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London’s Jubilee and Olympic celebrations during a global 
economic crisis are a perfect backdrop for an exhibition 
about Ralph Tubbs, the architect of the Dome of Discovery 
for the Festival of Britain. In 2012, our media is filled with 
soundbites of legacy, austerity, British achievements, and a 
re-evaluation of Britishness; The 1951 Festival of Britain was 
organised by the Labour Government to promote the UK and 
recover a sense of optimism and pride after the trauma and 
economic gloom caused by of the Second World War. The 
Festival of Britain was overseen by Deputy Prime Minister 
Herbert Morrison (grandfather of Peter Mandelson who 
coincidently oversaw the UK‘s Millennium projects) and he 
was jokingly nicknamed the ‘Dome Secretary’. 

The architects who designed the 2012 Olympics stadia are 
prohibited from proclaiming their involvement in the games 
because they are not “official sponsors”. Thanks to the politi-
cal machinations of  the early 1950’s the Dome of Discovery 
and its neighbour, the Skylon, did not survive beyond the 
Festival and sixty years later the site remains a lacklustre 
park. Like the Crystal Palace built exactly a century earlier 
for the Great Exhibition of 1851, the Dome of Discovery 
may no longer physically exist but it lives on in the popular 
consciousness as a vivid cultural symbol.

Through organising Ralph Tubbs’s archive of photographs, 
original drawings, blueprints, and ephemera it has been 
possible to reveal a sequence from concept to construction 

through to the finished realisation of the Dome in the con-
text of the Festival of Britain. In this exhibition though, the 
Festival is secondary and the Dome is the thing; Focussing 
on a single architectural project, it has been possible to gain 
unique insights into Tubbs’s life and work. 

Black and white photographs of Ralph Tubbs in bow tie 
at the Royal Institute of British Architects are mixed with 
images of the construction site and workers balancing high 
up on the curved Dome roof, others show Tubbs at play with 
his creative friends and future wife in the Scilly Isles and the 
Paris to Nice car race. There are photos of Tubbs at work in 
his design office, and Tubbs showing the royal party around 
the Festival of Britain site. An image depicting Ralph Tubbs 
with King George VI watched on by flat-capped construction 
workers seems to sum up the complexity of this architect’s 
working life and the broad range of people he had to com-
municate with in order to realise his vision. 

It was the architectural writer and journalist Charles Knevitt 
who introduced me to Ralph Tubbs’s son, Jonathan, also an 
architect. I am particularly grateful for Jonathan’s gener-
ous access to Ralph Tubbs’s archive and for Charles’ and 
Jonathan’s texts for this publication. Thanks to their support 
it has been possible to construct this exhibition dedicated to 
an architect, ideas, and a Dome. 

Donald Smith

Curator’s Foreword
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Prior to the Festival of Britain, my father wrote a couple of 
architectural books, encouraged by Allen Lane, the founder of 
Penguin Books. He also organized and presented a range of 
exhibitions during the 2nd World War and volunteered and  
became a member of the Night Watch at St Paul’s Cathedral, 
being unable to undertake active military service because of 
an earlier sports accident. 

The Night Watch at St Paul’s became a focal point for a 
number of contemporary poets, artists, sculptures, writers and 
pacifists, who all successfully volunteered for this wartime duty 
and Ralph soon found himself in the milieu of a number of 
the rising contemporary artists and writers of the day. These 
volunteers became a close-knitted group and participated in 
evening talks and discussions between themselves during qui-
eter moments within St Pauls. In parallel, there were already 
some artistic links with the Dorrien-Smith family (the residents 
and owners of Tresco Abbey on Tresco Island) and during and 
after the war, a group of the St Paul’s Watch started to visit 
Tresco regularly along with Lucien Freud and other leading 
contemporary artists who were visiting the Dorrien-Smith fam-
ily. Many became friends of the Gibbons family who lived in 
a tied cottage on the island, “Smugglers Cottage”. The artistic 
networking and enthusiasm within this slightly bohemian 
community probably sowed some of the seeds that ultimately 
contributed to the Festival of Britain project, It’s also been 
suggested that the strong roof profile of St Paul’s cathedral, 
where my father spent much of his wartime experience, was 
part of the inspiration for his Dome of Discovery design.

Ralph’s belief was that the Dome of Discovery was to specifi-
cally include exhibitions and commentaries which celebrated 
humanity’s needs and achievements and it was also central to 
his core belief that the displays within should be empowering 
and creative. He always felt that the key principle of the Mil-
lennium Dome, completed after he died, was more concerned 
with celebrating time than people and their ideas, and that 
by contrast, the success of the Dome of Discovery lay in both 
its inspirational design and its internal displays of imaginative 
hopes and ideas.

I was born in 1954 after the Dome was destroyed, but as 
a child, I recall family visits to the likes of Henry Moore or 

John Piper, driving to their studios in Ralph’s vintage Bentley, 
the only car he ever drove as a consequence of his earlier 
school injury. Needless to say, the Bentley too became a 
passion and he met with W.O Bentley and drove in the Monte 
Carlo rally.

Despite having a large roster of artist friends, Ralph was never 
keen on the whole “networking/social circuit thing”. 

When we visited his artist and architect friends, when I was 
a child, it was very much in private on a one to one basis. 
Publicly wining and dining with the glitterati was never his 
style or his forte. He may have been shy and restrained, but 
surprisingly, he was a remarkably relaxed, confident and gifted 
public speaker and audiences always naturally warmed to his 
politeness, courtesy and sense of awareness. For my part, the 
nearest involvement with the Festival of Britain I ever had 
was to help put together the artwork and graphics for an 
original Festival of Britain bus, which was included within the 
Millennium Dome.

I have no doubt that the designing of the Dome of Discovery 
was Ralph’s greatest accomplishment and gave him the most 
satisfaction of all his projects. I’ve also no doubt that the 
incoming government’s almost immediate destruction, for 
political reasons, of the Dome of Discovery for scrap straight 
after the Festival of Britain closed, considerably upset him.

That enthusiasm for the Festival of Britain continues unabated, 
despite more than sixty years having passed, says a great deal 
about the whole spirit and enthusiasm of the original designers 
and pioneers, who were the creators of this imaginative and 
uplifting project. There is no doubt that because of this, the 
spirit of the Dome still lives on for now and the future. Indeed 
you can now buy Festival of Britain wallpaper and tea cups, 
all emblazoned with the defining image of the Dome profile. 

Jonathan Tubbs

Ralph Tubbs

The Dome of Discovery, affectionately known as “Ralph’s Tub” 
was the largest dome in the world when completed in 1951, 
being exactly 365 feet in diameter (by co-incidence or design, 
the Millenium “O2” Dome is 365 metres in diameter). My 
father later commented that 365 feet was an easy dimension 
to remember and added that it was twice the diameter of the 
Albert Hall at its higher level.

Introduction
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Search Wikipedia for ‘domes’ and you find fourteen pages of 
lists – by continent, by size, by material – from the Treas-
ury of Atreus in Mycenae, Greece (c.1250 BC), the Pantheon 
in Rome (125 AD), and Hagia Sophia in Istanbul (537), to 
the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem (691), the Duomo in 
Florence (1436) and St Peter’s Basilica in Rome (1593) and 
beyond, up to the present day. 

Britain is represented by St Paul’s Cathedral (1708), Radcliffe 
Camera in Oxford (1749), the Reading Room at the British 
Museum (1857), the Royal Albert Hall (1871), the Millennium 
Dome, now the O2 Arena (2000) and the Eden Project in 
Cornwall (2001) among others.

But the Dome of Discovery, designed by Ralph Tubbs for 
the 1951 Festival of Britain on London’s South Bank site, 
simply doesn’t get a look in. When it comes to structures, 
size matters: for example, the unreinforced concrete dome of 
the Pantheon has a diameter of 43.4m (142ft), supported on 
walls 6m (20ft) thick to resist the downward forces; and the 
octagonal double-skinned masonry Duomo spans 42m (138ft) 
and 45m (148ft) respectively. At 108m (365ft) Tubbs’ futuris-
tic flying saucer, its roof both structurally formed and then 
clad in aluminium, was enormous – a far greater span than 
even Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic dome for the US Pavilion 
at Expo ’67 in Montreal, at 76m (249ft).

Rediscovering Ralph’s 
forgotten ‘Tub’
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So why the statistical snub? The answer lies in one of 
the greatest acts of political and cultural vandalism ever 
perpetrated in Britain: it was demolished and sold for scrap 
by the incoming Conservative government of Winston Churchill, 
anxious to remove all traces (save the Royal Festival Hall) 
of his predecessor, Clement Attlee’s socialist extravaganza. 
‘Ralph’s Tub’, as it was affectionately known, is therefore 
classed as a ‘temporary’ building and consequently largely lost 
to posterity – something this exhibition aims to address. 

Indeed its lifespan was just 11 months between completion 
and demolition. Over the five months of the Festival, 4 May 
to 30 September, it was visited by eight million people, 
and there were plans to re-erect it elsewhere, including 
Sydenham, at a cost of £55,000. But that was not to be. 
Instead the roof – along with Powell and Moya’s equally 
iconic ‘vertical feature’, Skylon, and 10 other buildings on 
the site – was sold for scrap to George Cohen & Sons of 

Hammersmith, and turned into a series of commemorative 
paper-knives and other artefacts.

For Sir Roy Strong, director of the Victoria and Albert 
Museum from 1974 until 1987, the Festival’s South Bank 
presence was a “Socialist Utopia writ large on a ville im-
aginaire which sprang up…[and was] run by well-meaning, 
do-gooding Fabian gentlemen”. Tubbs was in great company: 
the list of those engaged in putting it all together reads like 
a roll-call of many of the most significant architectural and 
design figures of the latter half of the twentieth century – F 
R S Yorke, Wells Coates, Misha Black, Jack Coia, Patrick 
Abercrombie, Ove Arup, H T Cadbury Brown, Hugh Casson, 
Frederick Gibberd, Basil Spence, Douglas Stephen, Leonard 
Manasseh, Terence Conran, Dennis Lenon, Edward Mills, Hugh 
Conder, Maxwell Fry, Jane Drew, James Gardner, Felix Samu-
ely, Patrick Heron and George Grenfell Baines. 
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By chance, the design team was sent details of a proprietary 
aluminium dome system at a critical stage of deciding what 
to put on the upstream part of the site. Could the span be 
made bigger? It could. Tubbs came up with a figure that 
was easy to remember, 365 – as in the number of days in 
a year, and the height of the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral 
where he was a fire-watcher during the Second World War. 
The same figure was used when Richard Rogers was design-
ing the Millennium Dome, except this time the unsupported 
(except at the perimeter) 365ft span of the Dome of 
Discovery was translated into the 365m span of what is now 
the O2 Arena, although the latter is studded with a dozen 
structural masts. 

Abram Games designed the Festival’s emblem, Rowland 
Emmett the train, Ernest Race the Antelope chair and Jacob 
Epstein sculpted Youth Advances. There were more than 
80 commissioned items from the likes of Hepworth, Moore, 
Chadwick, Pasmore, Butler and Piper – many soon to be 
reunited in Spence’s competition-winning design for the 
rebuilding of Coventry Cathedral.

It was Sir Ralph Freeman, of engineers Freeman, Fox & 
Partners, successors to the company that had built the 
Crystal Palace for the Great Exhibition of 1851, and designer 
of Sydney Harbour Bridge, who translated Tubbs’ sketches 
into an elegant, gently curving showcase of British creativity 
and ingenuity. At the time they first met, in 1948, Sir Ralph 
was 70 and Tubbs just 36.
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Tubbs, with Sir Ralph’s help, produced what was at the time 
a major technological achievement: a system of design and 
prefabrication that enabled his Dome to be built quickly and 
economically. Towards the end of August 1948 Tubbs had 
already drawn a large round excavation as part of his plan; 
less than three months later this was replaced by the design 
of a buttressed dome. The structural members, both primary 
and secondary, were made from aluminium alloy and the 
covering too, which added a sparkle. Steel was used for a 
large boxed-section ring beam that contained the load, the 
modern equivalent of the 6m walls of the Pantheon in Rome.

In turn, 48 inclined lattice steel masts, with pin-joints top
and bottom to allow flexibility, transferred the forces to
the concrete foundations. The dome, 30.6m (93ft) high and 
less than 1m deep (2ft 10in), appeared to float above the 
pavilion housing the themed exhibits on three levels – Sea, 
Living World, Inner and Outer Space and, at its core, the 
Earth and Polar Regions. 
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Ralph Tubbs 1948

Ralph and Mary on their wedding day 1946

Mary Taberner on Tresco

Tubbs, who had first come to the attention of Gerald Barry, 
the Festival’s director general, through the publication of 
two wartime books – Living in Cities  (1942) and The 
Englishman Builds (1945) – both best-sellers – never looked 
back professionally, and claimed he never had to seek new 
commissions. His YMCA Indian Student Hostel, later listed; 
and his Baden-Powell House for the Scout movement, both in 
London, were examples of the muted Modernism he practised.

A bird’s-eye view of the Dome in pen, ink and wash, by a 
young Douglas Stephen, was part of the opening sequence 
of displays in the recent ‘British Design from 1948-2012: 
Innovation in the Modern Age’ exhibition at the V&A. It was 
a defining part of the era and deserved its place. For a few 
short months it contributed to what the critic J M Richards 
described as the main purpose of the Festival: “Britain has 
for the first time this summer instead of a few freakish 
examples of a modern style, a whole quarter where the 
twentieth-century Englishman can wander about in a world 
of his own making”.
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Left; testing the escalator

before the outbreak of war: “The Festival was the culmina-
tion of what the MARS Group had been trying to achieve in 
the 1930s: the habilitation in Britain of new architectural 
concepts from the Continent.”

With the Dome of Discovery he exceeded, one speculates, 
even his own great expectations.

Charles Knevitt

Above; Ralph Tubbs talks with King George VI during a royal tour of the 
Festival site Or, as others put it, it was “a rainbow over the Thames”; 

and “A Tonic to the Nation” – the latter, attributed to 
Festival director-general, Gerald Barry, and later adopted as 
the title of an exhibition at the V&A in 1976.

But the final words belong to Ralph Tubbs, appointed 
secretary of the Modern Architectural Research Group, or 
MARS, in 1939, and who had begun his architectural career 
working for Erno Goldfinger, Maxwell Fry and Walter Gropius 
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