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In The Architecture of Steam: Waterworks and the Victorian Sanitary Crisis, James Douet takes readers on a tour of exceptional buildings that bring together mechanical engineering inventiveness, architectural design, the history of industrialization and urbanization, and water heritage. Douet not only offers a guide to a wide selection of buildings erected to house pumping stations in Victorian England, but also explains the motivations of architects, engineers, and designers for creating these special places deliberately with the public in mind. Beyond revealing the intricate ways in which these installations inscribed themselves in infrastructural systems of watercourses, reservoirs, and basins, the author shows how they also served as pedagogical institutions to promote civic engagement.

Through a dual thematic and chronological approach, Douet lays out how steam pump buildings contributed answers to social crises as part of wider sanitation policies. As ground-breaking as the technology inside them stood, these buildings, whose primary function was to encase pumping stations, were also designed to dazzle and impress. Architects, in their quest for a unique style for these special places, were stimulated by different trends influential at the time, for example borrowing from Gothic Revival or drawing inspiration from the canons of the Italian Renaissance. Moreover, as the history of these buildings tells us about water management and water governance, the book also addresses water access rights in industrializing England. By lifting the veil of anonymity off these extraordinary buildings, the book displays them as testimonies of industrial water development and serves as a model for the retracing of the history of other industrial landscapes, giving new life and meaning to abandoned, recycled, reused, or reinvented structures once symbolic of modernity and progress.