in further promoting the scien-
tific revolution, with its inception marking the 
gradual turn from alchemy to science – even 
though the borderline between these disciples 
was still rather fuzzy 51. 

After 311 steps one reaches the platform on top of 
the column, which is surmounted by the golden 
sculpture of a flaming urn crowning the column. 
Several versions of this finial had been designed: the 
most self-evident option was a phoenix, embody-
ing not only the renaissance of the City, but also 
the revival of the Stuart Monarchy itself 52.  This 
proposal was rejected however 53, as were two other, 
rather straightforward, suggestions: that of a stat-
ue of the King himself (which, for its small head, 
would have eliminated the use of the Monument 
as a telescope 54) and that of a female representa-
tion of London55. Even though Wren subsequently 
reported that the King personally preferred a gilded 
metal ball, Hooke eventually decided for a flaming 
urn and the tip of the monument thus became a 
rather modest statement and a politically neutral, 
religious symbol of resurrection56.

Intermission - The Shift

London was obviously not only restored, but 
also strove to incorporate aspects of other me-
tropolises of the time. With the baroque abso-
lutist plans for the city laid aside, this craving 
gaze focused on a more abstract structure: the 
financial system of Amsterdam57. At the time 
of the Fire the Dutch city still wholly eclipsed 
London as an economic centre, but within a 
century Britain, and thus London would start 
to economically dominate Europe 58. This turn 
was not based on the destruction of the Great 
Fire per se, but was without a doubt spurred 
by the resulting physical and psychological 
openness, as well as the activity and possibili-
ties surrounding the restless reconstruction ef-
forts 59. 

Evidently, the Monument did not merely offer re-
markable views in its function as a scientific instru-
ment, but similarly as a lookout point. The caged 
balcony at the end of the staircase (the enclosure 
having been installed after a series of suicides 60), of-
fered a remarkable, and to most citizen completely 
unfamiliar, panorama of London61. This view from 
the Monument – just like the view of it – has obvi-
ously changed dramatically, but on both counts it 
provides – precisely for the neighbouring transfor-
mations – an unmatched index to the continuous 
evolution of the surrounding metropolis 62.

               

1.  ‘… See it surveys the City as its charge ,
And seems to scorn
Flames, which lye buried in this flaming urn ;
The City‘s liberty it doth enlarge , 
The Boys could never go
So high Processioning in th‘ Air till now.
This is the Planet, which will always tell
The City‘s well ;
For its Ascendant, it doth London own,
Scarce one degree below the Moon.…’
Anonymous (1676) LONDON‘S INDEX OR Some Reflex-
ions ON THE New built MONUMENT, London.

2.  Freud 1909, p.16

3.  Even though tomb and monument have obvi-
ously always had a unique connection: ‘Only 
a very small part of architecture belongs to 
art: the tomb and the monument. Everything 
else that fulfils a function is to be exclud-
ed…’  (Adolf Loos, cited in Heynen 2000, p.80)

9.  cf. Cooper, 2003, p.102

10. Evelyn, 1854, p.14 (September 7 1666)

11. cf. Stevenson, 2005, p. 45

12. The Latin inscription on the monument 
reads: ‘HINC IN ORIENTEM PEDVM CCII INTERVALLO 
QVAE EST HVIVSCE COLUMNAE ALTITVDO …’

13. For example Daniel Defoe (1725, p.120) 
writes: ‘That beautiful Column, called the 
Monument … out does all the Obelisks and Pil-
lars of the Ancients…’

14. Reminding of the attitude common amongst 
planners towards the air-raids (particularly 
on London) in World War Two, as here exem-
plified by Lewis Mumford: ‘There is a sense, 
in which the demolition that is taking place 
through the war has not yet gone far enough.’ 
(Düwel and Gutschow 2013, p.18)

15. cf. Hegarty, 2008, p.52. The Encyclopae-
dia Britannica (1929, p.366) notes that ‘Lon-
don suffered two vast calamities early after 
Charles II.’s restoration, by the great plague 
in 1665, followed by the great fire next year. 
… The bills returned 97,306 deaths in London, 
68,596 were attributed to plague … [which] had 
not actually disappeared from London when the 
great fire occurred.’ – but was the last great 
outbreak in London…

17. cf. Jardine 2001, p.305. Wall (1998, p.41) 
writes that ‘all of the plans were designed 
to ease avenues for trade, to comply with the 
baroque demands for “commodiousness” and uni-
formity, to fulfill an ideal of architectural 
splendor, and, implicitly or explicitly, to 
create a city more demographically govern-
able.’

18. Wall (1998, p.55) notes that ‘between May 
1667 and December 1673 a total of 8097 sites 
were surveyed,’ a process which ‘insured that 
each tenant would become aware in measured 
detail of his or her local boundaries and the 
relation of those spatial contours to their 
neighbors’. (ibid., p.54)

19. Cooper (1997, p.163) notes that ‘had it 
been possible to complete it [the survey], 
London would have had the first urban Land In-
formation System’ – which it still does not 
have to this day…

20. cf. Cooper 2003, p.128. Moreover, these 
surveys ‘inspired’ the Ogilby and Morgan maps 
published in 1677, for which Hooke actually 
devised the method of mapping, as triangu-
lation could not be employed in the narrow 
streets. (Ibid, p.215) Before the Fire, maps 
had usually ‘remained pictorial: topographi-
cally inaccurate but visually complete and 
imaginatively comprehended.’ (Wall 1998, p.83) 
Interestingly, ‘when later maps reintroduced 
building elevations into their groundplans, 
the Monument was often drawn casting a literal 
or verbal shadow…’ (Ibid, p.73)

21. ‘And the better to preserve the memory of 
this dreadful Visitation. Be it further enact-
ed, That a Columne or Pillar of Brase or Stone 
be erected on or as neere unto the place where 
the said Fire soe unhappily began as conveni-
ently may be, in perpetuall Remembrance there-
of, with such Inscription thereon, as hereaf-
ter by the Maior and Court of Aldermen in that 
behalfe be directed.’ (quoted in: Welch 1921, 
p.4f)

22. ‘… the difficulty of getting a sufficient 
quantity of Portland stone … occasioned a 
proclamation from the King, dated Whitehall, 
4th May, 1669, forbidding any person to trans-
port stone from the isle of Portland without 
leave from Dr. Christopher Wren, the Surveyor 
General.’ (Welch 1921, p.9)

23. cf. Walker 2011, p.124

29. cf. Moore 1998, p.506. And probably to a 
similarly slim percentage of the population 
today – which is why English translation have 
been mounted below.

30. As Stevenson (2005, p.48) points out, 
they ‘do not explain why God had inflicted the 
disaster. The omission is interesting, be-
cause there had been a lot of speculation on 
this point;’ – in 1681 ‘another, entirely new 
inscription in English […] did now advise the 
world that the Fire had been part of a “horrid 
Plot for extirpating the Protestant Religion 
and Old English Liberty, and introducing Pop-
ery and Slavery.” […] The Monument’s meanings 
could not settle down again until after 1831, 
when the lines about the Papists were removed’ 
(ibid. p.66)

35. Fernand Braudel (1992b, p. 365) notes that 
London ‘was three or four cities at a time: 
the City was the economic capital; the king, 
Parliament and high society were all in West-
minster; downstream was the Port of London and 
the poorer districts; and on the south bank 
was the suburb of Southwark, with its narrow 
streets and its theatres…’

36. Reddaway, 1940, p.58

37. cf. Jardine 2003, p.148

38. ‘Wren’s design for the dome’s section was 
influenced by a novel mechanic theory, namely 
Robert Hooke’s insight that the curve formed 
by a hanging chain, when inverted, would pro-
vide the shape for a ‘perfect’ masonry arch.’ 
(Gerbino 2009, p.97)

39. If we are to believe the City of London 
(2014), ‘the Monument is the tallest isolated 
stone column in the world’ – which (on a tiny 
side note) raises the question whether Loos’s 
design for the Chicago Tribune tower would 
have been counted into this ranking…

40. Hegarty 2008, p.52

41. Wren 1750, p.322. Only 311 can be climbed 
by the contemporary visitor going to the plat-
form.

42. cf. Jardine 2001, p.300f

43. ‘The ingenious and learned architect built 
it hollow, that it might serve as a tube to 
discover the parallax of the earth, by the 
different distances of the star in the head of 
the Dragon from the zenith, at different sea-
sons of the year.’ (Ward 1740, p.104)

44. Or – to use a term which Hooke transplant-
ed from architecture into biology – a cell. 
(cf. Hooke 1665, p.116)

45. cf. Cooper 2003, p.200

46. ‘The success of the telescope depended on 
keeping the relative positions of the lens at 
the top and the eyepiece at the bottom abso-
lutely invariable between observations’ (Coop-
er 2003, p.200f.)

52. cf. Jardine 2001, p.295

53. In a letter from July 28, 1675 Wren noted 
that it would be ‘costly, not easily under-
stood at that highth, and worse understood at 
a distance; and lastly, dangerous by reason of 
the sayle the spread winges will carry in the 
winde.’ (Quoted in: Welch 1921, p.7)

54. cf. Stevenson 2005, p.55

55. According to his son, Wren’s favour-
ite was the ‘Coloss Statue in Brass gilt, of 
King Charles the Second, as Founder of the 
new City; in the Manner of the Roman Pillars, 
which terminated with the Statues of their 
Caesars’ (Wren 1750, p.322)

56. cf. Stevenson 2005, p.60

60. cf. Welch 1921, p.37f

61. The afflux of curious visitors even before 
the end of construction was so great that the 
Corporation of London, Records Office noted 
that ‘the Workmen at the monument on Fish-
street hill do spend great part of their Time 
in letting up People and Weighting upon them 
whereby that Work is much Retarded It is Or-
dered by this Court that Edward Feake do for 
the present keep the door of the said monument 
and of the Ground adjoyning and suffer none 
but the Workmen to go in untill that Work be 
wholly finished.’ (Corporation of London, Re-
cords Office, London, Repertory of the Court of 
Aldermen, 81, fol. 268 quoted in Moore 1998, 
p.527 n17) In 1805 the keeper of the Monument 
notes: ‘The Hours of Admission are from NINE 
o’clock in the Morning ‘till THREE o’clock 
in the Afternoon from Michaelmas Day to Lady 
Day, and the remainder of the year from EIGHT 
o’clock in the Morning ‘till SIX o’clock in 
the Evening. Admission SIXPENCE each Person.’ 
(Arnott 1805, p.6)
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