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ABSTRACT

This thesis argues that the creation of buildings with the potential of functional and physical 

change over time is inextricably linked to what can be labelled as ‘frameworks of uncertainty’ – i.e. 

those tools of architectural theory and design that predict, enable and manage the accommodation 

of controlled changes. To this purpose, the differing contexts of British and Japanese post-war 

architecture, and more specifically the work of Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki, are investigated as 

instrumental in understanding this friction between fixity and freedom within architectural design. 

An interest in systems thinking and a performative conception of built form prompted Price to 

talk of ‘Calculated Uncertainty’, a phrase that conveys the paradox involved in any attempt to 

control loosely defined spaces. In Japan, this paradox was culturally longstanding due to a spatio-

temporal conception of the built environment as an ever-changing entity. Isozaki, who today is 

mainly known in Western countries for his postmodernist buildings, in fact founded his first two 

decades of practice upon the application of cybernetics, interactive artistic/urban performances, 

and a profound knowledge of traditional Japanese architecture.

The thesis is divided into three parts. The first presents a situated architectural history of the 1960s 

and 1970s through the clarification of relevant terms in the English and Japanese languages such 

as flexibility, interaction, ma and kaiwai. In the second part, Price and Isozaki are individually 

analysed within this context through their theories, design research, modes of representation and 

built projects. The final part offers a critical discourse on ‘frameworks of uncertainty’ based upon 

a series of arguments extracted from the two case-studies. Thus the thesis aims to provide a 

better understanding not only of Price’s and Isozaki’s influential work but also of those significant 

theoretical and design tools that attempt to balance control and change in today’s architectural 

practice.
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IMPACT STATEMENT

This thesis produces a discursive contribution in the field of architectural history and theory by 

performing a cross-cultural analysis of the work and ideas of two architects that have rarely 

been addressed in parallel: Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki. Additionally, the focus of this work, 

mainly dedicated to the understanding of the design processes of these two case-study figures 

when conceiving an architectural object, aims to be useful in its application in architectural 

design practice. The impact of the research should be measured not only in the final result of this 

manuscript and its future developments, but also in its dissemination and the support received 

throughout the course of my doctorate studies. 

The value and interest of this research is endorsed by a great number of scholarships and grants 

awarded by several funding bodies: Great Britain Sasakawa Foundation, Canon Foundation, 

British Association for Japanese Studies, Bartlett Research Fund, Japan Foundation and Society 

of Architectural Historians of Great Britain. This support contributed to share my work with a 

wide range of audiences. I have presented my research in the two most important conferences in 

the field of architectural history: the Annual Conference of the Society of Architectural Historians 

in Glasgow in June 2017 and the European Architectural History Network International Meeting 

in Tallinn in June 2018. Besides my contribution to events and lectures at the Bartlett, I have talked 

about my research at ETH Zurich, Ecole Nationale Supérieure d’Architecture de Paris La Villette, 

Tokyo Institute of Technology, and the Polytechnic University of Madrid. The dissemination of 

my work is also evident in the number of published essays on the production of strategies of 

control and change in architectural design in the Journal of Space Syntax, conference proceedings 

and LOBBY magazine.

The knowledge acquired with this research is having a direct impact in my professional career, 

both inside and outside academia. I designed in its entirety and taught between 2015 and 2017 

the course ‘Learning from Change. The Continuous Adaptation of a Discontinuous City’, based 

on my own research, for the UCL Department of History of Art. In my current role as Research 

Fellow at the Lucerne University of Applied Sciences I am coordinating a joint research project 

with the Kyoto Institute of Technology on architectural design strategies in relation to the Swiss 
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and Japanese understanding of living around lake contexts. My approach to intercultural studies 

and investigations of past and present Japanese design cultures gained with this thesis finds direct 

application in this project. Finally, the knowledge acquired during my doctorate studies is set to 

greatly impact my own practice. As a licensed architect, I plan to implement in my work the design 

tools reflected upon in this thesis. The ultimate contribution on how to conceive architectural 

spaces that can be changed over time in their physical and functional extent should thus be seen 

as both reflective and practical, a contribution that is to be further enhanced in my future works 

as an academic an as an architect.  
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Corporation (around 1945) and packaged panels of the General-Panel-System designed Konrad 
Wachsmann and Walter Gropius 1942/43. Picture by George H. Davis, Packaged House-System, 
Akademie der Künste, Berlin, Konrad-Wachsmann-Archiv, KWA-97, F.8.

Figure 1.7. Part of a network describing ‘houseness’, a diagram created by Christopher Herot 
and published in Nicholas Negroponte, Soft Architecture Machines (Cambridge - Mass.& 
London: MIT Press, 1975). 

Figure 1.8. A set of pictures reproduced in Arnulf Lüchinger’s Structuralism in Architecture and 
Urban Planning in which vernacular urban patterns are combined with designs by Aldo Van 
Eyck, Herman Herzberger and Le Corbusier (in his very latest design period).

Figure 1.9. Section for the ‘Large Yellow Sector’ of Constant Nieuwenhuys’ New Babylon, 
1967. Reproduced in Catherine de Zegher et al., The Activist Drawing: Retracing Situationist 
Architectures from Constant’s New Babylon to Beyond (New York: Drawing Center, 2001). 
Ron Herron for Archigram, Tuned Suburb, 1968. In Simon Sadler and Archigram (Group), 
Archigram Architecture without Architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), http://site.
ebrary.com/id/10173594.

Figure 1.10. Sketch of Katsura Imperial Villa by Bruno Taut. The note reads ‘Life itself gives 
the simplest forms. Form is nature. A house, a tree as a node, stone paths, a lawn, bushes azalea, 
all simple life forms’. In Arata Isozaki Archive. Courtesy of Misa Shin Gallery. 

Figure 1.11. Multi-Layered perception of outer spaces generated by a succession of engawa. 
Residence [goten] of the head priest in Ninna-ji Temple, Kyoto. An example of a kairō in 
Kodai-ji temple, Kyoto. Photo taken by the author. 

Figure 1.12. Examples of Metabolist designs. Kiyonori Kikutake’s ‘Marine City’ (1963) and 
Kenji Ekuan’s ‘Dwelling City-Chandelier City (1964). In Mori Art Museum et al., Metabolism, 
the City of the Future: [Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar and Present-Day 
Japan (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011).
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Figure 1.13. Drawing of the Tsukuba Centre (1983) ‘in ruins’ and model of the Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (1986). In Arata Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata 
Isozaki (London: Phaidon, 2009).   

Figure 1.14. Night time rendering of the Fun Palace, ca. 1964. In Canadian Centre for 
Architecture. Cedric Price Archives (hereafter CPA). DR1995:0188:010-1013.

Figure 1.15. Pages of the essay about Price in Isozaki’s book Kenchiku no Kaitai [Dismantling 
Architecture], 1975. 

Figure 1.16. Night view of the Festival Plaza. In Process Architecture 73, 1987. 

Figure 1.17. Comparison of sections of the Fun Palace (above) and the Festival Plaza (below). 
Images reproduced in Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-
2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2016), and courtesy of the Misa Shin Gallery. 

Figure 1.18. Current estate of the Ōita Prefectural Library. Photo taken by the author. 

Figure 1.19. The Interaction Centre ca. 2000. Photo courtesy of Professor Adrian Forty. 

Figure 1.20. Section of the Tokyo Metropolitan Hall. Arata Isozaki & Associates. 1986. 
Canadian Centre for Architecture. DR1988:0274.

Figure 1.21. Notes for the lecture ‘Philosophy of Architecture and Technology’ given by Price 
and Isozaki in Tokyo in 1987. CPA DR2004:1429.  

Figure 1.22. Arata Isozaki, ‘House of Nine Squares’. In B. J Archer, Houses for Sale: Architects, 
Emilio Ambasz, Peter Eisenman, Vittorio Gregotti, Arata Isozaki, Charles Moore, Cesar Pelli, 
Cedric Price, Oswald Mathias Ungers (New York: Rizzoli, 1980). 

Figure 1.23. Cedric Price, ‘Platforms, Pavilions, Pylons and Plants’. In B. J Archer, Houses 
for Sale: Architects, Emilio Ambasz, Peter Eisenman, Vittorio Gregotti, Arata Isozaki, Charles 
Moore, Cesar Pelli, Cedric Price, Oswald Mathias Ungers (New York: Rizzoli, 1980).

Figure 1.24. Conversations with Arata Isozaki. Tokyo, 6 January 2016; Karuizawa, 22 July 
2017; Ōita, 31 July 2017. 

Chapter 2. Defining Frameworks. A Cross-Cultural Glossary of Terms

Figure 2.1. Interior of the Schröder House designed by Gerrit Rieveld (1929). The open-plan 
living room can be adapted by means of sliding walls and furniture. RIBA Pix. Reference 
RIBA107888. Credit Tim Benton/RIBA Collections. 

Figure 2.2. Universal space exemplified in the main space of the Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin, 
designed by Mies van der Rohe in 1965-1968. In Detlef Mertins and Ludwig Mies van der 
Rohe, Mies (London: Phaidon Press, 2014). 

Figure 2.3. Scheme of the SCSC by Ezra Ehrenkrantz illustrating the article ‘Whatever 
Happened to the Systems Approach?’ In Architectural Design, May 1976.

Figure 2.4. Aerial view of Marrakesh, an example of an organic urban pattern included 
in Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, an Introduction to Nonpedigreed 
Architecture. (New York: Museum of Modern Art; distributed by Doubleday, Garden City, N.Y., 
1964).
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Figure 2.5. Floor Plan of the Amsterdam Municipal Orphanage designed by Aldo Van Eyck 
(1960). In Francis Strauven, Aldo Van Eyck’s Orphanage: A Modern Monument (Rotterdam: 
NAi Publishers, 1996).

Figure 2.6. Examples of polyvalent spaces in offices, schools and housing buildings designed 
by Herman Hertzberger. In Robert McCarter and Herman Hertzberger, Herman Hertzberger 
(Rotterdam: nai010 Publishers, 2015).

Figure 2.7. Poster and picture of the exhibition ‘Growth and Form’, celebrated at the ICA 
in London from July 4th to August 31st, 1951. In Anne Massey, Gregor Muir, and Institute of 
Contemporary Arts, Institute of Contemporary Arts: 1946-1968 (Rotterdam: Roma Publications, 
2014).

Figure 2.8. Gustav Metzger practicing for a public demonstration of Auto-Destructive Art using 
acid on nylon, 1960. In   Gustav Metzger, Mathieu Copeland, and Centrum Sztuki Współczesnej 
Znaki Czasu, Gustav Metzger: Act or Perish! A Retrospective (Rome, Toruń: Nero Centre of 
Contemporary Art Znaki Czasu, 2016).

Figure 2.9.  Gordon Pask, The Architectural Relevance of Cybernetics. In Architectural Design, 
September 1969. 

Figure 2.10. South elevations of accident and laboratory buildings of the Northwick Park 
Hospital designed by John Weeks. Diagrammatic scheme of communication clusters within 
the hospital complex. In John Weeks, ‘Hospitals for the 1970s’, Medical Care 3, no. 4 (1965): 
197–203. 

Figure 2.11. Page 20 of John Cage’s ‘Concert for Piano and Orchestra. Solo for Piano’ (1960. 
Elaine De Köning Edition Peters, No. 6758. Fondazione Bonotto. 

Figure 2.12. Self-Structuring System by Alan Straton. In Archigram 8, 1968.

Figure 2.13. Layout and pictures of Tange’s Hirōshima Peace Centre (1955) and the 
Itsukushima Shrine near Hatsukaichi. In Massimo Bettinotti (Ed.), Kenzō Tange 1946-1996 
Architecture and Urban Design, Mondadori Electa, 1996 and Terunobu Fujimori and Mitsumasa 
Fujitsuka, Japan’s Wooden Heritage: A Journey through a Thousand Years of Architecture, 
Japan Publishing Industry Foundation For Culture, 2014.

Figure 2.14. Diagram of ma measures in relation to an increasing number of columns. From 
Kōjirō Yūichirō, Nihon Kenchiku no Kūkan [Space in Japanese Architecture], Shibundo, Tokyo, 
1968. 

Figure 2.15. Example of an arrangement of stones in a Go-board. In Arthur Smith, The Game of 
Go: The National Game of Japan (Rutland: CETuttle, 1963). 

Figure 2.16. Examples of Shinden Zukuri palaces. Reconstruction of the Nijō Palace and the 
Higashisanjō Palace. In Nicolas Fiévé, Atlas historique de Kyoto: analyse spatiale des systèmes 
de mémoire d’une ville, de son architecture et de son paysage urbain (Paris: Unesco, 2008). 

Figure 2.17. Examples of Shoin Zukuri palaces: Kohoan-Shoin; Honganji-shoin and Rinshun-
kaku. In Harumichi Kitao, Shoin Architecture in Detailed Illustrations (Tokyo: Shokokusha, 
1956).

Figure 2.18. Floor plan of the Katsura Imperial Villa. Arata Isozaki Archive. Courtesy of Misa 
Shin Gallery.

Figure 2.19. Detail of veranda, Ryokaku-tei teahouse, Ninna-ji, Kyoto. In Yukio Futagawa and 
Teiji Itō, The Elegant Japanese House: Traditional Sukiya Architecture. (Weatherhill Tankosha, 
New York, 1969). Example of a tea house in Kodai-ji temple, Kyoto. Photo taken by the author.
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Figure 2.20. Commercial street in Jiyūgaoka, Meguro Ward, Tokyo. This neighbourhood can be 
seen as an example of kaiwai, a city space full of everyday activity. Photo taken by Luna Tan. 

Figure 2.21. Alan Kaprow, Stockroom, 1961. A happening taking place during the exhibition 
‘Art in Motion’ at the Moderna Museet Stockholm. Photo taken by Vera Mercer. In Judith 
F. Rodenbeck and Allan Kaprow, Radical Prototypes: Allan Kaprow and the Invention of 
Happenings (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011).

Figure 2.22. Cover of the special issue of Bijutsu Techō including the manifesto of the 
exhibition Kūkan kara kankyō e [From Space to Environment], 1966. Arata Isozaki Archive. 
Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Chapter 3. Cedric Price and the Paradox of Calculated Uncertainty

Figure 3.1. A typical set of lecture notes. CPA DR2004:1429.

Figure 3.2. The walking heavily weighted sewing machine. CPA DR2004:1429.

Figure 3.3. Conceptual thesis including the relevance of Calculated Uncertainty. CPA 
DR2004:1429.

Figure 3.4. Notes for the lecture ‘Control. Coercion or Cultivation’. AA, 19.11.1981. CPA 
DR2004:1429.

Figure 3.5. Diagram summarising the lecture series ‘Aiming to Miss’ presented at the Art Net 
Gallery, London, 27.11.1975. In Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 
1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural 
Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2016).

Figure 3.6. Diagrams of daily activities and layout changes. Housing Research. In Cedric Price 
Supplement 2. Architectural Design, January 1971. 

Figure 3.7. Expediency. Architectural Design, September 1969. 

Figure 3.8. Example of a notes set referring to ‘data’ and ‘quotes’. CPA DR2004:1433.

Figure 3.9. Quotes of Geoffrey Vickers’ Freedom in a Rocking Boat and Value Systems and 
Social Process with Price’s annotations. CPA DR2004:1429.

Figure 3.10. References to John Keats for a lecture at the Southbank Polytechnic, 08.03.1977. 
CPA DR2004:142

Figure 3.11. ‘Principles’ plate featuring the fourth Cedric Price Supplement, Architectural 
Design, October 1971. 

Figure 3.12. Table 1: books on illustration found at the Cedric Price personal library. Table 2. 
Data filtering applied to the inventory of books, showing the tables as a result of each filtering. 
Tables and study of the inventory developed by the author. 

Figure 3.13. Clerihew ‘Mechanical Problem’, illustrated by Nicholas Bentley. In Nicolas 
Bentley, How Can You Bear to Be Human? (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1959). 

Figure 3.14. Poster made by Fougasse for London Transport (1944). Collection of the London 
Transport Museum.
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Figure 3.15. ‘The Kitchen’ by William Heath Robinson. In William H. Robinson, Macchine e 
invenzioni bizzarre. Ediz. illustrata (Roma: Elliot, 2014).

Figure 3.16. Drayneflete in the twentieth century by Osbert Lancaster. In Osbert Lancaster, 
Drayneflete Revealed. (London: Murray, 1950).

Figure 3.17. Principles. Cedric Price Supplement, Architectural Design, October 1971.

Figure 3.18. Poster of the exhibition ‘The Evolving Image’. Cedric Price biographical material. 
British Architectural Library, RIBA. 

Figure 3.19. Opening of the exhibition ‘The Evolving Image’ at the RIBA Heinz Gallery. James 
Stirling (left), the documentary maker Roger Graef (centre), Peter Cook and Diana Jowsey of 
Archigram (right). RIBA Pix ref RIBA33567.

Figure 3.20. Panels of exhibited drawings.  CPA DR2004:1420.

Figure 3.21. Chart and Network Diagram produced for the design of the Birmingham and 
Midland Institute. In Cedric Price Supplement 2. Architectural Design, June 1971.

Figure 3.22. Diagram explaining the four drawing stages at Cedric Price office and projects 
related to each stage. CPA DR2004:1445. The four drawing stages as explained in the exhibition 
catalogue. Cedric Price biographical file. British Architectural Library. 

Figure 3.23. ‘In Head’ drawing of the Fun Palace. Perspective sketch. CPA 
DR1995:0188:525:002.

Figure 3.24. ‘In House’ plans for the Interaction Centre (early version). DR1995:0252:195.

Figure 3.25. ‘In Action’ drawing with loading allowances related to the structure of the 
Ineraction Centre. CPA DR2004:1208.  

Figure 3.26. ‘In Retrospect’ drawing of a festival site, ‘Phun City’. In Cedric Price Supplement, 
Architectural Design, January 1971.

Figure 3.27. ‘Systems’ plate in Cedric Price Supplement, Architectural Design, October 1971.  

Figure 3.28. Perspective view of an aviary design and project for a portable archaeologist’s hut, 
1953. In Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-
Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre 
for Architecture, 2016).

Figure 3.29. Table of functions and occupation; ‘internal variation sufficient for personal 
identity’ in sketch on a model picture and packaging system of construction panels for the 
Housing Research project. CPA DR2004:0228.

Figure 3.30. Illustration of a portable enclosure and vehicle used for first aid, CPA 
DR1995:0263:032; Axonometric showing linkages between units. McAppy project, CPA 
DR1995:0263:013-030. McAppy Aerial View of Angel Court construction site. CPA 
DR1995:0263:032:004

Figure 3.31. Generator. Assembly process, CPA DR1995:0280:651 and grid layout CPA 
DR1995:0280:459-480. View of mock-up in Yulee, Florida. CPA DR 2004:1265

Figure 3.32. Assignment brief for the design of a supermarket. CPA DR2006:0089.
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Figure 3.33. Picture of a Fun Palace model made out of kitchen utensils. CPA 
DR2004:0080:001. 

Figure 3.34. Diagrams of movement patterns associated to the Fun Palace’s ‘typical plan’. CPA 
DR1995.0188.140-160.

Figure 3.35. Advertisement for participation in the activities organised by the Talacre Action 
Group, Interaction Trust. CPA DR1995:0252:632:014.

Figure 3.36. Axonometric Drawing of Intervention Area. CPA DR1995:0252:017-034.

Figure 3.37. A temporary fair taking place under the supergrid of the Interaction Centre. CPA 
DR2004.1211.

Figure 3.38. Activity Frequency Diagram. CPA DR1995:0252:632:012.

Figure 3.39. Functional organisation as agreed at 02.09.1971 and 22.09.1971. CPA 
DR1995:0252:017-034.

Figure 3.40. Fundamental, Integrating, Mobile and Arches. The Four construction stages of the 
Interaction Centre in an early proposal. CPA DR1995.0252.035-058.

Figure 3.41. Axonometric drawing of the Interaction Centre, still labelled as ‘Kentish Town 
West Amalgam’. CPA DR1995.0252. 87-107.

Figure 3.42. Floor plans and elevations of the final version. Floor Plans in CPA 
DR1995.0252.108-124; elevations in CPA DR1995.0252.196-2013.

Figure 3.43. Image of the Interaction Centre after its opening. CPA DR1995:0252.632.014.

Figure 3.44. Interior of the Interaction Centre. Double Main Hall. CPA DR2004:1211.

Figure 3.45. Floor plan and elevation of a Portakabin. Shower Unit. Picture of assembly. CPA 
DR1995:0252.632.014.

Figure 3.46. Letter from Ed Berman to Cedric Price from October 5th, 1978 with respect to the 
future flexibility of the Interaction Centre. CPA DR1995:0252.632.006.

Figure 3.47. Overall picture extracted from a recording of Prince Charles’ visit to the Interaction 
Centre in 1978. Pictures of details of the IC right after its opening. From Domus 581 April 1978. 
Pictures of the Interaction Centre by the end of the 1990s courtesy of Professor Adrian Forty. 

Chapter 4. Systems meets Symbols. Towards a Neutral Space in Arata Isozaki’s Work

Figure 4.1. Kenzō Tange, Kagawa Prefectural Government Hall, Takamatsu. In Zoltán Kósa, 
Kenzō Tange, Kenzō Tange (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 1978).

Figure 4.2. Kenzō Tange, Yamanashi Broadcasting and Press Centre, Kōchi (1966). In Massimo 
Bettinotti et al., Kenzō Tange 1946-1996: Architecture and Urban Design = Architettura e 
Disegno Urbano (Milano: Electa, 1996).

Figure 4.3. Arata Isozaki. Floor plan and elevation of ‘City in the Air’.  In Bijutsu techō [Art 
Notebook], (April, 1962). Model Picture courtesy of the Misa Shin Gallery. 
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Figure 4.4. Kenzō Tange, model for new Tsukiji District Masterplan. In Paolo Riani, Kenzō 
Tange: i maestri del Novecento (Firenze: Sadea/Sansoni, 1969). 

Figure 4.5. Konrad Wachsmann, ‘Workshop in Tokyo’ (1955). Organisational scheme. 
Wachsmann 1094_114. Konrad Wachsmann Archive. Akademie der Künste Berlin. 

Figure 4.6. Konrad Wachsmann, ‘Worksop in Tokyo’ (1955). Model for proposed building. 
Wachsmann 1084_008. Konrad Wachsmann Archive. Akademie der Künste Berlin.

Figure 4.7. Konrad Wachsmann ‘Workshop in Tokyo’ (1955). Joint detail of space-frame 
structure. Wachsmann 1084_015_001. Konrad Wachsmann Archive. Akademie der Künste 
Berlin.

Figure 4.8. Plans, diagrams and model pictures of ‘A Plan for Tokyo’. In Mori Art Museum 
et al., Metabolism, the City of the Future: [Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar 
and Present-Day Japan] (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011); Picture of the model for the 
reconstruction of Skopje included the brochure ‘SKP…project for city center of skopje’. Arata 
Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.9. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): Cover Page. Special Issue of Kenchiku Bunka, 
December 1963.

Figure 4.10. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): Process Design. Special Issue of Kenchiku 
Bunka, December 1963.

Figure 4.11. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): Unplanned compositional system. Special 
Issue of Kenchiku Bunka, December 1963.

Figure 4.12. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): Moving Elements. Special Issue of Kenchiku 
Bunka, December 1963.

Figure 4.13. Plan of Daitoku-ji Temple in Kyoto. From Nihon no Toshi Kūkan, 1963/1968. 
Special Issue of Kenchiku Bunka, December 1963.

Figure 4.14.  Ōita Prefectural Library. First proposal (1962). Ground floor, Upper floor and 
Basement. Arata Isozaki Archive, Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.15. Ōita Prefectural Library. First proposal (1962). Perspective Drawing and Pictures 
of building model. Arata Isozaki Archive, Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo and Archive  of the Ōita 
Prefectural Library, Ōita City. 

Figure 4.16. Ōita Prefectural Library. Second proposal (1963). Ground floor, Main façade and 
side façade. Archive of the Ōita Prefectural Library, Ōita City.

Figure 4.17. Ōita Prefectural Library (1966). Principal façade. In Japan Architect, December 
1966, 17-33.

Figure 4.18. Ōita Prefectural Library (1966). Covered exterior space and main entrance. Arata 
Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.19. Ōita Prefectural Library (1966). Ground-floor plan; First Floor Plan; Second Floor 
Plan; East Elevation; Diagrammatic Section; South Elevation; Axonometric Drawing. In Japan 
Architect, December 1966, 17-33 and Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery. 

Figure 4.20. Ōita Prefectural Library, interior of Main Hall. Arata Isozaki Archive, Misa Shin 
Gallery, Tokyo. 

21



Figure 4.21. Ōita Art Plaza. Principal façade. Photo taken by the author.  

Figure 4.22. Ōita Art Plaza. Exterior detail. Photo taken by the author.  

Figure 4.23. Ōita Art Plaza. Main Hall and upper corridor after renovation. Photo taken by the 
author.  

Figure 4.24. Masanobu Yoshimura in Neo-Dadaist performance and other members of the Neo-
Dadaist group. In Neo-Dada Japan 1958 - 1998 : Arata Isozaki and the Artists of ‘White House’ 
(Board of Education, Ōita City Art Museum, 1998).

Figure 4.25. ‘Incubation Process’. Board before visitors’ interaction. Arata Isozaki Archive. 
Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.26. ‘Incubation Process’: Board after visitors’ interaction. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 
Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.27. John Cage and David Tudor in Japan. Performance with Yoko Ono at Sōgetsu Art 
Centre, Tokyo, in 1962. In http://www.sogetsu.or.jp/e/know/successive/artcenter/. 

Figure 4.28. Tanin no kao [The Face of Another]. Screenshots of the doctor’s clinic designed by 
Isozaki as part of film set. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q5y1h8F3eL8&t=2s.

Figure 4.29. ‘From Space to Environment’. View of exhibition. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 
Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.30. ‘From Space to Environment’. Exhibition layout. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin 
Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.31. ‘Electric Labyrinth’ at Milan Triennale. In Arata Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, 
Arata Isozaki (London: Phaidon, 2009).

Figure 4.32. Image of a melted megastrcture used for the collage ‘The City of the Future is the 
Ruin’ exhibited as part of the installation Electric Labyrinth. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin 
Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.33. Images of female ghosts [yūrei] imprinted in the rotating panels of the installation 
‘Electric Labyrinth’. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.34. Collage ‘The City of the Future is the Ruin’ exhibited as part of the installation 
Electric Labyrinth. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.35. Expo’70 at Osaka. Masterplan schemes and Aerial view. In L’Architecture 
d’aujourd’hui, 152 (1970). 

Figure 4.36. Diagram of the Island of Leisure [Ikojima] developed by Isozaki with Tarō 
Okamoto. In Rem Koolhaas, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Kayoko Ota, Project Japan: Metabolism 
Talks (Köln: Taschen, 2011).

Figure 4.37. Festival Plaza Expo’70 view from beneath and top of the structure. In 
L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui, 152 (1970).

Figure 4.38. Festival Plaza Expo’70 at Osaka. Early Study Models. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 
Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.39. Diagram of the cybernetic system designed for the Festival Plaza at Expo’70 at 
Osaka. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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Figure 4.40. Study of Events for the performance of the Festival Plaza. Arata Isozaki Archive. 
Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.41. Study of Mechanisms for the performance of the Festival Plaza. Arata Isozaki 
Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.42. Study of Systems for the performance of the Festival Plaza. Arata Isozaki Archive. 
Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.43. Furniture movements and variability of spatial configuration planned for the 
Festival Plaza. Festival Plaza Booklet, courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka. 

Figure 4.44. Operating system with the built elements and robots to be included in the Festival 
Plaza. Festival Plaza Booklet, courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka.

Figure 4.45. The Ōita Prefectural Library and the Museum of Modern Art, Gunma compared 
at the Rally Conference in London, 21.10.1977. Isozaki was introduced by Peter Cook. https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eg2y4AvWGP8&t=948s

Figure 4.46. Perspective Drawing and Model of the Computer-Aided-City. Arata Isozaki 
Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.47. Diagram of section of the Computer-Aided-City included in the brochure of the 
project. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.48. Spatial Operations as part of Isozaki’s ‘Method’. In Japan Architect, August 1972.

Figure 4.49. Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art. Early version. Arata Isozaki Archive. 
Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.50. Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art. Conceptual Model. In Arata Isozaki 
and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata Isozaki (London: Phaidon, 2009). 

Figure 4.51. Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art. Axonometric presentation drawing. 
Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.52. Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art Principal façade. Arata Isozaki 
Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.53. Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art. Sculptural volume at the end of the 
main foyer. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.54. Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art. Interior view of foyer and main stairs. 
Photos taken by the author.  

Figure 4.55. ‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’. Conceptual Sketch and axonometric drawing of the 
exhibition. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.56. Axonometric drawing of each of the sub-themes‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’. 
Exhibition Layout and Axonometric drawings illustrating each of the exhibition’s sub-themes. 
Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.57. Gathering in Paris on the occasion of the exhibition opening; Top Left: Roland 
Barthes; Right: Michel Foucault. Claude Lévi-Strauss spotted in the exhibition opening. Arata 
Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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Figure 4.58. Snapshots of each of the subthemes included in the exhibition. Arata Isozaki 
Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Chapter 5. Dismantling Frameworks

Figure.5.1. Diagram of Active and Passive participation depending on the kind of agency 
belonging to the user and the building.

Figure.5.2. Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood. Fun Palace promotional brochure, 1964. Cedric 
Price Archive. Canadian Centre for Architecture. DR1995:0188:525:001:023

Figure.5.3. Diagram of sequential and transitional interval.

Figure.5.4. Diagram explaining the different types and derivations of ‘behaviour’ according to 
Rosenblueth, Wiener and Bigelow.

Figure.5.5. Brodey’s extension of Rosenblueth et al’s diagram.

Figure.5.6. Isozaki’s use of inflatable structures for the Computer-Aided-City and the 
Responsive House, Misa Shin Gallery; Price’s use of inflatable structures for the construction of 
an ‘inflafloor’ and an inflatable roof. CPA DR1995:0184:026 and DR1995:0256:009.

Figure.5.7. Diagram explaining the removal of panels and windows in the façade of the 
Interaction Centre. CPA DR1995:0252:087.

Figure.5.8. Entrance Points in the Interaction Centre and in the Ōita Prefectural Library (Ground 
Floor and First Floor).

Figure.5.9. Axonometric view of the Kitamura Residence in Kyoto. In Teiji Itō, The Elegant 
Japanese House, Weatherhill, 1969.  

Figure.5.10. Surplus spaces in the Interaction Centre and in the Ōita Prefectural Library

Figure.5.11. Exterior view of the Interaction Centre by the end of the 1990s. Photo courtesy of 
Professor Adrian Forty. 

Figure.5.12. Current state of the exterior spaces of the Ōita Prefectural Library. Pictures taken 
by the author. 

Figure.5.13. Example of a ‘pivoting space’ in the Shonan-tei teahouse, Saiho-ji, Kyoto. In Teiji 
Itō, The Elegant Japanese House, Weatherhill, 1969.

Figure.5.14. Façade detail of the Nakayama House (1964) and elevations and plans of the 
Gunma Museum of Modern Art (1974). In GA Architect 06 / Arata Isozaki1959-1978. 

Figure.5.15. Perspective drawing of the Fun Palace Pilot Project. In CPA DR1995.0188.124-
39. Perspective drawing of the assembly of cubes forthe Generator. In CPA 
DR1995:0280:651:001:004. 
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CHAPTER 1

Assembling Frameworks 

1.0. Introduction

This thesis seeks to analyse the strategies of control and design processes inherent in buildings 

that are planned to undertake physical and functional changes over time. The study is framed 

within the period 1955-1978 and focuses on the work of the British architect Cedric Price and 

the Japanese architect Arata Isozaki. The theories and practice of both architects are used as 

vehicles to assess whether future transformations in buildings were encoded in both architects’ 

design processes by the production of what I label ‘frameworks of uncertainty’1, i.e. design and 

theoretical strategies endowing the production of an architecture with the potential to accommodate 

controlled future changes. The premise of the thesis is that Price and Isozaki were notably engaged 

during the 1960s and early 1970s in researching strategies of design that would potentially enable 

future functional and physical changes in the built form. The discussion of the two architects is 

embedded in contemporary trends followed by certain architects in Japan and in several Western 

countries towards the inclusion in architectural design of concepts such as flexibility, polyvalence, 

indeterminacy and so forth.  The application of systems thinking and the evolution of information 

technology forged concepts such as Price’s ‘Calculated Uncertainty’, a phrase that well conveys 

the paradoxical production of control systems intended to generate loosely defined spaces. In 

Japan, such paradox would appear to have been long present in architectural design, especially 

when we consider ostensible spatio-temporal concepts embedded in Japanese culture which claim 

to define the built environment as an ever changing entity in which space and time cannot be 

conceived individually. This thesis strives to show how Isozaki, also influenced by the advent 

1  The notion of ‘framework’ pursued in this research follows the definition of the Oxford English 
Dictionary: ‘A basic structure underlying a system, concept, or text’. My term ‘Frameworks of 
Uncertainty’ resulted from a discussion held during the organisation of a symposium in Tokyo on the 
topic of the present research. I would like to credit the conceptual input and other suggestions to Prof. 
Taishin Shiozaki of the Tokyo Institute of Technology; Prof. Sohei Imamura of Shibaura Institute of 
Technology; the architect and author of ‘Arata Isozaki Interviews’  Mr Naohiko Hino; and Dr Seng Kuan, 
author of ‘Kenzō Tange: Architecture for the World’. Meeting held at the Aoyama House, headquarters 
of the magazine JA + U, in Tokyo in June 2017 for the preparation of the Symposium ‘Frameworks of 
Uncertainty’, celebrated at the Aoyama House on June 30th, 2017. 
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of technologies like cybernetics, thus mastered a number of traditional Japanese concepts while 

situating his design moves within the international discourse of these two decades. 

The work produced by Price and Isozaki is conceived in this research as ‘critical architecture’, in the 

sense that architectural historian Michael Hays situates the discipline between the understanding 

of the underlying cultural parameters of the historical moment and the exploration of the building 

form as a piece of research in its own right2. In so doing, the present thesis will investigate three 

main research questions. Firstly, to what extent did architectural ideas and designs generated by 

Price and Isozaki in the period 1955-1978 actually promote the construction of buildings that 

can potentially change over time? Secondly, can one identify carefully planned strategies, even 

‘systems’, of control by which these buildings were in fact driven? And thirdly, if so, what sorts 

of technological, material and theoretical tools were used to articulate such systems? In order 

to tackle these questions, the research is divided into three parts. The first presents a situated 

architectural history of the timeframe of this thesis through the clarification of relevant terms in 

the English and Japanese languages such as flexibility, interaction, ma and kaiwai. In the second 

part, Price and Isozaki are individually analysed within this context through their theories, design 

research, modes of representation and built projects. The final part offers a critical discourse on 

the production of ‘frameworks of uncertainty’ based upon a series of arguments extracted from 

the two case-studies. Thus the thesis aims to provide a better understanding not only of these two 

architects’ respectively influential bodies of work, but also to deduce a number of theoretical and 

design tools originating in their practice that define strategies to balance control and change and 

could significantly contribute to architectural design today. 

1.1. Frameworks of Uncertainty

Uncertainty is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as something ‘not able to be relied 

on; not known or definite’3. I refer the title, ‘frameworks of uncertainty’, to the set of theories 

implemented in order to predict, enable and manage the production of spaces that are potentially 

granted with additional degrees of freedom, both in their physical and functional extent. With 

2  K. Michael Hays, ‘Critical Architecture: Between Culture and Form’, Perspecta, 21 (1984): 15–29.
3  https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/uncertain
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this phrase the intention is not to define a univocal method for the generation of such spaces, 

but I instead hope to imply the convergence of the varied ideas, design strategies and tools that 

might work simultaneously in order to create buildings with the capacity to change over time. I 

have chosen to use ‘uncertainty’ as it has been a scarcely used term in architecture, and is thus 

ready to be loaded with the meanings and definitions derived from this research. Unlike terms 

such as flexibility, indeterminacy and interaction, uncertainty has not really been consistently 

used by architects, despite theories related to uncertainty in science and philosophy have proven 

to be highly relevant for the shifts occurring in the discipline during the 1960s4. In the realm of 

science, Werner Heisenberg’s ‘Uncertainty Principle’ postulated the impossibility of knowing 

with exact precision the properties of two complementary variables in an object such as speed 

and location5. In the field of philosophy, Karl Popper produced a widely read interpretation of 

these scientific advancements, especially in relation to the social aspects of a changing society 

and the role of technology as producer of possibilities6. The ‘uncertain’ is conceived by Popper as 

inherent in the search for truth, which should be the foremost concern in science as opposed to the 

search for certainty7. The relation of these ideas with post-war architectural production is argued 

by authors like Simon Sadler and Hadas Steiner as constituting a theoretical basis for producing 

buildings that would have the capacity to change following the pace of an unstable social and 

political panorama8. This aim was also supported by emerging fields of knowledge willing to play 

a key role in architectural design, like Information Theory, General Systems Theory, Artificial 

Intelligence, and more importantly, Cybernetic Technology9. Thus with the phrase ‘frameworks 

4  Jonathan Hughes refers in his essay ‘The Indeterminate Building’ to how, for instance, John Weeks’ 
use of the concept of indeterminacy for his design of the Northwick Park Hospital in London, completed 
in 1966, was influenced by Werner Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle. Hughes also refers to the learnings 
from Karl Popper by the so-called ‘Independent Group’, particularly with respect to the celebration of 
exhibitions in the Institute of Contemporary Art in London during the 1950s such as ‘Growth and Form’ 
(1951) and ‘Parallel of Life and Death’ (1953). Jonathan Hugues, ‘The Indeterminate Building’, in 
Jonathan Hughes and Simon Sadler, Non-Plan: Essays on Freedom Participation and Change in Modern 
Architecture and Urbanism (Oxford; Boston: Architectural Press, 2000): 90-103. These theoretical 
relations and the notion of indeterminacy will be further addressed in Chaper 2. 
5  Werner Heisenberg, Physics and Philosophy : The Revolution in Modern Science / Werner 
Heisenberg, World Perspectives Y (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1959).
6  Karl Raimund Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies (London; Henley: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1945).
7  Karl R. Popper and Karl Raimund Popper, In Search of a Better World: Lectures and Essays from 
Thirty Years (Psychology Press, 1996): 4.
8  Further references to Popper’s influence among post-war architects is explained by Simon Sadler in 
Archigram Architecture without Architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), and also in Hadas 
Steiner, Beyond Archigram: The Structure of Circulation (New York: Routledge, 2009).
9  Socrates Yiannoudes, Architecture and Adaptation: From Cybernetics to Tangible Computing 
(Routledge, 2016).
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Figure 1.1. Six different arrangements of form, 
function and space. In Thomas A Markus, 

Buildings & Power: Freedom and Control in the 
Origin of Modern Building Types (London; New 

York: Routledge, 1993).

Figure 1.2. Crystal Palace, Hyde Park, London. 
Details of transept roof. From RIBA Pix 

Reference RIBA10091. Source: Charles Downes. 
The Building erected in Hyde Park for the 

Great Exhibition of the Works of Industry of All 
Nations 1851 (London, 1852), plate 18.
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of uncertainty’ my aim is to demarcate the number of design tools that, drawing upon a renovated 

social and technological agenda during the 1960s and 1970s, shared the aim of promoting changing 

spaces in their physical and functional extent. The different ways in which such frameworks of 

uncertainty were constructed in Western countries and in Japan is posed as an insightful contrast 

from which to enrich the discussion of this topic. 

1.1.1. The Forging of Functional and Structural Freedom

The intermingling between freedom of use and the generation of control patterns in architecture 

has been discussed as being the result of uneven combinations between form, function and 

space in the built environment. Thomas Markus asserts that interrelations between these three 

parameters suffered important transformations ever since the French and Industrial Revolutions, 

when spatial structures directly associated with particular functions began to be questioned10. 

Non-archetypical buildings, and arguably less constrained ones, were then generated by the 

convergence of previously unrelated forms, functions and spatial arrangements in which 

meanings, ways of use and an overarching architectural identity were yet to be prescribed. Among 

the different arrangements of the triad of function, form and space in building typologies (Fig. 

1.1), Markus identifies in the example of the Crystal Palace, built for the 1851 International 

Exposition in London, an exceptional case in which both the form and the function of a building 

had to be defined from scratch in order to produce a new spatial typology.  Certainly, universal 

exhibitions have been a context for inspiration in Price’s case and a place of experimentation for 

Isozaki. They can generally be discussed as opportunities for innovative structural schemes and 

spatial arrangements to get tested before being implemented in the ‘real’ city. In the case of the 

Crystal Palace, functional freedom went hand in hand with structural and material innovations, 

a duality that will be explored in this thesis. Indeed, industrialized construction processes 

were seen as suitable for the production of buildings dedicated to the hosting of various events 

(Fig.1.2). Additionally, one could also argue that buildings such as the Crystal Palace represented 

the materialization of an ‘interior public space’, an enclosed urban environment, functionally 

controlled to some extent yet lacking any sort of navigation imposition that would allow people 

to wander at will around its layout. 

10  Thomas A Markus, Buildings & Power: Freedom and Control in the Origin of Modern Building 
Types (London; New York: Routledge, 1993).
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Figure 1.3. Tetrahedral kyte by Alexander 
Graham Bell. The inventor worked on the design 
of kytes between 1895 and 1910. In http://www.
planetaryfolklore.com/2014/03/tetrahedral-kites.

html. 

Figure 1.4. Model of a space frame designed 
during the workshop held in Japan in 1955. 

Konrad Wachsmann Archive. Universität der 
Kunste Berlin. Wachsmann_0184_001.
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Further investigations in structural engineering during the first half of the twentieth century 

seek to enable the possibility of covering big surfaces without the need of vertical supports, thus 

generating spaces free of structural constraints. It was as early as 1901 with the innovations in 

spatial structures performed by Alexander Graham Bell (Fig.1.3) when the change of paradigm 

was produced11. The difference between systems like the one used at the Crystal Palace and the 

proposed structure by Bell was the change from a two- to a three- dimensional scheme, which 

would imply the possibility to create a set of spatial arrangements with total freedom from the 

structural system in a multi-directional way. Investigations initiated by Bell and continued by the 

German émigré architect Konrad Wachsmann in the USA made the space-frame structure arguably 

the most commonly employed structural system during the 1960s and 1970s12 (Fig.1.4). Used 

worldwide to produce large covered surfaces without the need of vertical supports, its versatility 

is based on the multiple ways in which its elements may be assembled. Wachsmann’s influence in 

Western countries and in Japan, and particularly through the work of Price and Isozaki, constitutes 

one of the common points of structural developments that can be found as running in parallel in 

the work of the two case-studies at hand. However, besides this common influence, the deliberate 

design of buildings with a potential to accommodate different functions and to physically change 

over time has arguably undertaken an uneven development in the two contexts of this thesis, 

namely Britain and Japan. 

1.1.2. A Post-War Tendency in Western Countries

Despite the common conception that buildings, particularly in Western countries, will last for as 

long as possible, the capacity of the built environment to change in its physical and functional 

extent seems to be a condition that has been inevitably accommodated in greater or lesser degree 

as a response of multiple factors. On the one hand, long-lasting buildings have often suffered 

transformations to accommodate new functional requirements, owner’s tastes and technological 

11  In fact, the first treatise on spatial structures dates even earlier. It is credited to German 
Mathematician August Föppl, with a research paper on the subject from 1880. Föppl published a 
compilation of his research in the book ‘Das Fachwerk im Räume’ in 1892. However, little was said by 
Föppl towards the possibility of producing standardised structural systems for architecture with these 
spatial schemes. In Jeffrey S. Russell, Perspectives in Civil Engineering: Commemorating the 150th 
Anniversary of the American Society of Civil Engineers (ASCE Publications, 2003). See also Karl-Eugen 
Kurrer, The History of the Theory of Structures: From Arch Analysis to Computational Mechanics (John 
Wiley & Sons, 2012).
12  Murray Fraser and Joe Kerr, Architecture and the ‘Special Relationship’: The American Influence on 
Post-War British Architecture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007).
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Figure 1.5. Strategies of repetition as a way 
producing irregularity in organic cities. This 

example is from Mijas, southern Spain. Other 
examples, such as those representing ‘nomad’ 

and ‘movable’ architecture, are indeed collected 
from non-western countries. In  Bernard 

Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, an 
Introduction to Nonpedigreed Architecture. (New 

York: Museum of Modern Art; distributed by 
Doubleday, Garden City, N.Y., 1964). 
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improvements. On the other hand, either due to cultural trends or social standards, vernacular 

knowledge has often shaped both urban patterns and buildings with a great sense of adaptation13 

(Fig.1.5). However, the often long and tedious process that entails the construction of a building 

equally seems to justify the assumption that the final result must remain untouched for a long 

period of time. The capacity of architects to create qualified spaces for a priori planned functions 

is normally taken for granted. Once a building is erected, the design process comes to an end and 

so it does the possibility for a space to be altered. But if the designer must operate by definition 

between an existing familiar situation and an unknown future, a certain distance between the 

known parameters of a built form and those that are expected to come will have to be faced. 

On the contrary, if the lack of information about the future is translated into buildings which 

are ‘programmed’ to change over time, one would not attend to the production of a terminated 

project, but to a system that evolves right from the start of its life.

During the decades following the Second World War, and particularly amid the architectural 

culture of the 1960s and 1970s, there seemed to be a need to theoretically address the production 

of potentially changeable environments in countries such as Great Britain, the Netherlands and 

the United States. What in the past was done responding to upcoming requirements in an existing 

architectural object – transformation of use in a building, addition and subtraction of parts, 

demolition, renovation, and so on – is during the 1960s and 1970s further addressed not only 

to understand the processes behind these changes, but also to reflect on whether it is possible 

to induce a potential for future changes in the design of a building. In some cases, 

however, architects seemed to have paradoxically implemented control systems and strategies 

whose rules would assure the degrees of freedom of a spatial configuration, be it by means of 

the physical capability of a building to change or by the control of the functional alterations of a 

fixed spatial arrangement.

Following, for instance, the tendency of generating flexibility of space through standardisation 

and modularisation, developments such as the ‘Packaged House System’ (Fig.1.6) by Walter 

13  A few examples of vernacular buildings and cities that adapt over time were presented in Bernhard 
Rudosky’s famous exhibition and book publication ‘Architecture without Architects’ at the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York, 1964. Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, an Introduction to 
Nonpedigreed Architecture. (New York: Museum of Modern Art; distributed by Doubleday, Garden City, 
N.Y., 1964).
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Figure 1.8. A set of pictures reproduced in Arnulf 
Lüchinger’s Structuralism in Architecture and 
Urban Planning, in which vernacular urban 

patterns are combined with designs by Aldo Van 
Eyck, Herman Herzberger and Le Corbusier (in 

his very latest design period).

Figure 1.9. Section for the ‘Large Yellow Sector’ 
of Constant Nieuwenhuys’ New Babylon, 1967. 

Reproduced in Catherine de Zegher et al., 
The Activist Drawing: Retracing Situationist 

Architectures from Constant’s New Babylon to 
Beyond (New York: Drawing Center, 2001). 
Ron Herron for Archigram, Tuned Suburb, 

1968. In Simon Sadler and Archigram (Group), 
Archigram Architecture without Architecture 

(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005), http://site.
ebrary.com/id/10173594.

Figure 1.6. Design by Konrad Wachsmann for 
the first factory building of the General Panel 

Corporation (around 1945) and packaged panels 
of the General-Panel-System designed Konrad 

Wachsmann and Walter Gropius 1942/43. Picture 
by George H. Davis, Packaged House-System, 

© Akademie der Künste, Berlin, Konrad-
Wachsmann-Archiv, KWA-97, F.8.

Figure 1.7. Part of a network describing 
‘houseness’, a diagram created by Christopher 
Herot and published in Nicholas Negroponte, 

Soft Architecture Machines (Cambridge - Mass.& 
London: MIT Press, 1975). 
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Gropius and Konrad Wachsmann from 1942 to 1952 represented a failed attempt to mass produce 

a housing scheme in which multiple assembly combinations would be allowed. Also, the so-

called ‘systems approach’ was borrowed from computer science, engineering and industrial 

production as a convenient strategy to produce loose spatial networks yet strategically controlled 

by their designers14. When applied to buildings, systems can be composed either by the elements 

shaping the building itself, or else by both the parts constituting the building and the people 

inhabiting it. The stress on the interaction between the built environment and the people using 

it raised questions in the Western architectural culture of the 1960s as to how the built form, i.e. 

systems understood as ‘kit of parts’15, could carry an inherent temporality in order to be altered 

over time and respond to the changes originated by such interactive potential. The advent of 

new technologies of information were commonly seen as providers of this spatial interaction. 

Examples such as the work of Christopher Alexander and Nicholas Negroponte fall within this 

category (Fig.1.7). In the Netherlands, however, an approach far closer to the understanding of 

social patterns observed in the organic configuration of cities were adopted by architects such 

as Aldo van Eyck, John Habraken and Herman Hertzberger (Fig.1.8)16. With a more radical 

approach, groups like the Situationists in France and other European countries, and Archigram 

in Britain, envisaged new ways of conceiving buildings and cities attending to current trends of 

expendability, and understanding the built realm as a place for discovery, entertainment and social 

development (Fig.1.9). The work and ideas of Cedric Price, as I will extensively discuss in the 

course of this thesis, seem to be fed from many of the above approaches while retaining a notable 

independence from their architectural discourses. Meanwhile, in a defeated Japan, an equally 

innovative interpretation of the post-war era grounded the activities of the so-called Metabolists, 

such as Kiyonori Kikutake and Fumihiko Maki, which aimed to construct a renovated national 

identity hovering between Western modernism and Japanese tradition17.

14  Andrew Rabeneck, ‘Whatever happened to the Systems Approach?’ In Architectural Design, May 
1977: 267-303.
15  Interactive buildings were defined by architect Christopher Alexander in ‘Systems Generating 
Systems’. In Architectural Design, December 1968:. 605-610.. 
16  Arnulf Lüchinger, Structuralism in Architecture and Urban Planning. (Stuttgart: Karl Kramer, 1981).
17  Cherie Wendelken. ‘Putting Metabolism Back in Place: The Making of a Radically Decontextualized 
Architecture in Japan’. In Goldhagen, S.W. and Legault, R. 2000 Anxious Modernisms: Experimentation 
in Postwar Architectural Culture. Montréal; Cambridge, Mass.: Canadian Centre for Architecture ; MIT 
Press.
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Figure 1.10. Sketch of Katsura Imperial Villa by 
Bruno Taut. The note reads ‘Life itself gives the 
simplest forms. Form is nature. A house, a tree 
as a node, stone paths, a lawn, bushes azalea, 

all simple life forms’. In Arata Isozaki Archive. 
Courtesy of Misa Shin Gallery. 
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1.1.3. Naturally Transient Spaces in Japan

When looking at the Japanese context, a common presumption is that the theoretical ideas behind 

the physical adaptability and functional multiplicity of spaces were part of a common cultural 

approach established centuries ago. When Japan was forced to open its doors to the rest of 

the world after the collapse of the Tokugawa regime (1605-1867), it slowly became a place of 

discovery while simultaneously adapting to Western civilisation at a great pace18. During the first 

decades of the twentieth century, and although Japan had adopted Western architecture as a way 

of modernising the country already from the last decades of the 19th Century19, figures like Walter 

Gropius and Bruno Taut, who paid visits to Japan, were astonished by the formal simplicity 

of imperial constructions like the Katsura Villa20 (Fig.1.10). And beyond this recognition of an 

aesthetic that had been perfected three centuries earlier but now uncannily reflected the aims of 

Western modernism, Japanese architecture was similarly praised for conveying a delicate aura of 

temporality. 

Indeed, traditional21 Japanese architecture has often been referred to as demonstrating a tendency 

for physical transience by the use of lightweight materials like wood and rice paper, elements that 

inherently required to be periodically replaced. Additionally, notions of impermanence also apply 

in the interior and exterior configuration of Japanese traditional architecture, with its partitions 

and façade panels being often completely removable22. Finally, and perhaps more importantly, 

traditional Japanese architecture has also been referred to as being functionally impermanent, 

incorporating spaces with no clearly defined activity23. It is common to speak about spaces 

18  David B Stewart, The Making of a Modern Japanese Architecture 1868 to the Present (Tokyo; New 
York: Kodansha International, 1987).
19  Ken Tadashi Ōshima, International Architecture in Interwar Japan: Constructing Kokusai Kenchiku 
(Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009), and Neil. Jackson, ‘Tradition versus Modernity: 
Architecture in Japan after HirŌshima’ (presented at the The Blitz and its Legacy, University of 
Westminster, London, 2013).
20  Arata Isozaki and Virginia Ponciroli, Katsura : Imperial Villa / Arata Isozaki [et Al.] ; Edited by 
Virginia Ponciroli. (Milan: Electa Architecture ; Distributed by Phaidon Press, 2004).
21  By ‘traditional’ I refer to the ways in which buildings were largely designed in Japan before the Meiji 
restoration, i.e. before any substantial influence of Western architectural working methods or styles upon 
Japanese buildings.
22  Such is the case, for instance, of houses built using the shinden zukuri style, the aristocratic 
architectural style of the Heian period (794-1185), and also in the later shoin zukuri style developed 
during the Muromachi period (1356-1573) and through the Momoyama period (1574-1599). In 
Harumichi Kitao, Shoin architecture in detailed illustrations (Tokyo: Shokokusha, 1956).
23  ‘Kyōkai: A Japanese Technique for Articulating Space | Books’, Kengo Kuma and Associates <http://
kkaa.co.jp/books/kyokai-a-japanese-technique-for-articulating-space/> [accessed 4 October 2017].
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Figure 1.11. Multi-Layered perception of outer 
spaces generated by a succession of engawa. 

Residence [goten] of the head priest in Ninna-ji 
Temple, Kyoto. An example of a kairō in Kodai-

ji temple, Kyoto. Photo taken by the author. 
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featured in houses and temples such as en (engawa) and rō (kairō) (Fig.1.11), which may not 

be defined by any specific function, but instead by their relational or transitional role within the 

configuration of a given spatial system – engawa demarcating the division between interior and 

exterior, or rō (also watarō and wata dono) as galleries or covered corridors connecting different 

pavilions in a house or temple compound24. The importance of experience in the definition of 

spaces also becomes explicit in the urban realm. Japanese cities are said to be defined not only by 

their material elements, but mainly by the voids generated between buildings, in which activities 

and movements occur25. 

However, the acknowledgment of such features as being recurrent within the traditional 

production of buildings and cities has only been conceptualised relatively recently in Japan. In 

fact, architecture as a professional and intellectual discipline in Japan was only founded at the end 

of the nineteenth century after the first connections were established with Western architecture, 

from which educational models and aesthetic principles were imported26. One of the key Western 

figures who helped in the transition from the traditional Japanese vision of the architect-as-a-

carpenter to a modern idea of the profession was Josiah Conder, a British architect who arrived in 

Japan in the 1870s to practice and teach at the Imperial College of Engineering in Tokyo27. Back 

then, the English term ‘architecture’ did not even have a clear translation in Japanese language, a 

confusion underlying the epistemological problem when it came to defining the profession. It was 

not until Chūta Itō – a graduate of Conder’s course – conceptually grounded the term kenchiku 

as ‘architecture’ that the discipline itself acquired a certain level of specificity28. Itō’s theoretical 

reflection on Japanese architecture was succeeded by other discursive works by architects such as 

Sutemi Horiguchi and Kenzō Tange, in which the quality of Japanese architecture was explored 

beyond the exotic perception of Western visitors29. And deriving from Tange’s influence, the so-

called Metabolists aimed to construct from the first years of the 1960s a renovated Japanese 

24  Kitao. See also Yukio Futagawa and Teiji Itō, The Elegant Japanese House: Traditional Sukiya 
Architecture. (Weatherhill Tankosha, New York, 1969), and Philippe Bonnin and Fabienne Duteil-Ogata, 
Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise = Nihon no seikatsu kūkan (Paris: CNRS, 2014).
25  Barrie Shelton, Learning from the Japanese City : Looking East in Urban Design (Routledge, 2012).
26  Alice Y. Tseng, ‘In Defense of Kenchiku: Itō Chūta’s Theorization of Architecture as a Fine Art in the 
Meiji Period’, Review of Japanese Culture and Society, 24.1 (2013):155–67..
27  Ibid.
28  Ibid. 
29  For more information see Ōshima, International Architecture in Interwar Japan: Constructing 
Kokusai Kenchiku, and particularly Chapter 1, ‘International Architecture in Japan’ and Chapter 3, 
‘Structures of Modern Living’. 
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Figure 1.12. Examples of Metabolist designs. 
Kiyonori Kikutake’s ‘Marine City’ (1963) and 
Kenji Ekuan’s ‘Dwelling City-Chandelier City 

(1964).  In Mori Art Museum et al., Metabolism, 
the City of the Future: [Dreams and Visions of 
Reconstruction in Postwar and Present-Day 
Japan] (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011).

40



architectural language based upon the use of largely fixed megastructures in which interchangeable 

and replaceable cells would be inserted (Fig.1.12). Isozaki, who never formally belonged to the 

Metabolists, nonetheless adopted some of the aims promoted by the group by arguably developing 

an independent, and highly theoretical mode of architectural production. 

A more recent contribution to the theory of Japanese architecture is Arata Isozaki’s book on 

Japan-ness in Architecture, published in 2006. 30 Far from describing the architect’s own work, 

the text embarks upon a personal interpretation of some of the most paradigmatic of Japanese 

constructions. A careful reading of Japan-ness in Architecture affords us a broader picture of 

Isozaki as a scholar of Japanese tradition, thoroughly discussing, albeit with a personal twist, 

questions about the difference between Jōmon and Yayoi styles31, a reassessment of Japanese 

identity through the replacement rites of the Ise Shrine, and the importance of the diagonal spatial 

configuration used in the Katsura Imperial Villa. This view differs significantly from the more 

widespread assumption of Isozaki as a gifted proponent of such well-known Postmodernist 

buildings as the Tsukuba Centre in Ibaraki prefecture or the Museum of Modern Art in Los Angeles 

(Fig.1.13). Thus while the typical Western view of Isozaki is that of an internationally prolific 

designer, Japan-ness in Architecture is in fact only the last in a complex series of theoretical texts 

that have always run in parallel to his built work.

1.2. Two Independent Figures: Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki

‘If Cedric Price had been Japanese, he might well have made the big time in the haiku 

business. This particular form of oriental poetry of few words and condensed meaning must be 

closely related to the succinct conundrums that Price favours when describing his own work and 

architecture in general. The Japanese connection is also relevant in terms of Price’s fascination 

with the dimension of time in buildings. The flexibility, renewal and obsolescence of Japanese 

30  Arata Isozaki and David B Stewart (ed.), Japan-ness in Architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
2006).
31  As per the definition provided in Japan-ness in Architecture, the terms Yayoi and Jōmon are ‘used for 
styles of artefacts once thought to have been produced in quite different eras of Japanese prehistory (…). 
Yayoi artefacts include bronze bells, swords, and symbolic objects, while Jōmon culture produced mainly 
various shapes of pottery vessels decorated with a stylized rope design. The sophistication of the former is 
believed to relate to the imperial lineage. Today doubt has been cast on this cultural categorization, since 
there is speculation that the two cultures in fact coexisted’. In Isozaki and Stewart: 317.
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Figure 1.13. Drawing of the Tsukuba Centre 
(1983) ‘in ruins’ and model of the Museum of 

Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (1986). In Arata 
Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata Isozaki 

(London: Phaidon, 2009).  
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buildings compare in use and lifespan with many of Price’s projects. The Japanese tatami house, 

with its moving screens and multiple-use areas, is the traditional solution to Price’s description of 

the house as a 24-hour living toy.’32

Despite this revealing quote from the British architectural journalist, Peter Murray, the work of 

Cedric Price and a Japanese architect like Arata Isozaki seems, at first sight, to be anything but 

similar, and indeed their works have to my knowledge never before been discussed together. 

Whereas Price has been extensively acknowledged for producing designs in which temporal and 

replaceable elements play an important role, Isozaki is most acknowledged as an ‘artist-architect’, 

one of the most international Japanese figures of his generation, and one that was particularly 

keen on adopting Western theories and styles in his designs.   

Price played an unusual role in the Western architectural culture of the second half of the twentieth 

century. Paradigmatic projects like the Centre Pompidou in Paris manifest an indelible aura of 

his influence, and also urban developments such as the regeneration of the South Bank in London 

have partly followed his theoretical lead; succeeding generations have been astonished by Price’s 

personal interpretation of the architectural profession, his work being often positioned within 

radical and utopian approaches. He was neither an ordinary practitioner – completing no more 

than a dozen projects throughout more than 40 years of professional career – nor was he an 

academic with a tenured unversity post, despite being well recognized as a key member of the 

Architectural Association in London. As Price’s friend Niall Hobhouse would claim, ‘he wasn’t 

really an architect, but a social critic to the left of the Left who stumbled on the post-war ruins 

of modernism’33. The Fun Palace for Joan Littlewood, Price’s most clebrated unrealized project 

of the 1960s (Fig.1.14), was the work of an interdisciplinary team intending to create a viable 

scheme for a building in which users would be responsible for the decisions that determined 

its programme and its spatial configuration. The design consisted of a structure planned to be 

always changing, especially designed to promote encounter and interchange, and conceived to 

enhance the leisure time that British workers started to acquire as the result of the technological 

changes in the industry. This and certain other projects by Price  were based on what the architect 

32  Peter Murray, ‘The Expansive Image’. In Building Design, October 10, 1975: 16-17.
33  Niall Hobhouse. ‘Cedric Price disappears’. In AA Files No. 50, spring 2004: 70-79.
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Figure 1.14. Night time rendering of the Fun 
Palace, ca. 1964. In Canadian Centre for 

Architecture. Cedric Price Archive (hereafter 
CPA). DR1995:0188:010-1013.
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Royston Landau termed ‘the philosophy of enabling’34, namely the possibility of an architecture 

that could both inform and be informed by its users. Price’s own most often repeated definition of 

architecture reflects this same ethos: all ‘that which through self-conscious and unnatural means 

of distortion achieves socially beneficial conditions hitherto thought impossible’.35 

Far from having a socially charged approach for architecture, Isozaki is generally recognised, 

particularly in Western countries, for his extensive built output worldwide. With a professional 

career spanning from the late 1950s to the present, it is the period from 1980-2000 and the 

inclusion of his work within Postmodernist categories that has been mostly highlighted in recent 

scholarship36. Isozaki is often quoted in discussions on topics as diverse as Metabolism and 

Postmodernism, with his projects interpreted as a contextual instrument rather than a source for 

further exploration. An example of this can be seen in the book Project Japan, an anthological 

review of the Metabolist group published in 2011 by Rem Koolhaas and Hans Ulrich Obrist. Since 

Isozaki was never formally a member of the Metabolist group, he was interviewed for the book 

instead as a prelude to discuss the projects and events of the actual group members37. Queries were 

thus directed towards the social and political breeding ground out of which Metabolism emerged, 

thereby bypassing Isozaki’s own body of work as a prolific designer and influential writer38. 

So whereas Price seems to offer an obvious source of enquiry for this thesis, given the attention 

to the issue of temporality by both himself and his critics in his oeuvre, it may appear somewhat 

odd to chose Isozaki for the same purpose. This thesis however will challenge the common 

Western view of Isozaki’s work in order to show that, nonetheless, Isozaki’s first two decades 

34  Cedric Price and Architectural Association (London), Cedric Price: Works II (London: Architectural 
Association, 1984): 9-15.
35  This quotation appears in different versions in multiple articles written by Price as well as in his 
lecture notes. The specific phrase quoted here can be found in Hans Ulrich Obrist Isozaki, Arata, Keiller, 
Patrick and Rem Koolhaas, Re CP: By Cedric Price (Bâle: Birkhäuser, 2003), plate 23. In the book, the 
phrase is one the four definitions of architecture provided by Price in ‘A for Architecture in 4 not so easy 
lessons’. 
36  The most substantial recent contribution to Western scholarship on Arata Isozaki has been Emmanuel 
Petit’s chapter on Isozaki in his book Irony: Or, the Self-Critical Opacity of Postmodern Architecture. 
Yale University Press, 2013. Petit’s vision of the architecture of Isozaki is rather limited to his 
understanding of irony within the context of postmodernist architecture. 
37  Rem Koolhaas, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Kayoko Ota, Project Japan: Metabolism Talks (Köln: 
Taschen, 2011): 24-54.
38  An exception with this respect must be mentioned. Isozaki is reviewed with as much details as the 
Metabolist members in the resultant catalogue of the exhibition ‘Metabolism: the City of the Future’, 
displayed in the Mori Art Museum in 2011. Mori Art Museum et al, Metabolism, the City of the Future: 
[Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar and Present-Day Japan (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 
2011). This exception however belongs to Japanese scholarship. 
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Figure 1.15. Pages of the essay about Price in 
Isozaki’s book Kenchiku no Kaitai [Dismantling 
Architecture], Tōkyō : Bijutsu Shuppansha 1975. 

Figure 1.16. Night view of the Festival Plaza. In 
Process Architecture 73, 1987. 
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of architectural production were rooted to a certain extent in the use of similar design tools and 

concepts to those of Price’s. In addition, Isozaki’s approach will be examined in line with his own 

investigations into the configuration of Japanese cities, the temporal phenomena observable in 

their everyday activities, and also the wider meaning of certain spatio-temporal concepts applied 

in the Japanese built environment. 

1.2.1. Performance and Control

The decision to choose Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki as the joint focus of this thesis therefore 

arises from the realisation that the two architects shared a common concern during the same 

historical time period in respect of the design of architecture that possessed the potential to 

change. At the same time, the difference in their contexts and theoretical backgrounds, as well 

as the divergent paths that their career took from the 1980s onwards, also offers a useful point 

from which to discuss the same topic. The trigger for my investigation came when reading 

the text on ‘Erasing Architecture into the System’, an article about Price written by Isozaki in 

1975, which appears as part of Isozaki’s book, Kenchiku no Kaitai [Dismantling Architecture] 

(Fig.1.15), and which was first translated into English in Re: CP, edited by Hans Ulrich Obrist in 

2003 as a compilation of texts, interviews and images about Price’s work39. In this text, Isozaki 

acknowledges his mixed feelings upon discovering that a few years before the conception of the 

Festival Plaza (Fig.1.16) – the main public space of Expo’70 held at Osaka in that year, and which 

he designed and realized in collaboration with his mentor Kenzō Tange – a British architect had 

already been experimenting with analogous ideas:

“Incredibly, all I knew of Price’s Fun Palace was that such a project existed. Nothing 

precise. But when I looked over the plans, I discovered that already from around 1960 he had 

researched a project quite similar to our Plaza in concept and even drawn detailed plans. I 

remember being more than little flustered.” 40 

39  Arata Isozaki, ‘Erasing Architecture into the System’. In Obrist and Koolhaas: 25-46. This article 
was first published in Arata Isozaki, Kenchiku no Kaitai [Dismantling Architecture], Tokyo: Bijutsu 
Shuppansha, 1975: 142-174. A Postcript to this article was added for the publication of the article in 
Re:CP.
40  Obrist and Koolhaas: 27-28.
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Figure 1.17. Comparison of sections of the Fun 
Palace (above) and the Festival Plaza (below). 

Images reproduced in Samantha Hardingham and 
Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A 
Forward-Minded Retrospective and courtesy of 

the Misa Shin Gallery. 
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Certainly, the material similarities between the buildings are easy enough to grasp (Fig.1.17). 

Both projects make use of a space-frame structure, light system and sound equipment, as 

well as movable elements that could respond to particular activities. In addition, all physical 

elements were supposed to be controlled by a cybernetic system to process users’ information 

and modify the setting accordingly. More importantly, as this thesis will discuss, the Fun Palace 

and the Festival Plaza also seem to be connected by a common concern to include performative 

variations and interactions between visitors and the built elements. In the case of the Festival 

Plaza, this aim seems clear when exploring the extensive research undertaken by Arata Isozaki 

and colleagues prior to the design of the building. Their research, far from being only rooted in the 

possibilities of cybernetic theory, was largely confined to the study of urban movement patterns 

observed in traditional Japanese festivities, with the aim of configuring the Plaza following such 

dynamic articulations41. To a certain extent, this concern for the user’s performance reminds of 

the ‘manifesto’ produced by Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood for the Fun Palace, in which they 

promoted a free way to use the building and navigate the space, encouraging the user to ‘dance, 

talk or be lifted up to where you can see how other people make things work (…) Sit out over 

space with a drink and tune in to what’s happening elsewhere in the city (…) Try starting a riot or 

beginning a painting – or just lie back and stare at the sky’42. It is precisely the role of experience 

as well as the inclusion of time in space and its relation with Isozaki’s own investigations on the 

Japanese concept of ma – a complex term referring to the inseparable understanding of space and 

time in Japan – that Isozaki highlighted in the postscript he added to the original text he wrote 

about Price, some forty years after its publication:

“Looking back at the commonalities of viewpoint 40 years on, Cedric seems to have 

grasped time more as ‘performance’ (…), while to push the comparison even further, my own 

interests ran to the Japanese concept of ma, ‘interval’, which makes no distinction between time 

or space. Thus, non-irreversible time sustains life in our thinking”43.

41  This research was found in Isozaki’s archive, stored at the Misa Shin Gallery in Tokyo. The research 
was compiled in a dossier known as ‘The Red Book’. This material was presented to the Expo Committee 
in 1967 and the research was done with the collaboration of a group of artists affiliated to the Sōgetsu Art 
Centre in Tokyo. In Gabrielle Schaad, ‘Performing Environmental Textures – Intersected Bodies of Gutai 
and Metabolism (Japan, 1955–1972)’ (ETH Zürich, Zürich, 2016).
42  Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood. Fun Palace promotional brochure, 1964. Cedric Price Archives 
(hereafter CPA). DR1995:0188:525:001:023.
43  Isozaki in Re:CP: 46.
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Indeed, Price and Isozaki were both seeking alternative definitions to Sigfried Giedion’s famous 

Modernist triad of ‘space, time and architecture’, and in their own interpretations, the question 

of temporality seems present in each of these three terms. For Price, the terms space, time and 

architecture corresponded to ‘speed’, ‘direction’ and’ interval’ respectively, whereby speed is 

defined by one’s experience in space through movement; time depends on the trajectories and 

paths taken when moving; and interval refers to the frame of space and time in which such 

experiences and movements occur44. Isozaki alternatively translated these terms as ‘darkness’, 

‘termination’ and ‘ruins’. For him, space means darkness, in as much as it is equated to light, an 

ephemeral and constantly changing element; time can be translated as the terminal fate that every 

building faces from the very moment of its construction; with architecture thus being understood 

as a ruin, an evolving process of decay that is represented by the building’s own performance45. 

One might argue that it is this sophisticated appreciation of time and space on the part of both 

Price and Isozaki which seems to distance them more clearly from the strategies of temporality 

most often adopted either by Archigram or the Metabolists, the two avant-garde groups most 

closely related to the cases at hand. This distance is arguably one of the main reasons why Price 

and Isozaki always kept an independent position in regard to Archigram and the Metabolists 

despite obvious friendships and ideological affinities46. Both Price and Isozaki rejected in theory 

the idea of producing systems based simply on largely fixed megastructures in which temporal 

elements could eventually be replaced. On the contrary, they advocated designs in which ideally 

total growth and uneven transformation could be performed. As the British architectural historian 

Reyner Banham argued, Price conceived his buildings to be totally dismantlable and extendable, 

44  Price used to refer to these equivalents of space, time and architecture very often in lectures and 
texts, although, as usual, he did not provide specific descriptions. The account of speed, direction and 
interval that I include here draws upon the explanation of the terms by Samantha Hardingham in the 
lecture ‘Sufficiently Incomplete’ given on February 10th, 2015 at Bureau Europa, Netherlands Architecture 
Centre Maastricht (NAiM). 
45 As Isozaki himself declares, ‘I sought ideas for the interpretation of space, time and matter 
(architectureand cities), all three solely as metaphors. My equation for them are space=darkness, 
time=termination (eschatology), and matter, or architecture and cities = ruin and ashes. I have written 
essays on all three topics: ‘Space of Darkness’, ‘Process Planning’ and ‘City Invisible’’. In Arata Isozaki, 
The Island Nation Aesthetic (Academy Editions, 1996). The three texts mentioned by Isozaki will be 
further addressed in Chapter 4. 
46  Price was often present in activities organised by Archigram and he was also a frequent collaborator 
to their magazine Archigram. Similarly, Isozaki was often featured alongside the Metabolists in 
magazines such as Shinkenchiku and Kenchiku Bunka, despite standing formally outside the group. 
However, as Kenzō Tange was mentor for many of the Metabolist members as well as for Isozaki, a 
similarity of architectural concepts and aesthetic is inevitably shared in their work. 
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referring in this regard that the ‘flaw’ of the Metabolists, ‘who seem to be pacing Price almost 

step by step, was that they tried to offer partial and local impermanence within the matrix of 

a permanent monumentalism’47. Similarly, in buildings such as the Ōita Prefectural Library, 

which will be analysed in this thesis, Isozaki considered that every element could be extended 

individually, this way rejecting modularity as a design tool and praising instead for autonomous 

spaces in which accidental and ‘destructive’ changes would be allowed48. This idea of total growth 

and destruction ultimately conveys notions of ruins and decay as intrinsic and desirable in the 

built environment for Isozaki, and the will of buildings to unexpectedly evolve until their need for 

replacement in Price’s work. 

However, despite certain encounters and similarities, the two architects had very differing 

theoretical concerns in relation to functional freedom and change over time in architecture, which 

significantly distanced their thinking and design outcomes, and which lead to an interesting 

multifaceted approach for this research topic. Price claimed that architects’ three-dimensional 

awareness should make them capable of aiding social progress by the creation of spaces that could 

generate and enable people’s personal growth49. To some extent, the production of an undefined 

space in his view provided the potential for social development inasmuch as people are left to set 

their own rules. As for Isozaki, however, the changing nature of spaces seems to be rather focused 

on the capacity of the individual to understand architectural space as an experiential process, 

ultimately involving the production of multiple symbolic meanings. The extent to which Price 

and Isozaki actually materialized these premises in their buildings is one of the aspects that this 

thesis will aim to unravel. 

Thus despite the parallelisms observed between projects such as Price’s Fun Palace and Isozaki’s 

Festival Plaza, this thesis will focus on two other buildings that have been less frequently analysed. 

They are the Ōita Prefectural Library, designed by Isozaki in 1962–66 (Fig.1.18), and Price’s 

Interaction Centre in north London, conceived in 1971 and partially completed in 1978 (Fig.1.19). 

The decision to choose these two particular buildings is twofold. First, both projects were 

actually materialized, and while this is not exceptional in Isozaki’s case, the Interaction Centre 

47  Reyner Banham, ‘Cycles of The Price-Mechanism. Cedric Price’. In AA Files, 1985: 103–6.
48  Arata Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata Isozaki (London: Phaidon, 2009): 12.
49  Price, Cedric. 1966. Life-Conditioning. In Architectural Design, October 1966: 483-494.
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Figure 1.18. Current estate of the Oita 
Prefectural Library. Photo taken by the author. 

Figure 1.19. The Interaction Centre ca. 2000. 
Photo courtesy of Professor Adrian Forty. 
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constitutes one of Price’s few built projects. Since this thesis intends to explore the design process 

undertaken by the authors from the early stages until building completion, their materialization 

is an essential parameter to take into account. Second, both the Ōita Prefectural Library and the 

Interaction Centre were created to fulfil a cultural program for the general public, and both were 

conceived with rather unclear aims in terms of budget. The analysis of these two built examples 

from the understanding of their design strategies and of their functional arrangements and user 

appropriation can thus provide an in-depth analysis of the extent to which strategies of control 

were actually implemented.

1.2.2.. Interactions

There is no evidence to claim that Price and Isozaki had a close relationship, although they 

did meet several times after their first encounter in London in 197150. Although this thesis will 

not dwell on what is known of the two architects’ personal interactions, a brief review of these 

encounters is helpful in understanding certain common platforms and shared networks, as well as 

showing how Price was received in Japan—a positive reception largely influenced by the praise 

offered by Isozaki.  

Such acclaim only tended to be registered in one direction, with Isozaki referring to the work of 

Price as being important for him on more than one occasion51. Price was never so explicit. In an 

interview with Hans Ulrich Obrist, Price mentioned his encounter with Isozaki when the latter 

was awarded with the Royal Gold Medal of the Royal Institute of British Architects in 1986. Price 

remembers how Isozaki pointed him to one of his models exhibited for the occasion at the RIBA 

– the project model submitted to the competition for the Tokyo Metropolitan Hall (Fig.1.20) – to 

stress the similarities between his design and Price’s Interaction Centre52. Although very different 

in scale, both buildings were multifunctional schemes sharing an image dominated by a steel-

frame structure as well as a composition of a kit of merged three-dimensional parts. A year later, 

50  According to Price’s appointment book, they first met in London in May 1971. In CPA. Personal. 
Miscellaneous. DR: 2004.1464.
51  Isozaki repeatedly mentioned his interest for the architecture and ideas of Price. He stressed Price’s 
performing skills when lecturing, and referred specifically to differences in this respect from the ways 
in which ideas were explained by Archigram members, less theoretically loaded. In conversations with 
Isozaki in Tokyo, January 7th, 2016; Karuizawa, July 20th, 2017; Ōita, 31st July, 2017. 
52  Cedric Price, Hans Ulrich Obrist & Cedric Price: The Conversation Series: Vol. 21, ed. by Hans 
Ulrich Obrist (Köln: Walther König, Köln, 2010).
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Figure 1.20. Section of the Tokyo Metropolitan 
Hall. Arata Isozaki & Associates. 1986. CPA 

DR1988:0274.

Figure 1.21. Notes for the lecture ‘Philosophy of 
Architecture and Technology’ given by Price and 

Isozaki in Tokyo in 1987. CPA DR2004:1429. 

Figure 1.22. Arata Isozaki, ‘House of Nine 
Squares’. In B. J Archer, Houses for Sale: 

Architects, Emilio Ambasz, Peter Eisenman, 
Vittorio Gregotti, Arata Isozaki, Charles Moore, 

Cesar Pelli, Cedric Price, Oswald Mathias 
Ungers (New York: Rizzoli, 1980). 

Figure 1.23. Cedric Price, ‘Platforms, Pavilions, 
Pylons and Plants’. In B. J Archer, Houses 
for Sale: Architects, Emilio Ambasz, Peter 
Eisenman, Vittorio Gregotti, Arata Isozaki, 
Charles Moore, Cesar Pelli, Cedric Price, 

Oswald Mathias Ungers (New York: Rizzoli, 
1980).
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in September 1987, Price and Isozaki presented a joint lecture in Tokyo entitled ‘Philosophy of 

Architecture and Technology’53. Price’s lecture notes for this conference reveal that he described 

a constellation of topics, ranging from the vision of technology as an agent for change, to the 

design of tents, and to questions of speed, choice and adaptation as related to destruction and 

renewal of buildings and cities (Fig.1.21). The ethos of a responsive architecture is represented 

in the lecture with his discussion of the Generator, a building intended to change according to 

people’s interaction thanks to a cybernetic feedback system, at the time one of the main projects 

being developed in Price’s office54. 

Price and Isozaki also met a few times in the United States, and their acquaintance with art patron 

Barbara Jakobson brought them together in 1980 to participate in the New York exhibition titled 

‘Houses for Sale’, along with architects like Peter Eisenman and Cesar Pelli among others.55 

Isozaki’s design, entitled ‘House of Nine Squares’ (Fig.1.22), drew upon the geometrical 

organisation of cubic surfaces in Japanese houses, the villas of Andrea Palladio, and his own 1966 

design for the Nakayama House in Ōita. Isozaki conceived the House of Nine Squares as a ‘frame’ 

in which the most powerfully defined element is a vaulted roof. Conversely, Price’s proposal was 

entitled ‘Platforms, Pavilions, Pylons and Plants’ (Fig.1.23). Defined by detailed watercolours 

and plans – and constituting a rare example of the use of ‘conventional’ representation of an 

architectural project by Price – the design is conceived as a ‘consciously incomplete’ arrangement 

of the elements listed in its title, located on a suggested sloping site, although potentially movable 

to other locations. Finally, in 1991, Isozaki and Price both wrote introductory texts for the 

publication, Osaka Follies, which was the result of an exhibition of follies conjointly organised 

by the Architectural Association and the Kenchiku Toshi Wākushoppu [Workshop for Architecture 

and Urbanism in Tokyo], as supervised by the Japanese architect and critic Hajime Yatsuka. The 

exhibition derived from the International Garden and Greenery Exposition, for which Isozaki was 

responsible for the selection of contributing architects. Isozaki emphasizes in his essay the quality 

of a folly as being a form, ‘a thing that structures new meaning through public contact’56, as well 

53  The conference was supported by Delphi Lab and is mentioned in a brochure of past organised 
events available in their website. http://www.delphi-lab.com/pdf/corpinfo_en.pdf. 
54  Lecture notes kept at the CPA. Lectures. Conferences DR 2004:1429
55  B. J Archer, Houses for Sale: Architects, Emilio Ambasz, Peter Eisenman, Vittorio Gregotti, Arata 
Isozaki, Charles Moore, Cesar Pelli, Cedric Price, Oswald Mathias Ungers (New York: Rizzoli, 1980).
56  Architectural Association London, Workshop for Architecture and Urbanism, and Osaka Follies 
London), Osaka Follies, Types (London: Architectural Association, 1991): 3.
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as its interactive character. More traditionally, as an Englishman, Price emphasizes the intention 

of the folly to surprise the viewer, and the resultant visual enjoyment as well as the productive 

‘uselessness’ of the genre. 

These relatively scarce interactions between Price and Isozaki thus illustrate a relationship that, 

rather than being collaborative, was based on respect and admiration, particularly from Isozaki 

towards Price. Yet, given the rather few amount of correspondence between Price and other peers 

found in his archive, the encounters, letters, and Price’ trip to Tokyo did represent a kind of 

particular friendship that is worth noting. This thesis, however, does not particularly wish to dwell 

upon the direct encounters that Price and Isozaki had throughout their lives. The reason why 

these two architects are conjointly addressed should not be found in their personal interaction, 

but rather in the critical discourse that their ideas generated around the production of strategies of 

control and change in buildings.  

1.3. Structure of the Thesis

The three parts by which this thesis is composed contain five chapters in total. In the first part, 

the aim of this introductory chapter is to situate the topic within the field of architectural history 

and theory, and also to discuss the relevance, contribution and singularity of the theme and of 

the two case-studies selected. In Chapter 2, I shall develop the discussion of the historical and 

theoretical context of the 1960s and 1970s in regard to the production of buildings that were 

planned to change functionally and physically through the definition of a specific series of terms, 

such as flexibility, interaction and indeterminacy. These terms will be contrasted with a series 

of Japanese words, such as basho, ma and kaiwai, which are posed as relevant to understand 

how issues around temporality and change in the built environment seem to be embedded in the 

Japanese culture in a more natural way. These two sets of terms, in the English and Japanese 

languages, will be complemented with an account of the emergence of the notion of ‘environment’ 

or ‘kankyō’ in both contexts, mentioning its importance in integrating through its meaning certain 

technologies and interactive trends in architectural design during this historical period. Chapter 

2 will hence provide an account of the major social, structural and technological aspects that 

played an important role for the promotion of buildings that would ideally have the capacity to be 
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modified over time in the Japanese and the Western context, and it will stress the reasons why this 

period is key to understand this tendency. The glossary of terms will also show that some Japanese 

concepts, difficult to translate into Western languages, can crucially contribute to a widening of 

understanding of this topic of research, which to date has tended to be tackled from an essentially 

Western perspective. 

The second part of this thesis is comprised of Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, one on each architect, and 

in which I will address the theoretical roots and design approaches undertaken by Price and Isozaki 

from three perspectives. The first perspective is an understanding of how Price’s and Isozaki’s 

interdisciplinary and cultural influences shaped their thinking about producing frameworks of 

uncertainty, also citing other contemporary figures and interactions that played a significant role in 

this respect. Secondly, I will review their respective design methods and research outputs through 

key drawings, writings and lecture notes. Thirdly, the chapters will look at the materialisation of 

their ideas in selected buildings.The chapter focusing on Price is organised around his prevalent 

phrase, ‘Calculated Uncertainty’, as used constantly by Price throughout his career to encapsulate 

the paradox of conveying freedom and control, the paramount concern for this thesis. Since it 

proved difficult to identify a similarly recurring key phrase on Isozaki’s part, his chapter is instead 

organised around the analysis of exhibition projects, urban research schemes and building projects 

that tackle in various ways the same friction between control and change. 

The third and final part of this thesis is developed in Chapter 5, which offers a critical discussion 

of Price’s and Isozaki’s methods and tools by contrasting their work and understanding their 

similarities and divergences. A series of concepts and reflections extracted from the study of Price 

and Isozaki are interpreted beyond the particular spheres of the architects’ contexts, aiming to 

extend their discursive validity to today’s architectural scene. This is framed through a series of 

‘arguments’, each referring to a fundamental topic found in the work of Price and Isozaki, under 

these headings:

#1. Technology from Afar

#2. Where Agency Lies

#3. Understanding Time within Space 

#4. Soft Architecture

#5. Spatial Tools of Control

#6. The Double Paradox
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By presenting these distinct arguments extracted from the two case-studies, the intention is 

to delineate a multifaceted understanding of the tensions between control and uncertainty in 

architectural design, taking into account the theoretical, material, social, configurational and 

cultural issues that were crucial to Price’s and Isozaki’s generation. 

1.4. Scope of the Thesis

The timeframe from 1955 to 1978 is defined by a series of events that proved essential in the 

development of the careers of Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki. 1955 was the year in which Price 

started his diploma studies at the Architectural Association in London, an institution to which 

he would devote his knowledge in a variety of ways, and more importantly the place where he 

most frequently used to disseminate his ideas through lectures, workshops and informal talks. 

That same year, Konrad Wachsmann gave a workshop in Japan about space-frame structures to a 

group of young architecture students, Isozaki among them. The workshop proved to be decisive 

not only for Isozaki’s participation in projects such as the Festival Plaza for the Expo Osaka ’70, 

but also for a number of related architects of his generation. In turn, 1978 was the year in which 

the Interaction Centre eventually opened its doors, coinciding with the celebration in Paris of the 

exhibition ‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’, as curated by Isozaki, and including the work that will 

close this thesis’s review of his architectural contribution.

It is not my intention in this thesis to provide a potted architectural history of the two main 

figures under consideration. Instead, I will study the work and ideas of Price and Isozaki as 

exemplary in conceiving frameworks of uncertainty in a particular moment of their careers, in 

a critical manner. Price’s and Isozaki’s work is thus first studied independently of one another 

in order to inform a wider discussion. It is only in the final chapter of the thesis that Price’s and 

Isozaki’s ideas are confronted with each other to produce a set of ‘arguments’ arising from their 

thinking and projects. While the research is not comparative in nature, it does tackle the question 

of intercultural relations between Japan and the West. Similar concepts are emphasized within 

both contexts to show how different cultural and theoretical agendas played an active role in 

adapting them to quite separate bodies of work. 
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The scope of this thesis should also be understood within the uneven familiarity that I possess 

of the two cultural contexts involved. With an English architect as one of its main case-studies, 

the thesis was undertaken at an English university and written in the English language57. My 

training, as a Spanish architect, has been Western-based, and although much of my effort during 

my doctoral studies was to acquire a more objective understanding of the architectural discipline 

in Japan, the distance between my base location and Japanese culture is inevitably present in 

this work. By acknowledging this, I do not mean to impose a hierarchy of importance within the 

two case-studies, neither should this be understood as a justification of any inaccuracies in my 

research. Instead, the recognition of a cultural distance from the Japanese context is meant to 

vindicate a particularly strong reliance on discussions and collaborations with certain Japanese 

scholars that are present in he course of this thesis. 

Finally, this research – like most doctoral theses – should be considered as partially revisionist 

in tone. It reinterprets the production of two architects whose work has been already regarded as 

important for different reasons, yet it does so by looking at their ideas from a specific theoretical 

angle. In the case of Isozaki, since his early works are far better known in Japan than in the West, 

the discussion of his first two decades of architectural production will probably sound particularly 

familiar for a Japanese reader. Price’s oeuvre is probably more known by architects all over the 

world, but thus far has not been examined from the position adopted in this thesis. It is hoped 

thereby to construct new viewpoints and develop ideas that exceed the current understanding in 

each case of Price and Isozaki, and which may be further developed as discursive design tools by 

contemporary architects. 

1.5. Research Contexts and Contribution

Among the relatively scarce texts dealing with the concept of changing architecture, even fewer 

critically reflect upon the design methods and control strategies by which such spaces seem to be 

conceived. Additionally, the influential role of Japanese architecture in terms of spaces with the 

capacity to change physically and functionally, in contrast to the Western approach to this topic, 

57  This should also account for the way I write Japanese names, with the Western convention of placing 
the given names first followed by surnames.  
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has not been thoroughly addressed. To my knowledge, there is no study that focuses specifically 

on this topic. As for the two case-study architects, many of the publications devoted to their work 

already provide very useful accounts of their design projects and ideas. Hence what this thesis 

does differently is to analyse these two architects together by using a specific common thread, 

providing thereby a theoretical foundation to better understand the production of frameworks of 

uncertainty within architectural design, albeit as situated in the architectural culture of the post-

war era. 

Some publications have tackled aspects related to flexibility and adaptability in the built 

environment. A practice-orientated review is offered by Time-based Architecture58, edited by 

Bernhard Leupen, René Heijne and Jasper van Zwol, and by Adaptable Architecture: Theory 

and Practice59, written by Robert Schmidt and Simon Austin. With a focus on technological 

innovations and the relationship between these post-war advances and contemporary trends towards 

interaction in the built environment, the book Architecture and Adaptation: from Cybernetics to 

Tangible Computres60 by Socrates Yiannoudes is a useful compilation on the topic. The issue of 

obsolescence in buildings and cities has been thoroughly analysed by Daniel Abramson in his 

recent publication, Obsolescence: An Architectural History61, which constitutes a foundational 

basis from which this thesis draws upon. As for the term ‘chance’, this has been examined both 

in the architectural domain and in related examples from artistic fields by Yeoryia Manolopoulou 

in her book Architectures of Chance62. Other helpful works related to specific concepts include 

Adrian Forty’s Words and Buildings63, wherein an insightful account of the uses of ‘flexibility’ 

is provided, Yago Conde’s Architecture of the Indeterminacy64, and reflections on the notion of 

‘polyvalence’ by Herman Hertzberger in Lessons for Students in Architecture65. 

58  Bernard Leupen, René Heijne, and Jasper van Zwol, Time-Based Architecture (Rotterdam: 010 
Publishers, 2005).
59  Robert Schmidt III and Simon Austin, Adaptable Architecture: Theory and Practice, 1 edition 
(London ; New York: Routledge, 2016).
60  Yiannoudes.
61  Daniel M. Abramson, Obsolescence: An Architectural History (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2016).
62  Yeoryia Manolopoulou, Architectures of Chance, 2013.
63  Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings: A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture (New York: Thames & 
Hudson, 2000).
64  Yago Conde, Architecture of the Indeterminacy (Barcelona: Editons Actar, 2000).
65  Herman. Hertzberger, Lessons for Students in Architecture / Herman Hertzberger ; [Compilation by 
Laila Ghait, Marieke van Vlijmen ; Translation from the Dutch by Ina Rike]., 5th rev. ed. (Rotterdam: 010 
Publishers, 2005); Herman Hertzberger, ‘Polyvalence: The Competence of Form and Space with Regard 
to Different Interpretations’, Architectural Design, 84.5 (2014): 106–13.
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Relatively few works deal with the contrasts between control and freedom in architecture, as 

planned to evolve over time. The already cited book by Thomas Markus, Buildings and Power: 

Freedom and Control in the Origin of Modern Building Types66, is useful to understand the inherited 

meanings of certain building types and the degrees of functional freedom allowed by their spatial 

configurations. The book, Beyond Archigram67, by Hadas Steiner, despite being almost solely 

based on a review of the Archigram magazine, does offer interesting insights into the paradoxes 

of control and the design of systems in architecture as present in post-war Britain. Simon Sadler’s 

Archigram: Architecture without Architecture68 also tackles the notion of ‘indeterminacy’, albeit 

again with its focus on Archigram’s contribution. Drawing upon a similar time period, and also 

very much Western-focused, the compilation of essays edited by Jonathan Hughes and Simon 

Sadler in Non-Plan, Essays on Freedom, Participation and Change69 mention an interesting array 

of practices concerned with the production of changing spaces in the built environment.  

Notable publications on the projects and ideas developed by Price must be highlighted. The literal 

oeuvre complete, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective70, edited 

by Samantha Hardingham, is undoubtedly the most complete publication on that architect to 

date. Its aim is less to produce a critical discourse on the ideas developed by Price, but rather 

a much-needed overview of Price’s design projects and articles. Other compilations of Price’s 

work worthy of mention are Cedric Price: Works II71, produced by the Architectural Association 

in 1984, Cedric Price: Opera72, edited by Samantha Hardingham in 2003 as a continuation, 

and also Re: CP73, edited by Hans Ulrich Obrist as an assemblage of images, interviews, and 

dedicated essays. Probably the first critical work devoted to Price’s work is Stanley Mathews’ 

published PhD dissertation, From Agit Prop to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price74, in 

which the Fun Palace and the Potteries Thinkbelt are discussed. In terms of comparative studies 

66  Markus.
67  Steiner.
68  Sadler and Archigram.
69  Hughes and Sadler.
70  Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded 
Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 
2016).
71  Price and Architectural Association (London).
72  Samantha Hardingham, Cedric Price Opera (Chichester, West Sussex, GB: Wiley-Academy, 2003).
73  Obrist and Koolhaas. 
74  Stanley Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price (London: Black 
Dog Publishing, 2007).
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of Price, also of note are Molly Steenson’s PhD dissertation on ‘Architectures of Information: 

Christopher Alexander, Cedric Price, Nicholas Negroponte and MIT’s Architecture Machine 

Age’75, and Gonçalo Furtado’s thesis on ‘Envisioning an Evolving Environment: the Encounters 

of Gordon Pask, Cedric Price and John Frazer’76. Both share a common focus on the application 

of technological thinking such as cybernetics in Price’s work, and have thus been an important 

source on the topic for this thesis. 

Isozaki’s oeuvre has been widely published, especially in Japan, although like the case of Price, 

many texts consist of compilations of his prolific designs and theoretical writings. An exceptional 

publication is the oeuvre complete compiled by Ken Tadashi Ōshima in 200977, in which 

Isozaki’s built works are accompanied by his texts, some of them never translated into English 

before, alongside critical essays written by Ōshima. Another interesting publication is ‘Welten 

und Gegenwelten’ [Worlds and Alternative Worlds], edited by Jörg Kleitner78. This is one of 

the few publications in the West that acknowledges Isozaki’s double-identity as a designer and 

theoretician. More recently, a collection of interviews undertaken over a decade was published 

by Naohiko Hino as Arata Isozaki Interviews79, but it is only available in the Japanese language. 

Emmanuel Petit’s book, Irony: or, the Self-Critical Opacity of Postmodern Architecture, includes 

a chapter attributing Isozaki’s ironic references within his designs to a Postmodernist position. 

Other publications about Japanese architecture have been of great help for this thesis. Among 

them, I would highlight a few: David Stewart’s The Making of a Modern Japanese Architecture80, 

with its interesting reflection upon the work of Isozaki in light of that of Kazuo Shinohara;  

Ōshima’s International Architecture in Interwar Japan: constructing Kokusai Kenchiku81, which 

also offers a comprehensive history of Modernist architecture in Japan; and a series of seminal 

publications by the architectural historian Teiji Itō on Japanese traditional architecture, namely 

75  Steenson, Molly, ‘Architectures of Information: Christopher Alexander, Cedric Price and Nicholas 
Negroponte & MIT’s Architecture Machine Age’ (Princeton University, 2014).
76  Gonçalo Furtado, ‘Envisioning an Evolving Environment: The Encounters of Gordon Pask, Cedric 
Price and John Frazer’. PhD Dissertation, University College London, 2007.
77  Isozaki and Ōshima.
78  Arata Isozaki and Jörg R Noennig, Welten und Gegenwelten (Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011).
79  Arata Isozaki and Naohiko Hino, Isozaki Arata Intavyūzu, Shohan (Tōkyō: LIXIL Shuppan, 2014).
80  Stewart.
81  Ōshima.
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Traditional Domestic Architecture in Japan82, The Elegant Japanese House: Traditional Sukiya 

Architecture83, and Space and Illusion in the Japanese Garden84. 

Finally, a number of texts written by Price and Isozaki were used as key research material for this 

thesis, constituting a source of knowledge not only about their own work, but also on their cultural 

contexts. A selection of essays collected from contemporary magazines will also be analysed 

in the chapters devoted to each architect respectively, helping to generate a critical discourse 

around their work. Isozaki greatly differs from Price when it comes to dissemination, as although 

both made use of popular architectural magazines at the time to share their ideas, Isozaki also 

produced important books outlining his theories. Among them, two books written with more 

than three decades of distance are important to note: Kūkan-e [Towards Space]85 is a compilation 

of texts written by Isozaki during the 1960s that has never been translated into English, and 

which this thesis refers to. Likewise in 2006 Isozaki published the already mentioned Japan-

ness in Architecture86, a book portraying his keen interest in Japanese traditional architecture and 

attempting to set forth major concepts for contemporary architecture.  

1.6. Methods and Challenges

A key challenge for this study is that of dealing with two cultural contexts whose architectural 

disciplines display an uneven weight of theoretical discourse, particularly when addressing a 

topic that seems to be long embedded in Japanese culture, but which only really arose in Western 

countries after the Second World War because of particular socio-economic and technological 

evolutions. To this I should add that the selection of two architects dealt with so differently by 

recent scholarship posed the additional difficulty of detaching them from established ways of 

understanding their work. Moreover, the thesis faced the challenge of addressing two architects 

with such differing amounts of material available, particularly with respect to primary sources. 

An additional difference is that, while Price passed away in 2003, Arata Isozaki remains alive 

82  Teiji Itoh, Traditional Domestic Architecture of Japan, The Heibonsha Survey of Japanese Art (New 
York: Weatherhill, 1972).
83  Futagawa and Itō.
84  Teiji Itō and Sōsei Kuzunishi, Space and illusion in the Japanese garden (New York: Weatherhill, 
1973).
85  Arata Isozaki, Kūkan e [Towards Space] Tōkyō : Bijutsu Shuppansha, 1984
86  Isozaki and Stewart.
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Figure 1.24. Conversations with Arata Isozaki. 
Tokyo, 6 January 2016; Karuizawa, 22 July 

2017; Oita, 31 July 2017.  
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and active today, and hence I was able to interview him in Japan. This considerably helped in 

balancing the lesser amount of archival material available in comparison to that for Cedric Price. 

Interviews were held with Isozaki on three occasions between January 2016 and July 2017 (Fig. 

1.24) in Tokyo, Karuizawa and Ōita City.

Material on Price was primarily collected at the Canadian Centre for Architecture in Montreal, 

where the Cedric Price Archive is located almost in entirety. The review of this material was 

accomplished in the course of a four-week stay in Montreal partially funded by the Bartlett 

Architecture Research Fund. Conversely, I also made use of Isozaki’s archive, located at the 

Misa Shin Gallery in Tokyo, as well as of additional construction drawings stored at the New 

Ōita Prefectural Library and the Ōita Art Plaza in Ōita City. Resources available at the Library 

of the Tokyo Institute of Technology and the University of Tokyo also provided me with access 

to literature that is not easily available outside Japan. Additional material was provided by the 

invaluable contribution of the architectural critic (and former employee of Arata Isozaki Atelier), 

Hajime Yatsuka – particularly with his partial translation of Isozaki’s Kukan-e, only published in 

Japanese, an English translation of his book on Metabolism Nexus, and many other documents 

and books from his personal collection. This exploration of archival resources in Japan as well 

as the conversations and interviews with Yatsuka and others was undertaken during two separate 

visits: a three-week stay in December 2015-January 2016 funded by the Japan Foundation and 

the Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britain, and a six-month stay between April and 

September 2017 as a Research Fellow at the Tokyo Institute of Technology, under the supervision 

of David Stewart and Taishin Shiozaki, with a fellowship granted by the Canon Foundation. Other 

relevant sources of information for this thesis were found in the archives of the Architectural 

Association and the Zoological Society of London, the Konrad Wachsmann’s archives held at the 

Akademie der Künste (Berlin), and the private collection of the art curator Jasia Reichardt. 

Analysis of the principal buildings addressed in this thesis also had to be undertaken in different 

ways. Price’s Interaction Centre was demolished in 2003, and so my account is based on the 

study of plans, drawings, correspondence, office memoranda and pictures of the building from 

its construction to its later years. On the contrary, the Ōita Prefectural Library still stands, now 

functioning as the Ōita Art Plaza following a major refurbishment during the 1990s. Numerous 
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visits to the building were invaluable, although there is considerably less amount of graphic 

material available, especially of sketches and documents from the early design stage. 

Also, the two architects’ own modes of production partially define the methods by which their 

work could be explored in this thesis. As for many other architects of their generation, the pages 

of architectural magazines were viewed by Price and Isozaki as efficient platforms through 

which to disseminate their ideas, given the wide readership and popularity of periodicals such as 

Architectural Review and Architectural Design in Britain and Kenchiku Bunka and Shinkenchiku 

in Japan. However, their very different career paths also dictated diverging channels of production 

and dissemination. Price was prolific in giving lectures, and his lecture notes, never discussed 

in-depth before, provide a unique source of references and recurrent topics in his thinking for 

this thesis. As for Isozaki, the study of his written theories in regard to strategies of control and 

change in his designs constitute an important body of the discussion, as were the art installations 

and exhibitions in which he participated during his first two decades of architectural production. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 Defining Frameworks: A Cross-Cultural Glossary of Terms

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter is organised around a selection of terms in English and Japanese language that are 

associated with the production of strategies of control and change in architecture. The selection 

of terms presented in this chapter will be used as a vehicle to generate a contextual map of the 

ways in which certain theoretical concepts have been applied in the built environment, and how 

different they are conceived in Western countries and in Japan. A set of words in the English 

language have been selected among the most commonly used by post-war British architects when 

referring to the production of spaces that can potentially change in their physical and functional 

extent. Thus, terms such as ‘flexibility’, ‘indeterminacy’ and ‘adaptability’ will be decoded by the 

use of historical references, theoretical definitions and their application in particular buildings and 

design strategies. We will see how some terms have experienced a considerable variation in their 

meaning when comparing their use from the early decades of the 20th century up to their post-war 

applications. Additionally, a series of Japanese terms are presented in this chapter in an attempt 

to decipher their meanings in the context at hand, but without seeking to find a corresponding 

word in English language. Rather, these terms will be explained so as to understand their distinct 

singularities and the ways in which they have been present in Japanese architecture since centuries 

ago. 

This cross-cultural glossary of terms is motivated by three main reasons. Firstly, by a denoted 

lack of consistency and rigour in the use of the selected terms in English language not only by 

architects and designers of the 1960s, but also by the scholars dealing with these words nowadays1. 

Secondly, by the need of bringing upfront a group of Japanese terms that find no direct translation 

in English and are paramount to understand the way in which the built environment is conceived 

in Japan. Thirdly, this glossary of terms is also produced so as to provide a contextual analysis 

1  One example of many is illustrated in the title of the issue no. 85 of OASE Magazine, published in 
October 2011, in which terms are not specifically clarified. Hans Teerds, Klaske Havik, and Véronique 
Patteeuw, OASE #85. The Production of Uncertainty. Indeterminacy in Spatial Design, Planning and 
Management., 2011. 
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of the figures and facts related with the production of buildings in the post-war period that were 

planned to change over time. This situated analysis will serve to locate the two main case-study 

architects of this thesis, Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki, within related practices. Although this 

chapter will not specifically look at their work, as this will be done in-depth in the next two 

chapters of this thesis, the discussion of the English and Japanese terms below will hint at how 

different ways of thinking about physical and functional changes in buildings over time find direct 

links with Price’s and Isozaki’s modes of production. The ultimate goal of this chapter is thus to 

analyse the selected terms by pointing at particular architects, buildings and building concepts in 

order to translate these terms into an architectural language. In this sense, this chapter holds some 

methodological similarities with Adrian Forty’s book Words and Buildings insofar as it deals with 

the use of language as an architectural tool. However, rather than producing a precise architectural 

history of each term, I intend to use them instead to contextualise the topic of this thesis. This 

means that the terms presented in this chapter will not be exhausted, but they will be explained 

by only referring to relevant figures, facts and ideas that are related to the making of strategies of 

control and change in architecture. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. The first section deals with the definitions of words in the 

English language and the second section will offer an account of Japanese terms. After the review 

of Western and Japanese terms separately, the third section discusses the special link established 

between two words: ‘environment’ and its Japanese counterpart ‘kankyō’. They are considered 

two particularly intermingled terms situated at the forefront of thinking about functionally and 

physically changing spaces in architecture in the West and in Japan during the post-war period, 

containing additional connotations that refer to the inclusion of technology and interaction 

between buildings, cities and people. Finally, the last section produces a conjoint discussion of 

the terms defined beforehand with the aim of pointing out at those aspects that ought to have a 

special importance for the investigations of the work of Price and Isozaki in the next two chapters. 

Additionally, this glossary of terms will also set up the conventions for discussing these terms in 

the successive chapters of this thesis. 

The focus of the discussion is on the application of these words in design processes and architectural 

thinking, in the way they shape the making of built objects. There is a shared element among the 
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words to be explored below, in that the understanding that the built environment is conceived as 

a ‘time-based’ entity. Berhnard Leiupen situates the origin of the concept of ‘time-based’ in video 

art, and compares its role in the video art discipline with that of the architect as the ‘ruler’ of the 

project2. He also asserts three possible ways to deal with ‘time and uncertainty’: these being to 

‘make buildings polyvalent; make buildings that are part permanent and part changeable; make 

semi-permanent buildings, e.g. ‘industrial, flexible and demountable’3. Aiming to go beyond these 

three outlined categories, the following terms are dissected and analysed within the context of 

the architectural culture in the timeframe from 1955 to 1978. Questions on how temporality is 

integrated to control the design process and outcome in architectural design, as well as the effects 

that a spatio-temporal understanding of architecture causes to an inherently fixed and permanent 

production is questioned with the concepts to be explored in this chapter. 

2.1 Glossary of Western Terms

2.1.1 Flexibility

Forty’s discussion of flexibility in Words and Buildings starts by pointing out at how the ‘flexible’, 

as a Modernist term, was often criticized for being a constraining feature rather than a liberating 

one. Following this dichotomy, says Forty, flexibility seemed to encapsulate two confronting 

spatial strategies. On the one hand, the production of flexible architecture was understood by 

some architects as a property achieved by the creation of an ‘incomplete’ space, ‘leaving it to the 

future to decide’4. On the other hand, the term can also be referred to the design of complete and 

fixed buildings, ‘though nonetheless flexible’5. I interpret Forty’s uses of the term ‘flexibility’ 

as referring to two different kinds of variable spaces: those having ‘physical flexibility’, e.g. 

by moving walls, adding and subtracting interior partitions, adjusting blinds, replacing objects, 

etc., and those having a degree of ‘fixed flexibility’, i.e. spaces which are able to accommodate a 

2   In Bernard Leupen, René Heijne, and Jasper van Zwol, Time-Based Architecture (Rotterdam: 010 
Publishers, 2005).
3  Leupen, Heijne, and Zwol: 13. 
4  Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings: A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture (New York: Thames & 
Hudson, 2000): 142.
5  Ibid. 
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Figure 2.1. Interior of the Schröder House 
designed by Gerrit Rieveld (1929). The open-
plan living room can be adapted by means of 

sliding walls and furniture. RIBA Pix. Reference 
RIBA107888. Credit Tim Benton/RIBA 

Collections. 

Figure 2.2. Universal space exemplified in the 
main space of the Neue Nationalgalerie in Berlin, 
designed by Mies van der Rohe in 1965-1968. In 
Detlef Mertins and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 

Mies (London: Phaidon Press, 2014). 
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diverse array of activities and uses, planned and unplanned, without the need of being physically 

alterable. 

Certainly, the term ‘flexibility’ seems to be an exhaustively used word, one with a long 

tradition when justifying the ‘modern’ in architectural design. During the first decades of the 

20th century, flexibility was largely recognised in two forms: by the proposition of a so-called 

‘universal space’6, i.e. interior spaces without fixed partitions in which ideally any sort of function 

could be accommodated, and by the design of modular and movable elements, such as sliding 

walls and façade panelling that could eventually be altered7. Modernist approaches to flexible 

environments used to include the capacity of buildings to be physically modifiable as a response 

to a modernized and changing society. At the same time, the capacity of a building to be altered 

supported the conception of architecture as a ‘machine’, i.e. a kit of assembled parts with specific 

rules not only in its construction process but also in its final result and future modifications. In 

this sense, buildings like the Schröder House (Fig.2.1) by the Dutch architect Gerrit Rietveld 

and design exercises by Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe and Walter Gropius have been praised 

for accommodating movable elements in their architecture and for promoting the production of 

modifiable layouts8. Particularly in the case of Mies, he used to refer to the interior arrangements 

of his buildings with notions such as ‘open room’, ‘free plan’ or ‘uncluttered space’9, drawing 

upon the idea of generating a sort of universal space suitable for any function. (Fig.2.2). 

Whereas the making of flexible spaces during the first half of the 20th century mostly relied on 

the use of autonomous elements that could be moved around to change the spatial layout, the 

idea of ‘system’ borrowed from computer and communication discourses, and coupled with key 

improvements in the making of spatial structures, was used during the 1960s to create buildings 

as ‘flexible systems’, in which elements would no longer be simply movable and changeable, but 

their performance would respond to an overarching logic. Andrew Rabeneck positions the first 

6  Ransoo Kim, ‘The Tectonically Defining Space of Mies van Der Rohe’. In arq, vol 13, no3/4, 2009: 
251-260.
7  A famously failed attempt to design a modular housing system was the ‘Packaged House System’, 
created by Walter Gropius and Konrad Wachsmann between 1942 and 1951. For more information about 
the Packaged House System see Konrad Wachsmann, Walter Gropius, and Michael Tower, ‘The Packaged 
House System (1941-1952)’. In Perspecta 34 (1 January 2003): 20–27.
8  Larry L Ligo, The Concept of Function in Twentieth-Century Architectural Criticism (Ann Arbor, 
Mich.: UMI Research Press, 1984): 41.
9  Kim, ‘The Tectonically Defining Space of Mies van Der Rohe’.
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Figure 2.3. Scheme of the SCSC by Ezra 
Ehrenkrantz illustrating the article ‘whatever 

happened to the systems approach?’ In 
Architectural Design, May 1976.
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attempts of applying systems thinking in architecture with the work of American architect Ezra 

Ehrenkrantz for the School Construction System Development (SCSD) in California in 1961 

(Fig.2.3), based on a series of standardised elements to be used for the design of schools. From a 

theoretical perspective, Christopher Alexander distinguished between two categories embedded 

in the notion of system: these were the ‘system as a whole’, involving a holistic property that can 

only be conceived when understanding the interaction between parts within the system, and the 

‘generating system’, conformed as a kit of parts with a set of rules to be followed in order for the 

building to operate and evolve over time10. However, attempts to create flexible environments 

by means of technological innovations often resulted in a rather controlled, ‘pseudo-freedoms of 

self-realization within a flexible framework’11. Invoking examples such as Eero Saarinen’s IBM 

manufacturing and training facility in Rochester built in 1958, the American architectural historian 

Reinhold Martin points out at how changes in organizational paradigms in architecture can be 

seen in line with the shifts in the arrangement logic of computer design, ‘from the functionalist 

notion of an internal logic of ‘organs’ (…) to the systemic, open-ended logic of the module and 

the surfaces in which it was registered’12. The flexibility achieved using a ‘systems approach’ is 

then understood as an illusory one, as it is carefully managed by a controlling process from its 

conception to its materialisation and future performance.

It is precisely the existence of such systems in the shaping of flexible buildings that was criticised 

by contemporary architects at the time, most notably by the Dutch architect, Herman Hertzberger. 

Rejecting the ‘physical flexibility’ of built systems and praising instead the generation of a ‘fixed 

flexibility’, Hertzberger calls for the production of ‘polyvalent’ spaces, and states the following 

argument: 

 “Flexibility produces neutral containers in which you can do what you want. It was that 

very neutrality that needled me, because that leads to neutral architecture. An architecture of 

boxes, containers you can use in different ways. For me the idea of ‘polyvalence’ is that you can 

10  Christopher Alexander, ‘Systems Generating Systems’. In Architectural Design, volume 38, 
December 1968: 605-610.
11  Reinhold Martin, The Organizational Complex: Architecture, Media, and Corporate Space, 2005: 
159
12  Martin: 198.
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Figure 2.4. Aerial view of Marrakesh, an 
example of an organic urban pattern included 

in Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without 
Architects, an Introduction to Nonpedigreed 

Architecture. (New York: Museum of Modern 
Art; distributed by Doubleday, Garden City, 

N.Y., 1964).
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make forms that are in themselves lucid and permanent, but can change in the sense that you can 

interpret them differently”.13 

The paradigm-shift between pre-war and post-war modernisms in the eyes of architects like 

Hertzberger therefore lied in the total rejection of a ‘physical flexibility’, regardless of whether 

such flexibility was embedded into a system’s logic. Instead, flexibility ought to be imprinted in 

a spatial configuration that, although inalterable, was also not neutral, thus fuelling unexpected 

interpretations and experiences. In what follows I will unfold the meanings of ‘polyvalence’ so as 

to refer to ‘fixed flexibility’ and ‘adaptability’ as associated to ‘physical flexibility’. 

2.1.2 Polyvalence 

The principles of making polyvalent spaces stated by Hertzberger arguably derives from concepts 

being developed by other architects in The Netherlands during the 1950s and 1960s, as well as 

by international trends reflecting on the generation of socially productive spaces in buildings and 

cities14. The turn towards explorations on how the singularities of social milieus played a role in 

the ways cities were shaped was emphasized by works like that of architect Bernhard Rudofsky’s 

Architecture without Architects, an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New 

York in 1964 followed by a book publication, in which vernacular architecture recovered its value 

as a source of knowledge for the conception of the built environment15. The way that purportedly 

‘organic’ cities, understood as complex bottom-up systems (Fig.2.4), generate urban vitality and 

multiplicity of experiences confronted the conviction inherited from the first decades of the 20th 

century that flexibility in buildings and cities was to be achieved by the creation of pre-settled and 

physically modifiable spaces. The rejection of past modes of operation with this respect triggered 

a whole new wave of architects in The Netherlands, led by figures like John Habraken, Aldo 

Van Eyck and Hertzberger himself. They set an alternative approach against the constrictions of 

preceding Modernist practices by producing spaces that, however fixed, would have the capacity 

13  Hertzberger, Herman, 2005. ‘Time-Based Buildings’. In Leupen, Heijne, and Zwol, Time-Based 
Architecture: 82-91.
14  The seek for a more ‘humane’ architecture was famously boosted by the members of the Team 10, 
created in 1953, which intentional break with the CIAM tradition was performed in order to revise the 
dogma of modern architecture that was implemented in the preceding decades. For more information see 
Annie Pedret and Team 10, Team 10: An Archival History (London: Routledge, 2013).
15  Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture without Architects, an Introduction to Nonpedigreed Architecture. 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art; distributed by Doubleday, Garden City, N.Y., 1964).
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Figure 2.5. Floor Plan of the Amsterdam 
Municipal Orphanage designed by Aldo Van 
Eyck (1960). In Francis Strauven, Aldo Van 
Eyck’s Orphanage: A Modern Monument 

(Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 1996).
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of accommodating unforeseen functions and user’s experiences. Operating under the loose 

umbrella of what would be later known as ‘structuralist architecture’16, and heavily inspired by the 

sociological studies of Claude Lévi-Strauss, they advocated for the importance of learning from 

systems naturally created by society in order to include the missing humanity that the so-called 

‘Functionalism’ appeared to have. Van Eyck, in particular, used the notion of the ‘in-between’ not 

only as a discursive resource but also as a spatial feature. ‘In-between’ spaces spanned from urban 

spaces to building interiors, and were not defined by functions, but rather by their configurational 

properties. 

Van Eyck identified the notion of ‘in-between’ in spaces in which ambivalent properties are met, 

‘at the same time both large and small (…), simple and complex, open and closed’17. His concern 

for the experiential and social condition of space was famously comprised in the quote ‘whatever 

space and time means, place and occasion means more’18, which in short praises the human 

performance above the underlying theoretical aspects of the architectural object. The best fitting 

example of the generation of a productive ‘in-between’ space in both the interior and exterior 

of a building is his famous Orphanage (Fig.2.5), completed in 1960 in Amsterdam, in which 

transitions between the street, the interior open spaces, and the rooms scattered around them 

are masterfully handled. A ‘both-and’ dialectics, as the architectural historian Francis Strauven 

recalls, is used by Van Eyck to generate ambivalent meanings in spaces, thus strengthening user’s 

participation19.  Although not explicitly using the term polyvalence, the simultaneous presence of 

opposing spatial qualities in buildings – spaces that are at once big and small, dark and bright, 

open and close – is ultimately defined by Van Eyck as a tool to generate multiplicity of functions 

in spaces which do not require the moving of its elements to be variably used. 

Hertzberger took on Van Eyck’s ideas to theorise polyvalence as an alternative to the production 

of flexible systems, arguing that the a priori conception of flexible systems would set the basis 

of their own constrictions. Thus, he criticises flexibility as that of representing ‘all the unsuitable 

solutions to a problem’, since the conception of a flexible space ‘starts out from the certainty that 

16  The term ‘structuralism’ associated to this kind of architecture was used by Arnulf Lüchinger in the 
book Structuralism in Architecture and Urban Planning, published in 1981. 
17  In Forum, 1962, no.3: 81-82.
18  Aldo van Eyck, Vincent Ligtelijn, and Francis Strauven, Aldo van Eyck: Writings (Amsterdam: SUN, 
2008).
19  Eyck, Ligtelijn, and Strauven.
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Figure 2.6. Examples of polyvalent spaces in 
offices, schools and housing buildings designed 

by Herman Hertzberger. In Robert McCarter 
and Herman Hertzberger, Herman Hertzberger 

(Rotterdam: nai010 Publishers, 2015).
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the correct solution does not exist, because the problem requiring solution is in a permanent state 

of flux’20. While recognizing the variable nature of an architectural problem as the main concern 

in his architecture, Hertzberger rather proposed fixed, yet polyvalent spaces, which do not need 

to undergo changes to be used for different functions. Hertzberger stresses the importance of 

‘identity’ in a polyvalent space, rejecting once again a modernist idea: that of associating neutrality 

as the means to achieve a space which could accommodate multiple uses, and therefore contrary 

to Mies and the modernist notion of universal space. In this sense, he highlights the production of 

sequential spaces which, ‘although they are usually very different from one another, the potential 

for individual interpretation is inherent due to their greater polyvalence’21. The in-between space 

conceived by Van Eyck in both his writings and buildings can be seen as one of the possible 

spatial strategies to be used for the creation of polyvalence. Others, such as the production of 

three dimensional visual perspective, the arrangement of built-in furniture and the generation 

of multiple lighting effects are present in Hertzberger’s design of offices, schools and housing 

buildings, such as the Centraal Beheer in Apeldoorn, the Apollo School in Amsterdam and the 

Diagoon Experimental Housing (Fig.2.6). 

Similar to the distinction that I proposed for flexibility, into ‘physical flexibility’ and ‘fixed 

flexibility’, one could unfold also polyvalence into two types, both of which were somehow 

considered by Hertzberger. The first one would be a ‘configurational polyvalence’, that which 

is achieved by the careful design of spatial arrangements of rooms, corridors and connections in 

the interior of a building. The second one would be a ‘phenomenological polyvalence’, which 

would rather be attached to the material and experiential qualities of such spatial arrangement. 

In this sense, Hertzberger calls for a spatial expression that not only provides polyvalence in the 

sense of how different uses can be accommodated in the same space, but also how built structures 

are generative of spatial experiences that do not necessary fall within an established functional 

category. The expectance of the unexpected, of collective and individual self-development, is 

what polyvalence ultimately seeks to produce. 

Contrary to the production of fixed though changeable spaces, the design of buildings so that they 

can be physically altered over time, both in its interior arrangements and also in its exterior shape 

20  Herman. Hertzberger, Lessons for Students in Architecture (Rotterdam: Uitgeverij 010, 1991): 146.
21  Ibid: 147.
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Figure 2.7. Poster and picture of the exhibition 
‘Growth and Form’, celebrated at the ICA in 

London from July 4th to August 31st, 1951. In 
Anne Massey, Gregor Muir, and Institute of 

Contemporary Arts, Institute of Contemporary 
Arts: 1946-1968 (Rotterdam: Roma Publications, 

2014).
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became, as we have mentioned early, an architectural leitmotiv travelling from the machine-like 

approach of buildings of the pre-war decades to the technological aspirations of the architects of 

the post-war period.

2.1.3 Adaptability

As opposed to the ‘flexible’ in architecture, the categorisation of a building as being ‘adaptable’ 

seems to not only refer to those that have been designed so as to be modified over time, but also to 

built objects that happened to be adaptable to unforeseen changes. This argument is put forward 

by the British housing architect, Gerard Mccreanor, which insists upon the qualities of buildings 

as being ‘both transfunctional and multifunctional’22 without being designed to perform as such. 

However, Mccreanor proposes a set of ‘generators of adaptability’, such as the over-dimensioning 

of spaces and the design of neutral façades, which would facilitate the permanence of buildings. 

These are all aspects that, consciously or unconsciously, are conceived during the design process. 

Mccreanor associates adaptability with permanence – which does not necessarily mean fixity – 

and the production of an ideal adaptable city based on the capacity of buildings to remain erected 

while accommodating different uses over time. The research project titled ‘Adaptable Futures’, 

recently undertaken at Loughborough University, ends up with a definition of adaptability that 

falls in line with that of Mccreanor: ‘the capacity for a building to accommodate effectively the 

evolving demands of its context, thus maximizing its value through life’23. Adaptability 

therefore is defined so as to depend on a building’s reaction to external factors, a quality 

intrinsically related to its urban context. In this sense, ‘growth’ in buildings can be seen as a 

form of adaptability, since the extension of an existing construction is normally preceded by the 

pressure of external agents that force the building to be expanded, and it directly relies on the 

capacity of the immediate urban context to accommodate and welcome such changes in the 

building form. 

The question of growth in buildings was of particular relevance in post-war Britain, featuring 

a series of exhibitions based on an increasing interest for biological theories on evolution and 

22  Gerard Maccreanor. ‘The Sustainable City is the Adaptable City’. In Leupen, Heijne, and Zwol, 
Time-Based Architecture: 101. 
23  Schmidt III, R. et al. 2010. ‘What is the Meaning of Adaptability in the Building Industry?’ In 
O&SB2010 “Open and Sustainable Building” – Chica, Elguezabal, Meno & Amundarain (Eds.) 2010, 
Labein: 235.
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morphology. As early as 1951, the Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in London hosted the 

exhibition on ‘Growth and Form’ (Fig.2.7), the first of many organised by members of the so-

called Independent Group – as integrated by Richard Hamilton, Reyner Banham and Alison and 

Peter Smithson among others24. It is not a coincidence that the evolutionary systems in biology 

described by D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson in his seminal 1917 book On Growth and Form25 

stands out as an influential text during the 1950s and 1960s by artists and architects, with readers 

ranging from members of the Independent Group26, and also reaching out to Japan and to Isozaki 

himself27. It is worth remarking that most architects at the time must have read Thompson’s 

second edition of the book, published in 1942 towards the end of his life, which included a revised 

introduction much more related to questions of ‘process’ and ‘emergence’ than to biology, and 

therefore more relatable to architectural design projects. 

Thompson points out at the necessity of using mathematical methodologies for the understanding 

of nature, supporting the idea that plants and animals should be seen as ‘mechanisms’ for the sake of 

their study. Adaptability is then present in nature as a sort of ‘instinctive fitness’ in the relationship 

between mechanisms, their capacity for growth being imprinted in their genetic code. In this line 

of thought, ‘process’ emerges as the path the mechanism takes in order to evolve in time, this 

process being part of the mechanism ‘without apparent design’. The importance of this theory, I 

argue, lies in the a priori condition of the idea of ‘process’, which rather than being understood as 

an external imposed property, is part of the mechanism’s own morphology. Thompson goes on in 

explaining that the form of a mechanism is the result of the diagram of forces acting upon it. Both 

the conformation produced by these forces and the interaction between them define the evolution 

of the mechanism and its capacity to adapt and change. Indeed, one could easily think about an 

architectural interpretation of the processual essence of natural mechanisms. If an architectural 

object, say a building, is conceived so as to having a set of rules that can make it potentially 

24  Anne Massey, ‘The Independent Group: Towards a Redefinition’, The Burlington Magazine 129, no. 
1009 (1987): 232–42.
25  D’Arcy Wentworth Thompson, On Growth and Form (Cambridge [England]: University Press, 
1917).
26  Thompson’s On Growth and Form was introduced by Nigel Henderson to Richard Hamilton at 
the Slade School of Arts in London. Hamilton would later put together with other members of the 
Independent Group the exhibition Growth and Form at the ICA in 1951. 
27  The chapter devoted to Isozaki will show how On Growth and Form was highly influential in his 
work, in particular for the production of his essay ‘Process Planning Theory’ and the design of the Oita 
Prefectural Library. Isozaki showed me the copy of this book during our meeting in Tokyo in January 
2016. 
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changeable, the building can be understood as a mechanism whose actual form and configuration 

has a processual nature. However, contrary as to what Thompson points out when referring to 

mechanisms in nature ‘without apparent design’, the production of a morphologically adaptable 

building must be designed, and is therefore subject to a highly controlled strategy crafted by 

the architect. If we follow this logic, definitions of adaptable buildings like that of Maccreanor 

and the ‘Adaptable Future’ research project overlook the fact that permanent buildings, which 

manage to evolve over time, only do so because they contain a set of inherent inbuilt features that 

allow them to perform as a process. In the majority of cases, the processual nature of a building 

is not designed on purpose by the architect, but is rather the result of the confluence of spatial, 

material and urban contingencies that allow a particular building to behave as such. The design 

of the process for adaptation is precisely one of the main aspirations of the systems approach to 

architecture during the post-war period, an ethos that however was rarely successfully applied 

in reality. We could therefore conclude by saying that adaptability in architecture is a condition 

depending on both the external forces faced by a building and the internal arrangement of features 

that allow a building to evolve as a process. Both external and internal forces have been here 

considered as belonging to the material, ‘inanimate’ realm. If either one of these forces has to do 

with user performance, we will then be referring to what is known as ‘interaction’. 

2.1.4 Interaction 

We have reviewed so far how, with the aim of producing a more adaptable yet controlled 

architecture, and drawing upon theories such as those developed by Thompson in other fields 

of knowledge, the idea of creating built objects-as-processes emerged as a strategy to be widely 

used during the 1960s and part of the 1970s. Works such as those by Ehrenkrantz and Alexander 

conceived, in both material and theoretical ways, a set of strategies to implement in the built form 

so as to control the evolution of a building and its changes over time. However, in systems thinking 

like that of Ehrenkrantz, with buildings understood as ‘kit of parts’, users were not integrated 

as one of the parts conforming the kit, the relationship between parts being then exclusively 

concealed to the material elements conforming the building, but not to the symbiotic relation 

between buildings and people. The stress on the relation between the built environment and its 
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Figure 2.8. Gustav Metzger practicing for a 
public demonstration of Auto-Destructive Art 

using acid on nylon, 1960. In   Gustav Metzger, 
Mathieu Copeland, and Centrum Sztuki 

Współczesnej Znaki Czasu, Gustav Metzger: Act 
or Perish! A Retrospective (Rome, Toruń: Nero 

Centre of Contemporary Art Znaki Czasu, 2016).
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users, also emerging during the 1960s28, raised questions on how the built form would carry 

an inherent temporality in order to be altered over time by its users and further respond to the 

changes originated by such interactive potential. In a way, the term ‘interaction’, defined by the 

Oxford English Dictionary as ‘a particular way in which matter, fields, and atomic and subatomic 

particles affect one another’29, conveys the idea of systems in which both internal (building parts) 

and external (users) elements are integrated.

The planning of the interaction between people and built forms was long anticipated in art 

installations during the late 1950s and throughout the 1960s before more explicit attempts 

took place in architecture. From an analogic perspective, interaction was, in fact, one of the 

main ethos of the Fluxus movement. The movement had established during the first years of 

the 1960s a loose centre of operations in New York, but its network expanded worldwide, in 

particular across Germany, Italy and Japan30. Works produced by Fluxus artists were conceived 

from investigations of ideas related to chance and temporality by means of urban performances, 

participatory installations and the production of provocative objects. British representation of the 

group was displayed for the first time at the Gallery One in London as part of the ‘Festival of 

Misfits’ in 196231. One of the invited artists was Gustav Metzger32, who kept correspondence with 

Cedric Price and was at the time already well known for his ‘auto-destructive art’ (Fig.2.8) – an 

investigation on temporality, obsolescence and action in artistic practices33. Although not directly 

associated with the Fluxus movement, Metzger’s production certainly promulgated common 

ideas associated with the group, and he was equally close to their social and political statements34.  

28  As I mentioned earlier, the call for a more humane architecture was one of the main statements of the 
Team 10 members. For an overall picture on the inclusion of the user in post-war architecture, particularly 
in Britain, see Jonathan Hughes and Simon Sadler, Non-Plan: Essays on Freedom Participation and 
Change in Modern Architecture and Urbanism (Oxford; Boston: Architectural Press, 2000).
29  ‘Interaction | Definition of Interaction in English by Oxford Dictionaries’, Oxford Dictionaries | 
English, accessed 2 July 2018, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/interaction.
30  Roger Rothman, ‘Fluxus, or the Work of Art in the Age of Information’. In Symploke 23, no. 1 
(2015): 309–25.
31  Henar Rivière Ríos, ‘Fluxus: sus festivales y conciertos europeos. [Fluxus: its European festivals and 
concerts.]’, Arte y Parte, no. 103 (2013): 24–57.
32  In an interview to Metzger commemorating the 30th anniversary of the Fluxus movement in 1992 he 
explains that his proposal for the festival was not accepted by the organisers, probably due to its strong 
political criticism. However, Metzger attended the opening and took part on several activities during the 
festival. In http://www.fondazionebonotto.org/fluxus/metzgergustav/document/fxm0226.html?from=2431
33  Gustav Metzger, Manifesto Auto-Destructive Art (1959).
34  During the same interview, Metzger asserted that, although never formally a member of the Fluxus 
movement, he was very close to the political and theoretical ideas expressed by George Maciunas in the 
Fluxus Manifesto.
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Figure 2.9.  Gordon Pask, The Architectural 
Relevance of Cybernetics. In Architectural 

Design, September 1969. 
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Yet the term ‘interaction’ soon overcame its analogic usage and became a convenient word to 

be associated with the application of emerging computer and communication technologies, 

particularly with the advent of cybernetics, to precisely achieve a tighter ‘connection’ between 

buildings and people. Drawing upon early studies on feedback information systems developed 

by US mathematician Norbert Wiener in the 1940s35, the British scientist Gordon Pask famously 

endorsed in his writings the role of cybernetics in architecture. Conceiving the architect of the 

1960s as a ‘system designer’, Pask argued in his text ‘The Architectural Relevance of Cybernetics’36 

that the architect’s aim should be that of providing a set of ‘constraints’ that would facilitate 

eventual modes of evolution in a building (Fig.2.9). The use of the term ‘constraints’ by Pask 

reveals a decisive intention of using cybernetics as a paradoxical tool to control an architecture 

set free from predetermined programs, as he would try to do with his collaboration in the design 

of Cedric Price’s Fun Palace, to be discussed in Chapter 3. It is in this same text where Pask 

emphasizes the work of the Metabolists in Japan as exemplary in relation to the production of 

architectural designs with ‘rules for evolution built into them’37. To this respect, Pask asserts that 

the architect ‘must be concerned with evolutionary properties; he cannot merely stand back and 

observe evolution as something that happens to his structures’38. With this he emphasised the 

architect’s role in delineating the ways in which a building will evolve over time as imprinted in 

the design’s genetic code, a condition that would also include the user’s performance as part of 

the design strategy. 

The production of interactive spaces can then be understood as an iteration of an adaptable 

architecture, in the sense that it pursues the generation of spaces that are physically modifiable 

over time due to external inputs. The main difference resides in the inclusion of the human action 

as a key element of the system by which this architecture is conformed.  Changes in spaces are 

not produced after a unidirectional decision process or just out of a mere desire for change, but 

the environment is physically modified following a symbiotic relation between users and objects, 

through continual feedback loops.

35  Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings : Cybernetics and Society (London: Eyre and 
Spottiswoode, 1950).
36  Gordon Pask, ‘The Architectural Relevance of Cybernetics. In Architectural Design’, September 
1969: 494-496. Also, a text widely read by architects at the time is Gordon Pask, An Approach to 
Cybernetics (Harper, 1961).
37  Ibid.
38  Ibid.
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Figure 2.10. South elevations of accident and 
laboratory buildings of the Northwick Park 

Hospital designed by John Weeks. Diagrammatic 
scheme of communication clusters within the 
hospital complex. In John Weeks, ‘Hospitals 
for the 1970s’, Medical Care 3, no. 4 (1965): 

197–203.
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In order to guarantee this relationship, cybernetics was posed as the ideal technology to be 

implemented in modern buildings and cities. The downside of such technology is that it undertakes 

constant surveys on people’s behaviour in order to adapt spaces according to their inputs. People’s 

actions, as part of this feedback information system, are therefore constrained by the system itself, 

which at the same time provides additional degrees of freedom and its control – a concern that 

grew from the 1970s in reaction to the freewheeling openness of much of the 1960s thinking in 

Western art and architecture.

2.1.5 Indeterminacy

The notion of ‘indeterminacy’ is perhaps the most ambiguous among the common words used in the 

architectural culture of the 1960s, often including some of the meanings of all the above described 

concepts. Leaving aside for a moment the multiple overlapping nuances between indeterminacy 

and the notions conveyed in flexible, polyvalent, adaptable, and interactive spaces, one could 

point out at a distinct singularity: the word seems to relate not only to the unknown parameters 

of the built outcome but also to the quality of its design premises. This way, the production of 

an indeterminate architecture should not only be understood as a design intention, but also as 

an imposed requirement. With this respect, Johnathan Hughes refers to the conceptualisation of 

indeterminacy by the British architect John Weeks, in tight relation with the design by Llewelyn-

Davies, Weeks, Forestier-Walker and Bor for Northwick Park Hospital in London between 1962 

and 1970, as being related to the unknown programmatic parameters of hospital typologies in 

which ‘growth of different departments would typically be unequal and hard to predict’39. 

Northwick Park was displayed under the label of ‘Indeterminate Dimensions of Architecture’ 

in the exhibition ‘Cybernetic Serendipity’ (Fig.2.10), held at the ICA in 1968 and curated by 

Jasia Reichardt. A series of plans were depicted in which methods of modularisation and the 

application of standardised elements for the hospital to be extendable over time were applied40.  

The indeterminacy of the programme was translated in an unfinished building presumably 

39  Johnathan Hugues, ‘The Indeterminate Building’ in Hughes and Sadler, Non-Plan. For the original 
conceptual explanation of indeterminacy by Weeks see ‘Indeterminate Architecture’, Transactions of the 
Bartlett Society, no. 2, 1963-1964: 83-106.
40  Jasia Reichardt and Institute of Contemporary Arts, Cybernetic Serendipity : The Computer and 
the Arts / a Studio International Special Issue, Edited by Jasia Reichardt., 2nd ed., rev. (London: Studio 
International, 1968).
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Figure 2.11. Page 20 of John Cage’s ‘Concert 
for Piano and Orchestra. Solo for Piano’ (1960). 

Elaine De Köning Edition Peters, No. 6758. 
Fondazione Bonotto. 
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capable to accommodate change and growth, thus being able to respond to upcoming programme 

requirements41. The unfinished response to indeterminate conditions coincides with the biological 

definition of the term ‘indeterminacy’ provided by the Oxford English Dictionary, which refers to 

the conditions of shoots as ‘not having all the axes terminating in a flower bud and so potentially 

of indefinite length’. Once again, this definition seems to go in line with the already reviewed 

biomorphic studies of D’Arcy Thompson.

But besides interpretations of indeterminacy closer to biomorphism in architecture, it is important 

to recall how, by the 1960s, the term had already been long used in the art field in arguably 

more sophisticated ways. In fact, artistic responses to indeterminacy, particularly in music, were 

highly influential for the architecture of the 1960s. They supposed an entry point to a system of 

thought in which the unknown was embraced as a positive feature in the work of art, extending 

the possibilities for multiple interpretations. In his thesis on ‘Architecture of the Indeterminacy’, 

Yago Conde defines indeterminacy in relation to artistic inputs as ‘a certain state of suspension 

within the precise meaning of the object, a consequence of the redefining of the limits in which 

the latter is inscribed’42. Indeterminacy, says Conde, travelled from the art of the 1920s and 1930s 

to the architectural realm of the 1960s, from the practices and theories of Stéphane Mallarmé, 

Marcel Duchamp, Kurt Schwitters and René Magritte through to the works of John Cage, Jacques 

Derrida and Gilles Deleuze among others. Three major topics are introduced in respect to the 

above artists: the indeterminacy of meanings in written language, the indeterminacy in relation 

to disciplinary limits, and the indeterminacy in the processes of specification when producing 

a painting, a sculpture, or a musical composition. In this sense, the processes of generation and 

notation of sound-pieces created by Cage produced indeterminacy in all the three categories stated 

above, giving way to arguably more inclusive pieces of art that lead to a wider range of readings 

not only by musicians, but also by unskilled performers (Fig.2.11). Ultimately, the work of art 

is represented differently depending on the performer and his/her skills, it is transformed into an 

event and is no longer a static, stable piece. An indeterminate architecture is similarly interpreted 

by Conde as one ‘open to unanticipated situations, unforeseen connections’, an architecture 

‘conscious that it will be looked at dispersedly, scattered, passively’43. However, Conde also 

41  John Weeks, ‘Hospitals for the 1970s’. In Medical Care 3, no. 4 (1965): 197–203.
42  Yago Conde, Architecture of the Indeterminacy (Barcelona: Editons Actar, 2000):59. 
43  Conde: 82.
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Figure 2.12. Self-Structuring System by 
Alan Stanton. In Archigram 8, 1968.
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warns about the fact that the unpredictability of architecture may not necessarily be a vantage 

point, and calls for the need of determining the right amount of parameters so that architecture 

does not acquire a sense of ‘coercive unpredictability’. Certainly, the systems of standardisation 

and modularisation implemented by John Weeks in the Northwick Park Hospital proved to be 

rather coercive. Despite the loose-fit property of the generic rooms by which the hospital was 

arranged, or precisely because of it, the building resulted in a set of neutral spaces whose lack 

of specificity and identity prevented it to work properly. Somehow conveying all the unsuitable 

solutions to a problem, as Hertzberger would suggest, the hospital was also constrained by the 

need to perpetrate a system of modularisation in order to be extended that soon became outdated. 

Finally, the ambiguous character of the word indeterminacy attracted members of the avant-

gardes and other radicals, and particularly the British group, Archigram, which popularised the 

term during the 1960s and early 1970s. In the eighth issue of Archigram magazine, published in 

1968, they propose an alternative definition of the term to that of the Oxford English Dictionary. 

Instead, Archigram suggested that indeterminacy could be defined as something ‘of varying 

evaluation. Not one answer, Open-endedness’44. However, the examples featured in the magazine 

as being ‘indeterminate’, from the ‘self-structuring system’ (Fig.2.12) by the young British 

architect Alan Stanton through to their own proposed ‘Ideas Circus’, all relied on the generation 

of built environments in which a control system is previously implemented, thus prescribing and 

coercing the praised open-endedness of such systems. We will see in the next chapter of this thesis 

how the notion of ‘Calculated Uncertainty’ used by Price echoes Archigram’s interpretation of 

indeterminacy, although does so arguably in a much more theoretically loaded way. 

2.2 Glossary of Japanese Terms

After the review of the above terms, the Japanese glossary of terms will be undertaken in a slightly 

different manner. Given the rapid modernisation of Japanese architecture occurring from the last 

decades of the 19th century into the first years of the 20th century, and the inevitable attachment 

44  Archigram #8. London 1968. Edited by Peter Cook. Contributors include Warren Chalk, Dennis 
Crompton, David Greene, Ron Herron, Geoff Taunton and Michael Webb.
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to Western trends in the making of such modernisation45, the argument here is that the review of 

certain concepts in Japanese language must inextricably be concerned with the understanding of 

these terms in a period spanning from their application in traditional architecture to their revival 

in post-war times. Moreover, the way that Japanese terms are addressed in this section differ 

from that of the English terms reviewed above. Since this is a thesis written in English, what 

I am proposing in this section should be seen as an additional layer of complexity to the terms 

described above, a layer that derives from the unfolding of Japanese concepts within the English 

language. Here the conscious reference is to ‘unfolding’ instead of to ‘translation’, since I do not 

intend to try to find correlative terms in English and Japanese languages. Rather, I will be looking 

at particular words that I have encountered throughout my research, conversations and field trips, 

and that, arguably, critically implement the words that are often used in English language to refer 

to the construction of changeable environments.

Much of what we can learn from close examination of the Japanese terms in this chapter comes 

from the considerable cultural distance in the understanding of two fundamental notions: ‘time’ 

and ‘space’. It is important to point out at the essential differences of time and space in the two 

contexts of this thesis for two main reasons. Firstly, because the way time and space are considered 

in Japanese thinking seems to be close to an understanding of the built environment as an ever 

changing entity, and secondly, as I noted in Chapter 1, because the two cases to be analysed 

in the following chapters, Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki, were both particularly concerned in 

introducing time as an essential design tool in their architecture. 

It is commonly accepted that up until the 1870s, the notion of ‘space’ as an autonomous concept 

could not be conceived in Japanese culture, and was in fact ‘invented’ to give sense to the Western 

notion of Cartesian space46. Although the term ‘space’ was by then commonly used in Western 

languages in mathematics and philosophy, one should recall that the use of the word in the 

45  I have mentioned in Chapter 1 the crucial role of Western architects such as Josiah Conder in the 
shaping of the architectural profession in Japan during the Meiji period. Other well-known figures such 
as Frank Lloyd Wright further influenced the production of modern architecture in Japan. In general, the 
mastering of Western architecture ever since the last decades of the 19th century was encouraged by the 
Meiji government as a way of building a modern nation. For more information see Ken Tadashi Ōshima, 
International Architecture in Interwar Japan: Constructing Kokusai Kenchiku (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 2009).
46  Philippe Bonnin and Fabienne Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise  [Nihon no 
seikatsu kūkan] (Paris: CNRS, 2014).
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architectural field is also a relatively recent incorporation in Western countries, first originated 

in Germany by the end of the 19th century, and particularly relevant in the writings of sculptor 

Adolf Hildebrand, philosopher Theodor Lipps and art historian August Schmarsow47. According 

to Adrian Forty, Schmarsow’s short book Das Wesen von architektonischen Schöpfung [The 

Essence of Architectural Creation], written in 189348, was the one that made a more explicit 

account of the notion of space in the built environment, interpreting it as a bodily experience. The 

Japanese inclusion of the notion of space in architecture therefore fundamentally differs from that 

of the West, since it was not imported from another discipline, and as noted the term simply did 

not exist up until the 1870s. The concept of space in Japanese architecture is not preceded by a 

philosophical and mathematical understanding of the term, but is almost exclusively constructed 

as an architectural notion imported from Western countries. ‘Space’ is translated in Japanese as 

Kūkan, the combination of the kanji Kū, meaning ‘void’, and the kanji normally pronounced as 

ma, a complex and sometimes controversial notion that I will attempt to outline in this section.

Indeed, the independent Western notions of time and space are supposed to converge in ‘ma’. The 

impossibility to separate space from time within Japanese culture, and hence its differences from 

Cartesian space, have important implications in the way one perceives the world and the objects 

within it. Before explaining the notion of ma, therefore, it is important to first review another 

equally complex term, ‘basho’, which can be literally translated as ‘place’ and which was best 

formulated by the Japanese philosopher Nishida Kitarō during the first decades of the 20th century. 

The analysis of basho will provide an overarching understanding of the assimilation of spatial 

and temporal aspects in Japanese culture. Thus, drawing upon Western and Japanese scholars in 

linguistics, Japanese studies, philosophy and architectural theory, I will analyse below the terms 

‘basho’, ‘ma’, ‘mujō’ and ‘kaiwai’. Being conscious of my limitations in fully comprehending 

and analysing these selected terms, my intention here is simply to present a situated explanation 

of each concept that should not be considered definitive, but rather suggestive. 

47  For an insightful discussion on the application of the term ‘space’ in architecture see Forty, Words 
and Buildings: 256-275.
48  Mitchell W. Schwarzer and August Schmarsow, ‘The Emergence of Architectural Space: August 
Schmarsow’s Theory of “Raumgestaltung”’. In Assemblage, no. 15 (August 1991): 48-61.
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2.2.1 Basho [ 場場 ]

According to the Japanese scholar Rein Raud, Nishida’s influential work on the notion of basho 

needs to be understood within a cultural context in which the idea of aida or aidagara, ‘in-

between’, denotes a spatio-temporal understanding of reality.  Transitions from one spatial 

condition to another, be it within a house, in a garden, or in a conversation, are always gradual, 

involving ‘the crossing of several boundaries as well as several zones of varying “betweenness”’ 

49. Given this intimate attachment of space and time in Japanese culture, Nishida develops a 

theory of basho, roughly translated into English as ‘place’, in an article in 1926. The text is based 

on an explicit rejection of the Cartesian dualism of subject-object50. Instead, Nishida argues that 

the awareness of ‘infinite nothingness’ (mugen) is one of the key aspects that characterise the 

notion of basho51. In other words, basho is not conceived in spatial terms only, for a place can 

only exist from the negation of the dichotomy of subject-object, and instead is conceived as a 

self-realisation, a conscious understanding of the different worlds in which we dwell within an 

infinite void in space and time. Nishida distinguishes between three different worlds in order to 

explain how spatiality and temporality are grasped and intermingled in each one of them. These 

worlds are the material world (busshitsuteki), the life-world (seimeiteki sekai), and the historical 

(rekishiteki) world. For Nishida, the material world is ‘the world of things in interaction’52. The 

life-world, however, is seen as the layer of reality in which events occur, the place in which 

living things evolve by means of our actions. The main difference in the conception of these two 

different worlds, the material world and the life-world, lies precisely in the distinct ways in which 

the concept of temporality is attached to them. This distinction has to do with the conceptual 

difference between interaction, as occurring in the material-world, and human action, as in the 

life-world. Interaction between elements in the material-world is defined by the presence of a 

reversible time, in which order does not define the logic of such interactions. Raud uses the 

example of the order followed by the letters in the alphabet, ‘which stays the same regardless 

49  Rein Raud, ‘“Place” and “Being-Time”: Spatiotemporal Concepts in the Thought of Nishida Kitarō 
and Dōgen Kigen’. In Philosophy East and West 54, no. 1 (21 December 2003): 29–51.
50  John W. M. Krummel and Shigenori Nagatomo, Place and Dialectic: Two Essays by Nishida Kitarō, 
AAR Religion in Translation (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2012): 49.
51  Mayuko Uehara, ‘Japanese Aspects of Nishida’s Basho: Seeing the ”Form Without Form”’, in 
Frontiers of Japanese Philosophy 4: Facing the 21st Century, ed. Wing Keung Lam and Ching Yuen 
Cheung (Nanzan Institute for Religion & Culture, 2009): 152–164.
52  Nishida quoted in Raud, ‘“Place” and “Being-Time”’.
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of whether it is read forwards or backwards’53. On the contrary, the life-world is dictated by an 

irreversible time, in which processes such as birth, growth and death are inevitably guided by 

a directional trajectory. Most importantly, such trajectories are defined by their ‘totality’ from 

beginning to end, i.e. from the existence of a processual logic in line of what D’Arcy Thompson 

would argue, in every living entity. For this, Raud uses another telling example: ‘a new-born 

mouse can only grow into an adult mouse, not into an elephant’54. 

Finally, the third world is the historical-world, this being the concrete, real world in which we 

live, in which the individual self is consciously acting embedded in the process of the life-world. 

It is this basho, ba meaning ‘field’, what Raud identifies as the chronotope, i.e the connectedness 

of temporal and spatial relationships55, of the historical-world. With this respect, he quotes 

from Nishida that ‘time and space are not independent forms, but only two directions of self-

determination in ‘place’’56. The conclusion made by Raud in his understanding of Nishida’s basho 

is that what we call spatial objects are spread out in time, and therefore basho should be understood 

as ‘the place where impermanence happens’57. The idea of basho as unfolded into three parallel 

realities clearly has a strong experiential character. This ‘logic of place’58, as philosopher Hank 

Oosterlink referred to when analysing the term, is tightly intermingled with the body, as it is the 

body that exists in space and enables interactions between objects and subjects59. The body is a 

key element of basho because it permanently experiences events in-between states, in a present 

moment which is to be constantly replaced by the merciless flow of the historical-time. 

In the architectural realm, the concept of basho was used by the architectural historian Suzuki 

Hiroyuki to explain his understanding of Basho no Kankaku, translated as ‘sense of place’60. 

Claimed by Suzuki as an intrinsically Japanese notion, he refers to some of the most important 

buildings designed by Kenzō Tange, like the Hiroshima Peace Memorial, as generating a sense of 

53  Ibid. 
54  Ibid. 
55  The term ‘chronotope’ was initially coined by Russian literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin in the 1920s to 
understand how time and space is represented in literature, language and discourse. 
56  Nishida quoted in Raud, ‘“Place” and “Being-Time”’.
57  Raud.
58  Henk Oosterling, ‘Ma and Basho: Time Space in Japan’, accessed 21 August 2017, https://www.
academia.edu/5673872/ma_and_basho_time_space_in_Japan.
59  Yasuo Yuasa, Thomas P. Kasulis, and Shigenori Nagatomo, The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body 
Theory, SUNY Series in Buddhist Studies (Albany, N.Y: State University of New York Press, 1987).
60  Suzuki Hiroyuki. ‘Sense of Place: Expression in Modern Japanese Architecture’. In Le Carré Bleu, 
n2, 2013. 
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Figure 2.13. Layout and pictures of Tange’s 
Hirōshima Peace Centre (1955) and the 
Itsukushima Shrine near Hatsukaichi. In 
Massimo Bettinotti (Ed.), Kenzō Tange 

1946-1996 Architecture and Urban Design, 
Mondadori Electa, 1996 and Terunobu Fujimori 

and Mitsumasa Fujitsuka, Japan’s Wooden 
Heritage: A Journey through a Thousand Years 

of Architecture, Japan Publishing Industry 
Foundation For Culture, 2014. 
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place by drawing upon traditional spatial composition principles and constructive elements61. In 

this respect, Suzuki relates the configuration of the Itsukushima Shrine, not far from Hiroshima, 

to the design of the Peace Memorial building, in which the distribution of axes holds a certain 

correlation with the Shrine (Fig.2.13). 

Curiously, the idea of a ‘sense of place’ was precisely the anchor point used by the German 

architect Günter Nitschke to present the term ma, which I will review next, to a Western 

architectural audience. In 1966 Nitschke published his article titled ‘Ma: the Japanese Sense of 

Place’ in the British magazine, Architectural Design62. Nitsche’s account largely drew on earlier 

texts published in Japanese, and particularly on the writings of Teiji Itō and Arata Isozaki for an 

urban research undertaken and published a few years earlier, which will be discussed in Chapter 

4. Nitschke also used the notion of ‘sense of place’ to situate the Japanese concept of ma closer to 

the ideas being developed at that time by Team 10 members, like Aldo van Eyck and Alison and 

Peter Smithson, with whom he was in direct contact63. 

Related to the ideas embedded in basho, the concept of ma is probably among the most common 

‘non-translatable’ Japanese term in the field of art and architecture. A thoroughgoing account of all 

of its many interpretations goes beyond the extent of this thesis. Instead, I will unfold the meanings 

that closely relate to the spatial arrangements of the built environment in its temporality and its 

experiential nature. In this way, ma will serve to further understand the way certain configurations 

seem to be designed so as to accommodate events over time as well as its multifarious translations 

into individual buildings and cities. 

2.2.2 Ma [ 場 ] 

A symbol representing the sun, framed by a double-wing door, shapes the character used in 

Japanese writing for the term ma64. Western scholars have attempted to translate ma as ‘interval’, 

‘gap’, ‘negative space’ and ‘betweenness’, the latter being closer to the idea of the notion of basho 

61  Ibid.
62  Nitschke, Günter, ‘“MA”. The Japanese Sense of Place’. In Architectural Design, March 1966.
63  Nitschke in conversation with the author. Kyoto, December 30, 2015.
64  This section partially draws upon my article entitled ‘In the Name of MA. Interpretations of an 
Untranslatable Japanese Character. In LOBBY Vol 5, Faith. Autumn 2016, London: 88-90. 
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Figure 2.14. Diagram of ma measures in relation 
to an increasing number of columns. From  
Yūichiro Kōjiro, Nihon Kenchiku no Kūkan 
[Space in Japanese Architecture], Shibundo, 

Tokyo, 1968. 

Figure 2.15. Example of an arrangement of 
stones in a Go-board. In Arthur Smith, The Game 

of Go: The National Game of Japan (Rutland: 
CETuttle, 1963). 
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described above65. For Japanese scholars, however, ma seems to be less theoretical, but rather 

something imprinted in everyday life in a natural and effortless way. Augustin Berque describes 

ma as conveying the idea of interval not in an abstract sense, but with respect to the precise 

relationship between concrete elements66. In fact, among its various meanings, ma is also used 

today as the unit of measure defining the standard dimension of a tatami mat (Fig.2.14). In turn, 

this measure is set by the natural span used in a timber-frame structure, as the distance in-between 

two columns. The surface of a room can thus be defined by the number of ma contained in its two 

dimensions. 

Intangibly, ma is also present as one of the ruling abstract concepts organising the material-world 

by reinforcing the importance of the ‘in-between’, both in time and space, between two objects, 

two particular situations, two moments in a conversation, etc. By stressing the gap between 

elements it also emphasises the link of what it separates. As both distance and emptiness, there 

is plenty of ‘ma’ in Noh theatre and traditional Japanese paintings, where silences and blanks are 

crucial in the composition. At the same time, something which ‘has’ ma is balanced, harmonic 

and organised within an apparent disorder. For instance, ma can be illustrated with the ancient 

Chinese game Go67, a strategy board-game in which two adversaries compete to conquer the 

whole extension of the board by placing a set of stones on a grid. Unlike in chess or draughts, 

there are no fixed movements, giving players a great degree of freedom and creative possibilities 

during the course of the game. As in Go, ma could be defined as the power of balance in an 

apparently unbalanced and disorganised placement of stones on the board. This balance emerges 

from the relation of voids and interstices generated in-between the stones (Fig.2.15). The end 

of the game is decided by the players themselves, when they realize that any further movement 

65  For further reflections on the concept of ma see Richard B. Pilgrim, ‘Intervals (“Ma”) in Space 
and Time: Foundations for a Religio-Aesthetic Paradigm in Japan’. In History of Religions 25, no. 3 
(1 February 1986): 255–77; Lesley Di Mare, ‘Ma and Japan’. In Southern Communication Journal 55, 
no. 3 (1990): 319–28; Kevin Nute, Place, Time, and Being in Japanese Architecture (Routledge, 2004). 
Orientalist Augustin Berque has also extensively written about ma and aspects of space and time in Japan: 
in Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise [Nihon no seikatsu kūkan].; in Ma 
et Aida - Des Possibilités de La Pensée et de La Culture Japonaise. Textes réunis et présentés par Sakae 
Murakami-Giroux, Virginie Fermaud - Achat Livre, 2016.
66  Augustin Berque, ‘ma’. In Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise [Nihon 
no seikatsu kūkan] CNRS Éditions, Paris,2014: 294-296.
67  The illustration of ma with the rules employed in the Go game should be credited to architect 
Naohiko Hino, in conversation with the author. Tokyo 5th January, 2016. 
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Figure 2.16. Examples of Shinden Zukuri 
palaces. Reconstruction of the Nijō Palace and 

the Higashisanjō Palace. In Nicolas Fiévé, 
Atlas historique de Kyoto: analyse spatiale 
des systèmes de mémoire d’une ville, de son 
architecture et de son paysage urbain (Paris: 

Unesco, 2008). 

Figure 2.17. Examples of Shoin Zukuri palaces: 
Kohoan-Shoin; Honganji-shoin and Rinshun-
kaku. In Harumichi Kitao, Shoin Architecture 
in Detailed Illustrations (Tokyo: Shokokusha, 

1956).

Figure 2.18. Floor plan of the Katsura Imperial 
Villa. Arata Isozaki Archive. Courtesy of Misa 

Shin Gallery.
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would either benefit the opponent’s ma or would not make any difference. The player who is able 

to ‘design’ a better ma wins the battle. 

When it comes to architecture, ma seems to operate as a kind of control system whose rules 

are not entirely defined and remain indeterminate, but that are apprehended by both the person 

arranging the spaces and the visitor that experiences them. These subtle spatial rules can be 

grasped in the way elements are arranged in traditional architecture, resulting in a kind of design 

strategy for the organic spatial configuration of Japanese temples and houses. Their layout is 

usually organised by a succession of spaces ranging from thresholds between interior and 

exterior, catwalks creating transitions between areas and rooms with no particularly defined 

activity. Examples of this configuration can be grasped in the arrangement of shinden-zukuri 

style buildings, which flourished among the aristocratic classes of the Heian period at its height 

during the 10th century68.  Despite the set of pavilions comprising a shinden-zukuri residence 

follow a strict cardinal orientation, with the main pavilion or shinden located around the centre, 

the composition is such that the overall picture of the house’s layout appears irregular. Moreover, 

pavilions are connected by different kinds of covered corridors [wata-dono, rō, watarō], leaving 

in-between small courtyards [tsubo] that are commonly used as contemplative gardens (Fig.2.16). 

The indefinite nature of these corridors and their different dimensions make them suitable to host 

spontaneous activities. The French architectural historian Nicolas Fiévé remarks upon the spatial 

arrangement originated by the corridors, pavilions and courtyards as a spatio-temporal zone, an 

area in which a wide range of events and activities might take place, a public realm as opposed 

to the more private areas in the interior of the pavilions69. The creation of similar undefined 

spaces would also be present in other traditional styles, such as the later shoin style (Fig.2.17), 

largely adopted for samurai residences70, and the very much celebrated sukiya style, to which 

the Katsura Imperial Villa belongs (Fig.2.18). One could argue that ma is present in multifarious 

ways in all of these kinds of arrangements: in the carefully planned distance between pavilions, 

68  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu, 2011. Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime 
Yatsuka.
69  Nicolas Fiévé, ‘Shinden-zukuri’. In Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise 
[Nihon no seikatsu kūkan]: 432-435. 
70  The Shoin style originated, partly drawing upon the Shinden-zukuri style, during the Muromachi 
period (1356-1573) up to the early Edo Period (1600-1666). In Harumichi Kitao, Shoin architecture in 
detailed illustrations (Tokyo: Shokokusha, 1956): 6.
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in the in-between spaces generated by the corridors, and in the corridors themselves, which are 

defined by the movement of people along them, but can also be reversed into rooms. The apparent 

organic articulation of these kind of compounds results in what sometimes has been defined as 

multi-layered space71, in which a potential for experience, perceptual multiplicity and interactions 

is imprinted. Similarly, in Japanese gardens, beside the beauty of the scenery they provide, the 

experience of walking over seemingly unstable bridges and catwalks reinforces the awareness of 

the present moment and a particular appreciation of voids and spaces between placed elements. 

More than any other Japanese term, ma has acquired a considerable popularity within the art and 

architectural spheres in the West. Besides the publication of Nitschke’s article in Architectural 

Design, the term was introduced to international audiences largely by the exhibition on ‘Ma: 

Space-Time in Japan’, curated by Arata Isozaki for the Festival D’Automne in Paris in 1978 and 

later exhibited at the Cooper-Hewitt Museum in New York, among other locations72. An account 

of this exhibition will be included in Chapter 4. However, it is important to note now with respect 

to the meaning ma that its reception in the West is thus largely dictated by an exhibition which 

has been criticized for intentionally mystifying a concept that, for the Japanese, resembles self-

explanatory. Isozaki recalls with this respect that he used the need to decipher ma to a Western 

audience as an opportunity to reconsider the everyday usage of the word by unfolding its various 

meanings into a set of installations based in an intense bodily experience, ‘at the moment at which 

space and time had not yet been disentangled’73. The idea of ‘dismantling’ ma to later reconstruct 

its meanings in Japanese culture was in fact an earlier interest of Isozaki, who already in the 

1960s tried to ‘split’ the spatiotemporal notion of ma in his texts ‘Space of Darkness’ and ‘Process 

Planning’ respectively74. These texts will likewise be reviewed in Chapter 4. 

71  Miho Nakagawa, ‘The Production of Multi-Layered Space in Japanese Spatial Representations 
between 2D and 3D’ (Phd Dissertation, University College London, 2010).
72  The exhibition was also displayed in Houston, Chicago, Stockholm and Helsinki between 1979 and 
1981. List of exhibition locations and press coverage in Arata Isozaki Archive stored at the Misa Shin 
Gallery. 
73  Arata Isozaki and David B Stewart, Japan-ness in architecture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
2006): 95
74  The explanation of ideas related with space and time by Isozaki in the texts ‘Space of Darkness’ and 
‘Process Planning Theory’ was explicitly referred to by Isozaki in conversation with the author in Tokyo, 
7th of January, 2016. 
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2.2.3 Mujō [ 場場 ]

Inherited from Buddhist thinking via China, the term mujō refers to the ephemeral nature of things, 

material and immaterial, which inhabit our world, as a kind of ‘soft time’ that makes reality not 

only transitory, but also malleable75. In his article on the subject published in 1955, the literary 

critic Hideo Kobayashi notably interprets the notion of impermanence encapsulated in mujō as 

the response to the realisation that the world is continuously changing76. In this sense, all art 

forms attempting to represent permanent instances are in fact embedded within the impermanence 

and transient nature of the world. That is why flowers in Japan and particularly the art of flower 

arrangement, or ikebana, with their delicate aura of temporality, represent the permanence of an 

alive element within a logic of impermanence, at once embodying a ‘framed’ permanence and the 

lost battle against the ultimate deadly fate of all living entities. 

This provisional habitation of the world as embedded in the concept of mujō finds an architectural 

translation in the traditional Japanese tea-house77, in which the conscience of impermanence is 

not only visible in the performance of the tea ceremony, but also in the materials used to build the 

house78 (Fig.2.19). Diverse interpretations of mujō have been commonly used among Japanese 

architects, resulting in a convenient Japanese philosophical ground in which to anchor issues 

related to durability, ephemerality and temporality. It is interesting to notice that Kobayashi’s 

famous article on the subject, first published in 1955, was reedited in 196179, coinciding with the 

emergence of the Metabolist movement80. In this sense, the architectural historian Jin Baek 

associates mujō with the increasing interest on ruins in art and architecture during the post-

war period 
75  Michael F Marra, Essays on Japan: Between Aesthetics and Literature (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2010): 
106.
76  Michiko Yusa, The Bloomsbury Research Handbook of Contemporary Japanese Philosophy 
(Bloomsbury Publishing, 2017).
77  This is explained by architect and philosopher Murielle Hladik in the definition of mujō as included 
in Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise [Nihon no seikatsu kūkan].
78  According to Hladik, the typology of the tea house draws upon early hermitage huts examples such 
as the one in which monk and philosopher Kamo no Chōmei retreated to meditate in the mountains during 
the Kamakura period (1185-1333). 
79  Muriel Hladik in Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise [Nihon no seikatsu 
kūkan].
80  This association should however be taken with caution. Kobayashi actively supported the nationalist 
government during the occupation of mainland Asian territories and also during WWII. Although no 
charges were brought to him after the war, the idea of the metabolists quoting Kobayashi’s work is 
improbable. The coincidence in time of Kobayashi’s article and the Metabolist group should be seen as 
indicative of the contemporary validity of notions related to impermanence, an obvious awareness of the 
transitory condition of the built environment that was present in Japan after war-time devastation. 
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Figure 2.19. Detail of veranda, Ryokaku-tei 
teahouse, Ninna-ji, Kyoto. In Yukio Futagawa 

and Teiji Itō, The Elegant Japanese House: 
Traditional Sukiya Architecture. (Weatherhill 
Tankosha, New York, 1969). Example of a tea 

house in Kodai-ji temple, Kyoto. Photo taken by 
the author.
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in Japan. Baek refers to both the ideas of ‘assemblage’ of parts within a leading structure by 

Metabolists and the interest in ruins by Isozaki as being somehow rooted in the notion of mujō 81.  

Additionally, a number of concepts related to mujō and dealing with impermanence highlight the 

nuances by which the existence of a transient reality is fundamental to Japanese aesthetics. Here I 

will focus upon two related aspects that will help us understand the application of impermanence 

in the built environment. The first one is conveyed in the phrase ‘mono no aware’, which can 

be translated as the ‘pathos of things’82, and refers to the awareness of the passing of time in the 

present moment. This awareness is reflected in the appreciation of, for instance, phenomenological 

effects, and would also find an embodiment in the enjoyment of Japanese streets festivals and 

events, which I will further discuss in the next term of this glossary. The second notion to be 

stressed with respect to mujō opposes, arguably, the apparent continuity of the pathos of time 

and its awareness, and it is conveyed through the idea of ‘kire’. Roughly translated as ‘cutting’, 

kire is fundamental to understand the aesthetics of a variety of arts, from ikebana to Noh theatre. 

Kire, which has been also related to ma elsewhere83, precisely emphasizes the continuous process 

of events over time by producing ruptured moments within this continuity; examples range from 

the way that a Nō theatre actor stops his sliding movements in stage to the delimiting walls that 

divides a zen garden (artificial nature) from its surroundings (natural nature)84. 

2.2.4 Kaiwai [ 場場 ]

The sequential understanding of space in Japan and its multi-layered nature, in which different 

temporalities (or worlds) take place within a singular spatial moment, is key to understand not 

only the way spaces are arranged in buildings, but also in cities. Among the urban terms most 

commonly used with this respect, one has to highlight the notion of ‘kaiwai’, often translated 

81  Jin Baek, ‘Mujō, or Ephemerality: The Discourse of the Ruins in Post-War Japanese Architecture’, 
Architectural Theory Review 11, no. 2 (1 November 2006): 66–76.
82  Graham Parkes, ‘Japanese Aesthetics’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward 
N. Zalta, Fall 2017 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2017), https://plato.stanford.edu/
archives/fall2017/entries/japanese-aesthetics/.
83  Oosterling, ‘Ma and Basho’.
84  For an extensive account on the notion of kire see Ryōsuke Ōhashi, Kire : Das Schöne in 
Japan, Philosophisch-ästhetische Reflexionen zu Geschichte und Moderne [Kire: Beauty in Japan. 
Philosophical-Aesthetic Reflections on Modern History], DuMont Köln, 1994. 
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Figure 2.20. Commercial street in Jiyūgaoka, 
Meguro Ward, Tokyo. This neighbourhood can 

be seen as an example of kaiwai, a city space full 
of everyday activity. Photo taken by Luna Tan. 
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as ‘activity space’85, but also simply as ‘neighbourhood’86. The term kaiwai is defined by the 

kanji kai, meaning ‘boundaries’, and the syntagm wai, which refers to the presence of a complex 

topographical space87. This notion is intimately linked to the celebration of traditional festivities 

and the presence of everyday activities within the urban realm (Fig.2.20). As the Canadian architect 

Fred Thompson points out, the importance of such activities defines the spatial configuration of 

villages in a linear way, in which social spaces are not defined by squares, but in the ‘shape’ of 

streets. After researching into a set of small mountain villages and their festivities mentored by 

the architectural critic Yūichirō Kōjirō and later by the architectural historian Teiji Itō, Thompson 

defined kaiwai as ‘an amorphous sense of space which changes with the activities of its users and 

their intentions’88. In this sense, the street represents the directional temporality of space in Japan, 

the irreversible time of Nishida’s life-world, a linear space that must be inevitably experienced in 

a sequential mode, as a continuous process. 

Thompson quotes the definition of ‘sequential space’ as defined by Itō with respect to the shape 

of ‘monumental’ spaces in Japan. Contrary to the fixed vantage points designated in grand 

Western squares, a monumental space in Japan is discovered by moving through it, and so 

‘may be understood as a distribution of memories of the experience’89.  In the work by Itō and 

Isozaki entitled Nihon no Toshi Kūkan, to be analysed in Chapter 4, kaiwai is considered an 

effect produced by the accumulation and movement of people in the city, as well as the result of a 

number of individual actions that together conform a holistic ensemble of perceptual multiplicity. 

Itō and Isozaki emphasized several times throughout their book the relevance of kaiwai as being 

a spatial character that was generated by the intimate interaction between a uniquely Japanese 

spatial configuration and a set of activities spontaneously generated by the individual and the 

collective. The relevance of common spaces in Japanese cities pointed out by Itō and Isozaki 

and the validity of concepts such as kaiwai were endorsed in the 1960s by fitting trends in urban 

85  Kenzō Tange, Teiji Itō, Arata Isozaki, Tsutomu Tsuchida, Yasuyoshi Hayashi, Reiko Tomita, Kenichi 
Ōmura, Jiro Watanabe, Nachio Torisu, Kenji Fukuzawa, Kei Murai, Kiyoshi Yamagishi, and Kiyonori 
Yamaoka, Nihon no toshi kūkan [Japanese Urban Space] (Tokyo: Shōkokusha, 1968): 44.
86  Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata, Vocabulaire de la spatialité japonaise = Nihon no seikatsu kūkan: 296.
87  Bonnin and Duteil-Ogata: 298.
88  Fred Thompson, ‘Japanese Mountian Deities’, The Architectural Review; London 202, no. 1208 
(October 1997): 78–93.
89  Thompson’s reference to this quote refers to an ‘Unpublished Magazine’ of Teiji Itō dated 1973 and 
entitled ‘The Japanese Approach to Urban Space’. This is probably the unpublished English translation of 
Nihon no Toshi Kūkan. 
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Figure 2.21. Alan Kaprow, Stockroom, 
1961. A happening taking place during the 

exhibition Art in Motion at the Moderna Museet 
Stockholm. Photo taken by Vera Mercer. In 

Judith F. Rodenbeck and Allan Kaprow, Radical 
Prototypes: Allan Kaprow and the Invention of 

Happenings (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011).
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theory coming, in particular, from the ideas expressed in Kevin Lynch’s The Image of the City 

and Jane Jacobs’ The Death and Life of Great American Cities, which were well known among 

architects in Japan90. 

2.3 A Post-War Convergence – Kankyō [ 場場 ] VS Environment

Conveniently loose in its meaning, the idea of environment as a sort of spatial typology remarkably 

made the journey from European and American artistic practices to Japanese spheres in a very 

short amount of time during the 1960s. Before adopting connotations of sustainability and 

natural preservation, it was used in both Western countries and Japan to refer to the production of 

atmospheric and experiential qualities with a strong focus on the interaction between subjects and 

objects.  In Japan, the word was directly imported from English language not only to provide new 

meanings to its literal translation in Japanese, ‘kankyō’, but was also often used both in its English 

form and as ‘enbairamento’91, its translation in the katakana syllabary used to phonetically translate 

foreign words. The relevance of the intermingling of kankyō and environment exemplifies a tight 

relationship between artistic and architectural practices from different countries that converged 

in the seeking of a permissive theoretical foundation to produce equally ambivalent artistic and 

architectural objects. 

The term ‘environment’ became extensively used already by the end of the 1950s largely through 

the work of American artist Allan Kaprow, who sought to expand the field of artistic interventions 

from the two dimensions of the gallery walls into three-dimensional space. Kaprow drew upon the 

‘legacy of Jackson Pollock’92, whose enormous brushed canvases trespassed the realm of the walls 

to acquire a spatial quality, the size of the canvases pushing the paintings away from the constriction 

of their medium. Kaprow interpreted this liberation with his so-called ‘environments’, and later 

90  Ken Tadashi Ōshima, ‘Rediscovering Japanese Urban Space in a World Context’, Journal of Urban 
History 42, no. 3 (1 May 2016): 623–33. Also in Jordan Sand, Tokyo Vernacular: Common Spaces, Local 
Histories, Found Objects (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013).
91  The term enbairamento was used, for instance, in ‘enbairamento no kai’ [Environment Group],  
group of artists constituted on the occasion of the exhibition ‘From Space to Environment’ in 1966, which 
I will review in Chapter 4. In Midori Yoshimoto, ‘From Space to Environment: The Origins of Kankyō 
and the Emergence of Intermedia Art in Japan’, Art Journal 67, no. 3 (1 September 2008): 24–45.
92  One of the first articles written by Allan Kaprow, on the occasion of the untimely death of Jackson 
Pollock in 1958 is entitled ‘The Legacy of Jackson Pollock’, and it outlines the main features for the 
generation of ‘environments’. In Philip Ursprung, Allan Kaprow, Robert Smithson, and the Limits to Art 
(Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 2013): 22.
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Figure 2.22. Cover of the special issue of 
Bijutsu Techō including the manifesto of the 

exhibition Kūkan kara kankyō e [From Space to 
Environment], 1966. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 
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with related artistic actions such as ‘happenings’, ‘assemblages’ and ‘activities’ (Fig.2.21). He 

experimented with the blurring of artistic mediums and with the inclusion of the viewer as active 

participant of the artistic work. The intermingling between movement, space and the creation of 

experiences were key in his conceptualisation of an innovative, more inclusive way of working in 

the art field. Kaprow’s artworks became highly influential during the 1960s as a way to question 

more scholastic practices of artistic production. His works supposed a step further in the process – 

already initiated by the Surrealists in the first decades of the twentieth century – of understanding 

art as an inclusive commodity. However, while pursuing the active involvement of viewers and the 

provocation of unforeseen reactions, Kaprow’s environments and happenings were also carefully 

planned, codified in a set of guidelines and rules that left little space to chance93. The liberation of 

the art work from its medium and the participation of the observer was therefore delineated by a 

preconceived system of actions over time. 

In Japan, Kaprow’s ideas became widely known in the experimental circles at the time with 

the publication in 1966 of his book titled Assemblages, Environments and Happenings94. The 

curator Kataoka Mami directly refers to the publication of Kaprow’s book as having a direct 

influence on the concept, and even the title, of the exhibition ‘Kūkan kara kankyō e [From Space 

to Environment]’ (Fig.2.22) held in Tokyo the same year as Kaprow’s publication95. The term 

‘environment’ soon became suitable in Japan to refer to artistic practices related to the production 

of interactive spaces, and was related to the use of technology as a facilitator of such interactions. 

This would eventually give way to other concepts like ‘intermedia art’96. But ideas about the 

environment were not by any means only fed by Western artistic practices. Its meaning also drew 

upon investigations performed by Japanese architects and engineers dating back to the 1950s. 

One important figure in particular was the architect and urban consultant, Takashi Asada, chief 

assistant in the Tange Lab up until 1958. Asada is often considered to be the ‘godfather’ of the 

93  Ursprung.
94  Allan Kaprow, Jean-Jacques Lebel, and Gutai Bijutsu Kyōkai, Assemblage, Environments & 
Happenings, 1966.
95  Mami Kataoka, ‘”Environment” as Relationship: Color, Space and Environment’. In  Mori Art 
Museum et al., Metabolism, the City of the Future: Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar and 
Present-Day Japan (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011). 297-301
96  Miki Kaneda, ‘The Unexpected Collectives: Intermedia Art in Postwar Japan’ (Ph.D., 2012), https://
search.proquest.com/docview/1625970738/abstract/2939FCE38D1B44FFPQ/1.
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Metabolists97, and has also been regarded as directly bringing attention to kankyō during the 

1960s. He first included notions of environmental control in extreme conditions for the design 

of the Syowa Station in Antartica in 1957, which is considered a fundamental prototype for the 

design of capsule-like spaces that would proliferate in Japan from the 1960s onwards98. After 

these experiments in the creation of artificial environments, Asada focussed on the development 

of urban and planning research, for which he founded in 1961 the consultancy ‘Research Centre 

for Environmental Development and Design [Kankyō Kaihatsu Center]’99. Given the two channels 

by which the idea of environment was forged in Japan, through American artistic influences and 

through the work on atmospheric and biological processes investigated by Asada, the Japanese 

media scholar Yuriko Furuhata attributes to Isozaki a primary role in the convergence of these two 

currents100. This convergence will also be explored in Chapter 4. 

Finally, notions of environment might be seen as implicit in the work of British theatre director 

Joan Littlewood from the 1950s, drawing upon theories of movement developed by Rudolf Laban 

and investigating into a varied range of theatre genres, from Agit-Prop theatre to Commedia 

dell’arte101. Littlewood’s role has been regarded as instrumental in the conception of a modern 

theatre in Britain, one in which the ‘popular’ and the ‘artistic’ realms are no longer delineated. 

Instead, improvisation techniques and the encouragement of collaborations with the audience 

produced interactive theatre pieces. Although never defined as environment, the work of Littlewood 

in leading the Theatre Workshop in London from 1953 to 1979102 certainly holds similar aims to 

the generation of artistic environments, particularly with respect to the viewer’s participation 

and the dissolution of disciplinary boundaries. Joan Littlewood was, in fact, the main instigator 

97  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu, 2011. Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime 
Yatsuka: 49.
98  Toyokawa Saikaku, 2011. ‘Cold Climate Housing Research and the Syowa Station Building in 
Antarctica: Asada Takashi and the Beginnings of Capsule Architecture’. In Mori Art Museum et al, 
Metabolism, the City of the Future: 234-240.
99  Makoto Kikuchi. ‘Kūkan no kaihatsu, kankyo no seigyo: 1960 nendai no Asada to kōso kaikin kyūjin 
kōtochi, kyokuchi kenchiku’ [Space Development and Environmental Control: Takashi Asada and the 
High Rise City, Artificial Land, and Extreme Architecture in the 1960s]. In 10+1, 50, Final Issue, 2008: 
96-113.
100  Yuriko Furuhata, ‘Multimedia Environments and Security Operations: Expo ′70 as a Laboratory of 
Governance’. In Grey Room (1 January 2014): 56–79.
101  Eleanor Dickens, 2017. An Introduction to Joan Littlewood’s Theatre Practice. https://www.
bl.uk/20th-century-literature/articles/an-introduction-to-joan-littlewoods-theatre-practice. Accessed 
27/04/2017.
102  Robert Leach, Theatre Workshop: Joan Littlewood and the Making of Modern British Theatre, 
Exeter Performance Studies (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2006).
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for Cedric Price’s design of the Fun Palace, an alternative urban facility to be used as a place for 

performance and spontaneous theatre, a ‘total environment’ for leisure and self-realisation. 

2.4. Cross-Cultural Symbiosis – Reformulating Frameworks

When the American anthropologist Edward T. Hall reviewed in his seminal 1966 book, The 

Hidden Dimension, the ways in which spatial relations function in Japan, he emphasised the 

great distance between practices largely observed in Western countries and the Japanese code of 

interaction between objects and subjects. Although the interpretation of his self-founded proxemics 

science103 can be criticised for and excessive reliance on contextual facts, and in the case of the 

Japanese realm, for a certain oversimplification of the country’s multiple cultural dynamics, some 

of his remarks are useful to bring into this discussion as they highlight a series of spatial features 

directly related with the terms analysed above – both the English and the Japanese ones. 

Hall differentiates between the existence of ‘fixed-feature’ and ‘semifixed-feature’ spaces to stress 

the fact that walls and functions in Japanese houses, as opposed to in Western ones, can be moved 

and altered to accommodate the different uses that the house requires throughout the day. The 

changing nature of the space makes the guest discover ‘that things comes to him while the scene 

shifts’104. A few remarks can be added to Hall’s point. First, he stresses the presence of a space in 

the Japanese house that is both polyvalent and adaptable, i.e. it is both functionally and physically 

variable. As we will see in the next chapter, this combination is embedded in post-war British 

aspirations of creating multi-use housing units, and particularly in Price’s pursuit of the house as 

being a 24-Hour Living Toy. Second, Hall’s understanding of events as being discovered ‘while 

the scene shifts’ can be interpreted in two forms. The way activities unfold in the polyvalent 

and adaptable interiors of a Japanese house are revealed while moving throughout these spaces, 

constituting a fundamental bodily experience. However, such perception can be easily reversed, 

as the body could also stay static and attend to the changing sceneries provided by the moving 

of walls and replacement of day-time and night-time furniture in the house. The instability of the 

103  Proxemics is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the branch of knowledge that deals 
with the amount of space that people feel it necessary to set between themselves and others’. https://
en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/proxemics. 
104  Edward T. Hall, The Hidden Dimension, Anthropology (New York: Anchor books, 1990): 151.
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domestic space, both from the point of view of the subject and of the object is related, I would 

argue, to the intertwined relation between space and time as it is conveyed in terms such as basho 

and ma. A sequential understanding of rooms and open areas in houses and temple compounds 

– such as those observed in examples designed following the shinden-zukuri, shoin-zukuri and 

sukiya styles –entails the production of articulated paths, transitional rooms, and in-between 

spaces that are not, strictly speaking, absolutely necessary for any functional fulfilment. They are 

rather generating the possibilities of events and situations related with the movement performed 

by inhabitants and visitors, spaces thus getting activated by the temporal presence of moving 

subjects. 

This experiential understanding of space also plays an important role in the urban morphology, 

and the way Japanese cities are qualified by the existence of public spaces that, being mostly 

linear, are filled by daily activities of movement and interaction (kaiwai). Finally, and to conclude 

with Hall, he further emphasizes the importance of the bodily experience in Japanese spaces by 

pointing at the fact that not only visual perspectives, but also ‘olfaction, shifts in temperature, 

humidity, light, shade and colour are worked together in such a way as to enhance the use of the 

whole body as a sensing organ’105. These constitute a multiplicity of effects that relate with the 

notion of phenomenological polyvalence explained in this chapter and that will find translation 

in projects such as the Festival Plaza. To this compiled ‘design’ of senses in space, Hall adds 

the leading role played by the designer as he/she carefully plans the successions of events and 

spaces to be discovered through movements, ‘leading the individual to a spot where he can 

discover something for himself’106. This dichotomy – leading someone somewhere in order to 

open up a number of perceptual experiences in space – exemplifies well the presence of hidden, 

although also thoroughly delineated, design strategies by which spatial arrangements loaded with 

perceptual multiplicity and functional variety are constructed. Altogether it creates an architecture 

that can be seen as the result of controlling relationships107. 

As opposed to the apparent subtle way of controlling movements and experiential sequence in 

buildings and cities in Japan, the spatial translations implied by the aforementioned English 

105  Edward T. Hall: 153-154.
106  Hall. 
107  Kyōkai - a Japanese Technique for Articulating Space (Kyōto-shi: Tanko-Sha, 2010).
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terms in Western countries did not have such as clear and strong cultural background in which to 

conceptually found these practices. In this sense, when looking back at the notions of flexibility, 

polyvalence, adaptability, interaction and indeterminacy explored in this chapter, one denotes 

a certain ‘artificiality’ in the production of such qualities in space. In particular, attempts to 

generate physically flexible spaces, i.e. adaptable and extensively interactive, are defined by 

planned strategies, most of them impossible to conceive without the help of technologies such as 

cybernetics. It is perhaps in the construction of polyvalent buildings, both in their configurational 

and phenomenological extent, that one finds a certain similarity with the ethos of generating 

a natural spatio-temporal experience. In this sense, we could distinguish between ‘planning’ 

strategies of spatial and experiential control, such as those originated by the implementation of 

feedback information systems as well as the delineation of pre-established movable elements 

within space, and strategies of ‘direction’, which can be seen as more nuanced design decisions in 

order to provide desired effects and outcomes in space. As we will see in Chapter 4, the rapid and 

strong Western influence that Japanese architecture and design suffered during the first half of the 

twentieth century also found translation in ‘artificial’ planning strategies based on technological 

advancements. 

After having produced this situated inventory of English and Japanese terms regarding the 

generation of strategies of functional and physical control and change within architectural design, 

and having now hopefully clarified the ways in which each of the reviewed terms are to be 

understood in this thesis, the next two chapters will closely analyse, discuss and interpret the 

work of Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki between 1955 and 1978. The historical and theoretical 

study of the frameworks of uncertainty identified in the work and ideas of these two architects 

will draw upon the understanding of the English and Japanese terms explored in this chapter, and 

the architectural contexts that were constructed around their meanings. It is in these architectural 

contexts where Price and Isozaki can be located as distinct figures, their work arguably being 

exemplary for discussing the paradox of attempting to control the ‘free’ in architectural design. 

The following two chapters will thus reveal how it is precisely in the paradoxical nature of this 

premise that the contributions of the two case-study figures are most significant. 
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CHAPTER 3

Cedric Price and the Paradox of Calculated Uncertainty

3.0. Introduction

This chapter discusses the work and ideas of Cedric Price by specifically analysing the design 

methods, representational and theoretical tools as well as the field of references that have shaped 

his approach towards the production of buildings with the potential of changing functionally and 

physically. The hypothesis of this chapter is that Price’s conception of architecture, conceived 

so as to be modified over time, was largely dictated by strategies of control generated during 

the design process. The chapter focuses on the notion of ‘Calculated Uncertainty’ – a phrase 

constantly quoted by Price, yet not clearly defined by either himself or Pricean scholars – in 

order to produce an analysis of his thinking about an apparently controlled yet loosely defined 

architecture. I will first develop a theoretical examination of Calculated Uncertainty through the 

ways in which the term was used in lectures and texts by Price, as well as through an analysis of 

authors that Price often quoted when using the phrase. After outlining a preliminary, discursive 

definition of Calculated Uncertainty, I will then explore Price’s design production from two 

perspectives: firstly, from the analysis of his drawing process, both in terms of its representational 

singularities and of its logic alongside the design process. Secondly, Price’s design production 

will be analysed through the application of such drawing and design processes in a particular built 

example: the Interaction Centre. Therefore, the chapter intends to construct Price’s frameworks 

of uncertainty from three complementary perspectives: first, on a discursive level with the 

understanding of Calculated Uncertainty in lectures and texts; second, on a representational level 

by the analysis of Price’s drawing production alongside his design process and third, on a physical 

level, by addressing the implications of the conceptual and the drawing references to Calculated 

Uncertainty in the Interaction Centre. 

The resulting discussion will evaluate the extent to which the conception of a framework of 

uncertainty in Price’s work was in fact conceived from the design of strategies that would dictate 

the way this architecture changes over time. The examination of Price’s ideas, drawings, and built 

production with the particular focus of understanding the inherent contradictions illustrated in 
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the notion of Calculated Uncertainty will allow us to assess the extent to which the architect was 

in control of an apparently loosely defined built form, and how this control is rooted in a distinct 

theoretical and representational foundation in his architectural thinking.  

3.0.1. Coining Phrases

“Activities at present without dictionary definitions are those I consider most worthy of 

sustained design consideration”1

Before embarking on the discussion of Calculated Uncertainty, I should highlight that the rather 

paradoxical and singular construction of this phrase is not an exception in Price’s discourse. 

Although Price often used some of the terms analysed in Chapter 2, like flexibility and adaptability, 

he also coined a number of phrases that he would later use constantly in lectures and texts, somehow 

demarcating a safe distance with conventions established in the architectural discourse at the time 

by some of his contemporaries. Price’s coining of phrases can also be seen as a step beyond 

the post-war tendency, particularly in Britain, of adding the word ‘new’ and ‘neo’ to existing 

concepts in order to stress the novelty of the proposed theories. The most telling example is the 

famous ‘New Brutalism’ popularised during the 1950s by Alison and Peter Smithson and Reyner 

Banham, among others2. In a way, as opposed to the addition of ‘new’ to well-known words, the 

coining of phrases does not entail the iteration of an established concept, but it rather emphasises 

the innovation and freshness of the proposed idea. This can be related to Price’s conviction of 

breaking with pre-established rules in the architectural profession3, a rejection towards even the 

most well-founded conceptual references in the discipline. At the same time, a neologism would 

converge, by definition, ideas and concepts that find ‘no dictionary definitions’, paraphrasing the 

opening quote of this section. 

1  Cedric Price in a short note entitled ‘Polemic’ and published alongside plans and pictures of some 
recent projects. Architectural Research Quarterly, spring 1973. V&A and RIBA Collections.  
2  Laurent Stalder, ‘“New Brutalism”, “Topology” and “Image”: Some Remarks on the Architectural 
Debates in England around 1950’. In The Journal of Architecture 13, no. 3 (1 June 2008): 263–81. Other 
terms like ‘Neoliberty’, used by Banham to refer to alternative methods of modern architecture in Italy 
were used at the time. Reyner Banham ‘Neoliberty. The Italian Retreat from Modern Architecture’. In The 
Architectural Review, Vol. 125, no.747, April 1959: 230-235.
3  It is often referred to how Price even considered the need of building anything architectural in the first 
place, questioning the usefulness of the architect as a problem solver for society. 
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In other cases, Price borrowed phrases that were relatively common in the 1960s in tangential 

disciplines to architecture, such as in industrial design and engineering as well as in economic and 

communication systems theory. This is the case of Price’s use of phrases like ‘anticipatory design’ 

– drawing upon Buckminster Fuller’s famous call for a ‘comprehensive anticipatory design 

science’4 – and ‘planned obsolescence’, most notably brought about by American journalist Vance 

Packard in his book The Waste Makers in 19605. Price interpreted ‘planned obsolescence’ as a 

way to design for a specific lifespan, turning a concept that had been criticised for endorsing fierce 

promotions of consumerism into an appealing quality to be acquired in the historically permanent 

built realm. The key for Price was, says Pricean scholar Samantha Hardingham, to think about 

‘how to anticipate change drawing from other fields and how to draw it inventing new ways of 

representation’6. 

The phrase Calculated Uncertainty, more than the above terms, and as a phrase continuously 

quoted by Price, encapsulates in my view the constant feeding of other fields of knowledge as 

well as the theoretical foundations to innovatively represent the anticipation of changes in the 

built form. I will argue that it is important to interpret the notion of Calculated Uncertainty in 

the discursive and built work of Price as it seems to imply a paradoxical goal: that of imprinting 

a potential variability of space and use by defining the control systems that would regulate such 

architecture. Although phrases like ‘anticipatory architecture’ and ‘planned obsolescence’ imply 

a certain contradiction, Calculated Uncertainty seems to stress such contradiction to the limit. 

The word ‘uncertainty’, complex to define in its own right7, is coupled with ‘calculated’, which 

undoubtedly conveys a meaning of control, anticipation and the precise knowledge of a certain 

4  Jonathan Massey, ‘Buckminster Fuller’s Reflexive Modernism’. In Design and Culture 4, no. 3 (1 
November 2012): 325–44.
5  Vance Oakley Packard, The Waste Makers (Brooklyn: Ig Publishing, 2011). For a full account on 
obsolescence in architecture, see Daniel M. Abramson, Obsolescence: An Architectural History (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2016). Regarding the application of ‘planned obsolescence’ in today’s 
industrial market with respect to the so-called ‘Internet of Things’ see Matteo Zallio and Damon Berry, 
‘Design and Planned Obsolescence. Theories and Approaches for Designing Enabling Technologies.’. In 
The Design Journal 20, no. sup1 (28 July 2017): 3749–61.
6  Samantha Hardingham in the lecture ‘Sufficiently Incomplete’ given on February 10th, 2015 at Bureau 
Europa, Netherlands Architecture Centre Maastricht (NAiM)
7  As I have mentioned in Chapter 1, the term ‘uncertain’ is loosely defined by the Oxford English 
Dictionary as ‘Not able to be relied on; not known or definite. ‘Uncertain | Definition of Uncertain 
in English by Oxford Dictionaries’, Oxford Dictionaries | English, accessed 4 July 2018, https://
en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/uncertain.
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variable. It is in this contradiction where Price’s essential contribution lies, a paradox that is not 

only expressed with words, but that will also trespass the conceptual realm to reach the built form. 

The importance of the concept of Calculated Uncertainty in the work of Price seems clear not only 

when looking at the constant use of the phrase by Price himself, but also by the recurrent reference 

to the phrase made by Pricean scholars. What seems striking however, is that the meaning of the 

phrase has been almost invariably taken for granted, often assuming Calculated Uncertainty as one 

of Price’s most used design statements yet without addressing the inherent intricacies that such 

a paradoxical phrase seems to have. Lacking a precise definition given by Price to this phrase, 

some scholars8 have referenced ‘Calculated Uncertainty’ to the only seemingly clear definition 

available – ‘the creation of temporary, adaptable structures that can be altered, transformed or 

demolished, serving the need of the moment’ – according to an anonymous obituary published 

in The Daily Telegraph on the occasion of Price’s death9. Also, Samantha Hardingham uses 

Calculated Uncertainty as a label for the section about his projects during the 1980s of her book 

Cedric Price Works, without providing any further discussion on the phrase.

As notions of anticipation and obsolescence were borrowed by Price from tangential disciplines, 

the same may have occurred with ‘uncertainty’, rarely present in architectural discourses and 

more common in the field of economic theory and statistics. In the use of such terms one can grasp 

Price’s intention of precisely defining certain parameters in the design process that are normally 

associated to the architect’s professional experience, but that Price wanted to be able to measure 

and calibrate. One should also remark that uncertainty was, in 1960s economics, a relatively 

innovative concept, taken from the field of economics. It was in 1921 when the American Chicago 

School economist Frank Knight first wrote about the idea of uncertainty as embodying the fact 

of facing ‘unknown probabilities’ towards the future versus the existence of known probabilities, 

labelled as risk10. The accommodation of unknown variables within economic processes goes in 

line with major transformations being produced in other fields of knowledge already during the 

8  This definition has been referred to by Molly Wright Steenson in her PhD dissertation ‘Architectures 
of Information: Christopher Alexander, Cedric Price, and Nicholas Negroponte & MIT’s Architecture 
Machine Group’, Princeton University, April 2014. P 158. The definition has also been quoted by Rowan 
Wilken in Teletechnologies, Place and Community, 2011: 106. 
9  “Cedric Price,” The Telegraph (UK), August 15, 2003, accessed March 23, 2018, http://www.
telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/1438827/Cedric-Price.html.
10  Frank Hyneman Knight, Risk, Uncertainty, and Profit (s. l.: Dodo, 2009).
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1940s and 1950s, like the already mentioned advancements in quantum mechanics with Werner 

Heisenberg’s ‘Uncertainty Principle’ and Karl Popper’s theories about the need for a changing 

society that rejects governmental and institutional impositions.  

In the following section I intend to unfold the references to Calculated Uncertainty and related 

notions in a selection of Price’s lectures and texts. I will also extract the quotes of authors that, 

from distinct fields of knowledge ranging from economics to literature, seem to have contributed 

to shape, directly or indirectly, the multiple meanings of such an ambiguous phrase. The analysis 

of some of Price’s texts tackling the friction between control and freedom in the design process 

will provide an extended account to understand the nuances of Calculated Uncertainty, and the 

further reaching implications of this ambiguous phrase in Price’s thinking. 

3.1 The Discursive Construct of Calculated Uncertainty

Price moved easily within the undefined region of those who were able to please opposite poles in 

post-war British society. From a political perspective, he was able to both side with Labour Party 

representatives and with some of the most conservatives of the Conservatives, and professionally 

he worked somehow in equilibrium between the town planning establishment and the radical 

avant-garde. Indeed, his ambivalent social strategy successfully brought commissions to his 

office, set up in 1960, from both left and right strata, such as the well-known combination with 

the Socialist theatre director Joan Littlewood for the design of the Fun Palace and the many 

commissions offered by the Conservative Member of Parliament and scion of a major construction 

company, Alistair McAlpine, respectively. My intention is not to dwell on Price’s social and 

political relationships, but their acknowledgement serves to illustrate how Price’s design process 

began with a smart handling of a tight network of social relationships. In fact, ever since his early 

years as an undergraduate student at the University of Cambridge, he always played an active 

role in contacting people of interest to him. Between 1954 and 1955 he was President of the 

Cambridge University Society of Arts, a role he used in order to contact architectural figures like 
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Figure 3.1. A typical set of lecture notes. CPA 
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the Hungarian-born architect Ernö Goldfinger, for whom Price would later work during the first 

years of his career11. 

Immediately after his diploma studies at the Architectural Association in London, Price started 

teaching at said school. After four years with a part-time post as a Unit Master from 1959 to 1963, 

he only committed himself from then on to running short courses, lecture series, workshops and 

exhibitions. To a certain extent, one could read this informality in his teaching activities as part 

of a planned strategy in the dissemination of his ideas. Price always questioned the usefulness 

of such dissemination, as well as the obsolescence that not only a built form, but also a set of 

thoughts would have for his audience. His fondness for short courses and lectures can also be 

seen in line with the ‘speed’ that such modes of communication would grant him, as opposed to 

the more regulated and slow-paced academic seminars12.  

3.1.1. Performative Lectures

Price was an excellent performer, an orator whose lectures were as inspiring as entertaining, 

in which the use of rhetoric language was not only a way of communicating, but also a way of 

thinking. Before going into a more detailed account of particular topics addressed during his 

lectures, I should remark upon a few aspects characterising Price’s performance. Rather than 

well-structured lectures with a clear introduction, research body and compiling conclusion, his 

talks were almost ‘acting’ exercises in which a set of linked ideas revolved around a common 

topic. Price used to perform in front of an audience that often interrupted with questions and 

comments, as well as with bursts of laugh13. Indeed, humour was for Price a key didactic tool, 

one that he would also apply in the graphic representation of his ideas as we will see later in this 

chapter. 

11  Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded 
Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 
2016): 26.
12  Samantha Hardingham recalls how Price did not like to produce books about his own work due 
to the slow pace that the production of a book requires. In Samantha Hardingham, Cedric Price Opera 
(Chichester, West Sussex, GB: Wiley-Academy, 2003): 6.
13  Many of the transcripts kept at the Cedric Price Archive at the Canadian Centre for Architecture 
in Montreal contain audience interruptions recorded in the text. This can also be seen in the transcripts 
included in Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded 
Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 
2016).
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Figure 3.2. The walking heavily weighted 
sewing machine. CPA DR2004:1429

Figure 3.3. Conceptual thesis including the 
relevance of Calculated Uncertainty. CPA 
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Price used to organise his lectures with loose sheets and note-cards in which ideas, keywords and 

quotations were annotated (Fig.3.1). Sheets were sometimes no more than some pieces of cropped 

paper. Although note cards were normally numbered, he sometimes mixed them up during the 

lecture, jumping between apparently disconnected topics. Notes would be then kept in sets for 

later use and revision. Some annotations made during other people’s talks – like the ones taken 

on Reyner Banham’s presentation about megastructures at the Art Net gallery in 1974 – explicitly 

contained the note, ‘for reuse’14. Sometimes, these notes reflected a certain boredom, with margins 

all drawn with lines and small sketches, including one of a ‘walking heavily weighted sewing 

machine’ next to Pisa’s leaning tower and other cartoons15 (Fig.3.2). 

Throughout the vast amount of lecture notes available in the CCA archive, dating from the late 

1950s to the early 2000s, one can see constant uses of the notion of Calculated Uncertainty, 

and also of the word ‘uncertainty’ followed by other adjectives. Clarifications of Calculated 

Uncertainty are varied and rather unclear, as its definition seems to depend on the overall topic of 

the lecture in which the phrase is included. Only once I could find, in a separate sheet, a kind of 

self-containing statement including Calculated Uncertainty (Fig.3.3):

“Thesis: Calculated Uncertainty + well-serviced architectural anonymity can move 

architecture to a degree of greater social productivity than at present (modest enough, CP)”16 

The ‘thesis’ is part of the preparatory notes for Price’s famous lecture titled ‘Technology is the 

Answer, but what was the Question?’, as recorded in 1979 for a series of talks curated by editor 

and architectural writer Monica Pidgeon17. Calculated Uncertainty is here associated to a certain 

social value, but its meaning is not properly defined. Something closer to a definition is given 

by Price in a lecture in Cambridge in 1976 entitled ‘Calculated Uncertainty – Architects Tool’: 

‘Not doubt, suspicion, ignorance. Not merely tolerance. It is delight in the unchartable reality of 

14  Cedric Price Archive (hereafter CPA). Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
15  This was drawn during the second day of symposium ‘Conceptual Architecture’, celebrated at the Art 
Net Gallery on January 18th, 1975. CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
16  The definition is part of the notes gathered for the recording of the talk ‘Technology is the Answer 
but what was the Question? Available at https://www.pidgeondigital.com/talks/technology-is-the-answer-
but-what-was-the-question-/. CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
17  Cedric Price, ‘Technology is the Answer, but what was the Question? Pigeon Digital, 1975. Lecture 
available at https://www.pidgeondigital.com/talks/technology-is-the-answer-but-what-was-the-question-/ 
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change’18. Most tellingly, in a talk entitled ‘Ambiguity’ given years later in Amsterdam, Price 

asserts, notably ambiguously, that the degree of the calculation of the uncertain depends ‘on the 

agreed language of the possible’.19 From these two references to Calculated Uncertainty one 

grasps that the expectance of unexpected events in architecture depends on the degree to which 

such allowance is ‘possible’. The degree of calculation of such events must then be evaluated by 

the designer. 

Price also used Calculated Uncertainty as a scalable concept, i.e. as a notion that could be used 

for either urban or architectural projects. In some cases, the phrase refers to the design process 

by which variables in housing units are organised. With this respect, Price asserts that ‘the 

very structure of the process selected must contain elements of approximation and Calculated 

Uncertainty’20, implying that not only the design outcome, but also the process itself is partially 

shaped by the accommodation of elements that are not exactly known by the designer. Similarly, 

Calculated Uncertainty is integrated within urban discussions. Price claims that ‘no city that lives is 

static. Calculated Uncertainty and conscious incompleteness combine with benign fragmentation 

to form the three Canons of the Design’21. This statement connects the phrase with two urban 

strategies, incompleteness and fragmentation, which will be used as design tools in architectural 

projects like the Fun Palace and, as I will argue, also play an important role in the design of the 

Interaction Centre. The phrase is also linked in a lecture from 1979 to the contradictory goal of 

‘aiming to miss’22, a recurrent notion in Price’s discourse used as a title of a series of lectures that 

will be reviewed later. 

Beside constant mentions to Calculated Uncertainty, other concepts and discussions encapsulating 

the tensions between the control of design processes and outcomes are also relevant. Above all, 

the understanding of ‘time’ as the fourth dimension of architecture is repeatedly referred to by 

Price from the way this parameter should be translated as either ‘speed’, ‘ageing’, ‘planning’, and 

18  CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
19  CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
20  Cedric Price, ‘Creativite et Technologie’. In Techniques et Architecture, March 1975, 45-47. English 
translation in Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-
Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre for 
Architecture, 2016): 234-235.
21  Samantha Hardingham, Cedric Price Opera (Chichester, West Sussex, GB: Wiley-Academy, 2003): 
41.
22  Lecture given at the World Symposium Humanity on April 10th, 1979 at Wembley. CPA Lectures. 
Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
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the production of ‘doubt’ in the built environment23. The importance of time is narrowed down in 

the shape of more specific concepts. Already mentioned terms like ‘anticipation’, but also others 

such as ‘approximation’ accommodate, in a more or less subtle way, meanings of temporality and 

change. The following discussion is focused on how Price emphasized the paradox embedded in 

Calculated Uncertainty using various formulas, such as the confrontation of opposing terms. This 

will help us understand the various applications and interpretations of the phrase from the 1960s 

up to the early 1980s.

An explicit call to ‘calculate for the unknown’ was given by Price at the ‘International Dialogue 

of Experimental Architecture (IDEA)’ conference in Folkestone in 1966. Following a critique of 

the work of Italian futurist Antonio Sant’Elia, Price declared: 

“I think if one is to continue in the spirit of St Elia, that is that we positively feel that 

we have some contribution to make to society as a whole, then there’s got to be a new element 

introduced into our contribution and into our designs and into the resultant architectural form 

and that element results from the acceptance by us of the fact that one has got to calculate for the 

unknown. And if you calculate for the unknown then you’re automatically implying that there is 

not only change capable in what you design but that there is a time element related to whatever 

you propose at the start and that this time element continues.”24 

A few key aspects must be commented from this quote. Calculating for the unknown is for Price 

at this time something ‘new’, an innovative aspect that is not only concealed to the design process 

of a building but also to the end product. In this sense, Price considers that there is a contribution 

to be made in the discipline that has to do with controlling the built environment. Although not 

specified, the temporal element implied in a building that is calculated to accommodate changes 

also contributes to a certain sort of social development. Social control through the calculation of 

temporalities in the built form became for Price, somewhat alarmingly, a new architectural ethos.

23  These definitions were given in a lecture at the AA on January 31st, 1990. CPA Lectures. Conferences 
DR: 2004.1429.
24  Lecture transcripts. Lecture given at the International Dialogue of Experimental Architecture on 
June 10th, 1966 at the New Metropole Arts Centre in Folkestone, UK. CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 
2004.1433. 
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Figure 3.4. Notes for the lecture ‘Control. 
Coercion or Cultivation’. AA, 19.11.1981. CPA 

DR2004:1429DR2004:1429
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The question of social control is further addresed by Price on his talk on ‘Pleasure Planning’ in 

196725, Price further talks about the need of addressing the ‘multidirectional behavioural potential 

of a problem’ from planning institutions, criticising the useless attempts of the UK government 

at the time to plan for the increasing free time of workers in the city. Price himself regrets how, 

prior to the start of the collaboration with cybernetician Gordon Pask for the Fun Palace project, 

he had to produce a list of known activities which would be accommodated in the building. 

To this respect he points out at the fact that spaces in buildings do not necessarily have to be 

subjugated to the conventions of accommodating well-known activities that would generate well-

known building typologies. Price therefore asserts in this talk that Pask’s contribution, i.e. the 

contribution of cybernetic technology, would allow a building to get rid from a pre-established 

list of activities, granting the users to create their own. We will see later in this chapter how this 

contradicts the actual definition of activities finally performed for the Fun Palace, in which even 

counting with the collaborations of Pask and the members of the so-called ‘Cybernetic Sub-

Committee’, functions were specified in detail26. 

The apparent contradiction of planning spaces freed from functional conventions is thus set as a 

foundational concern in Price’s discussions, a contradiction that he will keep struggling with not 

only in his own planning processes, as we will see later, but also in the way they are expressed 

with words. In an attempt to discursively encapsulate the marriage of concepts such as control 

and freedom, pairs of words are confronted very often in opposition in Price’s lectures and texts, 

probably in order to better understand the frictions between them. Examples of these pairs of 

words are ‘cause/effect’, ‘provision/provider’ and ‘coercion/cultivation’, all of them lecture titles. 

The latter pair is the object of study in a lecture given at the AA on November 19th, 1981 entitled 

25  Notes for the lecture ‘Pleasure Planning’ given at the AA on December 7th, 1967. In CPA, AA. DR 
2004.1443.
26  Promotional brochure produced in 1964. In CPA Fun Palace DR1995:0188:525:001:023. The 
Fun Palace’s specificity of functions as highlighted in the brochure was mentioned as a contradictory 
feature of the project by Rem Koolhaas at the AA as part of CP’s homage symposium ‘Aiming to Miss’, 
Remembering the Life and Work of Cedric Price’ on November 4th, 2003. Video recording available at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MUybnzVIl-w.  
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Figure 3.5. Diagram summarising the lecture 
series ‘Aiming to Miss’ presented at the Art Net 

Gallery, London, 27.11.1975. 
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‘Control – Coercion or Cultivation’27, of which no record or transcript is kept, but for which Price 

produced a handful of notes, references and slides (Fig.3.4).

The fundamentals of the lecture is, according to the notes, in the acknowledgement that control 

is the ultimate role of architecture, following the ideological statement that Price claimed almost 

fifteen years earlier in the IDEA conference. The ways in which this control is handled by the 

architect will define whether what is generated can be seen as a mode of cultivation – ‘through 

the encouragement of change, and the making of new appetites’ – or of coercion, by the making 

of spatial and functional constrictions without producing any social benefit to the user. Price goes 

on by posing examples of buildings that can be associated to different modes of either coercion 

or cultivation: for instance, he sees great coercion in Compton Wynyates, a Tudor country house 

first built in the 15th century and now Grade I listed, a building of which Price probably knew a 

great deal given the surprisingly complete collection of books on early modern and vernacular 

architecture in Britain kept at both his office and personal library28. The criticism was probably not 

so much done in relation to a particularly constraining spatial arrangement of interior spaces, but 

rather due to the historical weight carried by the building and the numerous additions, renovations 

and maintenance work that needed to be done throughout the history in order to preserve it. In 

turn, the American barns are explained as a counter-example, a typology able to accommodate 

functions ranging from storage, workplace, and domestic space. The loose definition of functions 

attached to a particular building typology and architectural style is here again praised by Price as 

a way to encourage the ‘new’ use of architecture. 

Questioning the role of architecture as a provider of pre-established functions, or as a provider 

in any sense, was central to Price’s concerns. Tackling this issue, a series of three lectures – 

‘Provision and Provider’, ‘Trick, Rules and Manners’ and ‘Aiming to Miss’29 were given at the Art 

27  The lecture was the last of a series of six talks with the following titles: 1. Coherence – A Question 
of Timing; 2. Containment – Style & Stockades; 3. Conflict – Hazards VS Amenity; 4. Cities – Cohesion 
& Conglomerates; 5. Cabins – Serious Playthings; 6. Control – Coercion or Cultivation. In Hans Ulrich 
Obrist Isozaki, Arata, Keiller, Patrick and Rem Koolhaas, Re CP: By Cedric Price (Bâle: Birkhäuser, 
2003).
28  Marcela Aragüez, 2014. ‘The Influence of Literature on Cedric Price’s Universe of Ideas. Clues for 
the Understanding of Viable Utopias’. Paper presentation at the International Conference on Architectural 
Design & Criticism Critic|all. Madrid 12-14 June 2014. Polytechnic University of Madrid. Conference 
Proceedings. Critic|all PRESS. ISBN: 978-84-697-0424-0. 110-118
29  Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded 
Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 
2016): 246-281.
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Net Gallery in London (Fig.3.5), coinciding with the exhibition on Price’s drawings titled ‘The 

Evolving Image’ at the RIBA Heinz Gallery in 1975. We will see later in this chapter how this 

discursive process created by Price in this set of lectures, and even the diagrammatic presentation 

of its logic, has certain affinities with the way drawing and design processes are theorised in 

his working methodology. But before getting there, let us focus on the confrontation between 

provision and provider, as it gives us some important hints to understand the way Price considers 

the architect and the production of architecture a useful endeavour. 

The architect cannot be seen as a mere provider of fixed solutions, or provisions, but he/she is 

rather seen by Price as a facilitator of possibilities for the user to interpret and develop. However, 

the openness of the architectural provisions as understood by Price does not exempt them from 

being part of a system. In fact, a system might well be in these cases more necessary than ever.  

With this respect, Price argues that ‘if you have a system that you or others can add so much to 

that it makes in fact the system totally irrelevant to what you think you were enclosing then I 

think you may be on the way to aiming to miss (…), and you may be a provider and not a maker 

of provisions’. The existence of a system is therefore necessary, but its discarding seems to be 

equally expected. 

In the second lecture of the series, ‘Tricks, Rules and Manners’, Price ends up giving the same 

argument regarding the need to alter systems by using the definitions of ‘tricks’, ‘rules’ and 

‘manners’. He first defined ‘trick’ as in the Oxford English Dictionary – ‘the precise mode of doing 

a thing’ – and illustrates the definition with a series of practical examples. Rules are ‘principles 

to which action is intended to conform’, says the Oxford English Dictionary. Price calls for the 

need to ‘bend the rules’ so that they do not fall into disrepute. Lastly, considering manners as 

‘conditions of society’, Price argues that ‘the link back with rules is one which we should be very 

wary of, insomuch as the rules in themselves might be all right, but the manners might have taken 

over to such an extent that the application of the rules is loony’, a statement of a similar nature as 

to what he argued in the ‘Provisions and Providers’ lecture. Finally, in the last lecture of the series, 

Price concludes by saying that ‘aiming to miss requires a robust system, and robust systems 

survive and improve through showing the real value of intermediate targets by missing them’. 
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In short, what the quotes highlighted from these lecture show is a general tendency to consider an 

architectural problem in a systematic way. The presence of a system, of rules that would define the 

design and the functioning of a building, is an important aspect that the architect must take into 

account. The innovative aspect in the conception of systems and rules as seen in Price’s lecture 

notes is that they themselves must contain elements of Calculated Uncertainty. The architect is 

therefore responsible not only for the delineation of a design system and the implementation 

of rules, but also for the planning of ‘hints’ within the systems and rules so that they can be 

cracked by the user. The analysis of a selection of essays emphasizing the friction between control 

and freedom will provide further clues to the ways in which this paradoxical design approach is 

theorised in Price’s discourse.

3.1.2. The Magazine Stage

One of Price’s first published texts, as early as 1963, is a critique of Team 10 Primer, the publication 

of 1962 by members of the Team 10 (edited by Alison Smithson) that compiled the main ideas and 

projects produced by the group since its formation in 1953. In his essay,  ‘Reflections on Team 

10 Primer’30, Price criticised the little consideration given by Team 10 to the relationship between 

different architectural scales, namely that of the house with that of the street and city, and the 

social consequences that such a relationship implies in the citizen’s daily life. One of the main 

flaws observed by Price in the Team 10 discourse was their acceptance of a way of living that 

belonged to the past, and their subsequent planning of buildings and cities without considering 

‘new-found opportunities’ for society such as the power of collectivism and their capacity for 

mobility. The null consideration of mobility in cities by Team 10 is expressed in their manifesto 

towards building design, which Price criticised for their ‘extremely acute level of perceptual 

significance’. In this sense, says Price, the intention of Team 10 is the production of buildings 

that reflects an aesthetics of change but that it does not seek to pursue any real change. Using a 

similar argument as Banham did only three years earlier in his seminal book, Theory and Design 

in the First Machine Age31, the intention of Team 10 to represent rather than implement change in 

buildings is compared by Price in this text to the Modernist attempts of visualising mechanisation 

30  Cedric Price, ‘Reflections of the Team 10 Primer’, Architectural Design, May 1963: 208.
31  Reyner Banham, Theory and Design in the First Machine Age (London (The Architectural Press), 
1960).
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Figure 3.6. Diagrams of daily activities and 
layout changes. Housing Research. In Cedric 

Price Supplement 2. Architectural Design, 
January 1971. 
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without really using it as a design tool. Price’s criticisms are therefore directed towards a lack of 

a real translation of such manifestoes towards change in the design of buildings, calling instead 

for a wider consideration of the mobility of men and women as well as the increasing expansion 

of the multiple variables conditioning their daily lives. 

The account of a multiple daily performance is further addressed by Price in more specific terms 

with respect to the planning of housing units, a topic he would devote a great deal of his design 

and theoretical efforts throughout his career. In his text on ‘Towards a 24-Hour Economic Living 

Toy’32, published in 1967, Price points out at the need for ‘less definitive’ spaces in houses in 

order to accommodate new domestic practices emerging with the widespread presence of 

communication technologies and the changing living style of families. 

The point made by Price diminishes the importance of producing physically adaptable houses 

that will last for a long period of time. Instead, he finds more decisive the capacity of a house to 

be used differently in a 24-hour cycle. The fact that real adaptation of the physical elements of 

the house is not taken as paramount relates with the increasing mobility of the current society, in 

which families, says Price, will very often move in the search of more suitable locations for their 

ever-changing living requirements. In order to illustrate the day-round variability of his proposed 

housing unit, Price accompanies the text with a series of housing schemes in which different uses 

from morning to evening are tested (Fig.3.6). These housing schemes are designed attending to 

a set of family patterns, e.g. two parents and two children, two parents, two toddlers, and so on. 

However, one could argue that although the schemes were supposed to facilitate changes of uses 

within the day, these changes were actually attached to the use of spaces by some members of 

the family. In other words, functional changes were directly related by certain preconceptions 

of common interpersonal relations within the family in 1960s Britain, represented in clearly 

demarcated areas in which certain members would interact in a particular time within a particular 

space. 

Price directly tackled the design tension of planning for apparently free and changing spatial 

arrangements in ‘Expediency’33, an essay published in the Architectural Design issue of September 

32  Cedric Price, ‘Towards a 24-Hour Economic Living Toy’. Interior Design, September 1967: 55-58.
33  Cedric Price, ‘Expediency’. Architectural Design, September 1969: 493. 
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Figure 3.7. Expediency. Architectural Design, 
September 1969. 
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1969 dedicated to systems thinking, which included contributions from Karl Popper, Imre Lakatos 

and Gordon Pask among others (Fig.3.7). The text criticises the use of computer models that 

generate multiple random spatial arrangements in which only measurable variables are taken 

into account. This would adversely affect, according to Price, ‘the opportunity for indeterminate 

change in the desire for and appetites in housing’. He proposes instead ‘expediency’ as the 

decisive factor defining the set of design operations that are to be implemented in a building, and 

in this case in a house. With the notion of expediency Price rejects the ‘arbitrary’ decision-making 

process of a computer model, and implicitly validates the role of the architect as the producer 

of such expediency in the design process. However, he equally warns about the danger of such 

a role, for ‘once a design tool is required, then the narrowness of directional permissiveness is 

encompassed if not specifically accepted, and designing for increasing choice becomes as limited 

as is planning for freedom’. The emphasis on the three paradoxes mentioned in this phrase, which 

are Price’s own, is resultant of an awareness of the spatial, and more importantly, social control 

that the architect implies with his/her decision making process. Adding time to such process, and 

the continuous questioning of the initial design decisions is what Price proposes for such designs 

not to become constraining.  

In addition to the consideration of the time factor, the exploration of concepts related to the 

creation of design tools that would balance the equation between control and freedom are 

addressed in Price’s texts. With this respect, the term ‘approximation’ is used by Price in a text 

published in 197234 in order to argue against the need of knowing in advance every parameter 

that affects the design of the built environment. This emphasizes again a certain willingness for 

introducing elements of Calculated Uncertainty not only in the architectural outcome, but also in 

its design process. Price praises the importance of knowing about ‘something of it all rather than 

a lot about too little’, understanding architectural elements as ‘too little’ to take into account for 

the successful development of a continuously changing environment. This means that, instead of 

being a problem solver, architecture should have a preventive role. In order to act as such, the 

processes by which architecture is conceived need to stand in tune with the uneven variations, 

disruptions and discontinuities of a rapidly changing society. Only when acknowledging that the 

34  Cedric Price. ‘Approaching an Architecture of Approximation’. Architectural Design, October 1972: 
645-647.
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Figure 3.8. Example of a notes set referring to 
‘data’ and ‘quotes’. CPA DR2004:1433
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built environment will accommodate disruptive changes, will the architect be able to understand 

when the usefulness of elements in the built environment are no longer present. ‘The resultant 

complexing process’, says Price, ‘should enable us to be skilled in comparing a house with a 

holiday; a cathedral with low noise transport and a motorway interchange with free eggs and 

milk.’ These statements value not only the dematerialisation of the built environment, but also a 

sense of multidisciplinary awareness of what society calls for, and the constant changes that such 

elements will undertake over time.

Finally, in one of the most interesting essays written by Price with respect to the generation of 

uncertain processes, published originally in French in the magazine Techniques et Architecture 

and entitled ‘Creativity and Technology’35, he points out at the necessity to understand technology 

as an element to be ‘created’ by the architect rather than as a tool to be used.  Creativity is to be 

measured by elements of time, contents and operation. Only when creativity is measured and its 

level of usefulness quantified, can a design process achieve the ultimate goal of architecture: to 

produce social beneficial change through the distortion of ‘time, place, interval, frequency and 

numbers’36. Understanding technology as something to be generated by the architect refers to 

the design process as a truly creative endeavour in which the ‘completeness of the end-product’ 

should not be of much concern. Instead, the outcome of such design process, which itself ‘must 

contain elements of approximation and Calculated Uncertainty’, are conditions rather than 

products that will develop over time. With this respect Price categorically concludes, drawing 

upon the arguments presented in his previous texts, that ‘the clarification of the usefulness of 

an uncertain and indeterminate process by the architect is one of his duties to society’. In what 

follows I will discuss how this statement must be related with the understanding of authors which 

thoughts and theories were notably used in Price’s discourse. 

3.1.3. A Multidisciplinary Look. Authors and Disciplines 

Price’s sets of lecture notes were normally organised into two sections. The first section contained 

annotations on the succession of topics that were to be addressed during the lecture, associating 

these ideas to particular design projects. Throughout the notes of the first section, numbered 

35  Cedric Price, ‘Creativité et Technologie’. 
36  Ibid. 
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Figure 3.9. Quotes of Geoffrey Vickers’ Freedom 
in a Rocking Boat and Value Systems and 

Social Process with Price’s annotations. CPA 
DR2004:1429
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letters ‘Q’ are also linked to the listed ideas and designs compiled for the lecture (Fig.3.8). These 

‘Qs’ refer to a set of quotes collected in a separate section of the notes, which will be slipped 

throughout the lecture to support the presented arguments. Price’s use of quotes in almost every 

single lecture denotes an awareness of what other authors, largely from disciplines other than 

architecture, could contribute to support his ideas. Indeed, the array of disciplines represented by 

the quoted authors in Price’s lectures is vast, from the social sciences to literature and mathematics. 

In an attempt to further decipher the hidden meanings of Calculated Uncertainty, it is necessary to 

analyse some of the most recurrent quotes found in Price’s notes. 

The most recurrently quoted author in Price’s notes is, without any doubt, the British systems 

thinker and Price’s close friend37, Sir Geoffrey Vickers. And the most repeated of all quotes, which 

again refers to the role of time, timing and Price’s eagerness to anticipate the unexpected in the 

design process, is extracted from Vickers’ book Value Systems and Social Process, published in 

1968:

“It is quite possible for the world as we know it now to become unregulable in important 

fields, in that it might pass the point beyond which any considered action might have a statistical 

probability of being worse than random. There are many situations in which to be systematically 

late is to be systematically wrong” 38. 

Similarly, as part of the already discussed lecture on ‘Coercion and Cultivation’, Price brings 

about three quotes of Vickers with respect to the creation of ‘habits’ as one of the most important 

aspects to be managed and controlled by governments and institutions. As Vickers argued in one 

of the quotes collected by Price for the talk:

‘The basic regulator of every society, simple or complex, ancient or modern, is habit. 

Habit makes acceptable the distribution of power and the pattern of mutual right and obligation. 

Habit weaves the net of self and mutual expectation on which social living depends. All change 

37  Hans Ulrich Obrist Isozaki, Arata, Keiller, Patrick and Rem Koolhaas, Re CP: By Cedric Price (Bâle: 
Birkhäuser, 2003): 63.
38  Geoffrey Vickers, Value Systems and Social Process. (New York: Basic Books, 1968): 96. The paper 
including this quote, entitled ‘The Limits of Government’, was originally given as a lecture at the London 
School of Economics and Political Science on 22 November 1966, under the title ‘The Regulation of 
Political Systems’.
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which involves change of habit is a potential threat to the coherence of society. Western political 

and social history can be viewed as a series of inventions, designed to preserve political and 

social coherence through change, by inculcating appropriate habits.’39

A margin annotation to the quote by Price defines architects ‘as makers of new habits through 

coercion or gently through cultivation’40 (Fig.3.9), both stating the responsibilities and entailed 

dangers of being, somehow, in control of habit-making but without denying the role of the 

architect as the maker of such habits. Price also used an excerpt of Vickers’ later book, Freedom 

in a Rocking Boat, as part of the notes for his famous talk on ‘Technology is the Answer, what was 

the question?’, recorded in 1979. The excerpt, entitled ‘The Trap’, starts as follows:

 “Lobster pots are designed to catch lobsters. A man entering a man-sized lobster pot 

would become suspicious of the narrowing tunnel, he would shrink from the drop at the end; and 

if he fell in, he would recognize the entrance as a possible exit and climb out again – even if he 

were the shape of a lobster”.41 

This curious comparison is brought up by Vickers to evidence that traps, here understood as the 

regulating systems by which society is economically and politically shaped, ‘are dangerous only 

in relation to the limitations on what men can see and value and do’42. Knowing such limitations 

would then be essential to anticipate potential fallings into non-desired traps, and would conversely 

emphasize the presence of the degrees of freedom available to men in particular situations.  With 

this respect, Price stresses in his talk his ‘carefully designed technology to achieve a loose, pre-

will social patterning’43 in order to free up the choices made by users in his Fun Palace project. 

Price’s references to Vickers go in line with an interest toward contemporary trends in the 

philosophy of science that questions the precision of scientific methods, and the relation between 

scientific advancements and certain aspects related with a changing society as well as with the 

increasing presence of technology. Price’s interest in the theories developed by Karl Popper in this 

39  Geoffrey Vickers, ‘The Limits of Regulations’, in Freedom in a Rocking Boat Changing Values in an 
Unstable Society. (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1972): 142.
40  CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429
41  Geoffrey Vickers, Freedom in a Rocking Boat Changing Values in an Unstable Society. (Baltimore: 
Penguin Books, 1972): 15.
42  Ibid.
43  Cedric Price in ‘Technology is the Answer, but what was the Question?’ 
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respect is perhaps not surprising44, as Popper was a recurrent quoted author among architects at the 

time. However, it is in the work of the Hungarian-born philosopher of science and mathematician 

Imre Lakatos where ideas closer to the control of uncertainty are to be found. Lakatos was quoted 

in the aforementioned lecture in 1976 entitled ‘Calculated Uncertainty’, given at Leicester45, 

the same year that Lakatos’ seminal book Proofs and Refutations: The Logic of Mathematical 

Discovery, was published46. Lakatos rejected formalist theories in the philosophy of mathematics 

in which concepts are specified in advance, as ingredients to be used in the deduction of a theory47. 

Instead, his understanding of mathematics acquired a far broader and freer dimension. For 

Lakatos, ‘informal, quasi-empirical mathematics does not grow through a monotonous increase 

of the number of indubitably established theorems, but through the incessant improvement of 

guesses by speculation and criticism, by the logic of proofs and refutations’48 . Price refers to 

Lakatos’ definition of mathematics as the ‘Most painless language of easy approximation for the 

wilfully lazy that he had yet discovered’ 49. Probably inspired by Lakatos, his argument during 

this lecture stressed that ‘the very structure of the process selected must contain elements of 

approximation and Calculated Uncertainty (such processes are well known in other disciplines 

such as mathematics)’50. 

Price’s numerous references to Sir Geoffrey Vickers, as well as his inclination towards the 

theories of Popper and Lakatos, radically contrasts with a perhaps less evident influence coming 

from literature. Price’s fascination for Charles Dickens’ famous novel The Pickwick Papers is a 

well-known fact, although one must also add in other literary influences that can be traced in his 

lecture notes. Among them, the British Romantic poet, John Keats, and in particular, his concept 

of ‘negative capability’, is recurrent (Fig.3.10):

44  Price acknowledges his interest on the ideas of Karl Popper in a tape recording entitled 
‘Communications in the Future’ for the Italian radio, side A. August 27th, CPA DR2003:0008:002
45  CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429.
46  The essay was initially published in 1963 and 1964 in The British Journal for the Philosophy of 
Science. Price might have been aware of this publication. 
47  Alan Musgrave and Charles Pigden, ‘Imre Lakatos’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
ed. Edward N. Zalta, Winter 2016 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2016), https://plato.
stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/lakatos/.
48  Imre Lakatos, John Worrall, and Elie Zahar, Proofs and Refutations: The Logic of Mathematical 
Discovery (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1976): 5, quoted in Mark Steiner, ‘The 
Philosophy of Mathematics of Imre Lakatos’, The Journal of Philosophy 80, no. 9 (1983): 502–21.
49  CPA Lectures. Conferences DR: 2004.1429
50  Cedric Price in ‘Creativité et Technologie’. 
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Figure 3.10. References to John Keats for 
a lecture at the Southbank Polytechnic, 

08.03.1977. CPA DR2004:142
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 “Negative capability that is, when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, 

doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”51

The paradoxical nature of the concept of Negative Capability can be seen in line with a long tradition 

on the use of paradoxes in British literature, starting from the plays of William Shakespeare52.  

Some critics have discussed Keats’ concept of Negative Capability as a direct interpretation of 

Shakespeare’s conception of uncertainty53.  Paradox in literature is a tool that has been often used 

in order to suggest feelings and sensations that cannot be expressed with common language, as 

well as to question absolute values on particular topics54. This could be linked to Price’s usual 

definition, already mentioned, of architecture as ‘the production, through distortion of space and 

time, of situations that were hitherto thought impossible’55. The three last words of this definition, 

‘hitherto thought impossible’, are key to understand Price’s intention in architecture. With the use 

of paradoxes such as Calculated Uncertainty he arguably tries to express a situation that has been 

imagined but is not feasible, ‘hitherto thought impossible’ until the architect provides it. 

The use of paradoxes in literature has also been discussed with respect to the ‘engagement’ of the 

reader with the text. As the literary critic Peter G. Platt points out, although the use of a paradox 

might imply a deferral of commitment to a fixed idea and certain lack of engagement on the 

part of the writer, ‘paradox actually and inevitably engages its readers and audience. It not only 

encourages participation but requires it’56. As we have seen in the review of Price’s lectures and 

essays, his use of language promotes the absence of an unequivocal meaning in his message, 

therefore encouraging the listener/reader to participate in making sense of the discourse.  The next 

section of this chapter will provide an account of how participation of readers and audience by 

the use of paradoxes is somehow translated in Price’s various ways of graphical representation. 

An analysis of his drawing process alongside the different stages by which architectural designs 

51  Letter from John Keats to George and Tom Keats in December 1817 in The Complete Poetical Works 
and Letters of John Keats, 1899.
52  Peter G Platt, Shakespeare and the Culture of Paradox. (London: Ashgate, 2016).
53  For references on the relationship Shakespeare-Keats see Norman Rabkin and William Shakespeare, 
Shakespeare and the Problem of Meaning. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981) and A. P 
Rossiter, Angel with Horns: And Other Shakespeare Lectures (London: Longmans, 1961). 
54  Rosalie Littell Colie, Paradoxia Epidemica; the Renaissance Tradition of Paradox (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1966).
55  Cedric Price in ‘Technology is the Answer but what was the Question?’
56  In Platt, P.G, 2016. ‘Shakespeare and the Culture of Paradox’: 14.
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Figure 3.11. ‘Principles’ plate featuring the 
fourth Cedric Price Supplement, Architectural 

Design, October 1971. 
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processes are organised, and a discussion of Price’s drawing references will therefore provide an 

account of the graphical representation of Calculated Uncertainty. 

3.2. Drawing Process VS Design Process 

In the October 1971 issue of Architectural Design, Price published the fourth of five ‘Cedric 

Price Supplements’, a series of summaries of previous designs including annotations added by 

Price at the time of their publication. The fourth supplement was entirely dedicated to his ongoing 

research on housing, which spanned from 1964 to 1971. One of the pages, entitled ‘Principles’ 

(Fig.3.11), showcases a numbered set of drawings featuring a prefabricated house that, with the 

help of all sorts of cartoon-like mechanisms, devices, people and transport systems, is animated 

to perform a wide variety of activities57. The set of drawings is intended to demonstrate the array 

of possibilities, dynamism and capacity of transformation that prefabricated housing units could 

be subjected to, from the variety of materials that could conform their skin to the multiplicity 

of places in which such units could be located. The page results in a drawn essay in which the 

reader is at once guided by the numbered order of the drawings while also having an overall 

conscience of the operative variability that prefabricated housing could offer. By drawing 

the housing units with scarce, dry and fine straight lines and combining them with seemingly 

quickly, spontaneously sketched puppets, cars and mechanical devices, the ‘Principles’ result in 

an effective combination between a prefabricated housing brochure and a comic strip. This odd 

combination is not a serendipitous coincidence. Price kept in both his office and his personal 

library a countless number of construction brochures as well as a precious collection of comic 

and illustration books58.

In this section I will discuss Price’s drawing mechanisms with respect to their meanings and the 

usefulness for both the architect and the client. This will be done through an analysis of ‘The 

Evolving Image’ – an exhibition organised at the Heinz Gallery in 1975 in which Price’s drawings 

are coupled with the design stages followed in the office. The analysis will serve to identify how 

57  ‘Cedric Price Supplement 4’, Architectural Design, October 1971: 619-630.
58  An inventory of the books kept at the office library is available at the CPA. As for his personal 
library, the inventory is published in Eleanor Bron and Samantha Hardingham, Cedric Price Retriever 
(London: inIVA, 2005). 
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Figure 3.12. Table 1: books on illustration found 
at the Cedric Price personal library. Table 2. 

Data filtering applied to the inventory of books, 
showing the tables as a result of each filtering. 
Tables and study of the inventory developed by 

the author. 

Table 1

Table 2
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notions of time, and the control of the uncertain in space, found a translation in his plans and 

sketches. Also, the study will be performed in order to understand Price’s drawing logic alongside 

his design process. This will be particularly relevant in order to undertake the discussion in the 

next section of this chapter, focusing on one of Price’s few realised buildings, the Interaction 

Centre, which was designed and built coinciding with the exhibition.

Before embarking into the analysis of Price’s drawings, and after having had a glimpse to his 

singular sketching style, we should first understand Price’s ways of and purpose for drawing 

through the reference to some illustrators and cartoonists whose work was found in his libraries 

as well as in his archive. An investigation of the inventory of volumes kept at Price’s personal 

library reveals the presence of a great number of cartoonists. The way these cartoonists made use 

of both a witty drawing style and a particular narrative representation sheds interesting insights 

towards how, and why, Price’s sketches resemble comic-strips rather than architectural drawings. 

3.2.1. Drawing Narratives. The British Way

The production of a narrative in a single drawing is something present in Price’s favourite novel, 

The Pickwick Papers, of which he kept no less than sixteen copies in his personal library. In the 

novel, the illustrations seem to be as important as the text. They were drawn by Robert Seymour 

(1798-1836), a well-known illustrator at the time – unlike Dickens, who was then still a young 

writer. In fact, there has been a lot of controversy about the authorship of the story narrated in The 

Pickwick Papers, as some scholars argue that the tale, and in particular the figure of Mr. Pickwick 

was originally conceived by Seymour59. He had published some cartoon strips a few years earlier 

featuring a man whose appearance is almost the same as Mr. Pickwick’s. The anticipation of the 

drawing to the idea that it encapsulates refers to a process in which thinking is defined by making, 

and in this case by drawing. As I will explain later in this section, Price’s use of cartoons is a mode 

of thinking, and differs from the more common sketching in architectural design processes in the 

way cartoons contain an important narrative element, a story-telling mode of representation that 

59  J. W. T. Ley, ‘Robert Seymour and Mr. Pickwick’. In Dickensian 21, no. 3 (1 July 1925): 122–127. 
Also in Diane Keitt, ‘Charles Dickens and Robert Seymour: The Battle of Wills’. In Dickensian 82, no. 
408 (Spring 1986): 2–10.
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Figure 3.13. Clerihew ‘Mechanical Problem’, 
illustrated by Nicholas Bentley. In Nicolas 
Bentley, How Can You Bear to Be Human? 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1959). 

Figure 3.14. Poster made by Fougasse for 
London Transport (1944). Collection of the 

London Transport Museum.
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diminishes the importance of a particular architectural image and reinforces the performance and 

events taking place in space. 

But besides Price’s admiration for The Pickwick Papers, his interest towards illustration, a 

discipline he even worked for60, is clearly shown in the amount of illustration books found in 

his personal library. Among more than three hundred non-architectural books that I classified 

from his personal library61, almost forty are illustration books, only surpassed by art books and 

biographies. In particular, several copies of books by cartoonists Nicholas Bentley, Fougasse, 

William Heath Robinson and Osbert Lancaster were found in the library (Fig.3.12). A study of 

these authors is thus not only important to understand Price’s sources, but it also reflects Price’s 

inclination towards informal modes of representation, as well as an interest for the inclusion of 

the time factor in drawings featuring dynamic devices, movement and the narration of stories 

spanning over time. 

Nicholas Bentley (1907-1978), whose memorial meeting was attended by Price in 197862, became 

well known for his humorous cartoon drawings in books and magazines during the 1930s and 

1940s. He had a sharp line style with black infill, and his drawings were often accompanied by 

a clerihew63 completing the story. An example of a clerihew accompanying a cartoon of John 

Ruskin while looking at an avant-garde painting reads as follows: ‘How many revs a minute 

would Ruskin turn in his grave if he saw the exhibition which Salvador Dalí gave64? (Fig.3.13) 

Like Price’s, Bentley’s drawings denote a sense of readiness, of immediacy. They seem to have 

been executed rather quickly and the message is also understood at first sight, although a few 

more minutes of observation are needed to grasp all the details. 

60  According to architectural critic Kenneth Powel, a young Price worked as an illustrator drawing 
items for Bentall’s Christmas catalogue. In http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/4708428/Think-the-
unimaginable.html
61  The analysis of Price’s personal library and a detailed classification of his books was performed in 
Aragüez, ‘The Influence of Literature on Cedric Price’s Universe of Ideas. Clues for the Understanding of 
Viable Utopias’. 
62  Price’s name appears in the attendance list published in The Times, Wednesday September 27th, 
1978. Paper cut found at the CPA, Personal. Miscellaneous. Textual Records DR 2004: 1474.002.
63  It was actually Bentley’s father, novelist Edmund Clerihew Bentley, who invented the clerihew, a 
short comic or nonsensical verse, typically in two rhyming couplets with lines of unequal length and 
referring to a famous person.
64  He probably refers to the London International Surrealist Exhibition, celebrated in London in 1936 
and in which Salvador Dalí took part.
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Figure 3.15. ‘The Kitchen’ by William Heath 
Robinson. In William H. Robinson, Macchine 
e invenzioni bizzarre. Ediz. illustrata (Roma: 

Elliot, 2014).

Figure 3.16. Drayneflete in the twentieth century 
by Osbert Lancaster. In Osbert Lancaster, 

Drayneflete Revealed. (London: Murray, 1950).
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The meaning of the word cartoon as ‘a simple drawing showing the features of its subjects in a 

humorously exaggerated way, especially a satirical one in a newspaper or magazine’, as per Price’s 

beloved Oxford English Dictionary, is one of relatively recent conception, used for the first time 

with this meaning in the 1840s in the famous British Punch magazine. One of his editors, Cyril 

Kenneth Bird (1887-1965), pen-name Fougasse, was famous for his designs of public information 

posters for London Transport65. He produced a new way to communicate with passengers, with 

humour and an eye-catching style (Fig.3.14). One of the books of Price’s library by Fougasse 

was You Have Been Warned, a guide of good manners on the road. Fougasse used to say that 

humour was a perfect vehicle for advertisement, as they were useful to overcome three obstacles 

when communicating a message: ‘Firstly, a general aversion to reading any notice of any sort; 

secondly, a general disinclination to believe that any notice, even if it was read, can possibly be 

addressed to oneself; thirdly, a general unwillingness even so to remember the message long 

enough to do anything about it.’66 As Rem Koolhaas points out, Price used humour not only as 

a communication tool, but also as a vehicle to dismantle ‘one by one the most holy ambitions of 

an unquestioned profession’67 – thereby using his own mental dexterity and performative skills to 

deliver a message that, in many cases, would reject the foundation knowledge of the audience and 

the observers of his drawings. 

Another telling example of humorously yet complex and operational drawing production was that 

of William Heath Robinson (1872-1944), a British cartoonist best known for drawing excessively 

complicated machines to accomplish simple and often comical tasks (Fig.3.15). Devices were 

frequently powered by assemblages of steam boilers, kettles and candles. Machines would serve 

for uses as varied as peeling potatoes, reducing the difficulty of eating peas, or to test golf clubs68. 

A perpetrator of the ‘English Silly’, as Archigram member Peter Cook would later refer to, Heath 

Robinson ‘remains a reference for all who subscribe to the spirit of invention’69. In fact, the term 

‘Heath Robinson’ was coined after this cartoonist to refer to temporary solutions undertaken to 

fix something, sometimes with ingenuity, and it became very popular in Britain after the First 

65  Some of these posters are kept at the V&A Prints & Drawings Collections and at the London 
Transport Museum. 
66  Fougasse quoted in Philip M. Taylor, 1995. Munitions of the Mind: a history of propaganda from the 
ancient world to the present day: 217. 
67  Obrist and Koolhaas, Re CP. 6
68  William H. Robinson, Macchine e invenzioni bizzarre. Ediz. illustrata (Roma: Elliot, 2014).
69  Sir Peter Cook, Drawing: The Motive Force of Architecture (John Wiley & Sons, 2014): 40
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Figure 3.17. ‘Principles’ plate featuring the 
fourth Cedric Price Supplement, Architectural 

Design, October 1971. 
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World War. Beside the humour and eccentricity of the drawings, it is interesting to remark the 

importance of machineries, and the use of weird technologies, sometimes borrowed from other 

fields to create a genuine artefact. The style of the drawings is a bit more elaborated than those 

of Fougasse and Bentley, although they all share this capacity to narrate a story with only one 

drawing. There is also a great deal of dynamism in Robinson’s illustrations, which makes it easy 

for the observer to understand how the illustrated machine would operate and move to accomplish 

its ridiculous purpose. This is often achieved in Price’s drawings with his use of arrows and dotted 

lines, as we will see later. 

But perhaps the author who gets closest to Price’s preferred style is Osbert Lancaster (1908-

1986), a British cartoonist mostly known for the ‘Pocket Cartoons’ that appeared daily on the 

front page of The Daily Express almost uninterruptedly from 1939 to 198170. Lancaster was also 

well connected with the British upper classes and had some common friends with Price. One of 

them was Lord Snowdon – with whom Price designed the London Zoo Aviary in 196171. Among 

Lancaster’s most acclaimed work is the short story, Drayneflete Revealed (Fig.3.16), a guidebook 

depicting the architectural transformation of an invented British city, in which a total of seven 

drawings are meticulously drawn to reflect the changes of the city throughout the times, always 

from the same perspective and even with the same characters. Price was most probably caught up 

by Lancaster’s drawing style and the satirical code of the stories behind his sketches. Regarding 

content, Peter Cook points out that Lancaster and Price share ‘that English combination of 

deftness, humour and quizzicality’72.

If we now look gain at the ‘Principles’ plate of the Cedric Price supplement (Fig.3.17), we can 

see clear connections with the illustrators discussed above. For instance, they are present in 

the short comments and humorous hints like Bentley or Fougasse would use; in the dynamic 

effects of mechanised elements and weather conditions in the fashion of Heath Robinson, and an 

overall aim at story-telling, in this case of a prefabricated house, just as Seymour would do with 

70  Osbert Lancaster and Edward Lucie-Smith, The Essential Osbert Lancaster, 1St Edition edition 
(London: Barrie & Jenkins, 1988).
71  Lancaster’s work also had a special focus on architecture. He started analysing the Victorian 
achievements in architecture while studying at Oxford in the 1920s, and collaborated with the magazine 
Architectural Review during the 1930s with a series of drawings that explained, along a text, the 
transformation of buildings and cities over time.
72  Peter Cook, 2003. ‘The Man who Changed England’. Architectural Review. October 2003: 26-27.

157



Figure 3.18. Poster of the exhibition ‘The 
Evolving Image’. Cedric Price biographical 

material. British Architectural Library, RIBA. 

Figure 3.19. Opening of the exhibition ‘The 
Evolving Image’ at the RIBA Heinz Gallery. 
James Stirling (left), the documentary maker 
Roger Graef (centre), Peter Cook and Diana 
Jowsey of Archigram (right). RIBA Pix ref 

RIBA33567.
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Charles Dickens. As illustrated in the ‘Principles’, Price uses cartoon-like sketches to explain the 

goals of his interventions, doing so without really providing precise definitions of his ideas and 

somehow achieving a similar effect with that of the use of paradoxes and loosely defined phrases 

in lectures and texts. His drawings similarly offer a way of ambiguous and often contradictory 

communication. In the end, it is the interlocutor who has to go through the effort of reconstructing 

an image out of the disconnected information provided by the drawing, seemingly unfinished and 

a never-ending work in progress. Price’s drawings also tell a story, a funny one involving people 

coming and going and freely using his buildings. The apparent indifference towards anything 

aesthetically appealing in architecture often associated to Price’s work is contradicted by the 

kind of user-friendly and caricaturist style of his drawings. This is added to a capacity to merge 

different drawing and craft techniques in a single sketch, often composed by a succession of layers 

in which not only graphite and ink are used, but also scotch tape, ink corrector and stickers. The 

exhibition on ‘The Evolving Image’, which has not been explicitly discussed in any of the works 

published about Price, including Hardingham’s oeuvre complete, was curated and promoted by 

Price himself to exhibit his office drawings. It provides a useful compilation in which not only 

Price’s most recurrent representation techniques are present, but also less evident strategies of 

temporality and control in his design process can be grasped, analysed and discussed. 

3.2.2. Dotted Lines and Arrows. Drawing Process at the Heinz Gallery

“Spiritual and temporal values when evoked by things which are seen, are governed by 

the degree and type of visual experience”.73

A letter of a 23-year-old Price to The Observer criticises the article ‘Posters in their Place’ 

by the journalist and writer, Marghanita Laski, in which, apparently, little consideration had 

been given to the aesthetic value that advertising posters in cities must contain beside the 

display of messages. Indeed, although Price rarely talked about style and beauty, and often 

emphasized the operational value of his drawings, part of his graphic material reveals a clear 

intention of providing a meaningful ‘visual experience’ to the observer, whether a client, a 

peer fellow, a politician, or a collaborator. 

73  CPA Exhibitions. Galleries. Competitions. Textual Records DR 2004: 1349.
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Figure 3.20. Panels of exhibited drawings.  CPA 
DR2004:1420
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An exhibition on Price’s drawings entitled ‘The Evolving Image’ took place at the Heinz Gallery 

in London from October 8th to November 28th, 1975. The Heinz Gallery was managed by the 

Royal Institute of British Architects as a place to exhibit the work of selected architects as well 

as to showcase part of the drawing collections of the British Architectural Library. ‘The Evolving 

Image’ followed solo shows of two leading contemporary British architects, Jim Stirling and 

Denys Lasdun, and was made possible thanks to the financial support of Price’s good friend 

Alistair McAlpine74. Price was interested in focusing the exhibition on the ‘usefulness’ of his 

drawings rather than on their ‘beauty’, and on how drawings change their use and appearance as 

the design process evolves75. The exhibition was organised while the Interaction Centre was being 

built, and therefore constitutes an interesting work to bear in mind while discussing its building 

process, which I will do later in this chapter. The poster of the exhibition (Fig.3.18) depicts a 

section of the Fun Palace in black and white, and it compiles Price’s most famous drawing tools: 

dotted lines, domestic and well-known objects, dynamism generated with the use of arrows and a 

diagrammatic appearance containing a lot of information, natural elements, sun, water, light, etc. 

The opening of the exhibition congregated a great number of art and architectural figures of the 

time (Fig.3.19), including some members of Archigram as well as Jim Stirling and Denys Lasdun 

themselves, Bob Maxwell, Richard Hamilton and Reyner Banham76. 

Price does not seem to have had much direct involvement with the design of the exhibition 

layout, as most of the notes kept in the archive do not have his handwriting. He was however 

directly involved with the renewal of the panels to be displayed in the exhibition (Fig 3.20). 

As the statement of purpose for the exhibition describes, the display was to be renewed during 

its duration with ‘new products from the office’77, just as a building would ideally operate by 

replacing transitory elements from its structure and eventually be dismantled. In a way, the idea 

of changing the exhibition over the course of a mere seven weeks may be seen as an ‘advertising’ 

strategy for Price’s inclusion of notions of temporality in his design projects.

74  A letter on May 24th, 1974 to Price by John Harris, curator of the Drawings Collections at the RIBA 
states ‘I think Peter Banham has spoken to you about our thoughts on having an exhibition of your work. 
This is something that is dear to my heart and also to Alistair McAlpine, who promotes our exhibitions 
and is one of your admirers’. RIBA Archive, V&A.
75  The Evolving Image Exhibition Catalogue. Cedric Price Biographical material. British Architectural 
Library, RIBA.
76  A set of pictures of the opening of the exhibition is available at the RIBA Architecture Image Library 
https://www.architecture.com/image-library/ribapix.html?keywords=%22the%20evolving%20image%22
77  CPA Exhibitions. Galleries. Competitions. Textual Records DR 2004: 1349.
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Figure 3.21. Chart and Network Diagram 
produced for the design of the Birmingham and 
Midland Institute. In Cedric Price Supplement 2. 

Architectural Design, June 1971.
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The exhibition, as Sutherland Lyall describes, was ‘appropriately laid out in the ad hoc fashion of 

a student crit’78, and composed by a variety of drawings, notes, sketches, models, slides and tape 

recordings. In one of these recordings, Price provided his own definition on drawings in different 

ways depending on the purpose of the drawings and the design stage for which they are created. 

He claimed to primarily view drawings as a design tool, being ‘useful while they are being drawn 

to those that are drawing them as not merely a design tool but a method of design’79. However, 

when the time comes for a drawing to be shown to an external party, they become ‘2d currency 

in what architecture is a 4d game, 3d plus time’80. This currency should be, according to Price, 

adaptable enough so that it can eventually be ‘amended and redrawn’81. Price considers drawings 

as composed by two elements, ‘one is a passive receptive medium, which is usually a membrane, 

and the other is an active implanted medium, which is very often pencil or pen’82. One could say 

that this rather simple definition of a drawing has further implications and poses a contradictory 

position, for if the active part of a drawing is said to be the one produced by the pencil or pen, then 

the agency of drawings is concealed to the architect’s skills and thinking. If drawings were said 

to be ‘2d currency’, as claimed earlier, this currency is by no means adaptable, since the external 

parties observing the drawings can surely express their opinion, but neither the ‘membrane’ nor 

the ‘implanted medium’ are adaptable by these observers. 

In a sort of middle ground between a drawing and a text we can place Price’s uses of charts and 

diagrams, also present in the same exhibition. These were used for a number of purposes in 

different stages of the design process: as timelines to control design and construction processes, as 

management tools to organise the role of different parties in the materialisation of a building and, 

more often, as a way to visually organise the range of functions and activities that a building was 

supposed to accommodate (Fig.3.21). With this respect, Price recalls how he finds it ‘extremely 

useful to be able to compare, visually, max/min use, frequency of such use and the likely variables 

between areas and activities. Also, if such a chart is prepared early enough it enables the client to 

have second thoughts – without tears’83.

78  Sutherland Lyall, ‘A Gem of Great Price’, in The Architect’s Journal, October 6th, 1975: 724-725.
79  CPA Audio-Visual Material. RIBA Exhibition Cedric Price DR2003:0012_1
80  Ibid.
81  Ibid.
82  CPA Audio-Visual Material RIBA Exhibition Cedric Price DR2003_0012_2
83  Cedric Price Supplement. In Architectural Design, June 1971: 365.
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Figure 3.22. Diagram explaining the four 
drawing stages at Cedric Price office and projects 

related to each stage. CPA DR2004:1445. 
The four drawing stages as explained in the 

exhibition catalogue. Cedric Price biographical 
file. British Architectural Library. 
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The ‘student crit’ appearance of the display mentioned by Lyall is certainly achieved by the mix 

of a great variety of drawing styles and formats. Indeed, from the scarce picture of the exhibits 

available at the archive, one observes a rather chaotic arrangement of graphic materials in a set of 

panels (as shown in Figure 3.20) in which four ‘types’ of drawings are displayed corresponding 

to the four stages in the design process followed at the office. The exhibition therefore served 

not only as a way to show Price’s drawings but also as a manifesto to elucidate how drawing 

styles and methods logically evolve throughout the design process. These four drawing types are 

named and defined in the catalogue (Fig.3.22) of the exhibition84, and can be further discussed as 

follows85:

‘A. In Head – Primary design probes – personal visual literacy as a design tool’. ‘In Head’ 

drawings relate to the initial thinking when a project starts. These represent Price’s first response 

to the client’s brief.

‘B. In House – Development and refinement within the office of selected ‘in Head’ drawings 

involving rethink and exchange’. ‘In House’ drawings are a development of initial ideas, exploring 

the brief and acting as a sounding board between the architect and the client. At this stage, both 

client and architect fill out matching charts showing their priorities and expectations, which are 

reassessed at each subsequent meeting. 

‘C. In Action – Instructions requiring external activity and/or reaction, e.g. construction 

drawings, client drawings, public information drawings’. ‘In Action’ are working drawings, but 

not in the conventional sense. They are a major medium of exchange but they are not necessarily 

representations of buildings. They can be projected cost estimates, proposed actions, warnings 

or corrections. During this stage of the design process, the client is often given a 3-dimensional 

working model to manipulate and explore various possibilities inherent in a proposed solution. 

The office keeps a model at the same scale, and the two models are photographed and compared 

at subsequent meetings. 

84  The Evolving Image Exhibition Catalogue. RIBA Cedric Price Biographical material. British 
Architectural Library.
85  Reflections on each section were published in Building Design, October 10th, 1975: 16, and in RIBA 
Journal, January 1976: 16. 
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Figure 3.23. ‘In Head’ drawing of the 
Fun Palace. Perspective sketch. CPA 

DR1995:0188:525:002

Figure 3.24. ‘In House’ plans for the Interaction 
Centre (early version). DR1995:0252:195

Figure 3.25. ‘In Action’ drawing with loading 
allowances related to the structure of the 
Ineraction Centre. CPA DR2004:1208.  

Figure 3.26. ‘In Retrospect’ drawing of a festival 
site, ‘Phun City’. In Cedric Price Supplement, 

Architectural Design, January 1971.
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‘D In Retrospect – ‘Post Mortem’ reflections and improvements’. These are drawings that 

allowed Price to re-analyse his approach, removing himself from the specifics of the design 

process, and developing ideas that the problem leads on to. This, for Price’s office, is one of the 

most important phases of the process. It is the time when a project may yield possibilities with 

further reaching implications.

 The relative ‘chaotic’ ambience of ‘The Evolving Image’ exhibition somehow hid the presence 

of a pre-settled design process that seems to have a direct correlation with the way ideas are 

represented. One can grasp a gradient from the most to the least open-ended drawings, although 

this gradient remains unclear in the exhibition since plans, charts and sketches are all mixed 

up even if divided in four categories86. The analysis of the exhibition further demonstrates how 

the signature imprinted in Price’s ‘in head’ drawings is strong, very personal, and difficult to 

reproduce. In this sense, one perceives an uneven interaction between the viewer and the maker 

of these drawings depending on the stage of the design process. Early sketches, singular in their 

drawing style and easily identifiable to Price’s hand, are terminated drawings despite their ready-

made and spontaneous appearance (Fig.3.23). They are not altered by any of Price’s collaborators. 

The dynamism by which design ideas are represented coupled with the distinct singularity of the 

drawing style would make it difficult for anyone other than Price to edit such drawings. It is in 

the second part of the process, the ‘in house’ stage, where the design idea is opened up to the rest 

of the office. Then drawings are generated out of a sort of conversation between the person or 

persons working for a particular project – which would produce a set of more or less precise plans 

throughout the day – and Price himself, who would comment and alter them early in the morning 

on the next day (Fig.3.24). The interaction with the client, however, is relegated to the filling of 

charts, as Price himself describes. Drawings become more specific in the ‘in action’ stage, in 

which the office relies on external parties for the delivery of technical plans on the few occasion in 

which the designs were actually materialised (Fig.3.25). Finally, ‘in retrospect’ drawings, where 

one could perhaps expect the involvement of users and clients in a way of constructing a sort of 

‘post-occupancy’ study, return back to Price’s exclusive performance (Fig.3.26). 

86  Every drawing had a stick with a letter A, B, C or D, which corresponded to the ‘In Head’, ‘In 
House’, ‘In Action’ and ‘In Restrospect’ categories respectively. This way, the visitor would be able 
to identify to which category belonged each drawing despite them being arranged in the panels in an 
apparent random way.
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Figure 3.27. ‘Systems’ plate in Cedric Price 
Supplement, Architectural Design, October 

1971.  
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Since the design process – and therefore the graphic representation – evolves into a less 

conceptual and more technical endeavour, Price’s style loses the person’s identity and certainly 

becomes ‘currency’. The idea of architectural plans being ‘currency’ recalls notions of plans 

being universally understandable, as construction and technical plans are meant to be. This poses 

a certain contradiction. Whereas the more open-ended drawings are loaded with the signature 

of their author, the more specific, less changeable plans are supposed to be more intelligible, 

or at least easier to transfer to the different parties involved in the design process. An almost 

steady presence of charts and diagrams, from early mind-maps of activities and intentions to 

questionnaires and final functional charts reveals a continuous concern throughout the design 

process for quantifying, classifying and measuring the non-dimensional aspects of the project. 

The building performance, i.e. the way that movement by both the building’s elements and its 

users originates in space, is synthesised from the arrows and lines of the ‘in head’ comic-like 

drawings to the diagrams of the functions that would organise the way spaces are to be used 

differently throughout the day. A narrative understanding of movement and performance in space 

therefore evolves into rather dry, diagrammatic schemes. The design somehow ends up being 

transformed into a system in which the original narrative of the sketches is accommodated by 

means of spatial configurations, movable devices and functional distribution. The anticipation of 

such movements so that they can eventually be included in the final version of the design force 

them to be processed like data, organised in charts and ‘scientifically’ translated in the building 

program. 

However, despite the early shift of the drawings to an intelligible representation, plans developed 

‘in house’ will never acquire full specification, remaining somehow unfinished even after they 

have been sent to the technical specialist to draw facilities, construction and structural plans. One 

should also remark that this later stage, the preparation of plans towards construction, did not 

often occur in Price’s office, since only a few projects were in fact built. The result, therefore, is 

that for the majority of the projects developed at the office there seem to be a prolific production 

of ‘almost ready’ construction plans, with a somewhat abrupt transition from a funny, witty, and 

cartoon-like representation of concepts, possibilities and interactions between users and built 
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objects to an industrial, standardised, universal representation of the spatial arrangements of such 

objects.

In a plate entitled ‘System’, also part of the fourth ‘Cedric Price Supplement’ (in which 

the ‘Principles’ plate was included), Price writes by hand that ‘components must match the 

requirements detailed in PRINCIPLES’ (Fig.3.27). The plate depicts the axonometric drawing of 

one of the starring housing units of the story narrated in ‘Principles’. It is composed by a set of 

steel frames mounted at uneven distances and acting as both structural support and enclosure. The 

precise depiction of the housing unit is accompanied by sketches of additional components that 

can be added onto the basic structure: a little porch, movable blinds and a rooftop terrace. These 

‘additive elements’ complement the housing unit ‘in retrospect’, as they are not part of the original 

design87. In a sort of confession, an annotation included in the plate declares that ‘additives are 

great fun to design but the designer must allow for those unimaginable to his cultured brain 

(Calculated Uncertainty sic)’. This axonometric drawing thus represent the system made by use of 

standardised elements of a narrative that is constructed during the first stage of the design process 

in a comic-like fashion. The direct relationship pointed out by Price between the ‘Principles’ and 

the ‘Systems’ of his architecture certainly seems to be present in most of Price’s built and unbuilt 

projects. In the next section I will briefly look at how the systems by which Price’s principles have 

been translated are fundamentally based on a functional and structural specification, two arguably 

counterintuitive aspects in Price’s production that nonetheless have been present since his very 

early design works. 

3.3. Unbuilt Manifestoes

“Architecture is Symbol. Radiation. Tendency of order — of music, of an impetus to the 

end. Embracing and dissolution. The building is no longer a block, but a dissolution into cells, 

a crystallization from point to point. It is a structure of bridges, joints, shells, and pipes. Shells, 

enveloping and discharging air between themselves like fruit. Pipe supports. Within it air flows 

making it firm and curved.”

87  CPA Cedric Price. Projects. Housing Research. DR 2004:0231.
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Price rarely talked about being influenced by architects. On these rare occasions, he normally 

referred to those whom he encountered during his formative years. This quote from the essay on 

‘Analytical and Utopian Architecture’, written in 1923 by his later AA teacher, Arthur Korn, and 

a great influence for Price88, promotes an architecture in which buildings are to be ‘dissolved’, 

exploded into parts and defined by their performativity. Korn’s discourse of buildings as living 

organisms, composed of cells and arranged from the careful planning of circulation spaces was 

also of interest for another early mentor of Price, the architect Denys Lasdun89, with whom Price 

collaborated by the late 1950s. The renaissance in British architecture of metaphors related with 

biomorphic theories and evolutionary ideas during the 50s and 60s was most probably of interest 

for the young Price, whose intention for the inclusion of change in the built form had been present, 

as I will point out below, already in his student works at both the University of Cambridge and 

the AA in London. 

This section starts with a brief discussion of some of Price’s projects by specifically looking 

at two kinds of design constraints: their physical limitations, i.e. the ways in which the use of 

spatial and morphological strategies of order, standardisation and modularisation are repeatedly 

implemented, and their functional limitations, by analysing the programmatic specificity that, 

sometimes unexpectedly, can be traced in Price’s designs in general and in one of his most 

paradigmatic projects in particular: the Fun Palace. The analysis of these two design features 

in Price’s work will serve as precedent to analyse the design strategies and construction of the 

Interaction Centre, and the extent to which these design features are actually present in both the 

design process and the built outcome. 

3.3.1. Physical Limitations 

By 1953, while still a student at Cambridge, Price designed a unit house to be used as a ‘portable 

archaeologist’s hut’90, a structure between a container and a camping tent that could be assembled 

in a factory and transported by truck to its temporary location (Fig.3.28). These design features 

88  Royston Landau, ‘Engineers and Architects: Newby + Price’, AA Files, no. 27 (1994): 25–32.
89  Laurent Stalder, ‘Circuits, conduits, et cetera. Quelques notes sur le caractère normatif des 
infrastructures dans l’architecture de l’après-guerre’. In Matières, 12 (2015): 116–125.
90  Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded 
Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 
2016): 29.
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Figure 3.28. Perspective view of an aviary 
design and project for a portable archaeologist’s 

hut, 1953. In Samantha Hardingham and 
Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: 
A Forward-Minded Retrospective (London, 

Figure 3.29. Table of functions and occupation; 
‘internal variation sufficient for personal identity’ 

in sketch on a model picture and packaging 
system of construction panels for the Housing 

Research project. CPA DR2004:0228.

Figure 3.30. Illustration of a portable 
enclosure and vehicle used for first aid, CPA 
DR1995:0263:032; Axonometric showing 
linkages between units. McAppy project, 

CPA DR1995:0263:013-030. McAppy Aerial 
View of Angel Court construction site. CPA 

DR1995:0263:032:004

Figure 3.31. Generator. Assembly process, 
CPA DR1995:0280:651 and grid layout CPA 
DR1995:0280:459-480. View of mock-up in 

Yulee, Florida. CPA DR 2004:1265

172



would be iterated numerous times in future projects, particularly in the long-term investigation 

on housing for the project titled ‘Housing Research and Steel Housing Competition (1965-

1971)’. The projects, endorsed by texts like ‘Towards a 24-Hour Economic Living Toy’, already 

mentioned, drew upon an essentially nomad way of living which requires the use of temporary 

spaces (Fig.3.29). In the planning of changes for schemes such as the Steel Housing Competition, 

one could grasp the coexistence of two systems characterised by the speed and interval of the 

changes they allow. On the one hand, the house is considered a system in which interior spaces 

are subject to change, both in their configuration and in their functions, on a daily basis. On the 

other hand, the house is to be replaced, transported and/or dismantled when its ‘service’ is no 

longer needed, be it because of the migration of the family to another place or because of the 

obsolescence of the built object itself. 

This double-paced temporality is taken to its limits in the McAppy project, conceived between 

1973 and 1976 in an attempt to improve the everyday working conditions of building sites in 

London (Fig.3.30). As a commission granted by Alistair McAlpine, Price’s study spanned not only 

to matters strictly architectural, but also to questions on how to improve workers’ safety and well-

being by proposals for alternative – and planned – diets, clothing and other facilities. These social 

policies were accompanied by the arrangement of a set of ‘living’ modules, conceptually and 

materially similar to the caravan house and the steel housing units. They would be accommodated 

in building sites in order to offer a safe and equipped space for employees, and would be assembled 

by the use of standardised construction elements. 

Jumping a few years ahead in time, the Generator project – often praised for its technological 

agenda and its anticipation to the creation of so-called ‘intelligent buildings’ – should also be 

seen in line with the spatial morphology tested by Price in the designs described above (Fig.3.31). 

Besides the famous intention of implementing a cybernetic system by which changes in the 

building would be managed, the Generator can essentially be defined as a set of prefabricated cubic 

frames to be placed in orthogonal and diagonal configurations, further addressing the production 

of movable and temporary spaces as features that go hand-in-hand with standardisation processes. 
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Price’s tendency to ‘standardise’ architectural solutions91 can be interpreted as a way to validate 

an essentially unchanged architectural ethos throughout his career. The resultant designs are not 

a context-based architecture despite common claims of Price’s caring for the site conditions of 

every project. In this sense, improvements in technology, often assimilated earlier in product 

and industrial design than in architectural construction, would be accommodated in standardised 

solutions, manufactured in factories. Producing the main elements of a built structure as pre-

fabricated and standardised elements would therefore guarantee, on the one hand, the application 

of the latest technologies on the building site, and on the other, the continuous validation of 

unchanged concepts of temporality and movement by the updating of the construction methods 

of such architecture. 

In line with standardisation, Price was also keen on using innovative structural systems such as 

space frame, based on the development of prefabricated elements. As the British architectural 

historian Murray Fraser points out, ‘the space frame, with its lightness, its wide-spaced columns, 

its steel members operating largely in tension, its indeterminacy of structural form through 

the elimination of directional beams – and above all its American pedigree – exerted a strong 

fascination on technologically-minded British architects like Cedric Price’92. This fascination 

came under the influence of a brilliant structural designer, Frank Newby, who attended to the 

shift from linear structural elements to planar and spatial ones while working for the German 

émigré engineer, Felix Samuely93. Newby went to America for a year in 1952 with a Marshall 

Aid scholarship to study the latest advancements in structural technology. During his stay, he 

worked with the German-born American engineer Konrad Wachsmann at the Institute of Design 

in Chicago. Newby recalls how he learnt ‘a great deal from joints’94, also noting that he then 

91  Price’s early interest for standardisation is pointed out by Samantha Hardingham in her lecture 
‘Sufficiently Incomplete’ given on February 10th, 2015 at Bureau Europa, Netherlands Architecture Centre 
Maastricht (NAiM).
92  Murray Fraser and Joe Kerr, Architecture and the ‘Special Relationship’: The American Influence on 
Post-War British Architecture (Abingdon: Routledge, 2007): 274.
93  Newby quotes Samuely in a RIBA lecture during a recorded talk: ‘I think that at the moment we are 
on the eve of a great revolution and that hundreds of years hence people will look back on this time as 
being the one when construction changed over from ‘plane’ to ‘space’’. In ‘Why, Where, What? | Frank 
Newby | Pidgeon Digital’, accessed 1 November 2016, https://www.pidgeondigital.com/talks/why-where-
what-/.
94  Frank Newby in ‘Why, Where, What? Recorded lecture recorded in 1986 and available at the Pigeon 
Digital collection. https://www.pidgeondigital.com/talks/why-where-what-/
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collaborated on the design of the US Air Force Hangar for which Wachsmann was working at the 

time. 

The use by Price of standardised elements has been often read as a way to detach himself from 

any kind of contemporary architectural trend. At the same time, the application of an impersonal 

language would in Price’s mind give way, ideally, to the appropriation of the spaces by anyone. 

In contrast with his highly personal modes of representation during the early stages of the design 

process, Price’s building materialisation seem to be a truthful representation of the dryness of his 

‘in action’ plans. One could also interpret the neutrality of the material language used by Price as 

a way to set up a ‘concrete’ frame in which functions would be loosely defined. We will see how, 

on the contrary, the definition of functions was a key aspect in the design process of apparently 

non-programmed spaces in Price’s work. 

3.3.2 The Specificity of the Program 

If we think about a standardised architectural space, a fitting example would be a supermarket, a 

place in which circulation, spatial arrangement and furnishing are carefully planned to increase 

the visitor’s thirst for consumerism. Although in the 1960s supermarkets were not as common as 

they are today, it is telling how Price decided to assign this functional programme to his students 

during his first course as Unit Tutor at the AA in 1959 (Fig.3.32). The assignment’s brief carefully 

listed the functions, devices and number of rooms to be accommodated in the project, leaving 

little space for the alteration of the overall conception of the building95. The idea of designing a 

supermarket was justified by Price as it provided a considerable improvement in people’s daily 

lives, producing a direct impact on their leisure time and freedom. While this might be true, the 

supermarket can also be seen as a highly constraining architectural typology, one that, given its 

very specific purpose and its largely standardised spatial arrangements, sets right from the start 

of its design process a great number of spatial limitations and functional specificities. As Price’s 

assistant, Will Alsop, recalled, the design process at Price’s office was not only concerned about 

limiting the outcome, but also about limiting the process itself:

95  Design Assignment for Unit 3D, academic year 1959/1960. In CPA. AA. DR 2006.0089.
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Figure 3.32. Assignment brief for the design of a 
supermarket. CPA DR2006:0089.
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“As with all good architects the starting point for any project, after the celebration drink, 

is the deprogramming of the self from previous jobs (…). The methods for this are numerous 

although in Price’s office it consists invariably of defending the limitations of the project. All the 

dimensions, including time, are accumulated, compared and presented in different graphic forms 

that gradually allow the architect to formulate previously unexpected ideas about the nettle he is 

attempting to grasp.”96 

Price’s interest on the understanding of ‘limitations’ as a productive aspect to take into account 

in the design process must be related to the ideas that Vickers developed in the two volumes 

extensively quoted by Price in texts and lectures: Value Systems and Social Process and Freedom 

in a Rocking Boat. Vickers understood the existence of limitations as being inevitable since ‘human 

beings are social animals living in an institutionalised city’97. The difference in the limitations 

taking place in a technological age is the capacity to choose between existing ‘natural’ limitations 

or ‘to impose upon itself artificial ones’98. The consequence of being able to tailor our own sets 

of limitations by the use of technology has, however, the effect of transforming humans, here 

understood as variables in a system, into less adaptable elements conforming such system, ‘for, 

when they encounter a limitation, their tendency is not to adapt to it but to alter the limitation’99. 

In this sense, Price attempts to take into account both natural, or a priori limitations, as well as 

the set of artificial limitations set by him as part of the design process. 

Given our contemporary capacity to fabricate artificial limitations by means of technology, 

Vickers defined the concept of ‘multi-valued choice’100 in an attempt to understand the effects 

of an ever-increasing number of variables affecting contemporary processes of decision-making 

in disciplines such as economics and policy making. These variables depended upon systems 

based, on the one hand, on relationships between the variables themselves, and on the other, on 

the standards that such systems must meet according to accepted conventions in society. The 

‘multi-valued choice’ is therefore the tool that humans, as active variables of these systems of 

96  Will Alsop in the Architect’s Journal. 26 September 1979, Vol. 170: 638-639.
97  Geoffrey Vickers in the opening lecture of the symposium ‘Individual in an Institutionalised 
World’ on February 24th, 1976. Architectural Association. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GH4e-
f3wtVk&t=1476s.
98  Geoffrey Vickers, Value Systems and Social Process. (New York: Basic Books, 1968): 41.
99  Ibid: 40.
100  ‘The Multi-Valued Choice’ in Geoffrey Vickers, Value Systems and Social Process. (New York: 
Basic Books, 1968): 125-143.
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Figure 3.33. Picture of a Fun Palace model made 
out of kitchen utensils. CPA DR2004:0080:001. 
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relations, can use in order to regulate the systems themselves. These regulations are performed 

in what Vickers names an optimising-balancing process, i.e. a process that must keep the link 

between the metabolic balance of the interior variables in a system with the external, functional 

relations between the system and the elements that it regulates. Communication between internal 

and external parties is set as paramount in order to use well our capacity for multi-valued choice, 

with decisions taken by an informed range of judgements, facts and values that Vickers terms 

‘appreciation’. 

An inevitable range of limitations and control strategies in architecture were integrated in the 

so-called ‘systems approach’, to which Price professed devotion. The regulating systems were 

thought in line with the use of communication technology and cybernetics. The aforementioned 

Generator, but also other less well-known projects such as the Oxford Corner House and the 

Birmingham and Midland Institute Headquarters (all of them unbuilt) make use of such systems. 

It is however in the Fun Palace, Price’s most paradigmatic project, where a decisive intention to 

implement a carefully designed cybernetic system was researched. With the aim of setting the 

user free from the constraints of well-known functions, a committee of artists, scientists and Price 

himself tirelessly discussed about the regulation of supposedly unplanned functions. 

3.3.3. A Never Tested Experiment: the Fun Palace

Price is without any doubt mostly known for the conception of the Fun Palace, a widely published 

project in which most of his constant ideas on the transient and changeable features of the built 

form are manifested (Fig.3.33). The aim here is not to provide a thoroughgoing description and 

analysis of the Fun Palace, as this has been extensively done by several authors from a variety 

of perspectives101. Accolades for the Fun Palace are many, and almost every author agrees on 

the ground-breaking architectural ideas that were being tested in the project. It was a building, 

101  A complete analysis of the Fun Palace is included in Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, 
Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: 
Architectural Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2016) and in Stanley Mathews, From Agit-
Prop to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2007). Other 
important essays discussing the Fun Palace are Stanley Mathews, ‘The Fun Palace as Virtual Architecture: 
Cedric Price and the Practices of Indeterminacy’. In Journal of Architectural Education (1984-) 59, no. 
3 (2006): 39–48, and Mary Louise Lobsinger, ‘Cybernetic Theory and the Architecture of Performance: 
Cedric Price’s Fun Palace. In Sarah Williams Goldhagen and Réjean Legault, Anxious Modernisms: 
Experimentation in Postwar Architectural Culture (Montréal; Cambridge, Mass.: Canadian Centre for 
Architecture ; MIT Press, 2000): 119-137.
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Figure 3.34. Diagrams of movement patterns 
associated to the Fun Palace’s ‘typical plan’. CPA 

DR1995.0188.140-160.
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or rather a structure, designed to provide a space that would be used freely by citizens in order 

to develop their own self-realisation. This was to be achieved by engaging users in all sorts of 

activities happening simultaneously within and around the built structure, including the actual 

physical modification of the built objects – lightweight, loose and temporary – that would 

populate the building. For the purpose of this thesis, the story of the Fun Palace should only serve 

as a background to understand underlying processes of control and functional specification in its 

design process. In doing so, I consider important to look at the Fun Palace beyond the object itself, 

and to rather recall the urban germ of the building concept. 

The theoretical origin of the Fun Palace, according to early conceptual reports102, was that of 

integrating in a building the bustling activities observed in cities. Looking at the London case, 

Price pointed out at how city life provides ‘the subsidiary unplanned uncontrolled and unrecorded 

mixing of people engaged in numerous particular activities’, originating what he calls ‘explosions’ 

that ‘should not merely be occasioned in the restricting left-over spaces within an obsolete urban 

framework’103. The fact that these activity explosions took place ‘within the pathetic free regions 

in London’s present entertainment areas’104, led Price to consider the need of designing a building 

‘which encourages random movement and variable activities’105. This means that, besides the 

aim of constructing an open space for performance and leisure inspired by theatre director 

Joan Littlewood, the idea of the Fun Palace directly intended to encapsulate urban bottom-up 

practices, unplanned, uncontrolled and unrecorded, into a building. The intention of generating 

the configuration of the Fun Palace out of functions and movement patterns is something that 

can be seen when superimposing ne of Price’s most famous drawing of a ‘typical’ floor plan 

with more diagrammatic ones (Fig.3.34). The importance of movement in the way the building 

was to perform is further emphasized in some of Price’s notes, in which he estates the following 

definition about the flexibility of the building:

102  Handwritten notes by Price on the idea of developing the Fun Palace. CPA, Projects. Fun Palace 
DR:1995.0188.525.001
103  Ibid. 
104  Ibid.
105  Ibid. 
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“Flexibility within the complex is not [only] confined to the variation of the form and 

disposition of the enclosures and areas provided, but also by the ability to vary the public movement 

patterns through adjustment of mechanical movement aids (escalators, travelators, etc.)”106

The price to pay when scaling down and designing an apparently perfect environment for the 

emergence of bottom-up practices is that, to some extent, one had to calculate the extent of the 

unplanned, the uncontrolled and the unrecorded. Recalling the two design tools described in this 

section, one could argue that the calculation of these three aspects in the Fun Palace inevitably 

lead to the pursuit of a certain, and somehow reluctant, programme specification, and the use of 

standardised geometrical patterns of grids and cubes for its materialisation. 

Price’s famous ‘hiring’ of a cybernetics committee led by the scientist Gordon Pask was in theory 

intended to supress the necessity of specifying the particular functions that the building would 

host, since these would be proposed by users themselves and managed by a feedback information 

system. The so-called Fun Palace Cybernetics Committee held a great number of meetings in 

order to evaluate the functional necessities of the Fun Palace and delineate a cybernetic system 

accordingly. In the resulting minutes of a meeting held by the committee in 1965107, artist Roy 

Ascott emphasised the need of conceiving ‘afresh’ any kind of activity to be integrated in the 

building, and that they had to be organised in an ‘unrestrictive framework wherein the participants 

act as a Self-Organising System’108. To this point, the computer scientist Richard Goodman 

points out at the risk of thinking about the Fun Palace, and more importantly, about its users, 

as a ‘Scientist’s toy’, by assuming that people can be ‘duped by an automation for long’109.  He 

instead proposes the presence of fixed activities in which people, creatively enough, will be able 

to use the facilities in a variety of ways without the need of a controlling system of changes. As 

a response to this point some members of the committee, Price included, still supported the idea 

of enhancing interaction between different groups of inhabitants with the creation of ‘adaptively 

controlled environments’110, although they finally came to terms in order to define a set of fixed 

106  Draft of Fun Palace promotional literature. CPA, Projects. Fun Palace. DR:1995:0188:525:002
107  ‘Fun Palace Cybernetics Committee. Minutes of the meeting held at the Building Centre, 
Store Street, London W.C.1, 27th January, 1965’ Minutes starting. CPA Projects. Fun Palace. 
DR:1995.0188.525.001
108  Ibid. 
109  Ibid. 
110  Minutes of the meeting held at the Building Centre.
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activities within the building. The outcome of the meeting defined a Fun Palace in which a set 

of fixed activities would be combined with so-called ‘mixing regions’, with qualities closer to 

that of foyers. Both the fixed and mixing regions would nonetheless be regulated by creating the 

mentioned ‘adaptively controlled environment’, granting that the space would always remain a 

source of creativity for visitors as well as ‘the organic and developing character of the system 

itself’111. The placement of fixed activities is then acknowledged as posing ‘a number of important 

constraints upon the Fun Palace organisation’, these constraints being the main determinants of 

the organisational system of the building.

As it is well known, the Fun Palace was never materialised, remaining up until today in the 

imaginary of revolutionary projects forged under the optimistic input of 1960s technological 

dreams. We will never know if the cybernetic system would have ever worked, a question that 

arguably kept alive Price’s intention of implementing a cybernetic information system in the years 

to come. However, in Price’s built examples one can hardly see any presence of a controlling 

software. Largely considered to be a smaller, built version of the Fun Palace112, the Interaction 

Centre provides a rare example in Price’s work of a built structure which ethos seemed to go in 

line with his major investigations on the production of Calculated Uncertainty. The Interaction 

Centre is an example that, as I will explain below, drops the idea of implementing a cybernetic 

environment while retaining the listing of fixed functions as an important design tool. Jumping 

into a real case after having discussed the ways in which Calculated Uncertainty was formulated 

in texts, drawings and unbuilt proposals will also provide further clues for the specification of the 

concept: clues that, if any, survived construction sites, contractors, clients and users. 

3.4. Applied Calculated Uncertainty. The Interaction Centre 

Recognised as the first purpose-built community arts centre, the Interaction Centre was designed 

and built from 1971 to 1978 in Kentish Town, North London, in an attempt to improve the social 

111  Ibid. 
112  According to Hardingham, ‘The [Interaction Centre] was also the first physical manifestation of 
Price’s architectural principles of indeterminacy combined with his philosophy of enabling – an 
abridged Fun Palace: the people were in control’. In Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric 
Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural 
Association Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2016), 300. This statement will be questioned in the 
following section. 
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Figure 3.35. Advertisement for participation 
in the activities organised by the Talacre 

Action Group, Interaction Trust. CPA 
DR1995:0252:632:014.

Figure 3.36. Axonometric Drawing of 
Intervention Area. CPA DR1995:0252:017-034.
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conditions of a highly depressed area at the time. By the second half of the 1960s, a plot of four 

acres of land known as Talacre and owned by the Camden Council was being used by the charity 

organisation Interaction Trust to perform theatre plays and games for children and young adults. 

The Interaction Trust was founded by an American activist, social worker and playwright named 

Edward David Berman in order to initiate cultural projects that could counteract the rough day-

to-day reality of people living in the area113 (Fig.3.35). Berman made use of his connections 

to the London alternative theatre scene to attract professionals to Talacre and volunteer for a 

good cause. During the first years of the 1970s, Talacre had been occupied by the Interaction 

Trust, with Camden Council’s permission. Slowly, the site evolved from a wasteground into a 

playground with children-made constructions. Berman’s intention was that of creating a new 

building typology114, half-theatre, half-office, half-school, half-social club. With these conditions 

and probably recommended by fellow theatre director Joan Littlewood115, Price was appointed 

architect of the future Interaction Centre on the February 1st, 1972. The following sections will 

analyse whether the Interaction Centre pursued the paradoxical ethos of Calculated Uncertainty 

in its design process and outcome, and the extent to which this enabled the real capacity of its 

layout to be used for different purposes, as well as the potential of the building to be physically 

modified over time.

3.4.1 The Process

The four acres of Talacre (Fig.3.36) were leased by Camden Council to the Interaction Trust 

for a period of 27 years, meaning that the temporality of the building was not the decision of 

the architect or the client but it was externally imposed116. One can interpret the decision by the 

Council of leasing the land to Interaction Trust and to meet 25% of the capital needed to build 

the Centre117 as a rather smart strategy. With the Council having a plan to transform the site into 

113  Ed Berman in conversation with the Author in London, 28th September, 2016.
114  Berman and colleagues wanted to translate in a purpose-built building the range of activities that 
were taking place not only in Talacre at the time, but also at their improvised headquarters in an old 
warehouse located nearby.
115  Ed Berman in an interview with the author mentions that his contact with Littlewood was probably 
the reason why he appointed Price for the design of the Interaction Centre. London, 28th September, 2016. 
116  The misconception that the temporality of the building was Price’s decision is actually implied 
in Lobsinger, Mary Lou, ‘Das Programm Programmieren’, Werk, Bauen + Wohnen, no. 12 (December 
2007): 38–45.
117  This was specified in a letter to Ed Berman by the London Borough of Camden on May 3th, 
1971. The maximum capital expenditure was accorded to be £80.000. CPA. Interaction Centre. DR: 
1995.0252.002-004.
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Figure 3.37. A temporary fair taking place under 
the supergrid of the Interaction Centre. CPA 

DR2004.1211.

Figure 3.38. Activity Frequency Diagram. CPA 
DR1995:0252:632:012

Figure 3.39. Functional organisation as 
agreed at 02.09.1971 and 22.09.1971. CPA 

DR1995:0252:017-034.
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a park in the future118, any activities developed by the Trust and the erection of the Interaction 

Centre on the eastern side of the area was an effortless way to test out the success of the place 

for becoming a neighbourhood leisure centre. Additionally, an extended fundraising campaign 

led by Berman brought institutions like the Greater London Arts Association and companies like 

IBM to support the construction of the new building119. The need to continuously seek financial 

support explains why it took six years to design and complete what was after all a relatively 

small building. Price translated the forced temporality of the building and the long span of its 

construction into defining contingencies of the design process. Thus, following similar ideas 

already theorised in the Fun Palace, the Interaction Centre was built using low-cost and recycled 

materials, and its constructive systems were designed in theory to be easily dismantled. The slow 

pace of the construction process allowed, according to Price, to experience and use the building in 

its ‘skeletal stage’120, providing the opportunity for clients to imagine on site how activities could 

be organized within the structure (Fig.3.37). This was achieved by the erection of a supergrid in 

1974, a structural frame that remained as the only built element on site for three years. 

In the meantime, contrary to what one might expect, the design process was heavily informed 

by a precise definition of functions and activities (Fig.3.38). They actually became the main 

generator of the shape and spatial organisation of the building. Early drawings (Fig.3.39) represent 

programmatic organisations, where overlapping bubbles suggest the mixing of dissociated uses 

like rehearsal rooms, children play areas and administration offices. Eventually, the bubbles 

were transformed into boxes that were again labelled with specific functions. The way that these 

programmatic boxes are displayed offers, at first sight, a kind of spatial organisation. And although 

the relationships between functions and their boundaries changed over the design process, many 

of them remained similar in the final version of the building.

118  The intention by the Camden Council to use the site for leisure purposes is repeatedly mentioned 
in the correspondence held between the Council and the Interaction Trust especially in 1971 and 1972, 
when the conditions of the land lease were being discussed. In CPA. Projects. Interaction Centre DR 
1995.0252.632.001. 
119  Numerous letters from these companies and other foundations are kept in CPA. Interaction Centre. 
DR: 1995.0252.632.001
120  In a letter from Price to Berman on 19/02/1975, he invites him and his colleagues to ‘walk round the 
structure, pacing out the spaces between the columns and visually assessing the heights. Few clients have 
the opportunity of unrestricted visits to their own toy in its skeletal stage’. In CPA. Projects. Interaction 
Centre DR 1995.0252.632.001. 
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Figure 3.40. Fundamental, Integrating, Mobile 
and Arches. The Four construction stages of the 

Interaction Centre in an early proposal. CPA 
DR1995.0252.035-058.

Figure 3.41. Axonometric drawing of the 
Interaction Centre, still named as ‘Kentish Town 

West Amalgam’. CPA DR1995.0252. 87-107

Figure 3.42. Floor plans and elevations 
of the final version. Floor Plans in CPA 

DR1995.0252.108-124; elevations in CPA 
DR1995.0252.196-2013.
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This functional specificity added to a concern for defining a system that would both dictate the 

evolution of the building and its material quality. To do so, building elements were classified 

into four categories (Fig.3.40) 121. The first category, ‘fundamental’, contained half of the total 

programme and included the service grid as well as offices, workshops and theatre among other 

uses. A second, ‘integrating’ category was intended to be the extension of the fundamental 

functions. These extensions would be decided by local voting participation. A third, ‘mobile’ 

category was to be composed of vehicles that could be placed inside the building but would also 

have the role of extending the Centre’s activity beyond its physical boundaries. Finally, the railway 

arches property of British Rail and aligned on the western side of Talacre were considered a fourth 

category with uses such as shops, cafes, a community laundry and music projects unsuitable for 

the main building.

The idea behind these categories was to generate an ‘amalgam’ of pieces, independent but 

interrelated, and an unfinished global system able to grow. This is clearly represented in early 

perspective drawings projecting a sense of accumulation. Perspectives depict a familiar ‘Pricean’ 

image of gantry cranes and capsules unified by the ‘supergrid’ (Fig.3.41). However, the design 

evolved into a more simplified spatial layout whose materiality kept a temporary and ready-made 

image while, in reality, the building was turning into a fixed assemblage of prefabricated parts. 

Initially, only the elements under the ‘fundamental’ category were completed, with the Fun Art 

Bus as the sole ‘mobile’ object operating for a few years, and British Rail finally decided not to 

lease the arches. As for the ‘integrating’ category, it will be argued that, although the building 

did accommodate additional built elements and functions, these can hardly be understood as an 

‘extension’ of the existing ones, and the way they originated and materialised does not seem to 

follow a preconceived plan (Fig.3.42). 

Coming back to Price’s notion of Calculated Uncertainty, one grasps a set of independent design 

strategies that define functions, material qualities and building stages, but that do not form an 

overarching system delineating how the building should evolve. Also, the built version of the 

project seems to disregard many of the outlined independent design strategies. Instead, in-built 

flexibility and the capacity of the building to be modified over time seem to be conditions taken 

121  These categories were specified in a ‘Short Paper on the Current Position of Inter-Actions 
Development’. January 1973. CPA. Interaction Centre. DR: 1995.0252.632.014
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Figure 3.44. Interior of the Interaction Centre. 
Double Main Hall. CPA DR2004:1211

Figure 3.46. Letter from Ed Berman to Cedric 
Price from October 5th, 1978 with respect to the 
future flexibility of the Interaction Centre. CPA 

DR1995:0252.632.006

Figure 3.43. Image of the Interaction Centre after 
its opening. CPA DR1995:0252.632.014

Figure 3.45. Floor plan and elevation of a 
Portakabin. Shower Unit. Picture of assembly. 

CPA DR1995:0252.632.014
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for granted by relying on particular construction systems and the intention to engage the local 

community in the process of decision-making for future changes.

3.4.2 The Outcome

The Interaction Centre was opened by Princess Anne on April 26th, 1977 with three main components: 

the existing ‘supergrid’; a large enclosed space occupying about half of the ‘supergrid’, and a set 

of independent Portakabins, either plugged in the main enclosed space or simply laying under 

the ‘supergrid’ (Fig.3.43). The enclosed space was organised around a double-height main hall, 

which remained as the only multipurpose space of the building (Fig.3.44). Functional specificity 

applied not only to the rooms enclosed by the main volume, but also to the Portakabins. Their 

layout and built-in equipment had to be thoroughly designed for its production and assembly in 

the factory. They became highly specific, purpose-built elements while still keeping the image of 

an object whose loose joints with the main volume envisaged future movement (Fig.3.45). Time 

would prove that plugged-in Portakabins were difficult to move, remaining fixed and functionally 

specific over the ensuing years. The enclosed volume never changed either, nor did its internal 

partitions. But the building did expand by the addition of Portakabins and wooden huts in the 

available space under the ‘supergrid’, filling the outdoor volume defined by the spatial structure. 

Additionally, one might expect that the design process of a building that was theoretically intended 

to be modified by its users would pay special attention to define the procedures and methods to 

change the structure over time. A letter by Berman a year after completion of the building suggests 

a different reality (Fig.3.46). Price was supposed to prepare a ‘Maintenance & Alteration Methods 

Brief’, which he apparently never delivered122.  But despite the building not being as physically 

adaptable as its materiality suggested, the Interaction Centre was a tremendous success in Kentish 

Town, and a vibrant and extremely varied programme of activities demonstrated that the structure 

could be used for a wide range of different purposes, like dancing nights, music workshops, 

sports, and many more. Also, the fact that no guidance was specified by the architect as to how 

122  As late as October 1978, a year after the building completion, a letter by Berman to Price stated: 
‘you have often stated that the building can be very simply extended by builders under reasonable 
supervision, because of the systems employed. We, of course, do not understand these systems because 
they have never really been explained to us (…) I would be most grateful if you could fulfil this aspect 
of the teaching process about the flexibility of the building.’ In CPA. Projects. Interaction Centre DR 
1995.0252.632.006.
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Figure 3.47. (Left) Overall picture extracted 
from a recording of Prince Charles’ visit to the 

Interaction Centre in 1978. Pictures of details of 
the IC right after its opening. From Domus 581 
April 1978. (Right) Pictures of the Interaction 

Centre by the end of the 1990s courtesy of 
Professor Adrian Forty. 
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the Interaction Centre should be modified by its users might have helped to alter the building 

without any control over its global image or architectural style, in part contributing to retrieve 

the ‘amalgam’ character of the early perspective drawings and an uncertain, yet not calculated, 

evolution of the building. The building thus became a symbol of regeneration not so much due to 

its intended capacity to engage with the local community through its changes in time but rather 

as a hub for the gathering of a wide range of events and activities for people of all ages. Price’s 

lifelong architectural concern to embody Calculated Uncertainty into buildings was represented 

in the performance of the Interaction Centre in a rather unexpected way. 

3.4.3. Life and Death

The Interaction Centre evolved from a building initially conceived to be modified over time to 

a fixed construction accommodating a great range of planned and unplanned activities. In this 

sense, the building operated contrary to the way it was planned: clearly defined uses were in 

constant change, while changeable construction elements remained untouched. If we compare 

a picture from the time of its opening to those taken by the end of the 1990s, we can see that, 

although the building did evolve over time by the addition of prefabricated elements under the 

structure outside the main volume, its main features and the supposedly replaceable Portakabins 

remained as they were initially built until the building’s demolition (Fig.3.47). In the end, it 

was only the ‘supergid’ that created an empty space to be filled, an exterior field of possibilities 

defined by a lightweight metal frame.

 Thus, rather than a flexible building, the Interaction Centre was an incomplete one, and the 

way this incompleteness materialised allowed for certain areas to be filled without following 

any particular formal coherence. Planning a structural frame that was bigger than necessary 

for the initial program was key in this respect. Calculated Uncertainty was translated into the 

final outcome as the provision of an empty space that was merely defined by a naked structural 

frame. The building, thus, lacked ‘physical flexibility’, as defined in Chapter 2, but its incomplete 

character invited users to continue with an already initiated accumulation of elements. It was not 

really ‘modified’ over time, but rather ‘parasitised’ without much effort. Its rough materiality and 
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‘imperfect’123 nature produced an impression of a building being permanently under construction. 

In a later text written after the construction of the Interaction Centre, the incompleteness of a 

building is specifically linked to its materiality, ‘in order to enable the users to knock [the building] 

about or care for it before passing it on or laying it to rest’124.

But rather than being laid to rest, the Interaction Centre slowly decayed while its generic spaces 

were being filled up. The building operated until 2003 when the lease of the land expired. Price 

supported its demolition, despite intentions by bodies such as the 20th Century Society to get 

the building listed. After its success, it became obvious that the Council had to keep the site 

as a leisure area. The open space eventually acquired Town Green Status, and the Interaction 

Centre was finally replaced by sports facilities. Thus, the seed for this area to become the 

neighbourhood’s leisure core safe from developer’s hands was planted by the Interaction Trust, 

with Price’s Interaction Centre contributing to keep activities up and running over the years. 

In the end, Price refers to the flexibility of the Interaction Centre as ‘related to operational use 

of the building and not to continuous rethink of its original form’125, despite the building being 

conceived by using a precise agenda of activities and somehow questioning himself the usefulness 

and practical feasibility of a continuously changing built object. Indeed, the building’s materiality 

and conscious incompleteness promoted the rebellion against fixed programmes. It seems that the 

paradox of a Calculated Uncertainty in the Interaction Centre not only lay in the attempt to define 

what was intended to change, but also in the expectation that such definitions will ultimately be 

disregarded. 

123 Adrian Forty associates the imperfect nature of the Interaction Centre with the use of steel as the 
main construction material in the building. In Forty, A. 2000. ‘Future Imperfect’. In Borden et al. 2014. 
Forty Ways to Think About Architecture. Wiley: 17-32
124  Price, C. 1980. ‘Platforms, Pavilions, Pylons and Plants’. In B. J Archer, Houses for Sale: Architects, 
Emilio Ambasz, Peter Eisenman, Vittorio Gregotti, Arata Isozaki, Charles Moore, Cesar Pelli, Cedric 
Price, Oswald Mathias Ungers (New York: Rizzoli, 1980): 89
125  Letter from Price to Ed Berman dating February 7th, 1975. In CPA. Interaction Centre. DR: 
1995.0252.632.001
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3.5 Overcoming Price

“I don’t think that architecture is an indicator or indeed a synthesizer of activities, real 

or imagined. I think it’s a vehicle, possibly even a sponge that can be used at intervals for a 

limited time for an extension of human appetite hitherto thought impossible. One such appetite 

is to enable to make up one’s mind to be a delight which is self-paced, and not dictated by fear 

of indecision or the suspicion of the consequences of alien decision processes.’126

This built example analysed against the premises dictated by what can be understood as Calculated 

Uncertainty reveals that there must exist a design process in which certain aspects are carefully 

delineated. In particular, the arrangements of functions in the Interaction Centre was presented as 

an important element to control and reflect upon in advance, a somehow counterintuitive finding 

in Price’s work. This functional specification is already grasped in the Fun Palace, something 

that is supposed to be overcome with the inclusion of cybernetics. The Interaction Centre, devoid 

of any feedback and information technology, was able to accommodate different functions 

without these being planned, and while spaces remained fixed. Paraphrasing the above quote, the 

dysfunctional use of the Interaction Centre exemplifies how a building can fulfil a certain range 

of ‘human appetite’ that is not dictated by ‘alien decision processes’, despite the actual existence 

of such processes. I would argue that the delineation of a functional plan and the expectation of 

the building to evolve over time, both features not working as planned in the Interaction Centre, 

were necessary to create such a building. Using one of Price’s most recurrent phrases, it seems 

that the design process of the Interaction Centre indeed ‘aims to miss’ the targets upon which 

it is constructed. In fact, Calculated Uncertainty, which is engendered as a multidisciplinary 

concept feeding from subjects as distant as statistics and literature, thus represents a friction 

of two opposing desires: to allow people to make up their minds within an a priori planned 

functional and physical frame. It seems difficult to find such a friction in the reviewed terms and 

discussed examples of Chapter 2. Price does pursue the construction of adaptable spaces, but, 

as in the Interaction Centre, they end up working as polyvalent ones. The interactive potential 

126  This is the closing statement of a lecture given by Cedric Price organised by the Art Net 
Gallery in Edinburgh, given on February 9th, 1976. Available on https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wUI314bMHCE&t=23s. While the lecture had been a rather informal talk, Price reads word 
by word this definition from his notes to close his performance. Lecture notes found at the CPA. Lecture. 
Conferences. DR: 2004.1429. 
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of the building was planned in theory, but did not work in practice. The premises of the building 

were not indeterminate, as even the land had a fixed timespan to be used. Indeterminacy is rather 

represented in the materialisation of the ‘supergrid’ as an oversized structure, an incomplete 

volume for future, unplanned action.  

When Peter Murray referred to Price as being relatable to the ethos of Japanese architecture127, 

he did so by associating the ‘flexibility, renewal and obsolescence’ of buildings in Japan with the 

understanding of Price’s architecture as similarly pursuing the ethos of being physically altered 

over time. Movable screens and multiple use areas are also highlighted by Murray as being close 

to Price’s own introduction of time within space. After the analysis performed to Price’s work and 

ideas, I would add to Murray’s argument that the experiential understanding of space by Price is 

present without the need of any physical element to be moved. The Interaction Centre extended 

its influence beyond its walls well into the surrounding park and the neighbourhood by being a 

hub of human interaction, a place in which a sort of ‘activity space’ is present. Without the need 

of a continuous physical alteration, the building is able to be multipurpose and accommodate a 

sequence of experience while the imprinted sense of accumulation and temporality invites the 

user to appropriate its spaces and nearby areas. Just like the contradictory aspects of Price’s 

narrative openness and unique style of his cartoon-like sketches, or the condensed and ambiguous 

meanings by which Calculated Uncertainty is unfolded, the occupant of buildings and cities as 

understood by Price is invited to misuse them and hijack the processes by which they have been 

initially conceived.  

127  See quote included in Chapter 1.
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CHAPTER 4

Systems Meet Symbols: Towards a Neutral Space in Arata Isozaki’s Work

4.0. Introduction

This chapter discusses the work and ideas of Arata Isozaki during the period from 1955 to 1978, 

in light of his approach towards the conception of buildings with the potential of accommodating 

functional and physical change within the context of Japanese post-war architecture. I shall 

start with the hypothesis that Isozaki – more than any other architect at the time – was best 

able to entertain and accommodate a traditional Japanese conception of functional and physical 

variability in architecture, whilst simultaneously nurturing his work with up-to-date technological 

and artistic influences. In line with the overall approach of the present thesis, my discussion of 

Isozaki’s work will thus be used to interpret the strategies of control and change developed in 

his design methods and implemented in his architecture, as well as the tools – both practical and 

theoretical – that he honed to shape them. 

The chapter will not, and in fact cannot, parallel the research undertaken in the chapter devoted 

to Price; neither does it address the work of Isozaki with the aim of arriving at similar findings. 

Instead of focussing on a particular concept or phrase, as in the previous chapter, I will rather 

identify three distinct sources as the roots from which Isozaki’s frameworks of uncertainty can 

be theorised. The first source follows upon a closer understanding of his early work developed 

under the mentorship of Professor Kenzō Tange at the University of Tokyo. Here I will discuss 

the research undertaken by Isozaki at Tange Lab dealing with innovative structural systems as 

well as with respect to the application of cybernetics. The second source derives from Isozaki’s 

investigations on urban configurations of Japanese and Western cities as well as discussions on 

spatial experience and urban performance, particularly those evolved by Isozaki in a series of 

texts as well as through the research undertaken with the Japanese architectural historian, Teiji 

Itō. The third source is retrieved from Isozaki’s collaboration with experimental artistic groups in 

Japan and the production of installations that dwelt upon the concept of environment [kankyō]. 

These three sources that intervened in Isozaki’s early production in the 1960s – which are not here 

listed chronologically, but they rather overlap in time – help us to better understand his works 
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Figure 4.1. Kenzō Tange, Kagawa Prefectural 
Government Hall, Takamatsu. In Zoltán 

Kósa, Kenzō Tange, Kenzō Tange (Berlin: 
Henschelverlag, 1978).
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during the 1970s as being somehow nurtured by the preceding decade, rather than attempting to 

regard them, as has been often argued, as the result of a fresh and almost unrelated turn of events. 

Thus, I shall claim in this chapter that the underlying continuity between Isozaki’s works during 

the 1960s and early 70s is largely based on concepts that relate to the production of ever-changing 

spaces, whether by the potential of such spaces for extension in a literal sense, or else via the 

multiplicity of meanings that they manage to generate. 

4.1. Kenzō Tange Lab: Tokyo University Think Tank

Starting in 1953 as a fourth-year undergraduate, Isozaki took his first steps as an architect-in-

training in the laboratory unit of Kenzō Tange (known as Tange Lab) at the University of Tokyo1. 

Always considered Tange’s protégé, many of the theories and approaches that would later feature 

in Isozaki’s work were first embarked upon while he was a member of the Lab, particularly with 

respect to the application of new technologies and innovative structural systems. New knowledge 

came not only from Tange himself, but most notably from interchanges with other collaborators 

at the Lab, such as the older architect Takashi Asada, the younger engineer and incipient computer 

scientist Yoshio Tsukio2, as well as by way of distinguished guests like the German-born American 

architect and engineer Konrad Wachsmann3. Indeed, Tange Lab constituted an important receptor 

in Japan of architectural ideas coming from the West, originating discussions on how to combine 

imported ideas on modern technology, structure, urban design and construction materials with the 

refined craftsmanship of traditional Japanese culture4. Tradition and modernity became at some 

point so tightly intermingled in Tange’s production during these years that one could interpret his 

approach as being tinted with a sort of ‘eclecticism’, both in style and construction techniques. 

1  Zhongjie Lin, Kenzō Tange and the Metabolist Movement: Urban Utopias of Modern Japan (London 
[u.a.]: Routledge, 2010).
2  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu = Metabolism Nexus (Tōkyō : Ōmusha, Heisei 23) 2011. 
Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka: 254.
3  Rem Koolhaas, Hans Ulrich Obrist, and Kayoko Ota, Project Japan: Metabolism Talks (Köln: 
Taschen, 2011): 121.
4  From the start of the Meiji restoration and well into the twentieth century, notions of ‘modern’ 
architecture are usually linked to an application of Western tendencies, whereas the term ‘traditional’ 
commonly refers to Japanese-style building practices allied with carpentry and heavily dependent on 
proportions derived from the perpetuation of framing elements in timber. To be sure, the question of 
blending traditional with modern architecture was not just a concern of Tange’s (b. 1913), but also of 
other leading architects active in the 1950s, like Seichii Shirai (b. 1905) and the significantly older Togo 
Murano (b.1891) . Tange, and more clearly Shirai and Murano tried to integrate traditional architectural 
shapes and modern materials and forms in their designs in an often explicitly representational way.
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Tange used concrete as a substitute for the Japanese timber frame but without altering the scale 

in which traditional timber-frame buildings had been constructed5. His design for the Kagawa 

Prefectural Government Hall (Fig.4.1) in Takamatsu begun in 1955 is a particular example of this 

translation, designed with a concrete structure organised prominently in terms of perpendiculars 

and resembling, as the Tange scholar Seng Kuan points out, ‘five story pagodas [gojū no tō] of 

Japan’s Buddhist timber-construction tradition’6.  

Toward the beginning of his Takamatsu project, in January 1955, Tange had argued in his text ‘How 

to Understand Modern Architecture in Japan Today: For a New Creation of Tradition’, published 

in the magazine Shinkenchiku7, that tradition in architecture ‘is created in its expression by the 

practices of architects through an interplay of modernity with the traditional’8, thus supporting 

the idea of a reassessment of tradition via the use of modern materials and construction methods. 

The art historian Kenji Kajiya stresses the way in which Tange also asserts that tradition relates to 

pervasive qualities in buildings such as the presence of ‘a limitless space’.9  He takes as an example 

the shinden-zukuri style of palace architecture flourishing during the Heian period, which lasted 

from 794-1185 and peaked in the 10th century. One of its main features, as mentioned in Chapter 

2, is that those spaces between its various pavilion-like buildings (with no interior partitions) 

were usually left undeveloped or else used as gardens. This would imply that the preservation of 

tradition need not rely on the application of a particular style or construction methods as such; it 

is also observed and perpetuated in the pursuit of qualities, such as flexibility of use in space, that 

are largely achieved by a particular type of spatial configuration.

In short, the dichotomy between tradition and modernity in Tange Lab was thus the context in 

which Isozaki spent his formative years. Tange’s mixture of Western and Japanese elements in 

its architecture achieved such a level of sophistication that it can be seen as an alternative style 

altogether. However, such mixture may also be understood as being in line with the adoption of 

5  Naohiko Hino in conversation with the author. Tokyo, January 6th, 2016. 
6  Seng Kuan, ‘Tange Kenzō’s Architecture in Three Keys: As Building, as Art, and as the City’ 
(ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 2011), http://search.proquest.com/docview/884345700/.
7  Kenzō Tange. 1955. Gendai Nihon ni oite kindai kenchiku wo ikani rikai suru ka: Dentō no sōzō 
no tame ni [How to understand modern architecture in Japan today: for the creation of tradition]. 
Shinkenchiku 30(1): 15–18. Translation of excerpts in Kajiya, ‘Posthistorical Traditions in Art, Design, 
and Architecture in 1950s Japan’.
8  Tange in Kajiya. 
9  Kajiya, ‘Posthistorical Traditions in Art, Design, and Architecture in 1950s Japan’.
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a certain eclecticism [setchū shugi] and an eclectic Japanese-Western style [wayō setchū], an 

enduring and controversial theme in Japanese architecture10. Eclecticism was therefore a live 

issue that had been present ever since the first decades of the 20th century and with which Japanese 

architects graduating by the end of the 1950s were familiar. The mixture of different cultural 

elements and the transcultural application of various structural and construction strategies were 

seen as tools for the design of contemporary Japanese architecture. This is important to bear in 

mind when addressing the work of Isozaki, whose eclecticism has been extensively acknowledged 

in his works developed from the mid-1970s onwards but has been little commented upon in the 

light of the influence of practices exercised by preceding Japanese architects11. The ways in which 

Isozaki interpreted this eclecticism will be reviewed later on, when I shall argue that works like 

the Festival Plaza at Expo’70 showcased a clearly ‘foreign’ use of a recently acquired structural 

system to receive a spatial configuration deriving from a profound understanding of Japanese 

urban space. This represents a ‘cohabitation’ of the East-West dichotomy rather than any real 

mixture of elements. Additionally, I hope to show that Isozaki’s use of Western references in such 

works as the Ōita Prefectural Library is rather phenomenological, particularly with regards to 

certain luminous and atmospheric elements borrowed from Western art and architecture. 

4.1.1 Turning Point in Structural Methods: The Year 1955

In 1955, the same year that Tange published the abovementioned text on tradition and modernity 

in Shinkenchiku, two important events related to investigations in structural systems and design 

methods took place at the Lab. These were the publication of a report in the same January issue 

of Shinkenchiku on the research into core systems and pilotis developed by Tange’s students, 

including Isozaki, and a second report on the visit to Japan by Konrad Wachsmann. The latter 

gave a series of seminars and lectures to selected students, Isozaki among them, up and down the 

country between October 1st and December 14th, 195512. 

10  For further references to the use of eclecticism and its origin during the first decades of the 20th 
Century see Ken Tadashi Ōshima, International Architecture in Interwar Japan: Constructing Kokusai 
Kenchiku (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009).
11  Such is the case, for instance, of Charles Jenks’ 1977 article  ‘Isozaki and Radical Eclecticism’, in 
which Isozaki’s works are used to exemplify the ever increasing mixture of past architectural styles as a 
kind of international trend without making reference to the discourse on eclecticism present in Japan since 
the first decades of the 20th Century. Charles Jencks, ‘Isozaki and Radical Eclecticism’, Architectural 
Design, January 1977, 42-49.
12  Konrad Wachsmann Archive, Document Wachsmann_0069_BI.2-5. Akademie der Künste Berlin. 
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Figure 4.2. Kenzō Tange, Yamanashi 
Broadcasting and Press Centre, Kōchi (1966). 

In Massimo Bettinotti et al., Kenzō Tange 
1946-1996: Architecture and Urban Design = 

Architettura e Disegno Urbano (Milano: Electa, 
1996).

Figure 4.3. Arata Isozaki. Floor plan and 
elevation of ‘City in the Air’.  In Bijutsu techō 
[Art Notebook], (April, 1962). Model Picture 

courtesy of the Misa Shin Gallery. 

Figure 4.4. Kenzō Tange, model for new Tsukiji 
District Masterplan. In Paolo Riani, Kenzō 

Tange: i maestri del Novecento (Firenze: Sadea/
Sansoni, 1969). 
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The report on core systems was entitled ‘Core Systems: the Ambiguity of Space’13. The term 

‘ambiguity’ refers here, according to Kuan, to the production of ‘undefined, generic’ [Mugenteisei] 

space, in line with the idea of producing a kind of ‘universal space’ as explained in Chapter 2.14 

Structural ‘core’ elements would eventually serve, after a few tests in building competitions15, as 

service-and-communication hubs in Tange’s Yamanashi Broadcasting and Press Centre at Kōfu, 

completed in 1961 (Fig.4.2). This building not only makes use of core systems in order to free 

up space for other functions; it was also conceived to be expanded by the addition of new cores 

over an extended surface area16. Still earlier, this study of core systems by all appearances also 

inspired Isozaki’s ‘Cities in the Air’ project, produced during 1960–61 while he was still part 

of Tange Lab. He produced three separate versions situated in three bustling Tokyo districts: 

Shinjuku, Shibuya and Marunochi17. The idea of these schemes responded to the chaotic nature of 

the existing city by the construction of an additional elevated layer of horizontal urban forms that 

were connected by vertical cores with the existing street level (Fig.4.3). A similar scheme is also 

seen in Tange’s proposal for the renewal of the Tsukiji district in Tokyo, developed as late as 1966 

(Fig.4.4). Finally, as will be demonstrated later in this chapter, the notions of core systems will 

be influential in the conception of the structural system of the Ōita Prefectural Library, in which 

cores are transformed into main double walls and transversal beams. 

Coincident with the incipient interest on innovative structural systems in Tange Lab, Konrad 

Wachsmann’s visit to Japan at the end of 1955 ought to be seen as seminal18. Certainly, the visit 

13  Seng Kuan, ‘Tange Kenzō’s Architecture in Three Keys’. PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 
2011. P170. The report on core systems is published in Shinkenchiku, vol. 30, no. 1 (Jan. 1955): 19-27. 
14  Sen Kuan quotes from Tange’s report with respect to its perceived necessity for buildings that could 
facilitate changes over time: “The life of functionalist architecture that fails to adapt to changes in lifestyle 
must not be prolonged until it is reduced to wretched ruins. The pursuit of liberated space, or universal 
space, is how to harmonize its social durability with structural durability.” ‘Tange Kenzō’s Architecture 
in Three Keys’: 172. Also, Hajime Yatsuka points out in correspondence with the author that the use of 
the notion of ‘universal space’ by Tange was rather ‘natural’ after his own fascination for American office 
buildings designed by SOM and Mies at the time. 
15  Such as the design entries for the Nagoya Broadcasting Association, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the Tokyo Metropolitan Government Hall, all designed in 1952. In Hajime Yatsuka Metabolism 
Nexus: 81. 
16  ‘The Yamanashi Communication Centre’. In Japan Architect (Int. Edition), Vol. 131, May 1967: 77-
98.
17  ‘GA Architect 06 / Arata Isozaki 1959-1978’: 24-29. 
18  Konrad Wachsmann’s visit to Japan was part of a broader U.S. government strategy to promote fruitful 
international relations. After his visit to Japan, which was extended more than originally planned due to 
Wachsmann’s interest for the country and its architecture, he visited Singapur, Indonesia and Bali. Itinerary 
kept at the Konrad Wachsmann Archive, Document Wachsmann_0069_BI.2-5, Akademie der Künste, 
Berlin. 
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Figure 4.5; Figure 4.6; Figure 4.7. Konrad 
Wachsmann, ‘Workshop in Tokyo’ (1955). 

Organisational scheme. Wachsmann 1094_114; 
Model for proposed building. Wachsmann 

1084_008; Joint detail of space-frame structure. 
Wachsmann 1084_015_001. Konrad Wachsmann 

Archive. Akademie der Künste Berlin. 
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generated a ‘turning point’, not only for those Japanese students and architects who attended 

his talks and seminars, but also for Wachsmann himself. Soon after his tour, he produced the 

unpublished report titled ‘Building in our Time: Toward Industrialisation of Structure, the Training-

Research Process and Contemporary Concept’19. Excerpts of this document later evolved into his 

most famous book, The Turning Point of Buildings20, published in 1961, in which his famous 

method for the construction of space frames is presented in all its detail. 

In Japan, Wachsmann led a workshop with a selection of twenty-one students in which Isozaki 

was included, with the overall group divided into seven teams of three students each. Every day, 

each team had to investigate a subject related to the conception of the newly developed space 

frame structural system (Fig.4.5). Wachsmann instructed his students in a methodological process 

for the design of a building from its initial conception to the development of its construction 

details, making use of a space-frame structure. Students were successfully able to evolve a highly 

developed structural system during the workshop. Efforts were conducted not only with the aim 

of achieving an interesting architectural object (Fig.4.6), but also to optimise the elements of the 

structural system itself. Of particular importance was the development of the joints of the space-

frame, one of Wachsmann’s most important objects of concern in his work21. With this regard, 

Isozaki recalls how one of the attendees, the young engineer Mamoru Kawaguchi, designed the 

final model for the joint system of the structure (Fig.4.7), surprising even Wachsmann himself.22 

Still later it was Kawaguchi who supervised the structural design of the Festival Plaza, the first 

space-frame built in Japan to my knowledge, as part of the office of the engineer Yoshikatsu 

Tsuboi23 . There is no doubt that Wachsmann heavily influenced the members of this workshop, 

a fact stressed by Isozaki himself later on24. The structural exploration and training derived from 

Wachsmann’s workshops and lectures, as well as the investigations on core systems performed in 

19  Manuscript kept at the Konrad Wachsmann Archive, Document Wachsmann_0460, Akademie der 
Künste, Berlin. 
20  Konrad Wachsmann, The Turning Point of Building; Structure and Design. (New York: Reinhold 
Pub. Corp., 1961).
21  We should remember that engineer Frank Newby recalls his time with Wachsmann by stressing how 
he learnt a great deal about joints while working for the US Air Force Hangar, as I mention in Chapter 3.
22  Isozaki in conversation with the author. Karuizawa, July 30, 2017.
23  Guy Nordenson, Félix Candela, and Museum of Modern Art New York, Seven Structural Engineers: 
The Felix Candela Lectures (New York: Museum of Modern Art : Distributed in the United States and 
Canada by D.A.P./Distributed Art Publishers, 2008).
24  Isozaki publicly acknowledged Wachsmann’s influence during the conference ‘The Rally’, celebrated 
at the Art Net Gallery in London in June 1976. Wachsmann is present at the moment of this declaration. See 
AA archive video available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Eg2y4AvWGP8&t=475s. 
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the Tange Lab, paralleled yet another important field of exploration then taking place at the Lab 

during the same period: the potential application of cybernetic technology in the built environment. 

4.1.2 Cybernetic Environment

The media studies scholar Yuriko Furuhata goes so far as to situate Tange Lab at the core of the 

‘cybernetic turn’ in Japan25. She likewise associates the application of cybernetics and information 

technology in the work of Tange Lab with a concern for the improvement of communication and 

security systems in Japan at a national level. In this respect, it must not be forgotten that by the 

1960s Tange was already considered one of the most prominent architects in Japan. A series 

of public buildings such as the Kagawa Prefectural Government Hall and the Yoyogi National 

Gymnasia for the 1964 Tokyo Olympics were commissioned from the 1950s onwards, following 

the completion of his HirŌshima National Peace Memorial and Museum. The relationship 

between Tange Lab and the Japanese government was further strengthened with commissions for 

officially sponsored research on the analysis of bureaucratic flows of workers and information, 

as well as other research on urban design and planning.26 Furuhata lays stress on the work of 

Isozaki at Tange Lab as significant in any discussion of the early application of cybernetics in 

architecture. This would later impact the design of the performing elements for the Festival Plaza 

at Expo’1970, to be discussed later in this chapter. More importantly, Furuhata equally highlights 

Isozaki’s differing approach toward an understanding of cybernetic devices from that of Tange 

himself, remarking that the ‘cybernetic paradigm embraced by Isozaki ultimately shifted the focus 

of urban design away from the hardware of transportation and communication infrastructures 

toward the software of responsive environments’27.  I interpret the cybernetic paradigm pursued 

by Isozaki as being much more architectural, turning cybernetics into a design tool which primary 

role was that of creating additional degrees of interaction and response between buildings and 

their inhabitants. But this shift was not produced by Isozaki alone. He counted with the help 

of engineers and computer scientists working at the Lab, especially younger architects Yoshio 

25  Yuriko Furuhata, ‘Architecture as Atmospheric Media. Tange Lab and Cybernetics’. In Marc 
Steinberg and Alexander Zahlten, Media Theory in Japan (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 22): 
52-79.
26  A thorough account of Tange’s involvement on city and regional planning in explained by Hajime 
Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu, [Metabolism Nexus] 2011. Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime 
Yatsuka: 209-217.
27  Yuriko Furuhata, ‘Architecture as Atmospheric Media. Tange Lab and Cybernetics’: 69.
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Tsukio and Gaku Yamada, who would play a crucial role for the translation of theoretical ideas on 

cybernetics into seemingly practical software tools to be applied in architecture28.

The architectural paradigm in the use of cybernetics helps us understand Isozaki’s interpretation 

of this technology as promoting ‘invisible’ qualities in buildings, a direction that would become 

paramount in Isozaki’s later built work from both an interactive and a phenomenological 

perspective.29  The loose definition associated with the term ‘environment’, already defined 

in Chapter 2 and later readdressed in this chapter, suits the use by Isozaki and these younger 

colleagues at Tange Lab in conveying the sense of a less constrained conception of space, 

serving to promote and integrate the flow of communication systems and the understanding 

of an organically growing city with the help of cybernetics. Moreover, Isozaki’s approach to 

cybernetics reminds us of the coexistence of systems and symbols in his architecture. Contrary to 

Emmanuel Petit’s interpretation of Isozaki’s approach to architectural design as somehow ‘non-

systematic’30, I would argue that there exists, in fact, a tension between that systematic approach 

contained, for example, in Isozaki’s joint research with Tsukio – which would continue until the 

first years of the 1970s – and the tensions observed in projects like the Ōita Prefectural Library, 

finished in 1966. This is a building which, as I will discuss later, is not only based on a systematic 

design process but also aims to accommodate a more fluid succession of events embodied in its 

spatial variability and potentially changeable morphology. This would appear to explain easily 

enough the coexistence between ideas of process and a non-systematic tilt, the latter having been 

encouraged, as we will see later, by Isozaki’s engagement with non-architectural, artistic practices. 

In terms of graphic representation, a systematic and diagrammatic notation had already been 

introduced when Isozaki worked together with the graphic designer Kohei Sugiura at Tange Lab 

for the competition held in 1965 for the regeneration of Skopje in former Yugoslavia.31 Since the 

28  The influence of Tsukio and Yamada has been stressed by Hajime Yatsuka in conversations. Yamada 
would later collaborate with Isozaki for the design of the technology to be implemented in the Festival 
Plaza and later for the design of the cybernetic systems for the project ‘Computer Aided City’. 
29  Ideas regarding the more invisible aspects of architecture and the city and their role in the design of 
contemporary architecture is theorised in Isozaki’s text ‘Invisible City’, written in 1966. First published in 
English in Joan Ockman (Ed.), Architecture Culture, 1943-1968 (New York: Rizzoli), 1993: 403-404. This 
text will be later reviewed in this chapter. 
30  Emmanuel Petit, ‘Incubation and Decay: Arata Isozaki’s Architectural Poetics - Metabolism’s 
Dialogical “Other”’. In Perspecta 40 (1 January 2008): 152–63.
31  Sugiura is mentioned in the English version of the presentation brochure of the Skopje Plan, dated 
as responsible for the graphic representation of the project. Isozaki is listed right after Tange, implying a 
leading role in the conception of the Plan. 
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Figure 4.8. Plans, diagrams and model pictures 
of ‘A Plan for Tokyo’. In Mori Art Museum et 

al., Metabolism, the City of the Future: [Dreams 
and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar and 

Present-Day Japan] (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 
2011); Picture of the model for the reconstruction 
of Skopje included the brochure ‘SKP…project 
for city center of skopje’. Arata Isozaki Archive. 

Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 
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urban character of the entire project had to leave the architectural scale undefined in its virtual 

entirety, one of the concerns of Isozaki and colleagues at the Lab was to devise an abstract way 

of representation for the plans that would also fix the urban morphology of the proposal32. A 

representation of pre-existing ephemeral elements in the city as well as the understanding of the 

changing nature of actual events and experiences suddenly identifiable in the urban realm thus 

became chief concerns for Isozaki starting in the 1960s, imprinted in more than one research 

project undertaken at the time. Having acquired a strong background knowledge of technology 

and structural systems, and now launching a professional career of his own, Isozaki pictured 

himself during the early years of the 1960s as an urban designer.

4.2. Isozaki and the Performing City: Architectural Roots in Urban Research 

Isozaki’s approach to urban research was directly influenced from the work being developed at 

Tange Lab for projects such as ‘A Plan for Tokyo, 1960’, for which Isozaki worked intensely, 

and the reconstruction of Skopje (Fig.4.8). As Hajime Yatsuka points out, the methodological 

urban and planning projects undertaken at the Lab were based on three main sources: planning, 

policy and regional economics, with an extensive use of statistics and national demographics33. In 

contrast with this thoroughly analytical approach to the issue of city making, Isozaki responded 

with a series of urban researches, texts on the city and design proposals which were rather informed 

by more hands-on modes of investigation, as well as by theoretical reflections that could be seen 

at once speculative and suggestive. 

4.2.1 Activity and Process in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan [Japanese Urban Space]

In December 1963, the Tokyo architectural magazine Kenchiku Bunka [Architectural Culture] 

published a substantial piece of urban research entitled ‘Nihon no Toshi Kūkan’ [Japanese Urban 

Space] (Fig. 4.9), chiefly led by Isozaki and the architectural historian Teiji Itō (1922-2010). 

They were part of the group Toshi dezain kenkyūtai [Urban Design Research Group], which they 

32  This is emphasized by Joshio Taniguchi in ‘Skopje keikaku’ [On Skopje Plan], Kenchiku Bunka vol. 
22, no.246, April 1967: 94. 
33  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu, [Metabolism Nexus], 2011. Unpublished translation 
courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka: 96.
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Figure 4.9. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): 
Cover Page. Special Issue of Kenchiku Bunka, 

December 1963.
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had founded with urban planner Hidemitsu Kawakami34. Itō, Isozaki and Kawakami recruited a 

group of first- and second-year postgraduate students from the University of Tokyo, who during 

the summer vacation were able to help with the urban research.35 As Yatsuka points out, they 

were motivated by their shared concern on urban morphology, ‘slighting technocratic tendencies 

[of Tange Lab] to reshape the city indirectly through regulations and land readjustment’36. This 

attitude also distances Isozaki’s approach to the city, focusing on a rather small scale, with the 

proliferation of regional planning proposal and national population movement studies taking 

place at the time in Japan.37 The research, published in 1963 in Kenchiku Bunka and later as 

a homonym book in 1968, was preceded by the publication of a previous urban study in the 

November 1961 issue of the same magazine, a summary of which was surprisingly published in 

English in Ekistics, the journal of the Athens Center of Ekistics38. No full English translation of 

Nihon no Toshi Kūkan is yet available. The importance of this urban research has been stressed 

for its pioneering role, since it is considered one of the first significant published works attempting 

to spatially analyse a series of urban morphological patterns identified in Japanese cities.39 In 

addition, the study is also interesting for the way different urban scales are discussed, from the 

scale of entire cities to the near architectural scale of temple compounds and palaces. 

Nihon no Toshi Kūkan is divided in three parts in which a series of phenomena and urban elements 

are identified in Japanese cities. The first part is organised around eight so-called ‘Principles of 

Spatial Order’, which are set forth making use of a combination of diagrams, pictures, plans and 

texts. These principles, such as ‘Hierarchical Acccessibility’, ‘Placement due to Circumstances’ 

and ‘Process Design’ refer to spatial qualities observed in cities, both in terms of the ways in 

34  Ken Tadashi Ōshima, ‘Rediscovering Japanese Urban Space in a World Context’, Journal of Urban 
History 42, no. 3 (1 May 2016): 623–33.
35  Related by Isozaki in an interview with the author. Karuizawa, 20th of July, 2017.
36  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu [Metabolism Nexus] 2011. Unpublished translation 
courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka: 142.
37  As architect Naohiko Hino explains, large-scale urban projects proliferated in the 1960s as a result of 
a rapid industrialisation and demographic growth in the country. For more information see Naohiko Hino, 
‘Ruptures in Concepts of Urbanity: As Discerned in Urban Projects of the 1960s’, in Mori Art Museum et 
al., Metabolism, the City of the Future: [Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar and Present-
Day Japan (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011): 278-282. 
38  ‘City Design, Part II, Theory and Methods of Urban Design’, Ekistics Vol. 15, No. 91, June 1963. 
The translated excerpt published in the journal was done by Shun-ichi Watanabe. 
39  One should remark, however, that this is not the first analysis of vernacular urban patterns performed in 
Japan. As Hajime Yatsuka implies in conversations, some of the photographs of urban settlements included 
in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan were actually taken during the 1920s and 1930s. Works of scholars that were 
active during wartime are also quoted in the book. 
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Figure 4.10. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): 
Process Design. Special Issue of Kenchiku 

Bunka, December 1963.

Figure 4.11. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): 
Unplanned compositional system. Special Issue 

of Kenchiku Bunka, December 1963.

Figure 4.12. Nihon no Toshi Kūkan (1963/1968): 
Moving Elements. Special Issue of Kenchiku 

Bunka, December 1963.
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which such spaces would be experienced and how they are organised. The ‘Principles’ also make 

use of plans depicting temple and palaces compounds, identifying even in the smaller scale of 

such compounds the existence of urban strategies.  Several interesting remarks are found in the 

explanation of ‘Process Design’ (Fig.4.10). Bearing in mind the difference between the Japanese 

label and its translation in English40, the concept is defined as a ‘time-based’ space, and it is 

illustrated by the way a Japanese house may evolve over time without apparently losing its overall 

identity – an aspect that Isozaki was theorising at the same time in his similarly labelled essay 

‘Process Planning Theory’.

The second part of the book reflects on thirteen ‘Methods of Spatial Composition’, including 

the study of a series of spatial arrangements such as ‘By-Chance System’, ‘Cluster System’, and 

‘Space-Time Value’. The important point at issue among these methods is that none had been 

theoretically conceived for the purpose of future application, but rather all were to be found in 

real Japanese cities. Isozaki and Itō thus proposed to extract these spatial unplanned strategies 

that are commonly visible in everyday urban spaces and buildings, at the same time isolating and 

redefining them as ‘methods’. (Fig.4.11). In contrast with the ‘Process Design’ of the previous part 

of the book, ‘By-Chance System’ refers to the apparently random arrangement of spatial elements 

in the city. Again, the method was rather subjectively translated from the Japanese term arare, 

which refers to the existence of an accidental order that we cannot identified at first glance41. The 

explanatory text of the method refers to the arare-like configuration of the residential patterns 

designed for ‘A Plan for Tokyo, 1960’, which is credited to have been conceived by Isozaki42. 

The third part of Nihon no Toshi Kūkan explains a series of ‘Activators of Urban Space’, focusing 

on the role of certain ‘elements’ that when placed in space alters its perception. A series of seven 

elements are investigated from the point of view of the ‘action’ that they are able to produce in 

space (to divide, to enclose, to connect, etc). ‘Moving Elements’ (Fig.4.12), for instance, refers 

to the performance that takes place daily in the city in changing cycles by all dynamic elements 

moving in space. The text, accompanied by long-exposure pictures of cars and people moving 

40  ‘Process Designing’ is the translation of the term Saobi, directly related to Sabi, which refers to the 
aesthetics of instability imprinted in the tea ceremony. The translation of Saobi as ‘Process’ seems to 
denote an intention to detach the word from the mysticism of Japanese traditional practices, presenting 
instead the meaning of the word as a strict urban aspect. 
41  Hajime Yatsuka in conversations with the author. 
42  Ibid. 
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Figure 4.13. Plan of Daitoku-ji Temple in Kyoto. 
Nihon no Toshi Kūkan, 1963/1968). Special Issue 

of Kenchiku Bunka, December 1963.

214



in the city, denotes an interest for the ephemeral experience taking place in the urban realm, and 

the way these experiences contribute to the urban morphology as much as the static elements 

described in the previous two sections of the research. 

The urban analysis ends with an assessment of a series of case studies of different urban spatial 

‘types’: from ‘village type’ to ‘linear type’ and ‘tatchu’ type. Isozaki spent a long time during one 

of our conversations explaining the tatchu type, represented in the book by the plan of Daitoku-ji, 

a temple compound in Kyoto throughout which a series of tatchu, or sub-temples, are located in 

a seemingly disorganised way (Fig.4.13). Isozaki explained the ways in which the construction of 

sub-temples originated more or less spontaneously, responding to the need of older priests who 

required a new space to live within the compound after retirement. The location of these sub-

temples defines new paths that link the new constructions with the existing main temple, but at 

the same time they also generate new branches of growth within the compound. These branches 

will eventually be extended by the construction of additional sub-temples. The Japanese studies 

scholar, Joseph D. Parker, points out at how the construction of sub-temples likewise generated 

the production of new social cores within the compound43. Isozaki was deeply interested in the 

way these new cores originated without having been planned, and how they, in turn, conditioned 

the emergence of new constructions following a kind of organic logic. He related the spatial 

organisation of these sub-temples with the premises of his essay ‘Process Planning Theory’, 

which was published a few months earlier in 1963 also in Kenchiku Bunka44. As we shall see 

further on, the theory developed in Isozaki’s ‘Process Planning’ and its application to the design 

of the Ōita Prefectural Library accommodated ideas of evolution and growth with an great urban 

theoretical foundation. 

It is important to specify how the work that went into Nihon no Toshi Kūkan fits within a series of 

Western urban and theoretical research prototypes developed around this time, especially in the 

context of MIT and Harvard University. Ken Tadashi Ōshima points to three works in particular: 

Kevin Lynch’s ‘The Image of the City’, Christopher Alexander’s graphic analysis of urban 

43  Joseph D. Parker, Zen Buddhist Landscape Arts of Early Muromachi Japan (1336-1573) (SUNY 
Press, 1999): 81.
44  Process Planning ron: Seicho suru Kenchiku [On Process Planning: Ever-evolving architecture]” 
Kenchiku bunka vol.18 no.97 March 1963: 37-46.
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aspects in his essay ‘A City is Not a Tree’, and Gordon Cullen’s ‘The Concise Townscape’45. 

In fact, ‘The Image of the City’ was introduced in Japan through Tange Lab in the early sixties, 

and Isozaki must have been aware of it46. Additionally, Teiji Itō was invited as visiting professor 

to the University of Washington, Seattle, in 1963, and he used the research undertaken for the 

making of Nihon no Toshi Kūkan as teaching material for his course47. As for Isozaki, he had 

already obtained some direct experiential understanding of Western cities thanks to a series of 

trips around Europe that he undertook together with the photographer Yukio Futagawa in 1963 

and 1964, the result of which was visible in some of the texts included in the book version of 

the research. Futagawa also played an important role in the making of Nihon no Toshi Kūkan by 

contributing with illustrations for some of the concepts explained in the book. Thus, Isozaki in 

our conversation highlighted Futagawa’s blurred pictures of people filling the bustling streets of 

Tokyo as well as the extended-exposure shoots of cars moving at night as representative of the 

already mentioned ‘moving elements’ of the city.

Finally, Nihon no Toshi Kūkan should be interpreted as the starting point of ideas later developed 

by Isozaki in the research undertaken for the design of the Festival Plaza at Expo’70. As I will 

explain in greater detail in the next section, one can easily note in the Festival Plaza a translation 

of urban patterns into an architectural scale, something that can also be seen as being tested 

even earlier in the Ōita Prefectural Library scheme. One should highlight that contrary to the 

use of biological metaphors to explain the growth and functioning of the city – as both Tange 

and the Metabolists had done – the research carried out by Itō and Isozaki for Nihon no Toshi 

Kūkan is not biological, but rather specifically based on configuration and actual phenomena. This 

implies two important features: that the results of such research could now be easily transposed 

to an architectural scale from an urban one, since they are configurational, and that such results 

are also easily transposed even if the architectural language is changed, as we will see with the 

evolution of Isozaki’s building schemes from the 1960s to the 1970s. It is important to specify 

that the theoretical grounds presented in Process Planning and the research and vocabulary for the 

45  Ken Tadashi Ōshima in the lecture ‘Rereading MA: Japanese Space/Time’, given on 13/10/14 
at the University of Minnesota College of Design. Available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=huP_7jbTyCw&t=2986s. 
46  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu [Metabolism Nexus]. Unpublished translation courtesy of 
Hajime Yatsuka: 116.
47  Ōshima, Rediscovering Japanese Urban Space in a World Context.
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Festival Plaza distance themselves from Metabolists’ notions of dual systems incorporating both 

permanent and impermanent objects. Rather, we will see how Isozaki’s projects propose instead, 

at least theoretically, systems in which a hierarchy of elements does not materially influence or 

determine the changing shifts and patterns of the building elements. 

4.2.2: Dark and Invisible. Isozaki’s Texts on the City 

Nearly parallel to the research developed with Itō, Isozaki wrote between 1962 and 1966 

an independent series of texts dealing with the city. These are worth reviewing owing to the 

theoretical implications that they would later have for his built production, and where once again 

the same interrelation between configuration and phenomena as well as between control and 

freedom within the urban realm is implicit. 

As early as 1960, Isozaki undertook to view the city in a systematic way in the text ‘The Idea of 

Architecture in Contemporary Cities’48, in which urban systems are judged from two premises. 

The first of these defines the city as an inherited but exhausted bourgeois mechanism, in need 

of active intervention by the designer: The second premise points to the dual nature of the city’s 

buildings – each a microcosm but also the ingredient of a system. Emphasis on the systematic 

nature of the contemporary city was further addressed in a text published two years later by Isozaki 

in Kenchiku Bunka entitled ‘Specification for Spaces in Contemporary Cities’49. The text starts 

off with an analogy between Jackson Pollock’s canvases and the modern city in which there is no 

perceptible or definitive order. As a critique to the functionalist open plan, Isozaki here proposes 

instead a ‘space generated by process’; and he does so by interpreting ‘the contemporary city as 

ruin’, a fate that all buildings inevitably share. As a result, he argues that the city can be nothing 

more than a ‘continuous emergence of unrelated events’, in which the only concrete element is 

the process itself. Isozaki’s project for the ‘City in the Air’ in Tokyo Shinjuku was likewise meant 

to respond to successive ‘emergences’ in a multifarious process. 

48  Arata Isozaki, ‘The Idea of Architecture in Contemporary Cities’ [Gendai Toshi Ni Okeru Kenchiku 
No Gainen]. In Kenchiku Bunka, September 1960. From Kukan-e (Towards Space). Translation courtesy 
of Hajime Yatsuka. 
49  Arata Isozaki, Gendai-toshi ni okeru kenchiku no gainen [The Idea of Architecture in Contemporary 
Cities]. In Kenchiku Bunka, September 1960. Translation courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka.
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In his text ‘City Demolition Industry, Inc.’, also published in 196250, efforts are directed again to an 

understanding of the city from its ‘construction methods’, concluding with the ultimate realisation 

that only ruins will eventually remain. In an attempt to illustrate the destructive fate that the city 

will inevitably face, Isozaki tells the story of a character who switches his job from killing people 

to killing, i.e. destroying, the city. With this focus in mind, the protagonist founds the company 

City Demolition Industry, Inc. The firm’s prospectus explains only the ‘methods’ to be used in the 

destruction of the city, focusing once again on the idea of process. Three methods are described: 

‘physical destruction’ – of buildings, roads and facilities – ‘functional destruction’– by the 

disturbance of communication networks, traffic lights, and the promotion of illegal construction, 

and ‘destruction of images’– by proposals of utopian cities and housing mass-construction. The 

text also discusses the ‘feedback mechanism’ by which cities are regulated. In the end, both the 

main character and the narrator turn out to be the same person, Isozaki himself. The text was 

largely inspired by the neo-Surrealist prose writing of the novelist, Kōbō Abe (1924-1993). In 

conversations with Isozaki, he specified that the text might well be read as a follow-up to the 

well-known writer’s science-fiction novel Inter Ice Age 4 of 1958.51 We shall return to Isozaki’s 

relationship with Abe and other Japanese Surrealists later in this chapter. 

The very next year, Isozaki’s text on ‘Process Planning Theory’ (1963), already mentioned, 

compiled the ideas about systems and processes as these might be found in the city into a new 

statement destined for architectural application.52 Drawing upon the dual nature of creation-and-

destruction of the built environment, this theory sets up a discourse on how such dual nature could 

be accommodated in the design process and the eventual outcome of a single building. With this 

respect the author argues that a work of architecture must be linked to the existence of an infinite 

future – similar to what it is encapsulated in the notion of basho – in which the building can 

never be considered finished. This text will dictate the conceptual generation and design process 

of the Ōita Prefectural Library. Isozaki interprets with this respect the concept of totality as it 

includes this connection between present and future times in a design. Thus the question posed 

at the beginning of ‘Process Planning’ is: ‘To what extent does a completed building awaken a 

50  Arata Isozaki et al., Arata Isozaki: Architecture, 1960-1990 (Los Angeles; New York: Museum of 
Contemporary Art ; Rizzoli, 1991). First published in Shinkenchiku, November 1962. 
51  Kōbō Abe, Inter Ice Age 4 (London: J. Cape, 1971).
52  English translation available in Arata Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata Isozaki (London: 
Phaidon, 2009): 22-27.
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sense of the future and thereby lead to its own ultimate destruction?’ To answer such a question, 

Isozaki acknowledges the autonomy of the building as a changing entity in accordance with future 

activities. What Isozaki calls ‘process planning’, which intends to be an alternative to both the fix 

plan of conventional buildings and the generic spatial systems of modular planning, would then 

establish and integrate the changing nature of the built object in the design process. The process 

would only endow the building with an ‘orientation’ toward these future changes. 

Processing the continuous flow of change is therefore the ultimate aim of Isozaki’s theoretical 

perspective. To do this, present and future must be continuously intermingled. Perfection in 

architecture is neglected – since it would have to be considered an ultimate state, a termination 

point. But conflict arises when the architect tries simultaneously to understand the reality of an ever 

changing building and the fact that a building is essentially a fixed object: ‘Totally unchangeable 

architecture can only exist in the imagination. Yet buildings have always been designed to be 

completed at a certain point in time’. Process Planning led Isozaki to two distinct conclusions: the 

first one is that ‘the building must be functionally and formally completed in the practical sense 

while remaining ready for future expansions in plan and elevation’, an ethos that relates to the 

expansion of traditional houses as remarked in the ‘Process’ section of Nihon no Toshi Kūkan. 

The second is that ‘all elements must permit change and exchange should the need arise’, firmly 

rejecting the use of a modular planning. 

According to Isozaki, the homogenisation of space would make equivalent every program included 

in the building and every activity undertaken by its occupants. In addition, homogeneous spaces are 

interpreted by Isozaki as ‘terminated spaces’, where ‘no spatial drama and no dramatic functional 

growth can be expected’. This can also be read as a rejection of the production of ‘universal 

space’ [mugenteisei], and is also a criticism similar to that implied by Herman Hertzberger when 

rejecting ‘flexibility’ and proposing instead ‘polyvalence’, as mentioned in Chapter 2. In order 

to accomplish Isozaki’s twin goals in the design of buildings while avoiding the use of modular 

planning, he delineates a Process Planning in which every element must preserve its identity. The 

skeleton that serves as connection between different areas in the building – namely, its spatial 

configuration – constitutes the element of control in the event of growth and change of the existing 

structure. 
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Similar to what occurred with Price’s Interaction Centre, the spatial organisation of the library 

starts with a definition of functions, which furnishes the only fixed element at the start of the 

design process. This functional organisation must allow not only for the future expansions of said 

functions, but also for hierarchical changes among parts of the building without any part losing 

its identity – what Isozaki calls ‘fluctuation’ in his text. The fluctuation of functions and spaces 

will afford a chance for the accommodation of ‘emergent characters’, a concept arising out of 

Isozaki’s urban investigations: ‘In my former work on urban planning, I referred to elements 

of this kind as generative. Here, borrowing a term from biology, I prefer to call them ‘emergent 

characters’. These emergent characters in architecture refer to unexpected uses and functions that 

are subject to the ways in which the space is used and experienced over time, without any need of 

having previously anticipated their existence. 

As for the control of physical changes, Isozaki argues that the two basic elements to be defined 

by the architect are the already mentioned ‘skeleton’, which will determine the visual and 

compositional framework of the building, most importantly the circulation or ‘connective system 

linking rooms’, and the ‘directionality of growth’ of these elements, always ‘maintaining a 

clear relation among them’. Isozaki concludes by stressing the importance of the skeleton in 

giving meaning to the building, therefore locating in the spatial configuration of the building the 

actual meaning of the design. This last statement relates with the generation of urban patterns as 

reviewed in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan, in which the relation between spaces is the basis by which 

their meaning is built up. Just how Process Planning materialised in the Ōita Prefectural Library 

will be described below.

Shortly after the publication of Process Planning Theory, in 1964, Isozaki delved into the question 

of meaning in ‘Space of Darkness’, a theoretical manifesto on the perceptual multiplicity of 

buildings and cities that also found practical application at the Ōita Prefectural Library53. Isozaki’s 

experience in the Magic House at the Korakuen Amusement Park in Tokyo serves to illustrate 

how ‘the perceived image projected in one’s head is not necessarily the same as the actual space 

that exists outside’, emphasizing the multiple ways in which spaces might be interpreted by their 

users. Isozaki’s aim with this text is to ‘seek hints for creating spaces full of new qualities and 

53  Arata Isozaki, ‘Space of Darkness’. In ‘GA Architect 06 / Arata Isozaki 1959-1978’: 52-59.
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ripe with traps, illusions and happenings’. Questioning Aldo Van Eyck’s definitions of ‘place’ 

and ‘occasion’54, Isozaki proposes that ‘architectural space can be understood by identifying the 

ways through which specific phenomena are generated’ and that ‘by analysing the phenomena of 

human perception the designer can present, or stage, a space in many ways’. Recalling Junichiro 

Tanikazi’s (1886-1965) famous ‘In Praise of Shadows’, Isozaki stresses the differences in the 

understanding of light and shadow in Eastern and Western countries. Whereas in the West these 

are opposed elements, in the East they both belong to a spectrum based on primeval darkness. 

Light, far from being an absolute element, ‘is ephemeral and must pass’. Thus, ‘space manifests 

itself as the density of light, but the intensity undergoes changes and becomes the inevitable 

darkness of Japanese interiors’. Absolute darkness is, therefore, absence of space. A different kind 

of spatial illusion is defined by Isozaki as the one produced by signs, systems and codes, which 

particularly in the city are indispensable for its spatial experience. Turning again to literature, he 

uses Franz Kafka’s short novel, The Castle, as an exemplary illusory space built up with signs, a 

model of what the city will, or is about to, become. In brief, he is contrasting two different tools 

that are used to render space illusory, ‘either illusion created by such things as mirrors and light, 

or illusion as a kind of error generated by couplings of codes and sudden disruptions of codes’. 

The phenomenological experience of space may be controlled by the architect by means of such 

tools. 

Isozaki’s ongoing interests towards the phenomena observed in the city was expanded, parallel to 

the design process of the Ōita Prefectural Library, beyond the boundaries of his own country for 

the writing of another of his most celebrated texts, ‘Invisible City’55. What triggered this text was 

a trip to several main cities worldwide that Isozaki undertook in the summer of 1964. This trip, 

which took place shortly after the publication of the magazine version of Nihon no Toshi Kūkan 

had as its main goal that of documenting a series of cities from the air. From this bird’s-eye-view 

investigation of cities, Isozaki concludes that whereas orthogonally planned cities like Manhattan 

in New York keep a correlation between their earthbound spatial experience and the impression of 

the same spaces from above, cities like Los Angeles defy any such correlation. Isozaki observes 

54  Reference to this point has been made by David Stewart in David B Stewart, The Making of a 
Modern Japanese Architecture 1868 to the Present (Tokyo; New York: Kodansha International, 1987): 
228-230.
55  First published in English in Joan Ockman (Ed.), Architecture Culture, 1943-1968 (New York: 
Rizzoli), 1993: 403-404. Originally published in Tenbou in November 1967. 
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how a city dominated by cars and highways such as Los Angeles is enveloped by suburbia whose 

configuration does not distance much from a parking lot. This is coupled with a proliferation 

of vast mega-structures and multifunctional buildings ‘that are difficult to define on any single 

level’ and that act as mere decoration in the city, a board onto which codes and signs necessary 

for the city’s successful functioning are projected. Drawing from the words of the American 

mathematician Norbert Wiener to comment on the bounds by which a city is held together, Isozaki 

defines contemporary cities as fragments in a process of continuous flux. 

Isozaki attributes the power of generating new forms in cities to the capacity of simulation of 

invisible systems in urban design. The city is thus reorganised as a system model, a model self-

regulated by use of cybernetics. In order to generate such a city, Isozaki defines five ‘natures’ that 

not only cities but also architectural spaces ought to possess:

1 – The environment will be enveloped in a protective membrane for the sake of preserving 

precise and balanced conditions

2 – Spaces will be extensively interchangeable

3 – The environment will include a wide variety of movable equipment

4 – A man-machine system will be developed

5 – This system will possess a self-instructing feedback channel

Taking into account these five conditions, Isozaki concludes with his own definition of the city:

“For me, the modern city is a nest of invisibilities, a place like the labyrinth in Through 

the Looking Glass, where it is impossible to grasp the things that fly out towards one. It is still 

impossible to know its true form or to make forecasts about the future behind the looking glass. 

Cybernetics lay at the foundation of the predicted spaces accompanying my five conditions. The 

space itself can [even] be called a cybernetic environment. Adopting this attitude may provide an 

Ariadne’s thread to lead us out of the maze of the city interior.’”

We will review later in this chapter how these five natures were supposed to be implemented 

in the Festival Plaza for the Expo Osaka 70. Similar to the Fun Palace, the translation of a city 

definition is therefore materialised in an architectural space. Invisible City is the last of these 

series of texts in which, as I have tried to put forth, Isozaki emphasizes ideas of system and 
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process as naturally emerging from the contemporary urban morphology. Isozaki’s abstraction of 

this systematic understanding of the city is coupled with reflections on phenomena, both natural 

and artificial, by which the city is qualified. This way, the presence of light and darkness, and the 

numerous signs now coping the image of the city are seen not only as distinctive features of the 

built environment, but most importantly as design tools to be accommodated in an architectural 

scale. Well before the design of the Festival Plaza, Isozaki already had the chance to put into 

practice some of the ideas reflected in the reviewed texts, and particularly in ‘Process Planning’ 

and ‘Space of Darkness’, for the design of the Ōita Prefectural Library, which is the subject of the 

next sub-section of the present chapter.

4.2.3. A Built Urban Manifesto: The Ōita Prefectural Library 

In 1963, Isozaki first began his career as an individual architect in his hometown of Ōita, capital 

of the prefecture of the same name, located in the island of Kyūshū in southwest Japan. The son 

of a businessman/haiku poet56, Isozaki made use of his father’s connections in Ōita to obtain 

his first major commission and start putting into practice his own ideas, whilst simultaneously 

readjusting and questioning the architectural stance and proposals of his mentor, Kenzō Tange. 

Locally, it was through one of his father’s acquaintances, a certain Giichi Miura, that Isozaki 

was awarded the commission for the new library in 196257. Until then, Isozaki had only realised 

a single small building, the nearby Ōita Medical Hall, just opposite the site now proposed for 

the library58. Having received a sum of money in donation from Miura to dedicate to a cultural 

facility, the Ōita Prefectural Government decided to use a piece of land in front of the remains 

of the former city castle to locate the library. Isozaki admits in a recently published interview 

that it was the low budget available, insufficient, in fact, to complete the building, that made 

him wonder about the idea of ‘Process Planning’ and how this might be applied to a project with 

an uncertain future59. This circumstance is added to his ongoing concern for the understanding 

56  Thomas Daniell, ‘Arata Isozaki in Conversation with Thomas Daniell’. In AA Files 68 (2014): 22-42.
57  For a detailed account of the facts surrounding the first commissions of Isozaki in Ōita, and 
particularly the political ambiguity implied in them, see ‘Arata Isozaki in Conversation with Thomas 
Daniell’.
58  Isozaki had already produced a small building in the Shinjuku district of Tokyo, the so-called ‘White 
House’ for his artist friend Masunobu Yoshimura in 1957. The historical relevance of this building as a 
place for happenings and gatherings of experimental artists will be explained in the next section of this 
chapter. However, its architectural significance must be considered minimal since the building does not 
follow any specific architectural agenda. 
59  ‘Arata Isozaki in Conversation with Thomas Daniell’.
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and application of processual strategies identified upon by Isozaki’s reflections on city patterns 

and urban morphology. In the same interview, Isozaki mentions how the writing of ‘Process 

Planning’, containing the theory he sought to apply in the Library’s design, was also motivated 

by ‘an attempt to understand how changes to a building’s plan would influence its exterior form 

(…) It was an outcome of thinking about how to connect architecture and city’60. In order to 

understand the architectural translation of these long reflected theoretical premises, I will discuss 

the building’s composition and morphology throughout its different versions from the first design 

of 1962 up until its extensive refurbishment in 1995, at which time it was re-designated as a 

cultural centre, and renamed as Ōita Art Plaza. 

Isozaki’s first proposal for the Ōita Prefectural Library, dating from 1962, certainly appears to 

go against his self-proclaimed refusal of modularisation contained in his ‘Process Planning’ 

publication of the following year. As if experiencing a conflict between the influential doctrine 

of the older architect Takashi Asada and his project for the Syowa Station (Antarctica)61 and 

Isozaki’s own attempts to find an alternative to standardisation, this early design for the Ōita 

Prefectural Library (Fig.4.14) is composed of a clearly delineated succession of modules formed 

by prefabricated concrete panels, flanked by supporting beams aligned along the north-south axis 

of the scheme. Nonetheless, in this early proposal one can already see the presence of two main 

circulation paths bounded by a pair of horizontal supporting beams, one of them continuous 

and the other split into two diagonally correlated sections. These two circulation paths will later 

constitute the fundamental elements of the ‘skeleton’ of the building, defining the potential 

directionality of growth of its elements. 

The interior of the first scheme, however, does not fully respond to the composition of this exterior. 

The principal floor, raised slightly above grade, is accessed through a central foyer; this is linked 

to the building’s north and south wings, both dedicated to reading rooms. The ground-floor 

configuration of the north wing is almost exactly repeated on the upper level. Most of the south 

wing and the central foyer itself are double-height, observable from an open gallery on the upper 

60  Ibid. 
61  For more information about this project see Toyokawa Saikaku, ‘Cold Climate Housing Research and 
the Syowa Station Building in Antarctica: Asada Takashi and the Beginnings of Capsule Architecture’. 
Mori Art Museum, Metabolism, The City of the Future: [Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in 
Postwar and Present-Day Japan (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011): 234-241.
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level. Book storage as well as various service rooms, and the loading-unloading zone, are situated 

beneath the main floor. In this early scheme, the functional and morphological organisations do not 

really coincide, a clear evidence that ‘Process Planning’ had not been forged yet. The building’s 

exterior is dominated by the design of its prefabricated elements, in particular by a skeleton of 

hexagonal beams and the protuberant joint elements between beams and pillars in the fashion of 

the work of contemporary European engineers and architects such as Pier Luigi Nervi and Angelo 

Mangiarotti (Fig.4.15). The elevation depicts two clearly identifiable morphological systems: a 

main structure and a lighter façade, a dual scheme that again appears to contradict Isozaki’s 

rejection to this highly Metabolist spatial strategy. The overall image of the building is completed 

by two vertical communication cores, and the roof was to be perforated by lines of skylights. 

The singular shapes of the prefabricated beams are simplified in the second version of the building 

– designed after the publication of ‘Process Planning Theory’ in 1963 – acquiring this time a 

less plastic image and thus becoming a more neutral volumetric composition (Fig.4.16). The 

scheme’s two leading circulation paths are now transformed into bearing wall elements which 

are duplicated to generate a walkable space in-between. Now, the unfinished image originally 

presented in the first version, and which was produced by the cut off hexagonal beams, is no 

longer present. Instead, the building remains a modular and highly rational two-floor construction 

traversed by two imposing double walls. As for the interior organisation, the three main areas 

(foyer, north wing and south wing) are more clearly defined: the foyer is extended along the east-

west axis of the building and constitutes the entire central area delimitated by the two double-

walls. These walls, which one could understand as elongated cores in which movement occurs 

both vertically and horizontally, act as interior tunnels, granting access to the two wings of the 

building. Moreover, they are now the main structural and spatial elements to be observed in the 

building interior and exterior, constituting a framework and dictating the functional organisation 

of the entire volume. One could easily imagine the wings being able to grow perpendicularly from 

the two main double walls, at once representing a complete though potentially extendable spatial 

composition. Less attention is given in the second version to the qualification of external spaces, 

something that will be retrieved from the original version of the building to be incorporated in its 

third design iteration. 
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Figure 4.14. Oita Prefectural Library. First 
proposal (1962). Ground floor, Upper floor and 

Basement. Arata Isozaki Archive, Misa Shin 
Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.16. Oita Prefectural Library. Second 
proposal (1963). Ground floor, Main façade 

and side façade. Archive of the Oita Prefectural 
Library, Oita City.

Figure 4.15. Oita Prefectural Library. First 
proposal (1962). Perspective Drawing and 
Pictures of building model. Arata Isozaki 

Archive, Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo and Archive  
of the Oita Prefectural Library, Oita City. 
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In the third and final version, designed in 1964 (and completed in 1966) one can see a number 

of spatial and configurational features derived from Isozaki’s previous works such as the City 

in the Air project and the research undertaken in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan. A rich configuration of 

urban spaces adjacent to the building is generated by its spatial morphology, on the one hand, 

and by the use of distinct, bespoke structural elements producing a much more heterogeneous 

and spatially elaborated building on the other (Fig.4.17). The building is now defined by square-

sectioned, protuberant beams that order both the composition of the façade and the overall 

volume. Moreover, the exterior of the building has been richly complemented by a set of accessory 

elements that qualify the urban voids generated by the spatial composition of the layout. These 

are an ensemble of sloping surfaces interspersed with semi-circular seating areas all made of 

concrete; they implement the urban space and convert it into a carefully-designed space for 

encounter, a sort of playground in the core of the city (Fig.4.18). Some of these sloped surfaces 

are transformed into ziggurat-like elements to access the building. As for the interior spaces, these 

are organized around a main foyer flanked by the two main structural double walls present since 

the first version of the design (Fig.4.19). The foyer results in a big empty volume illuminated by 

oversize horizontal skylights that generate a neutral, somehow blurred ambiance. Rather than 

being defined by a particular spatial intention, the foyer is characterised by the use of accessory 

elements to the architectural form such as vivid colours, furniture and carpets (Fig. 4.20). As 

anticipated, references to Adolf Loos particularly in the exuberant textures of the carpet fabric 

and furniture, as well as to the Dutch painters Johannes Vermeer and Jan Van Eyck62 in the almost 

tangible light coming from the skylights can be grasped in this space. These are no doubt the 

product of Isozaki’s trip around Europe undertaken in the middle of the design process of library 

(between the first and the second version of the building proposal), his first trip outside Japan63.

Another Western reference, this time from a theoretical extent, was decisive in the design of the 

Ōita Prefectural Library. Isozaki emphasised in one of our conversations his interest in the theories 

of D’Arcy Thompson in On Growth and Form, with respect to bio-morphism for the design of 

62  Conversation with Naohiko Hino on the occasion of the Price-Isozaki Symposium ‘Frameworks of 
Uncertainty’ held in Tokyo at the Architecture + Urbanism Aoyama House on June 30, 2017. Organised 
by Shiozaki Lab, Tokyo Institute of Technology, and the editorial board of Architecture + Urbanism.
63  Hajime Yatsuka further points out in conversations that another element that made Isozaki change 
the design of the building are the masonry buildings encountered during his journey. This might explain 
the use of massive ziggurat-like elements surrounding the ground floor, although this image could also be 
associated to the masonry basement common in Japanese castles. 
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Figure 4.17. Oita Prefectural Library (1966). 
Principal façade. In Japan Architect, December 

1966, 17-33.

Figure 4.18. Oita Prefectural Library (1966). 
Covered exterior space and main entrance. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.19. Oita Prefectural Library (1966). 
Ground-floor plan; First Floor Plan; Second 
Floor Plan; East Elevation; Diagrammatic 

Section, South Elevation; Axonometric Drawing; 
. In Japan Architect, December 1966, 17-33 and 

Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery. 

Figure 4.20. Oita Prefectural Library, interior 
of Main Hall. Arata Isozaki Archive, Misa Shin 

Gallery, Tokyo. 
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the Ōita Prefectural Library64. In particular, he stresses the importance of the fact that elements 

composing living organisms are able to grow unevenly and in diverse ways, and such changes 

are also subject to environmental conditions. Moreover, emergent characters might arise should 

the organism require them. This vision of an ‘uneven’ growth of systems is what Isozaki attempts 

to translate in the Ōita Prefectural Library, overcoming the ‘simplified vision’, in Isozaki’s own 

words, of the biological associations made earlier on by the Metabolists. The library thus projects 

a frozen image of this continuous process of ‘uneven growth’ that the building would ideally 

undertake if it were an organism. The point to stress here is that the library was probably not 

intended to grow at all, but was instead a representation of ideal growth. I argue that Isozaki’s 

critique of the Metabolists lies precisely in their rejection of this frozen moment in which a 

building was supposed to be inevitably fixed. This representative ethos of the Ōita Prefectural 

Library relates to Kenneth Frampton’s interpretation of the design as being a prelude to Isozaki’s 

later obsessions. As argued by Frampton, ‘although Isozaki ostensibly maintains the necessity for 

building growth, we can already detect the presence of a latent formalism’65. Acknowledging the 

inevitability of this moment of ‘cut-off’ means for Isozaki that the building remains unfinished, 

spaces being ‘the result of a moment of interruption in an ongoing process’66. What Yatsuka 

calls ‘amputation’ [setsudan]67 in relation to how building elements such as structural beams are 

presented in the Library, could also be related with the notion of kire, the idea of ‘cut’ mentioned 

in Chapter 2, or kire-tsuzuki [cut-continuance], a term applied to those elements that are at once 

interrupting a succession of events in space over time while simultaneously granting continuity 

between them68. 

However, as observed from the originally drafted version of the design, there is a contradiction 

with Isozaki’s anti-Metabolist approach, as the central walls of the Ōita library dominate the full 

structural and representative hierarchy of the building. I would argue that what is different is 

that the walls ‘contain’ movement, as they constitute the main circulation axes of the building. 

64  Conversation with Isozaki at his home in Tokyo, 7 January 2016. 
65  Kenneth Frampton. ‘Postmetabolism and the dissolution of architecture’. In ‘GA Architect 06 / Arata 
Isozaki 1959-1978’. 
66  Isozaki in Process Planning Theory. 
67  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu [Metabolism Nexus] (Tōkyō : Ōmusha, Heisei 23) 2011. 
Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka: 170.
68  Adrian Snodgrass and Richard Coyne, Interpretation in Architecture: Design as Way of Thinking 
(Routledge, 2013).
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Figure 4.21. Oita Art Plaza. Principal façade. 
Photo taken by the author.  

Figure 4.22. Oita Art Plaza. Exterior detail. 
Photo taken by the author.  
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They are transformed into circulation space, a quality now added to their precedent structural 

role.  A further contradiction lies in the strategy of repetition in the use of structural beams and 

air conduits, harmoniously placed in relation with the two guiding walls. However, one notes 

an incipient Mannerism in the way the building’s elements are distributed so that, despite their 

being modular, and similar to what was pointed out regarding the configuration of shinden-zukuri 

palaces, the final appearance becomes that of a disorganised composition. This compositional 

strategy also relates with the ‘by-chance’ spatial patterns and other bottom up arrangements 

abstracted by Isozaki and Itō in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan, in which spatial rules are subtly hidden 

by an apparent disorder. 

As noted, the building functioned as a library from its opening in 1964 until its conversion into 

the Ōita Art Plaza in 1995 (Fig.4.21). During its life as a library, the arrangement of spaces 

remained largely untouched. However, new regulations with respect to anti-seismic measures and 

accessibility requirements – as well as the construction of the new Ōita Prefectural Library, also 

designed by Isozaki and completed in 1995 – forced municipal authorities to reprogram the original 

function of the building and reassess some aspects of its form. Major changes were performed on 

the ground floor, which was affected by foundation reinforcements and the addition of elements 

to guarantee step-free access. The ziggurat-like staircase in the entrance area was substituted by 

an imposing ramp that considerably changed the image of the east façade. Whereas these changes 

improved the security and social inclusion of the building, others undermined some of the most 

important features of its functioning. In particular, the elimination of the semi-circular outdoor 

seating left the open public spaces empty and unqualified, resulting in urban voids difficult to use 

and appropriate (Fig.4.22). The interior of the building, however, remained almost untouched, and 

only the removal of built-in furniture can be seen as major morphological modification (Fig.4.23). 

This contrasts with the total functional change of the spaces: reading rooms and book storage 

were transformed into exhibition spaces and conference rooms into offices. Lounge areas as well 

as smaller offices were adapted to host a permanent exhibition on the work of Arata Isozaki. 

The current state of the building thus retains the tension that the forced moment of cut produced 

in its exterior image, although its potential extension solely remains in the visitor’s imagination. 

Looking back at Isozaki’s self-proclaimed urban designer profile during the 1960s, with a particular 
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Figure 4.23. Oita Art Plaza. Main Hall and upper 
corridor after renovation. Photo taken by the 

author. 
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interest of ‘non-buildable’ urban projects and profoundly interested in founding an independent 

theoretical mindset, I argue that the Ōita Library presents itself as the ‘buildable’ translation of his 

singular disciplinary approach. The urban research performed with Itō for Nihon no Toshi Kūkan 

was based in the abstraction of city patterns and the developing of spatial methodologies. Much 

of the content of these urban methods derived from the mapping, reflection and rationalisation 

of emergent activities and experiences in the city. So beyond the analysis of diverse urban 

morphologies, the intention of the research was that of encapsulating such activities into a series 

of spatial methods. Similarly, in ‘Process Planning Theory’, Isozaki produces a methodology by 

which to assure a succession of ‘incidents’ dictated from the design to the construction and later 

life of the building. The systematic approach to a design problem, conceptualised while looking 

at the changing nature of the contemporary city, is translated in the Ōita Prefectural Library as 

a continuous process in which completion will not occur. However, the process by which the 

Library is not only designed, but ought to evolve over time, certainly also suffers a forced cut 

once the building is constructed. This way, the processual nature of the design exclusively serves 

to generate an incomplete image rather than to produce an incomplete space. 

The skeleton by which Isozaki controls the incidents generated in the Library is, in a rather 

Metabolist fashion, the defining articulating element in the building. Drawing upon his studies 

on the city and its qualifications by means of signs, codes, as well as the role of darkness as 

generator of spatial illusion, the spaces in the Library are imprinted with an additional layer of 

phenomenological complexity. Both the configurational and phenomenal aspects by which the 

Library is qualified are to be experienced in a rather passive manner. This passivity, I argue, 

will revert in subsequent projects designed by Isozaki during the 1960s and early 1970s, and 

will arguably be fuelled by the knowledge acquired from artistic practices concerned by the 

production of interactive experiences. The architect and critic Naohiko Hino argues that the 

importance of the skeleton observed in the Ōita Prefectural Library as the element keeping the 

identity of an incomplete building is translated in the 1970s in the application of platonic shapes 

as the ruling elements of such identity69. Following Hino’s argument, one could assert that a sort 

of ‘configurational order’ is replaced by a ‘geometric order’. In the next section of this chapter I 

69  Naohiko Hino, 2011. Ruptures in Concepts of Urbanity: As Discerned in Urban Projects of the 
1960s. In Mori Art Museum, Metabolism, the City of the Future: 278-282.
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will address the ways in which Isozaki further investigated, operating from the artistic realm, the 

production of incidents in space by means of interactivity, and the extent to which the shift from a 

configurational to a geometrical order keeps an underlying continuity of thought related with the 

generation of controlled yet multifarious spatial environments. 

4.3. Between Informal Happenings and Institutionalised Expositions

The art scene in post-war Japan grew exponentially after the ending of US occupation in 1952, a 

time where emergent radical practices began to shape independent voices in tune with international 

artistic discourse. During the 1960s, the Sōgetsu Art Centre in Tokyo70, frequented by Isozaki, 

became a bustling hub where film, painting and music converged in happenings inspired by the 

work of Alan Kaprow among others, and artistic collaborations in the form of set design, graphic 

layout and interactive exhibitions were explored. Among the generation of architects raised under 

the avuncular protection of Kenzō Tange, Isozaki was undoubtedly the one most closely in touch 

with contemporary artistic trends, which likewise informed his prolific building production in 

both theory and practice.

4.3.1. Temporary and Experimental Set Designs and Exhibition Layouts

Isozaki’s ties to the field of art can be traced still earlier than the 1960s, back in Ōita, where 

he used to foregather with a group of local artists known as the New Century Group71. One of 

its members was Masunobu Yoshimura, for whom Isozaki designed his first-ever building in 

1957, the so-called White House, located in Shinjuku in Tokyo. The White House soon became 

the headquarters of the Neo-Dadaists, some of whom were also members of the New Century 

Group. The group was led by Genpei Akasegawa and was greatly influenced by the global Fluxus 

movement based in New York City. As Isozaki has said, these early encounters with artists made 

him question the research and designs he was developing at the time as part of Tange Lab at the 

University of Tokyo72. In particular, his queries became directed towards the production of an 

70  For a detailed account of the history and importance of the Sōgetsu Art Centre, see Miki Kaneda, 
The Unexpected Collectives: Intermedia Art in Postwar Japan (Ph.D., University of California, Berkeley, 
2012), https://search.proquest.com/docview/1625970738/abstract/2939FCE38D1B44FFPQ/1.
71  Neo-Dada Japan 1958 - 1998 : Arata Isozaki and the Artists of ‘White House’. Exhibition Catalogue. 
Oita City Art Museum, 1998.  
72  Arata Isozaki in conversation with the author. Karuizawa, July 20th, 2017. 
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architecture no longer ruled by strict structural and compositional principles, but based instead on 

disorder and chaos73. Isozaki internalized the tension between the ideas produced at Tange Lab 

and the spontaneous, ad hoc modus operandi of the artists gathering at the White House – that 

space for happenings, performance and an ultimate breeding ground for the production of what 

the Neo-Dadaists called ‘formless stimulus’74 (Fig.4.24). In an attempt to channel this tension, 

Isozaki produced his 1962 ‘Incubation Process’– again borrowing the term from biology –a large 

horizontal board displaying a map of Tokyo into which visitors could punch needles and coloured 

wires to represent the multiple invisible networks of the city (Fig.4.25). The piece culminated with 

Isozaki himself pouring white plaster over the board to show the ruinous fate that he envisaged for 

the existing city (Fig.4.26). 75 

Parallel to the activities developed by the Neo-Dadaists, the already mentioned Sōgetsu Art Centre 

was founded in 1958 and led by film director Hiroshi Teshigahara76. The Centre hosted such 

Western performers as the American composer and music theorist John Cage and the American 

pianist and experimental composer David Tudor (Fig.4.27).77 Western influence also flowed 

from Surrealist and Dadaist sources, present in the works of members such as sculptor Tomio 

Miki, the novelist Kōbō Abe, and Teshigahara himself, who would become during the 1960s an 

important experimental film director. All three men took part in the making of Teshigahara’s film 

‘The Face of Another’ [Tanin no kao]78 in 1966, for which Isozaki collaborated as art director. 

The film relates the story of a man who, having suffered a disfiguring accident seeks help from 

an unscrupulous doctor to obtain another face. The physical transformation of the protagonist 

triggers a series of questions about identity and social role in contemporary society. Isozaki was 

responsible for the set design, and in particular for the conception of the doctor’s clinic – an 

eerie space of transparent shelves displaying body parts, and imprinted with facial diagrams and 

73  Arata Isozaki, ‘Imprint of 1960’. In Neo-Dada Japan 1958 - 1998: 272-275..
74  Ibid. 
75  The piece was not displayed at the White House or at the Sōgetsu Art Centre, but was instead part of a 
Metabolist exhibition entitled ‘Cities and Lifestyles of the Future’ [Mirai no Toshi to Seikatsu], which took 
place in 1962 at the Seibu Department Store gallery in Tokyo. For more information see Thomas Daniell, 
‘From Far East to Middle East: Revitalizing Metabolism’, Interstices: Journal of Architecture and Related 
Arts 0, no. 0 (2008), http://interstices.aut.ac.nz/ijara/index.php/ijara/article/view/142.  
76  Hiroshi Teshigahara (1927-2001), the distinguished film director, was the son of Sōfu Teshigahara, a 
revolutionary in the art of Japanese Ikebana flower arrangement. The Sōgetsu Art Centre was a follow-up 
to the Ikebana school founded by Sōfu Teshigahara in 1927. 
77  You Nakai. 2015. ‘Of Stone and Sand: John Cage and David Tudor in Japan, 1962’. In http://post.
at.moma.org/content_items/562-of-stone-and-sand-john-cage-and-david-tudor-in-japan-1962.
78  The film is an adaptation of Abe’s eponymous book published in 1964.
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Figure 4.24. Masunobu Yoshimura in Neo-
Dadaist performance and other members of the 
Neo-Dadaist group. In Neo-Dada Japan 1958 
- 1998 : Arata Isozaki and the Artists of ‘White 

House (Board of Education, 1998).

Figure 4.25. ‘Incubation Process’. Board before 
visitors’ interaction. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.26. ‘Incubation Process’: Board after 
visitors’ interaction. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.27. John Cage and David Tudor in 
Japan. Performance with Yoko Ono at Sōgetsu 

Art Centre, Tokyo, in 1962. In http://www.
sogetsu.or.jp/e/know/successive/artcenter/. 

Figure 4.28. Tanin no kao [The Face of Another]. 
Screenshots of the doctor’s clinic designed by 

Isozaki as part of film set. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=Q5y1h8F3eL8&t=2s.
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multiple images of Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man (Fig.4.28). The mood was complemented 

by the blurred delineation of the clinic’s boundaries, thus suggesting a sense of infinity as well 

as an ever-changing atmosphere. The fluctuating nature of this space must therefore be credited 

not only to the movable character of all elements of the movie set, including doors and windows, 

but also more pervasively to its diverse reflections and perspectives that supplied embedded 

meanings. Unsurprisingly, the film critic James Quandt highlights the Baroque and Mannerist 

character of the doctor’s clinic79, aspects that would later become commonplace in Isozaki’s work 

– but that appear here as early as 1966.

Certainly, the conception of loosely defined spaces was central to discussions in artistic circles in 

Japan at the time, a concern that generated an increasing interest in the notion of ‘environment’80. 

As noted in Chapter 2, the term became a buzzword in Japan from the 1960s onward as a 

convenient way to define a built form whose material definition seemed to fade away in favour 

of the incorporation of invisible forces, especially information systems and communication 

technologies. This dissolution of material elements was put to the test in artistic exhibitions in 

the 1960s, particularly in ‘From Space to Environment’ [Kūkan kara kankyō e]81 (Fig.4.29), held 

in November 1966 at the Matsuya Department Store Gallery, Tokyo, and organised by a group 

of artists, including Isozaki, under the name of ‘Environment Society [Enbairamento no Kai]’82. 

The exhibition has been acknowledged for its pioneering role83, since it is considered one of the 

first interactive exhibitions ever produced, anticipating by two years the landmark ‘Cybernetic 

Serendipity’ organised by the Institute of Contemporary Art in London84.  Isozaki was responsible 

79  Quandt, James. 2007. The Face of Another: Double Vision. The Criterion Collection. https://www.
criterion.com/current/posts/592-the-face-of-another-double-vision
80  Allan Kaprow’s book, Assemblage, Environments & Happenings, was published in 1966. According 
to the art curator and writer Kataoka Mami, the book must have influenced the Japanese artistic scene. 
Cf. Kataoka Mami, ‘”Environment” as Relationship: Color, Space and Environment. Cited in Mori Art 
Museum et al., Metabolism, the City of the Future: [Dreams and Visions of Reconstruction in Postwar and 
Present-Day Japan (Tokyo: Mori Art Museum, 2011): 297-301.
81  The exhibition ‘From Space to Environment’ was preceded by the exhibition ‘Colour and Space’, held 
that same year and in which Isozaki also participated. It took place at the Minami Gallery in Tokyo and was 
organised by Tōno Yoshiaki, who also participated in ‘From Space to Environment’ and was later part of 
the research committee for the Festival Plaza. See Gabrielle Schaad, ‘Performing Environmental Textures 
– Intersected Bodies of Gutai and Metabolism (Japan, 1955–1972)’ (ETH Zürich, Zürich, 2016), http://doi.
org/10.3929/ethz-a-010796887.
82  Midori Yoshimoto, ‘From Space to Environment: The Origins of Kankyō and the Emergence of 
Intermedia Art in Japan’. In Art Journal 67, no. 3 (1 September 2008): 24–45.
83  Yoshimoto.
84  Jasia Reichardt travelled to Japan in 1967 and met with Isozaki. ‘Cybernetic Serendipity’ was produced 
after this trip; a few months later Reichardt also curated the exhibition ‘Fluorescent Chrysanthemum’ at the 
ICA in London, featuring Japanese several experimental artists from the Sōgetsu Art Centre.  
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Figure 4.29. ‘From Space to Environment’ 
[Kūkan kara kankyō e]. View of exhibition. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.30. ‘From Space to Environment’ 
[Kūkan kara kankyō e]. Exhibition layout. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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for the layout, and he also displayed drawings of his Fukuoka Sōgo Bank, a work completed 

in 1971. The terms ‘speed’, ‘movement’ and ‘feeling’ are highlighted in Isozaki’s notes for this 

show85. Conceived as a succession of events, the layout of the exhibition (Fig.4.30) is described 

by the architectural historian Midori Yoshimoto as having a ‘chaotic ambience [that] was far 

from the wartime concept of establishing an environmental order and closer to the characteristics 

of postmodern architecture’.86 This once again anticipates the shift that Isozaki’s work would 

undergo in a few years’ time.  

Having learnt from both performance and interactive art, Isozaki leapt upon the international 

scene with the installation ‘Electric Labyrinth’ at the Milan Triennale of 1968 (Fig.4.31). In what 

could be seen as an evolution from the doctor’s clinic in ‘The Face of Another’, and considered 

a cybernetic installation, his design consisted of a grid plan of twelve rotating translucent panels, 

each of which was able to track the visitor’s movements. Each panel was imprinted with variant 

images displaying the nuclear destruction of Hirōshima and Nagasaki (Fig.4.32) overlaid with 

a selection of enlarged traditional ukiyo-e representations (Fig.4.33) of alluring but sinister 

Japanese female ghosts [yūrei87]. Accompanying these massive pinwheels, Isozaki hung a huge 

collage of his own making: ‘The City of the Future is a Ruin’ (Fig.4.34), in which a vast melted-

down megastructure stands in ruins above the desolate landscape of post-incendiary HirŌshima. 

Qualified by Isozaki as an environment, the installation resulted in a total work of art with the 

inclusion of music composed by Toshi Itchiyanagi, a Japanese pupil of John Cage during the 

1950s88. 

By the time of the creation of ‘Electric Labyrinth’ Isozaki was already working for Expo’70 as 

the person in charge of the theory and design of the Festival Plaza and eventually its realisation. 

We will see in the next section how the creation of interactive systems that activated a dialogue 

with visitors at Osaka partly derives from both Isozaki’s performance-installation concepts as 

well as the actual physical spaces he had realised in the earlier artistic experiments of ‘From 

85  These notes were consulted at the Misa Shin Gallery in Tokyo. 
86  Yoshimoto, ‘From Space to Environment’: 38.
87  For more information see Elisabeth Scherer, Spuk der Frauenseele: weibliche Geister im japanischen 
Film und ihre kulturhistorischen Ursprünge [Spook of the female soul: female spirits in Japanese film and 
their cultural-historical origins], (Bielefeld: transcript, 2011).
88  Bruno Latour et al., eds., Iconoclash (Karlsruhe [Germany] : Cambridge, Mass: ZKM, Centre for Art 
and Media ; MIT Press, 2002). Now List Visual Arts Center.
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Figure 4.31. ‘Electric Labyrinth’ at Milan 
Triennale. In Arata Isozaki and Ken Tadashi 

Ōshima, Arata Isozaki (London: Phaidon, 2009).

Figure 4.32. Image of a melted megastrcture 
used for the collage ‘The City of the Future is the 
Ruin’ exhibited as part of the installation Electric 

Labyrinth. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin 
Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.33. Images of female ghosts [yūrei] 
imprinted in the rotating panels of the installation 
Electric Labyrinth. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.34. Collage ‘The City of the Future 
is the Ruin’ exhibited as part of the installation 
Electric Labyrinth. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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Space to Environment’ and ‘Electric Labyrinth’.  The analysis of the Festival Plaza will also show 

the extent to which the research, design, and final outcome additionally drew upon the already 

discussed urban investigations developed by Isozaki during the 1960s, and the extent to which we 

can identify a decisive intention to implement a systems thinking in the design and control of the 

Plaza’s performance. 

4.3.2. Changing Sides: Institutional Performance at the Festival Plaza at EXPO’70

In 1966, the young Arata Isozaki was made responsible for the performative concept that would 

give birth to the Festival Plaza [Omatsuri Hiroba] at EXPO ’70 in Osaka89, a decision motivated 

by the resignation of Uzō Nishiyama, one of the leading planners. The masterplan of the Expo 

(Fig.4.35) had up till then been guided by Tange and Nishiyama, a joint choice of the so-called 

Expo Preparation Committee90. They had possibly wanted to strike a balance between the self-

declared civic inclination inherent in Tange’s works to date and a more leftist, social approach 

on the part of Nishiyama, in the hope of achieving a compromise between the interests of these 

two architect’s competing circles91 . Also, Tange, though originally from West Japan, was based 

in Tokyo, whereas Nishiyama had mainly worked in the Kansai area, i.e. the cities of Kyoto 

and Osaka. Though overshadowed by Tange’s contributions to the popular success of previous 

international events such as the Tokyo World Design Conference (1960) and the Tokyo Olympic 

Games (1964), as well as his appointment as chief planner in detriment of Nishiyama’s role92, it 

was in fact Nishiyama who conceived the original masterplan for Osaka EXPO’70. His was the 

idea of establishing a ‘Symbol Zone’ as a venue for the promotion of encounter and interaction 

between visitors, this based on its concentration of activities taking place throughout the day93. 

Nishiyama drew upon his own social proclivities and prior study of ‘core’ spaces in Western cities 

89  Schaad, ‘Performing Environmental Textures – Intersected Bodies of Gutai and Metabolism (Japan, 
1955–1972)’.
90  Ibid.
91  Hyunjung Cho, ‘Competing Futures: War Narratives in Postwar Japanese Architecture 1945–1970’ 
(Ph.D., University of Southern California, 2011), http://search.proquest.com/docview/884234676/
abstract/98F7F98550004F8FPQ/1.
92  Hajime Yatsuka points out that the decision of nominating Tange as chief planner was motivated 
due to Tange’s office capacity, unlike Nishiyama’s, of dealing with the management and planning of a 
great number of visitors. This was possible thanks to advancements in computer simulations that was 
being developed at the Lab particularly with Yoshio Tsukio. In Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu 
[Metabolism Nexus]. Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka: 256.
93  Andrea Yuri Flores Urushima, ‘Genesis and Culmination of Uzô Nishiyama’s Proposal of a “Model 
Core of a Future City” for the Expo 70 Site (1960-73)’, Planning Perspectives 22, no. 4 (1 October 2007): 
391–416.
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Figure 4.35. Expo’70 at Osaka. Masterplan 
schemes and Aerial view. In L’Architecture 

d’aujourd’hui, 152 (1970). 

Figure 4.36. Diagram of the Island of Leisure 
[Ikojima] developed by Isozaki with Taro 

Okamoto. In Rem Koolhaas, Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
and Kayoko Ota, Project Japan: Metabolism 

Talks (Köln: Taschen, 2011).
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to create the atmosphere of a traditional Japanese street festival in combination with the cohesion 

of a Western plaza as a setting for events94. A third prime ingredient of this urban ethos was the 

inclusion of technologies of information, control, and transport meant to link Nishiyama’s ‘Symbol 

Zone’ with the pavilion areas and confirm its function as the primary space of the EXPO’70. In 

this way, Nishiyama envisaged the overall ‘Symbol Zone’ as combining artificially created ponds, 

a control centre, the Festival Plaza and people movers95. As the architectural historian Pieter van 

Wesemael recalls, EXPO’70 ‘signified the integration of the well-known Western didactics of 

the spatial, thematic layout of the exhibition with the symbolic didactics of Japanese religious 

festival, spiced with a strong orientation towards the future’.96

Since Isozaki seems to have taken over Nishiyama’s underlying design for the Plaza, it is unclear 

whether the idea of producing an eclectic East-West blend of performance-linked themes was his 

or not, although Nishiyama’s ideas for the Symbol is certainly situated close to some of Isozaki’s 

own and related research. The 1957 proposal for an Island of Leisure [Ikojima], created by artist 

Taro Okamoto with Isozaki’s participation among others, follows the ethos of generating an top-

down multifunctional urban development97 (Fig.4.36). Moreover, there seems to exist a continuity 

of thought and form between the urban investigations Isozaki developed with Teiji Itō in Nihon 

no Toshi Kūkan as well as other research on performance, happenings and interactive installations 

devolving from the Sōgetsu Art Centre group of artists, which must have led to the concept of 

the plaza as presented to the Osaka Festival Committee by Isozaki in 1967. This overarching 

concept, which I will discuss next, came to be largely based on the study of concerted human 

movement, spatial aspects belonging to the celebration of traditional Japanese festivities and a 

general production of neighbourhood ‘activity space’ [kaiwai]. 

Additionally, the media scholar Yuriko Furuhata emphasizes the ‘intermediary’ role that Isozaki 

assumed with respect to the application of environmental concepts at EXPO ‘70. She suggests 

that Isozaki navigated between two separate trends. The first relates to the rise of the concept 

of ‘environment’ as derived from the investigations on environmental control of Takashi 

94  Urushima.
95  Nishiyama quoted in Urushima: 398.
96  Pieter Van Wesemael, Architecture of Instruction and Delight (Rotterdam: 010 Uitgeverij, 2001): 
563.
97  Koolhaas, Obrist, and Ota, Project Japan: 272.
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Figure 4.37. Festival Plaza Expo’70 view from 
beneath and top of the structure. In L’architecture 

d’aujourd’hui, 152 (1970).

Figure 4.38. Festival Plaza Expo’70 at Osaka. 
Early Study Models. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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Asada as well as its applications developed in Tange Lab. The second trend had much more 

to do with the understanding of ‘environment’ by visual and media artists with respect to the 

creation of interactive spaces98. Furuhata argues in this sense that ‘[t]he architect whose work 

most emblematized the tension between surveillance and spectacle was Isozaki’99, yet she fails 

to comment on the relevance to this of the work developed in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan and the role 

this research played in the shaping of the design concept presented to the Expo Committee. I 

shall now survey the design process and outcomes of the Festival Plaza as a potential 

architectural expression of such tensions and influences. 

The Festival Plaza was broadly conceived by Isozaki as melding these two environmentally backed 

trends, each with a different origin and significance, as well as his own urban investigations, as 

a space somewhere between a total theatre and a ‘cybernetic environment’100. It was delimited 

by a walkable space-frame structure that was 290 metres in length, 108 metres in width and 30 

metres in height; this was held up by pillars concealing the elevators and service equipment. The 

structure was fiercely dominated by the so-called ‘Tower of the Sun’, a massive – and inhabitable 

– sculpture designed by the much publicized artist (and Tange’s friend) Tarō Okamoto (Fig.4.37). 

The frame as eventually built was the result of a design process demanding at least ten different 

physical models in which different configurations were tested101 (Fig.4.38. Two main components 

were explored in these models: a pattern of roads and paths defining movements at ground level 

and the superstructure that was to determine the volume of the overall built space. In certain of 

these multiple iterations, architectural elements are nearly effaced in favour of an accumulation 

of lightweight roofs and pillars as well as diverse moving mechanical elements. Other proposals 

investigated a use of circular forms to define the geometry of both the roof and ground-level 

circulation. The ultimate proposals gradually focused on the leading presence of a space-frame 

destined to cover part of the ground floor, but at the same time blurring the building’s profile. 

The Festival Plaza’s final configuration delineated circulation patterns adhering to the more 

complex itineraries easily observable in various traditional Japanese ritual festivities, a combination 

98  Yuriko Furuhata, ‘Multimedia Environments and Security Operations: Expo ′70 as a Laboratory of 
Governance’, Grey Room (1 January 2014): 56–79.
99  Ibid: 65.
100  Isozaki and Ōshima, Arata Isozaki: 182.
101  Pictures of these models were found at the Misa Shin Gallery in Tokyo. 
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Figure 4.39. Diagram of the cybernetic system 
designed for the Festival Plaza at Expo’70 at 

Osaka. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, 
Tokyo.

Figure 4.40. Study of Events for the performance 
of the Festival Plaza. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.41. Study of Mechanisms for the 
performance of the Festival Plaza. Arata Isozaki 

Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.42. Study of Systems for the 
performance of the Festival Plaza. Arata Isozaki 

Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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that resulted from a thorough investigation of such festive events by Isozaki and his colleagues 

from the Sōgetsu Art Centre102. This investigation was only part of a larger research scheme put 

together by a group of architects, artists and engineers led by Isozaki and presented to the Expo 

Committee in 1967. Their research expounded both the architectural generation of the Festival 

Plaza, its ideological grounds, and the technological systems to be implemented in the layout 

(Fig.4.39). It was divided into four main sections, each set forth around an English-language term 

spelled out in the katakana syllabary reserved for the notation of foreign words, namely:

1. Events [場場場場場] – (Fig.4.40) A discursive analysis of historical street festivals in Japan 

and an account of the dynamics observed in Western plazas is followed by set of diagrams in 

which the movement flows observed in festivals are to be almost literally translated in the spatial 

configuration of the Plaza, demonstrating a profound concern for the experiential aspects of the 

building. These diagrams are followed by the discussion of some interactive artistic projects, 

including ‘their own’ exhibition on ‘From Space to Environment’ and other, considerably radical, 

interactive pieces such as Niki de St Phalle’s ‘Hon’, a walk-in sculpture of a giant woman exhibited 

in the Modern Museum of Stockholm in 1966. 

2. Mechanisms [場場場場場] – (Fig.4.41) A study of effects such as light, water and sound. 

These are described, researched and translated in a series of devices that would enhance the 

phenomenological experience of the events. The study draws upon references of variable theatres. 

As part of these mechanisms, Isozaki designed the famous RM Robots, which would include 

satellite computer centres from which to control the robots, and would ideally respond to the 

events of the plaza thanks to a series of movement-sensitive sensors. 

3. Systems [場場場場]  – (Fig.4.42) Drawing upon previous investigations on musical notation 

systems developed by Cage as well as Tange’s diagrams on regional planning, a series of schemes 

are presented to explain the communication settings between elements in the Plaza, the timeframe 

of each event and the feedback information system that would regulate inputs and outputs between 

events and mechanisms. 

102  Schaad, ‘Performing Environmental Textures – Intersected Bodies of Gutai and Metabolism (Japan, 
1955–1972)’.
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Figure 4.43. Furniture movements and variability 
of spatial configuration planned for the Festival 

Plaza. Festival Plaza Booklet, courtesy of Hajime 
Yatsuka. 

Figure 4.44. Operating system with the built 
elements and robots to be included in the Festival 
Plaza. Festival Plaza Booklet, courtesy of Hajime 

Yatsuka.
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4. Process [場場場場] – Finally, a concluding section gathers the opinion on the project of external 

members to the research group. 

Archival sources reveal the importance of managing and controlling every element of the multiple 

performances continually taking place within the parameters of this newly built environment, 

a key objective of the design process for the Festival Plaza. To this respect, in his text entitled 

‘Packed Environment’ [Konpo Sareta Kankyō], published in Kenchiku Bunka in March 1968, 

Isozaki stresses the importance of generating ‘heterogeneous systems’ in the overall contemporary 

spatial environment, and the need to design and provide entire ‘programmed environments’ 

instead of just ‘single systems’103. This idea was enlarged upon in Isozaki’s even more conclusive 

article published about the Festival Plaza in the important New Year’s (January) issue of Kenchiku 

Bunka magazine in 1970. In this article, entitled ‘Environment as a Field of Response’ [Ōtō No 

Ba Toshite No Kankyō] Isozaki announces a new ethos in architecture, one that from now on will 

serve predominantly to exercise a more controlled environment: 

“The meanings of architecture will be multiplied, its existence will be amorphous and 

performative as time goes on. Everything will become more fluid, and to control it will become 

the new and central task for architectural design”. 104

According to Isozaki, the application of cybernetic technology would greatly contribute to control 

performances of all sorts, while at the same time permitting physical spaces to remain more 

loosely defined (Fig.4.43). No typical fixed partitions, walls or windows are to be found in the 

design of the Festival Plaza. The various activities it hosted were no longer to be defined via 

spatial division but instead by temporal sequencing. Cybernetic technology was henceforth to 

pinpoint, create and then manage a timeframe for each activity, thus modifying the function of 

the building over time without any of its main architectural elements having to be changed. Such 

movable fixtures as seating tribunes as well as the eye-grabbing robotic figures incorporating 

lights could be positioned or shifted around the space supposedly thanks to a central computer 

system. 

103  Arata Isozaki, ‘Konpo Sareta Kanyou’ [Packed Environment], Kenchiku Bunka, March 1968. 
Translation courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka. 
104  First published in Kenchiku Bunka, January 1970. Translation courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka.
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Isozaki’s Festival Plaza was designed as a place that the public could potentially appropriate 

via a spirit of ‘collective excitement’105 and given the apparent infinite capacity of the structure 

itself to be modified. The space accommodated multiple events simultaneously, some of these 

‘interfering with each other to produce unexpected surprises’106. In order to produce this kind of 

flexible space, two main issues had to be resolved: the production of individual ‘devices with 

maximum performative potential’107 and the provision of an ‘artificial brain’ that would control 

all interactions. To this respect, Isozaki argues that ‘control by computer program should not 

be mechanical as previously planned, but indeterminate or accidental according to the external 

conditions generated by events’108. In other words, and similar to Price’s ideas for the Fun Palace, 

the system needed to be able to accommodate a certain degree of unplanned elements to cope with 

unexpected events occurring in space and time.  The 1970 article in Kenchiku Bunka includes 

a textual insertion supplied by Yoshio Tsukio, the engineer and computer scientist who had 

designed the control system implemented at the Festival Plaza (Fig.4.44). He defines ‘control’ 

as the capacity to array multiple data conducive to certain actions, the central computer being 

the device best able to respond to the intentionally varied events taking place throughout the day. 

However, in this same article – which, we must remember, it was written before the Festival Plaza 

was actually built – Isozaki acknowledges the gap between his intention to create a responsive 

environment and the technical difficulties encountered in materialising it. He asserts that ‘our 

first aim had been to create responsive conditions in the Plaza, assuming a process of computer 

self-learning for possible patterns and corresponding responses to the input and output demands 

comprised by such a system’. But in reality, the Plaza materialised as a compromise between 

human and mechanical systems. ‘Owing to technical and financial difficulties’, he continues, ‘the 

automatic response to any external input was confined to devices integral to the robots, while the 

entire environment of the plaza was controlled by human operators’. 

One could actually argue that the cybernetic prototype of projects such as ‘Electric Labyrinth’ 

followed more faithfully the ethos of generating a responsive space, with people being able to 

105  Arata Isozaki, ‘Environment as a Field of Response’ [Outou No Ba Toshite No Kankyou]. In 
Kenchiku Bunka, January 1970. 
106  Ibid. 
107  Ibid.
108  Ibid. 
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navigate and transform the layout simultaneously. No feedback system was implemented in the 

Festival Plaza in the end, and to this we must add that the events scheduled to take place were 

fixed and orchestrated in a rather traditional way. The space layout indeed was modified according 

to the different performances occurring throughout the day, although mainly produced by the 

movement of the performing robots. Far from generating an interactive atmosphere in which 

the public and the actors coexisted, the Festival Plaza remained much closer to a unidirectional, 

traditional, and rather predictable events space. Yet although the Festival Plaza failed to operate as 

smoothly as it had been promised and the cybernetic system never really worked as planned,109 its 

potential functioning should be seen as a close attempt to formulate a spatial configuration based 

on movement patterns and aimed to generate multiple experience by means of dissolving the 

boundaries and the traditional notion of building functions and materiality110. The contribution of 

the Festival Plaza in forging a renovated system of thought in architectural design will be further 

emphasized in Chapter 5. 

4.4. Functionless Spaces, Mannerism and the Zero Degree of the Cube. 

Drawing upon the analysis of Isozaki’s work performed so far, in the last section of this chapter 

I will try to show that his transition from the late 1960s to the early 70s is not as radical as often 

claimed, but a result of overlapping interests in formalism, abstraction, the use of technological 

devices and an underlying concern for the experiential aspects of space in architecture. That being 

said, it is equally important to highlight the decisive aspiration of Isozaki to internationalise his 

practice from the 1970s onwards. The book Kenchiku no Kaitai [Dismantling Architecture], for 

instance, published in 1973, was an attempt to gather information of international colleagues for 

the preparation of solid critical essays about their work, aiming to have an overall view of the 

most outspoken architectural practices in Europe and the USA. 

In a lecture given at ‘The Rally’ conference at London’s Art Net Gallery in 1976, Isozaki 

structured his presentation by showing designs from the 1960s with those from the 1970s in 

109  This was partly due to financial constraints, but most notably to the unavailability of the technology 
that would make such systems work properly. For more information about the cybernetic system of the 
Festival Plaza see Yuriko Furuhata, ‘Architecture as Atmospheric Media: Tange Lab and Cybernetics’ in 
Steinberg and Zahlten, Media Theory in Japan.
110  Isozaki, Kenchiku Bunka, January 1970. 
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Figure 4.45. The Oita Prefectural Library and the 
Museum of Modern Art, Gunma, compared at the 
Rally Conference in London, 21.10.1977. Isozaki 

was introduced by Peter Cook. https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=Eg2y4AvWGP8&t=948s
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parallel sequence, stressing their differences as well as their basic continuity (Fig.4.45. There his 

original Ōita Prefectural Library is briefly discussed alongside the Gunma Prefectural Museum of 

Modern Art, completed in 1974. Isozaki refers to how notions of growth and change as pursued in 

the Ōita Prefectural Library were slightly modified in the much larger Gunma project, once more 

stressing his interest in creating a building that could be seen to evolve over time111. Although this 

comparative review performed by Isozaki might be seen as a convenient strategy from his side to 

showcase a consistent body of work to a foreign audience, it could also serve us to point out the 

extent to which, both his theoretical and practical output of the 1960s retained a certain relevance 

in his works of the 1970s, and how the friction between control and freedom in space finds a place 

in his increasingly formalist approach to architectural design and thinking. 

4.4.1. Cubic and Neutral: The Gunma Prefectural Museum of Modern Art 

When the architect Hans Ulrich Meyer visited Isozaki’s office in 1972 for an interview to be 

published in the Swiss architecture magazine, Werk Bauen & Wohnen, Isozaki and his team of 

eight collaborators were working on two projects: the Gunma Museum of Modern Art, to be 

later considered Isozaki’s first overtly formalist building, and the so-called Computer-Aided 

City, a cybernetic city plan developed together with Yoshio Tsuki112. So whereas Isozaki’s 

disenchantment with technology after the events of EXPO’70 – motivated in large part by the 

actual malfunctioning of the Festival Plaza – is frequently given as the main reason for the 

radical change in his architectural style as perceived from the 1970s, he certainly extended, 

if only a few years, his interest on the production of responsive environments. Computer-Aided 

City was a proposal for a new urban development in the Makuhari area of the Chiba Prefecture 

(Fig.4.46). The project, originally named in English language as the ‘Post-University Pack’113, 

was considered by Isozaki himself as ‘somewhat like Festival Plaza’114, on a much bigger scale, 

sharing with the Plaza the 
111  The video of this lecture is stored at the AA archive, now available at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Eg2y4AvWGP8&t=501s
112  Hans Ulrich. ‚Die Manier der Ambivalenz : eine Begegnung mit Arata Isozaki’ [The manner of 
ambivalence: an encounter with Arata Isozaki]. In Werk Bauen & Wohnen, Vol 26, 1972: 454-455. This 
parallel design was also evident in the April 1972 issue of Kenchiku Bunka, a monography of Isozaki’s 
work, in which both projects are depicted consecutively. 
113  Apparently, the idea of the project was partly influenced by a conversation between Isozaki and 
architect Kiyoshi Ikebe about the fact that the University of Bochum had a central computer.  In Hajime 
Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu [Metabolism Nexus]. Unpublished translation courtesy of Hajime 
Yatsuka: 252.
114  GA Architect 6, ‘Arata Isozaki 1959-1978’, A.D.A Edita Tokyo: 100.
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Figure 4.47. (Above and Right) Diagrams of 
section of the Computer-Aided-City included 
in the brochure of the project. Arata Isozaki 

Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.46. (Left) Perspective Drawing and 
Model of the Computer-Aided-City. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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idea of creating a total environment regulated by a cybernetic system. Curiously enough, and in 

great contrast with the formal approach in the design of the Gunma Museum, the idea was that the 

form was not important in the scheme, but rather the set of interrelations between functions within 

the city and their control. A research brochure similar to the one prepared for the Expo Committee 

was put together for this project describing and representing every sector of the newly planned 

city (Fig.4.47). As in the Festival Plaza, the scheme was to be controlled by a central computer, 

an aspect that Isozaki would later define as a ‘miscalculation’ given the proliferation of personal 

computers that would late dominate society115. Although this project should be considered the last 

of its kind in Isozaki’s production, the overlapping interests during the first years of the 1970s 

targeting both technological and formalists architectural solutions might well serve to understand 

projects like the Gunma Museum of Modern Art as encompassing a wider spectrum of theoretical 

reflections, in which Isozaki’s preceding decade of production is certainly present. 

As mentioned earlier, Isozaki’s trend towards formalism was pointed out by Kenneth Frampton as 

already visible in the Ōita Prefectural Library116, this being also present in other early projects117. 

Starting with the Gunma Museum of Modern Art, this approach is further accompanied by an 

intention on Isozaki’s part to ‘dissolve’ his architecture within architectural language itself by the 

use of pure shapes. Just one year after the celebration of EXPO’70, Isozaki introduced a series of 

formal operations in his essay, ‘About my Method’118.  The control of both visible and invisible 

elements in the design of a building, something that Isozaki had already put in practice in the 

Festival Plaza, is now theorised by means of geometrical operations in this new method, which 

would inevitably lead to the incipient formalism that is clearly present in the Museum of Modern 

Art in Gunma. Isozaki’s interest on the production of performance and multiple experience in 

space professed in his artistic and architectural works during the 1960s are now translated into 

the production of neutral environments, and the generation of a field of possibilities in space as 

115  Ibid. 
116  Kenneth Frampton, ‘Post-Metabolism and the Dissolution of Architecture: Amplification and 
Neutrality’ in GA Architect 06 / Arata Isozaki 1959-1978, 1991.
117  One can already see an incipient formalism in the Oita Medical Hall and the Nakayama House, both 
projects built during the 1960s. 
118  Arata Isozaki, ‘About my Method’. In Japan Architect, August 1972: 22-28. This text was 
readdressed, complemented and renamed as ‘A Method to Manipulate Meaning’ in Isozaki and Ōshima, 
Arata Isozaki: 69-75.
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Figure 4.48. Spatial Operations as part of 
Isozaki’s ‘Method’. In Japan Architect, August 

1972.

Packaging
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the result of spatial operations. He set forth seven spatial operations, which were developed for 

specific design projects (Fig.4.48):

Chess men – The syntactical placement of objects in space, by which the said objects are come to be 

defined by the intervals [ma], i.e by their spaces in-between. 

Slicing – Derived from the idea of ‘cutting’ already present in the notion of ‘Process Planning Theory’, 

this operation seeks to consciously leave a building incomplete. 

Projection – A spatial strategy that generates instability in space, in which ‘people passing through it 

experience a sequential panorama without beginning or end’. 

Packaging – An operation of spatial enclosure to fight against the uniformity and homogenisation 

imposed by Modernism. 

Transferral – With reference to Marcel Duchamp’s now classical notion of the fragility of meaning 

inherent in all mass-produced objects, Isozaki selects what he terms a ‘theme form’. He then detaches 

it from any meaning or physical precondition (scale, material, and so forth) to fuel his personal design 

method. 

Response –When the dimension of time is added space becomes a fluid entity. Multiple meanings are 

transmitted, rendering spatial qualities indeterminate, ‘like a performance, taking place along a time 

axis’. 

Amplification – The application of multi-dimensional grids in the design of any building in order to 

produce neutral, infinite spaces.

 

Beginning in 1971, most of the defined spatial operations were applied for the design of the Gunma 

Prefectural Museum of Modern Art in Gunma, Takasaki Prefecture. Having little trace of technological 

inclusion, Isozaki’s artistic and architectural interests in performance and multiple spatial experiences 

as he had professed them throughout the 1960s take the form in the Museum of expansive ‘neutral’ 

environments for displaying art. A field of possibilities in real space is created, giving free rein to 

Isozaki’s generation of an autonomous controlling method.
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Figure 4.54. Gunma Prefectural Museum of 
Modern Art. Interior view of foyer and main 

stairs. Photos taken by the author.

Figure 4.51. Axonometric presentation drawing. 
Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo

. Figure 4.52. Principal façade. Arata Isozaki 
Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.53. Sculptural volume at the end of the 
main foyer. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin 

Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.49. Early version of the Gunma 
Prefectural Museum of Modern Art. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo. 

Figure 4.50. Conceptual Model. In Arata 
Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata Isozaki 

(London: Phaidon, 2009). 
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Thus, Isozaki turns once again to the world of art, this time creating a landmark building in a new 

mode. Persuasively, the focus derives from artists such as Marcel Duchamp and Sol Lewitt119, 

the former choreographing the ‘loose’ signification of the built structure, the latter underwriting 

its formalist base. Located in the midst of a flat meadow, the project underwent various versions, 

starting with an extended layout in the shape of connected mastaba-like component buildings 

forming a sort of compound120 (Fig.4.49). In an exercise of simplification and concision, the final 

iteration of the museum is instead a three-dimensional arrangement of 12-meter cubes (Fig.4.50) 

which configure three main spaces: an entrance area to the east wing of the building; a west wing 

characterised by the placement of two cubes rotated with respect to the main axis set in a reflecting 

pool, and a layered central range connecting these wings and defined by yet dissimulating its 

corridors and exhibition spaces as seen from the exterior (Fig.4.51). The aluminium panelling of 

the façade, also set to the grid, induces constantly changing reflections and diffuses the physical 

limits of the building, transforming the entire volume into a kind of mirror to the surrounding 

landscape (Fig.4.52). The grid is also used to organise the floor tiles as well as window frames. 

This intentionally neutral composition is populated by a set of sculptural objects, stressing the 

importance of particular views or adding a layer of perceptual complexity to an otherwise aseptic 

layout (Fig.4.53). In such ways, the experience of the building results in an itinerary of spatial 

moments that are at once gently propelled by the emphasis on sculptural objects, while being at 

the same time loosely defined by the diffused overall geometry of the main composing volumes 

(Fig.4.54). 

The Australian architectural critic Philip Drew perceptively pointed to both the Festival Plaza 

and the ‘Electric Labyrinth’ as the germs of Isozaki’s newly conceptual architecture of the 1970s, 

since these venues ‘did not imply architecture in any real sense as producing permanent structures; 

rather, they relied on the presence of mobile “apparatuses” which generated transient structures 

of movement, activities and “atmospherics” more usual in theatre than in architecture’121. In this 

sense, Drew stresses the ‘framed’ quality of the Gunma Museum as well as the virtual sense of 

119  Ken Tadashi Ōshima, ‘Genesis’ in Isozaki and Ōshima, Arata Isozaki: 61-63.
120  Not too distant in concept from temples still surviving in Kyoto, of which Isozaki was well aware 
and had discussed in Nihon no Toshi Kūkan.  
121  Philip Drew in Philip Drew, David Jenkins, and Adrian Dannatt, Arata Isozaki - the Museum 
of Modern Art, Gunma ; James Stirling, Michael Wilford and Associates ; James Ingo Freed, vol. 2, 
Twentieth-Century Museums (London: Phaidon, 1999). 
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infinity produced by a near endless repetition of the cubical shape. These same conditions also 

convey a sense of incompleteness, as if the building might endlessly grow via the repetition 

of its squares and cubes. As Drew reflects, ‘The Gunma Museum is not symmetrical, but it 

looks as though it should be. It is incomplete as it stands’122. But besides this perceived material 

incompleteness of the building, I would also emphasize the incompleteness of signification owed 

to the neutrality of its spaces, inviting the visitor to supply his or her own set of meanings. Thus, 

interactivity is certainly present in the building’s ethos, although such interaction is no longer 

tangibly accountable to the presence of real technological devices or the control of any computer 

software apparatus. It originates rather in the absence of prescribed perceptual data that must 

instead be supplied by the building’s visitors. The method employed to generate such spaces is 

often referred to by Isozaki as ‘manner’, a term he ambiguously defines in one of his notebooks in 

the English language as a ‘transformation machine: a kind of a machine which, getting information 

from every sort of resources, tune it up, amplify it, twist it, turn it over and transform it into a 

gentle and subtle architecture with a manner of very personal way’123.  

The ‘ambiguity’ inherent to architectural Mannerism had been discussed by Colin Rowe nearly 

a generation earlier. Rowe argued that in a Mannerist building, ‘a labyrinthine scheme is offered 

which frustrates the eye by intensifying the visual pleasure of individual episodes, in themselves 

only to become coherent as the result of a mental act of reconstruction’124. It is this same sense of 

perceptual incompleteness which I argue the Gunma Museum implies in its intended neutrality. 

This is the principal common feature shared by the museum with Isozaki’s early work of the 

1960s. While ‘performance’ is ultimately erased from the domain of reaction and interactivity, 

it remains as a mental state offered up to individual perception, thus in some ways rejecting the 

collective and emphasizing a singular spatial experience for the individual visitor. As built, the 

Museum in Gunma results in a series of articulated neutral spaces, distanced from the Modernist 

convention of a single universal space, but achieved instead as a sequence of distinctive rooms—

an elaborate succession of foyers, corridors and exhibition halls. Isozaki’s museum might thus be 

regarded as a total work of art, a scaled-up and habitable conceptual sculpture navigating between 

an objective, solid materialisation of a constructed architectural frame and an allowance of the 

122  Ibid.
123  Sketchbook in Isozaki Archive, Misa Shin Gallery Tokyo.
124  Colin Rowe, ‘Mannerism and Modern Architecture’ in Architectural Review, May 1950: 289-299.
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presence of multiple meanings. Arguably some of these features were included already, although 

more modestly, in the respective layouts of the exhibition ‘From Space to Environment’ and 

in the doctor’s clinic designed by Isozaki for Teshigahara’s film ‘The Face of Another’125, both 

conceived in 1966. 

After giving a hint of Isozaki’s early works during the 1970s and grasping the similarities and 

differences with his architectural approach of the precedent decade with respect to the generation 

of changeable environments, I will end this chapter by reviewing Isozaki’s famous exhibition 

‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’. Drawing upon the reflections on ma in Chapter 2, Isozaki’s account 

on the topic should serve as an epilogue to close this chapter by turning back to aspects related 

with temporality in space in Japan, and the contribution of Isozaki with this respect in line with 

his path in practice and theory analysed so far.

4.4.2. Back to the Origins: ‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’ 

As recalled in the previous section of this chapter, the first international event in which Isozaki 

took part was the Milan Triennale in 1968, for which he designed the installation titled ‘Electric 

Labyrinth’. By then, Isozaki had already travelled several times to Europe and the USA, and was 

aware of the production of experimental architecture there. In the book, Dismantling Architecture’ 

[Kenchiku no Kaitai], Isozaki discussed some of these experimental Western practices and thinkers 

as different as Christopher Alexander, Superstudio and Price himself, among others. The book may 

also be seen as a strategy followed by Isozaki to reduce the geographical and ideological distances 

between Japan and the West, principally with respect to his own career. The organisation of the 

exhibition ‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’ in Paris in the context of the 1978 Festival d’Automne has 

been regarded in a similar light. However, considering Isozaki’s longstanding concern for the 

understanding of that pervasive one-syllable Japanese term, and the concept behind it, the content 

of the exhibition should be explored if only to grasp the theory behind what was surely delineated 

as a career-focused movement towards international audiences. 

The exhibition originated and was shown in Paris in a wing of the Louvre from October 11th to 

December 11th, 1978 at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs. It later moved to New York, where it was 

125  The film is an adaptation of Abe’s eponymous book published in 1964.
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Figure 4.55. ‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’. 
Conceptual Sketch and axonometric drawing of 
the exhibition. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin 

Gallery, Tokyo. 
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shown at the Cooper-Hewitt Museum, and then to Houston, Chicago, Stockholm and Helsinki, 

but was never shown in Japan until 2000 at the Tokyo University of the Arts. At about the time he 

assumed organisation of the show, Isozaki had already made contact with at least two celebrated 

French intellectuals, the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss and the philosopher and intellectual 

historian Michel Foucault, who happened to have visited Japan a few months prior to the Paris 

opening of ‘Ma: Space-Time in Japan’. In fact, in a letter from Arata Isozaki to a French cultural 

bureaucrat, Michel Guy, responsible for organising the Festival d’Automne, Isozaki suggests that 

both Lévi-Strauss and Foucault, who ‘demonstrated their interest in the MA exhibition during 

their trips to Japan might be requested to contribute texts for the exhibition catalogue’126. In the 

end, just one text by Levi-Strauss featured in the English-language catalogue for the exhibition’s 

reinstallation at the Cooper-Hewitt Museum in New York (April 3rd to May 27th, 1979). In his 

text entitled ‘Discreet Gods’, Levi-Strauss points to the non-dogmatic and integrative nature of 

all religions as practiced in Japan following the example of both native Shinto and imported 

Buddhism, where the gods ‘in all their picturesque multiplicity are not conceived as imposing, 

majestic personal entities’127.

The content of the exhibition was structured around seven individual installations, each referring 

to particular instances in which different aspects or manifestations of ma were embodied. Isozaki 

remarks in the catalogue of the exhibition how ma refers to the way space is perceived and defined 

by the phenomena occurring in it, stressing once again the relevance of experience and individual 

interpretation of space that has been so present in works such as the Festival Plaza and the Gunma 

Museum of Modern Art. Since spaces are considered voids, and identical from each other, their 

foremost quality is that of being occupied, filled by events occurring over time128. Consequently, 

each of the seven sub-themes by which the exhibition was divided were unfolded as a series of 

intimate spatial moments, illuminating the exhibits themselves, as well as events flowing from 

126 Copy of letter from Isozaki to Michel Guy, May 26, 1978. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery. 
127 Strauss, Claude-Levi. 1979. ‘Discreet Gods’. In Arata Isozaki and Cooper-Hewitt Museum, Ma, 
Space-Time in Japan. ([New York]: [Cooper-Hewitt Museum]. Exhibition Catalogue, 1979.
128  Arata Isozaki and Cooper-Hewitt Museum, Ma, Space-Time in Japan. ([New York]: [Cooper-Hewitt 
Museum]. Exhibition Catalogue, 1979.
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Figure 4.56.Axonometric drawings illustrating 
each of the exhibition’s sub-themes. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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them (Fig.4.55). The seven sub-themes were described by Isozaki and spatially represented as 

follows in the order in which the exhibition was to be explored129 (Fig.4.56): 

Michiyuki – ‘ma coordinates movement from one place to another’. A set of stepping stones 

leading to a tea-house. 

Suki – ‘ma is the structural unit for living spaces’. A tea-house [chashitsu] that represents the 

notion of ma as a semi-enclosed and meditative space. 

Yami – ‘ma is maintained by absolute darkness’. A Nō theatre stage represents the darkness from 

which actors (i.e., gods) emerge. 

Himorogi – ‘ma as a way of situating the place where gods [kami] descend’. A gravelled space 

in which four upright bamboos are joined in a square by a rice-straw rope. Myriad kami briefly 

descend into the void represented in this way.

Hashi – ‘The bridging of ma’. A sculpted edge of glass implying the existence of worlds connected 

by an interim spatiotemporal interval.

Utsuroi – ‘ma is the way of sensing the instant of movement’. A sculpture made of rhomboidal 

panels with partial reflecting planes. The visitor is the spectator of his/her own movements.

Sabi – ‘ma is filled with signs of the ephemeral’. A seemingly random arrangement of a set of 

rusty steel bars and white fabrics in unstable equilibrium. 

These seven installations were scattered conforming a sequence of events that are revealed to 

the visitor as he/she moves along the exhibition space. Each sub-theme was materialised using 

refined materials in a rather eclectic fashion, intentionally mixing Japanese motifs and Western 

aesthetics. This heady mixture was indeed one of the many criticisms of the exhibition130. In 

fact, despite the exhibition’s tremendous popular success and the interest professed by Levi-

Strauss, Foucault and Barthes among others (Fig.4.57), as well as the worldwide attention that 

129  For a thorough description of each of the installations from the point of view of the visitor’s 
experience see Nakagawa, Miho, ‘The Production of Multi-Layered Space in Japanese Spatial 
Representations between 2D and 3D’ (Phd Dissertation, University College London, 2010).
130  Nakagawa.
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Figure 4.58. Snapshots of each of the subthemes 
of the exhibition. Arata Isozaki Archive. Misa 

Shin Gallery, Tokyo.

Figure 4.57. Gathering in Paris on the occasion 
of the exhibition opening; Top Left: Roland 

Barthes; Right: Michel Foucault. Claude Lévi-
Strauss spotted in the exhibition opening. Arata 

Isozaki Archive. Misa Shin Gallery, Tokyo.
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it received, Isozaki’s initiative was openly criticised by certain Japanese researchers and foreign 

Japan specialists. Miho Nakagawa collects in her PhD thesis some of the most notable criticisms 

to the exhibition, with the overall argument being that Isozaki’s choice of installations amount to 

a self-designated Orientalism that attempted to mystify ‘Japanese specificity’ in the eyes of the 

Western observer131. Others like Hajime Yatsuka refer to the exhibits as ‘fossils’132 of a concept 

that is intentionally blurred and obscurely translated in the exhibition. While I appreciate some of 

these criticisms regarding Isozaki’s intention of westernising ma and ultimately using the concept 

as a way to internationalise his practice, here I would rather detach the analysis of the exhibition 

from these discussions and interpret the sub-themes as spatio-temporal experiences, assuming 

that these translations were not however straightforward and easily understandable, because this 

would simply be impossible. By looking at the installation of each of the sub-themes (Fig. 4.58), 

one can grasp a series of spatial strategies by which ma is supposedly defined, some of them 

present in the designs and texts that I have reviewed in this chapter. Following the sequential 

order of the exhibition, and trying to extract the essential spatial features represented in each 

of the installations, we can say that Michiyuki focuses on the coordination of movements; Suki 

represent a habitable unit with blurred boundaries; Yami celebrates darkness as the absence of 

space; Himorogi depicts a place-making tool by delimiting a void; Hashi illustrates the path 

between two nodes; Utsuroi stresses the importance of movement between spaces, and Sabi 

reminds the ultimate instability and temporality of space.

It seems evident that, being ma a concept imprinted in Japanese daily life, as described in Chapter 

2, any attempt to materialise such ‘normality’ would appear contrived. As Nakagawa rightly 

points out, the exhibits were mere ‘representations of spaces’, which coupled with temporal 

performance, intended to give the visitor the necessary ingredients to grasp the meanings of ma. 

This was, of course, a lot to ask to Western visitors, many of which would have probably never 

had a strong connection with Japanese culture. However, the exhibition on ma should only be 

seen as the tip of the iceberg of a complex, thoughtful reflection on the concept, on japan-ness, 

and on how the spatiotemporal logic of architecture and the arts in Japan differ from that of the 

West. 

131  Ibid.
132  Hajime Yatsuka in conversation with the author. 
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4.5. Overcoming Isozaki

“Architecture can be defined as the exceptional art of space. But looking at the experience 

of architecture, and therefore by adding time, one arrives at what is today considered a 

phenomenological understanding. Architecture can then be theorised by engaging with it as the 

convergence of the Western concepts of time and space”133.

Visitor participation in the Parisian exhibition on ma was highlighted by the architectural historian 

David Stewart as an important feature achieved by Isozaki for each of the presented sub-themes134. 

Following the above statement, spatial and temporal qualities as they are commonly understood 

in the West were split and rearranged in the exhibition. The succession of exhibits was produced 

by means of self-contained rooms and objects that are occupied at intervals by events taking place 

in and around them. The exhibition can then be seen as the culmination of Isozaki’s investigations 

not only on how time and space are conceived in Japan, but also of how the study of these 

two terms in the West could unfold and reassess further connotations for the understanding of 

spatiotemporal experiences in architecture.

In the Isozaki buildings analysed in this chapter, however, this kind of differentiation seems 

to be less evident.  One could argue that, through the delineation of methods such as ‘Process 

Planning’, the systems conceived for the arrangement of the events taking place at the Festival 

Plaza and the geometrical premises outlined in the essay ‘About my Method’, buildings such 

as the Ōita Prefectural Library, the Festival Plaza and the Gunma Museum of Modern Art are 

conceived as completely different architectural exercises, yet sharing the experiential nature in 

their conception. In this sense, similar to the stylistic evolution of Isozaki’s architectural approach 

as exemplified in these three differing buildings, the processes by which they are conceived can 

be seen as an evolving continuum of a set of underlying common features. 

Isozaki’s theory of how to introduce temporality into space by means of multiplicity of experience 

was multifarious; the study of urban patterns and traditional architectural compounds granted 

him with a series of spatial tools to be applied in an architectural scale; his close relation with 

133  Isozaki and Ōshima, Arata Isozaki: 7.
134  Stewart, The Making of a Modern Japanese Architecture 1868 to the Present: 267.
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experimental artistic practices provided a wider vision on how to produce interaction, either in 

an active or passive way, between a planned environment and its inhabitants; reflections upon 

spatiotemporal concepts such as ma and its unfolding by bringing Western notions of space and 

time into play provided a way to conceptualise an intuitive notion in Japanese culture in order to 

consciously use its meaning for the creation of evolving spaces over time. 

When looking at the transformations of Isozaki’s building and theoretical methodologies from 

the last years of the 1950s up to the end of the 1970s, it seems that the multiplicity once granted 

to the role of technologies such as cybernetics evolved in a translation of such multiplicity by the 

use of pure forms, although the ethos of his architectural approach did not seem to substantially 

change. We therefore do not find a transformation of fundamental architectural ideas, but rather a 

transformation of the architectural language through which such ideas are materialised. One could 

argue that Isozaki ultimately adapts an ever present interaction of space and time by means of 

experience to the ‘trending’ language of each time. Finally, and similar as to what occurred with 

Cedric Price’s Interaction Centre, we can see how indeed the buildings reviewed in this chapter 

do not seem to operate as delineated in their conception: the Oita Prefectural Library did not 

grow, but its function was unexpectedly transformed some thirty years after its construction, and 

the cybernetic system outlined for the Festival Plaza was never really implemented. It seems that 

these architectural objects did not, in fact, need to work as planned; they just need to appear to do 

so, as conceptual illustrations of larger ideas.
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CHAPTER 5

Dismantling Frameworks

5.0. Introduction

The last chapter of this thesis provides a convergence of the ideas addressed in the analysis of 

the terms and contexts discussed in Chapter 2, as well as in the examination of the work of 

Cedric Price and Arata Isozaki performed in the previous chapters. This last chapter has the main 

goal of elaborating critical discussion through a series of distinct arguments deriving from the 

investigations so far, bringing together contrasting notions developed by Price and Isozaki towards 

the making of strategies of control and change in architecture. I will discuss these arguments by 

gradually detaching them from the particular contexts of the two case-study architects in order to 

deductively1 understand them as theoretical tools. In the course of this chapter, I shall also point 

out additional theories and reflections that can be helpful in developing a contemporary critical 

discourse around control and change.

This thesis has shown how in fact two differing series of designs and ideas were generated by 

Price and Isozaki during the 1960s and 70s with the aim of producing architecture that could, 

potentially, change over time. The presumption that this was consciously the case in Price’s work 

was stronger than in Isozaki’s, especially when looking at the scholarship so far on these two 

architects, and that there was a continuity of thought within Price’s case as opposed to Isozaki’s 

seemingly radical changes throughout his career. It has certainly been easier to find an ever-

present term in Price’s discourse. The concept of Calculated Uncertainty served as the guiding 

element in understanding his ideas towards the construction of variable spaces. The use by Price of 

interdisciplinary references reveals a multi-faceted understanding of a phrase that is applied in his 

architecture in different ways, and seems tricky to define with a solid explanation. The complex 

1  The methodology undertaken in this chapter is deductive in the sense that it develops a series of 
discursive arguments to be interpreted as design tools from the specific cases studies analysed in this thesis. 
I do not mean by this that these arguments are to be seen as univocal guidelines and objective evidence 
derived from the study of the work of Price and Isozaki. Rather, the deductive methodology followed in 
this chapter is intended to highlight the value of a set of design strategies that, although being identified 
in a particular time in history and in the work of the two architects, could be substantially used in today’s 
architectural production. 
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character of Calculated Uncertainty is also emphasized by the way that Price used the concept with 

no precise definitions. The study of his drawing process revealed a series of graphical tools that 

are used to emphasize the dynamic nature of his architecture, but at the same time it unfolded the 

construction of a certain method. ‘Time’ was considered in his drawings as both an element to be 

graphically translated with the pencil and also as a rule that dictates the specificity and style of the 

representation. The archival material analysed for the study of the Interaction Centre is a specific 

example of this dual translation of time through the drawings for the building. The study of the 

Interaction Centre has been also used as a material example to interpret the concept of Calculated 

Uncertainty. Its failure to work as planned, yet its success in regenerating the neighbourhood in 

which it was located, poses questions as to whether the fulfilment of a controlled plan of functions 

and physical alterations were essential for the building to accomplish its purpose. 

This gradual revision of Price’s discussion, from the abstraction of a theoretical phrase such as 

Calculated Uncertainty to the specificities implied in the construction of the Interaction Centre, 

contrasts with the more thematic approach adopted when looking at the work and ideas of Isozaki. 

It seems more difficult to retrieve in Isozaki’s case a single recurrent phrase throughout the two 

decades reviewed in this thesis, as one can do with Calculated Uncertainty. In the absence of a 

leading phrase or motto, Isozaki’s mindset was addressed through an account of the three most 

important areas of influence: the research and design projects developed at Kenzō Tange Lab, 

Isozaki’s reflections upon the city as well the urban studies carried out with Teiji Itō, and his  

collaborations with various experimental artists. Indeed, the discussion of Isozaki’s projects 

unveiled a whole range of people and networks in Japan related to the production of changeable 

and interactive environments, rooted in technological advancements to the interpretation of 

traditional urban configuration of Japanese cities. The variety of disciplines to which Isozaki 

was related particularly during the 1960s reveals a great curiosity to find tangential aspects of 

architecture, and a will to renovate the discipline by looking at engineering, art and technology 

to do so. As mentioned, the research taking place in Tange Lab during the 1950s and 60s resulted 

in an appealing breeding ground not only for Isozaki, but for a number of young architects that 

would later lead the architectural production in Japan. Similar to Price’s Interaction Centre, the 

cybernetic failings of the Festival Plaza and the unexpected permanence and functional change of 
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the Ōita Prefectural Library posed a question about whether strategies of control and change were 

actually necessary to work as planned, or rather if they functioned as systems of thought. 

Indeed, the two chapters dedicated to Price and Isozaki have revealed that the strategies of control 

and change conceived in their design processes have, in most cases, failed to function as expected. 

The reasons for these ‘failures’ are numerous, and in some cases it is difficult to find the ‘guilty’ 

parties, although from these examples we can identify two major obstacles when facing the 

materialisation of control systems within architecture. The first obstacle is faced when constructing 

a building that is designed to be transformed over time, physically and/or functionally, but that 

fails to do so and remains unchanged. In some cases, certain elements have been designed so 

that they can be easily removable, like the Portakabins used in the Interaction Centre. In other 

cases, the elements that would assure the possibility of the building to be modified were linked to 

the functioning of certain technologies that were never implemented, like in the Festival Plaza. 

The second obstacle resides in the assumed role of the user with respect to their will to actively 

engage in the modification of their surrounding built environment. Not only Price and Isozaki, 

but numerous architects of the 1960s somehow did not account for the possibility that users 

might just want to remain in the comfort-zone of their static houses and cities. The often quoted 

optimism of the 1960s with respect to technology was also translated in the presumption that 

people would generally be interested in taking part on matters concerning the alteration of their 

living environments. However, the fact that strategies created by architects like Price and Isozaki 

did not work as expected does not mean that they are not worth of revision and, acknowledging 

their mistakes, interpret them as dysfunctional tools. By dysfunctional I mean that such tools, 

although not always operating as expected, did achieve meaningful turns in the conception or the 

architectural object and can be used as fruitful starting points for the construction of discursive 

reflections in architectural design.

What I present in this final chapter therefore are a series of arguments extracted from the two 

architects, and their cultural contexts, as an attempt to decipher several ways of thinking about 

physical and functional variations in architectural design. These arguments should be seen as 

systems of thoughts generated towards the creation of frameworks of uncertainty in architecture. 

The importance of these arguments should not only be seen in the comparison of the ideas and 
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thoughts reviewed in each case-study, but also in the discussions that they generate. I will not 

argue with this comparison how similar Price’s and Isozaki’s production was, but rather how their 

work can be seen as being interlaced and related, while still retaining remarkable differences. It is 

precisely the friction of these differences that substantiates the breeding ground of the following 

arguments. They are also developed in a progression from their understanding within the work of 

Price and Isozaki in order to move towards a more decontextualized discussion. The purpose of 

this de-contextualisation is that of generating arguments that can be interpreted without the need 

of associating them to the explored cases, but rather understanding them as potentially applicable 

ideas.

The British architectural theorist Philip Steadman endorses the idea that the failure of systems 

and strategies is necessary in order to accomplish improved systems that would work in the 

future. In this sense, the dysfunctional performance of [architectural] methods, says Steadman, 

must be seen in line with three aspects: first, ‘cultural and social circumstances of demand’; 

second, ‘constraints imposed by available technological and material means’; and third, ‘body of 

knowledge by which the designer is informed’2. With this respect, the arguments presented below 

do not intend to overlook the flaws of the strategies and ideas reviewed in the work of Price and 

Isozaki, but they are built from the understanding of such flaws, their potentialities and the role 

played by the three determinant aspects highlighted above. What follows should therefore be 

seen as design tools originated by the intermingling of contrasting ideas towards matching topics 

of discussion, at times dysfunctional, but recognised as potentially productive in an eventual 

future. Each argument tackles a distinct fundamental topic that, from different viewpoints, may 

contribute towards the reflection, theorisation and ultimate design of frameworks of uncertainty 

in architecture.

2  Philip Steadman, ‘The History and Science of the Artificial’, Design Studies 1, no. 1 (1 July 1979): 
49–58. 
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#1. Technology from Afar 

Price’s famous quote, ‘Technology is the answer, what was the question?’, formed the title of the 

talk recorded in 1979 that illustrates best the strong ambiguity in his understanding of technology3. 

Although Price’s argument in this talk starts by mentioning the Fun Palace’s capacity to be 

modified according to the user’s requirements, he does not refer to cybernetics as the technological 

tool that would enable the needed interaction between the user and the building, but exclusively 

talks instead about the capacity of certain elements such as staircases and cranes to move. His 

focus then changes, however, when referring to the design of the Generator, for which he gives a 

detailed description in the use of computers as enablers of feedback, interaction and change in the 

building. Generator was to be equipped with a digitized system able to change the configuration 

of the building without any human input as soon as the system stayed still for a certain amount 

of time. The explanation for Price’s ambiguous position might relate to the time in which the talk 

was recorded, when the Interaction Centre, praised for being Price’s closest attempt to build the 

Fun Palace, had just opened its doors without a single technological device implemented in the 

building scheme. The Generator, however, was the major new commission for which Price was 

working at the moment, and it was still in a phase in which the inclusion of computer systems 

within the building were seen, once again, as a feasible task. Price’s talk therefore emphasises the 

social meaning of adaptable construction elements and the potential uses of computer technology, 

but whereas the former is applied to a built example, the latter was never realised. 

In fact, Price was never confronted with the realisation that technologies such as cybernetics might 

not have worked as planned, as the Generator was never built, nor were any other of the projects 

in which cybernetics was supposed to be implemented. On the contrary, with the materialisation 

of the Festival Plaza, Isozaki soon realised the impossibility of meeting the objectives that 

cybernetics was supposed to achieve due to the need of a more advanced technology. His famous 

nervous breakdown after the celebration of the EXPO ‘70 is a well-known anecdote. He recalls 

how he had to be taken to the hospital from the Expo grounds one morning, coinciding with 

the visit of the Emperor and the Crown Prince. Isozaki attributes this ‘phsychosomatic crisis’ to 

‘the embarrassing position of being a critic of Modernism who was taking a professional part 

3  Cedric Price, ‘Technology is the Answer, but what was the Question? Pigeon Digital, 1975. Lecture 
available at https://www.pidgeondigital.com/talks/technology-is-the-answer-but-what-was-the-question-/ 
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in Expo 70, a national event in which the Modernist vocabulary was the only one permitted’4. 

The rejection is therefore not explicitly to technology, but to the use of a particular architectural 

language that Isozaki loosely labels as ‘Modernist’. Certainly, further investigations on digital 

tools and the development of highly theoretical projects, such as the Computer-Aided City, took 

place after the celebration of the Expo. 

As we have seen, neither the kind of constructional technology materialised in Price’s projects 

nor the attempts to implement a responsive technology in the Festival Plaza worked as planned; 

the cybernetic systems designed to produce feedback information between the Festival Plaza 

and its visitors did not manage to operate, and the detachable structures in the Interaction Centre 

remained untouched. The relevant question here would be: did these technological systems, 

either constructive or responsive, need to work at all costs? Was their ultimate role that of 

being implemented in space? One could argue that the purpose of creating potentially changing 

environments was key for the shaping of spaces that could not have been thought otherwise, even 

if they did not fully work as planned. Technology, it seems, was not an actual tool, but an enabler 

to think with additional degrees of freedom.

In fact, neither Price nor Isozaki learnt how to use a computer5. They neither typed using computers 

nor drew with them. We must bear in mind that their ideas about technology originated at a time 

in which computers were seen as a potential tool rather than as a realistic one, a time in which the 

real potentialities of computers could not be tested, but only built in theory. The utopian extent 

in the use of computer technology is what mostly characterises the so-called ‘optimism’ of the 

architecture of the 1960s, and the gap between the practical knowledge of such technologies 

and the production of architectural ideas making use of them should be seen as a reason for the 

failure in the application of computer systems at the time. This argument is similar to what the 

architectural historian Mario Carpo claims when talking about architects in the 1990s, such as 

Greg Lynn, as being the predecessors of parametric design. Carpo points with this respect to the 

illiteracy of these architects in mastering computer tools, but also to how this mastery was not 

4  Arata Isozaki, The Island Nation Aesthetic (Academy Editions, 1996): 37.
5  Isozaki does not even write emails or use Word processors. As mentioned by his secretary, he 
handwrites letters and never drew using Computer Aided Systems. As for Price, his friend and editor Paul 
Finch recalls in an interview how he would not use computers to draw or write, having difficulties to even 
use a photocopier. In http://cedricprice.com/#/memory-bank.
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necessary for them in order to forge the theories that would later come to govern digital practices.6 

Price and Isozaki belong to the preceding generation of the so-called ‘digital turn’, although 

critics like Mark Wigley have argued that the real turn towards the inclusion of technology in the 

built environment was in fact realised earlier in the 1960s7. 

However, although ideas about new technology were often used by Price and Isozaki from a 

theoretical perspective, without having a ‘hands on’ approach, I do not think their aims should 

be regarded as utopian. Technology was often seen as a facilitator for the production of more 

interactive and changeable spaces in the sense that technological advancements allowed the 

thinking of complex systems in which information networks and material construction would 

be intermingled. The borrowing of ‘systems thinking’ from computer technology enabled the 

generation of renovated design methods, these often related with the inclusion of technological 

devices in the built form, but not necessarily implemented in reality. The idea of ‘system’ is 

therefore used as a conceptual tool for the generation of buildings that may, or may not, 

accommodate modifications in their performance. Price’s understanding of technology as a 

product that is considered a process rather than a tool is telling with this respect8. 

The understanding of technology as a methodology recalls one of the arguments that Martin 

Heidegger posed already in 1954 in his essay on ‘The Question Concerning Technology’9 – only 

translated into English in 1977. Heidegger describes the confusion of understanding technological 

tools as the meaning of technology, bypassing the understanding of the essence of technology that 

is imprinted in our everyday life. Rather than a tool, technology is understood by Heidegger as 

Bestand, as a resource that is ‘always already’ in the world for us to unveil. This ‘availability’ 

should be considered at the core of the conception of systems thinking in the 1960s and early 70s 

6  Carpo, Mario, ‘Ten Years of Folding’. In Folding in Architecture (Chichester: Wiley-Academy, 2004).
7  Mark Wigley, ‘Network Fever’. In Grey Room 04, Summer 2001: 82-122. Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. 
8  As Price would point out, ‘technology becomes central to the creative process rather than a possible 
tool. Architects must generate technologies which are creative in operation, and not merely employ 
existing technologies as useful tools. The generation of such technologies may in itself become the main 
creative task of the designer.’ Cedric Price, ‘Creativité et Technologie’, in Techniques et Architecture, 
March 1975, 45-47. English translation in Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 
1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective (London, Montreal, © 2016: Architectural Association 
Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2016): 234-235.
9  Martin Heidegger, ‘The Question Concerning Technology’, in The Question Concerning Technology, 
and Other Essays, ed. Martin Heidegger and William Lovitt, vol. Harper torchbooks (London: Harper & 
Row, 1977): 3–35.
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and in its architectural application. In this sense, systems are understood as an available resource 

derived from a technological understanding of the built environment. 

In one of Heidegger’s later texts, ‘The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking’10, first 

published in 1964, cybernetics is mentioned as the fundamental science of the coming times. 

For Heidegger, cybernetics corresponds to the determination of man as an acting social being, 

as it ‘transforms language into an exchange of news. The arts become regulated-regulating 

instruments of information’11. In the pursuit of handling with systems like cybernetics while being 

aware of their controlling power, the British émigré anthropologist Gregory Bateson produces 

an insightful vision to this topic. He appealed for the use of cybernetics, but at the same time 

warned about the necessity of changing certain acquired modes of thinking in order not to turn 

the recently discovered tool into a constrainer rather than an enabler, a leader to ‘more and more 

rigid situations’12. This understanding of cybernetics by Bateson contrasted deeply with Gordon 

Pask’s interpretation. For the latter, architects should use cybernetics to shape a set of constraints 

what would, in turn, define future changes in space. If we stick to the conception of technology 

as methodology, the association of cybernetics as one of the foremost praised design tool during 

the 1960s by architects can then be interpreted as a convenient theoretical strategy in which an 

integration between social demands and architectural control was present. The cybernetic ‘failure’ 

in the experimental architecture of the 1960s should therefore be seen as only one of the pitfalls 

entailing the application of a renovated system of thought. 

10  The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking. In Martin Heidegger and Rogers D. Spotswood 
Collection, Basic Writings: From Being and Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964) (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1977): 373-392.
11  Ibid. 
12  Gregory Bateson, ‘From Versailles to Cybernetics’. Lecture given on April 21, 1966 and first 
published in Steps to an Ecology of Mind: Collected Essays in Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, and 
Epistemology (St Albans, Australia: Paladin, 1973): 485.
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#2. Where Agency Lies

When Price refers to the fact that design processes have to include elements of Calculated 

Uncertainty within them, he was directly asserting two important issues. Firstly, that architectural 

design is ruled by a process in which a certain structure is defined, and secondly, that this structure 

should be constituted in such a way that it allows its own hijacking. One could therefore argue 

that the inclusion of Calculated Uncertainty within a system allows for the emergence of so-

called agency, i.e. for the capacity of others to alter such system. Although Isozaki does not 

explicitly refers to the ways by which architectural processes ought to be altered by external 

parties, he does mention in several occasions the capacity that space should have in providing 

multiple interpretations and phenomena depending on how such spaces are perceived. From these 

positions derive an attitude in which the duality between structure and agency is no longer set up 

with clear boundaries, but it is constituted in a symbiotic relationship. At this point, we should 

differentiate between two types of interrelated agency: one that belongs to the user, and one 

possessed by the actual building. 

The question of agency seems to be one with many points of entry, the term being often defined in 

ambiguous ways depending on what it is accounted for and the field of knowledge from which it is 

explained. For the sociologist Anthony Giddens, the notion of agency is inextricably linked with 

the existence of a social structure13. Agency and structure conform a binary in which the former 

originates in a tight relationship to the latter. In the study of social practices across space and 

time, Giddens tries to explain the link between actions and constraints as being present in social 

structures, rejecting the epistemological differentiation between social theories which position 

either the subject or the social object as the ‘imperial’ element. Actions are defined by Giddens 

in a spatio-temporal framework, as a ‘stream of actual or contemplated causal interventions of 

corporeal beings in the ongoing process of events-in-the-world’14. The ‘capability’ of actions 

within a structure is further reinforced by Giddens’ subsequent definition of agency. As he claims, 

‘Agency refers not to the intentions people have in doing things but to their capability of doing 

those things [actions] in the first place’15.  One could therefore define the intermingling between 

13  Anthony Giddens, The Constitution of Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1986).
14  Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social Theory: Action, Structure, and Contradiction in Social 
Analysis (University of California Press, 1979): 55.
15  Giddens, The Constitution of Society: 9.
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Fig.5.1. Diagram of Active and Passive 
participation depending on the kind of agency 

belonging to the user and the building.
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action and agency as being a cybernetic relation, in which a structure, be it social or architectural, 

at once limits and enables the amount and type of action allowed within it. 

Giddens’ definition of agency is not far from the one used in systems engineering. The MIT 

scientist Adam Ross and his colleagues define the ‘agent’ as ‘the force instigator for a change to 

occur. Examples of change agents include humans, software, mother nature, etc16.’ If an agent can 

then be seen as an ‘instigator’, where exactly does the agency of architectural spaces lie? If it lies 

in the capacity of the building to physically change and accommodate functional variety, then the 

building carries such agency. If the agency rather comes from the capacity of the users to adapt the 

built environment as they please, then this agency belongs to the user. In two instances, I would 

argue, the agency seems to simultaneously lie in both the building and the user (Fig.5.1). The 

first instance would be exemplified in buildings in which a multiplicity of meanings is imprinted, 

contemplation being the action required to activate the potential agency provided by such spaces. 

The second instance would occur in cases in which feedback information systems facilitate 

actions in both buildings and users by means of the interactions that such systems would produce. 

In the cases reviewed, however, the implementation of interactive systems proved to be virtually 

impossible to pursue. The question of meaning in space and the importance of what I call passive 

participation thus remains as an important trigger of both buildings’ and users’ agency. There is 

no need for an active involvement of the spectator because the spectator is already playing a role 

by contemplating and interpreting his/her surrounding reality. 

When contrasting the two contexts reviewed in this thesis, the Japanese term kaiwai, or activity 

space, although it explicitly expresses the existence of a certain livelihood derived from the 

presence of people moving and interacting in the city, could easily be associated with the properties 

of the built environment, i.e. buildings and cities whose configuration and materiality promote the 

proliferation of such activities. On the contrary, the Western use of the term ‘participation’ seems 

rather to require the built environment to possess a degree of mutability so that it can be adapted 

by forcing people’s action, something that proved to be difficult to work in the majority of cases. 

Closer to the notion of kaiwai than to the Western participation, the Fun Palace manifesto actually 

16  Adam M. Ross, Donna H. Rhodes, and Daniel E. Hastings, ‘Defining Changeability: Reconciling 
Flexibility, Adaptability, Scalability, Modifiability, and Robustness for Maintaining System Lifecycle 
Value’, Systems Engineering 11, no. 3 (2008): 246–262.
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Fig.5.2. Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood. Fun 
Palace promotional brochure, 1964. Cedric Price 

Archive. Canadian Centre for Architecture. 
DR1995:0188:525:001:023
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considers contemplation as a sort of activity (Fig.5.2). In turn, Isozaki’s Mannerism is outlined as 

a strategy for potentially generating multiple interpretations in space by use of abstracted familiar 

architectural elements and geometrical shapes in the spatial composition. 

In the projects discussed in this thesis we could then understand contemplation as being an ‘action’ 

fostered by the boosting of three aspects operating in a greater or lesser degree in buildings: 

firstly, the activities performed by others, as would occur in the Fun Palace and the Festival 

Plaza; secondly, the production of multiple meanings in space, such as those originated in the 

Ōita Library and the Museum in Gunma; thirdly, and more importantly, the achievement of a 

particular aesthetic of participation, arguably present in both Price’s and Isozaki’s work although 

in radically different ways. Following this discussion, we should assess whether the design of 

a building with a capacity to change is indeed condition sine qua non to accommodate passive 

participation and the generation of unforeseen activities. The production of potential changes is 

often only represented by the third aspect highlighted above: the production of a particular image 

in buildings that seem to be modifiable by their users. The Interaction Centre is a good example, 

since their aspects of ready-made elements organised in a lightweight structure suggests a sense 

of easiness of change. Also, Price’s idea that the city is a ‘concentrate’17 is translated into the 

architectural scale of the Interaction Centre by the accumulation of disconnected elements that do 

not follow a prescribed design composition. 

This lightness and sense of accumulation is not perceived in a solid structure like the Ōita 

Prefectural Library. The sense of the evolution planned for the Ōita Library proved to be almost 

entirely theoretical, but it also has an ‘evolutionary’ aesthetic with its apparently unfinished built 

elements. However, it was the Ōita Library that in the end suffered considerable transformation in 

the 1990s, whereas the Interaction Centre faced demolition less than 30 years after its construction. 

Following this line of thought, we could distinguish between the building’s potential capacity 

for transformation, the image of a building as being seemingly transformable, and the actual 

17  In one of Price’s ‘snacks’ – short aphorisms, definitions and small sketches – published in Re:CP, 
Price declares: ‘I suggest the Word CONCENTRATE as appropriate twenty-first century replacement 
for CITY. (…) CONCENTRATES are defined by the intensity of population within an agreed time 
span, rather than an area of a particular density of particular built form. (…) In CONCENTRATES the 
population can be assumed to be both static and dynamic – rendering the difference between CITIZEN & 
VISITOR irrelevant’. In Hans Ulrich Obrist Isozaki, Arata, Keiller, Patrick and Rem Koolhaas, Re CP: By 
Cedric Price (Bâle: Birkhäuser, 2003).
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transformation occurring in the building. The analysis in this thesis of Price’s and Isozaki’s work 

proves that these three aspects might coexist within a similar structure, but more important, that 

the first and second aspects – which are subjected to design decisions – do not guarantee the third 

one, which partly depends on external agents. 
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#3. Understanding Time within Space

One of the premises of this thesis was the existence of a common concern in the work of Price 

and Isozaki for using temporality as a design tool in order to create buildings with the potential 

to accommodate unexpected performance. It was also pointed out in Chapter 2 that some terms 

in the Japanese language, often used in architectural discourse, have explicitly embedded notions 

of temporality as inextricable from the conception of space. To some extent, the inclusion of time 

as the fourth dimension of architecture, a phrase recurrently quoted by Price, is a more natural 

spatial condition for Isozaki, since it draws upon a cultural understanding of the link between 

space and time in Japan. When Isozaki compared his architectural approach to that of Price (see 

Chapter 1), he highlighted their understanding of time as a mutual concern while making an 

important distinction between their respective approaches. According to Isozaki, ‘Cedric seems 

to have grasped time more as performance’, whereas he recalls his lifelong investigations on ‘the 

Japanese concept of ma, ‘interval’, which makes no distinction between time or space’18. 

The difference made here by Isozaki between ‘performance’ and ‘interval’ is arguably a misleading 

one. I would suggest that performance is also embedded in Isozaki’s understanding of time in 

space, as ‘interval’ is in fact a constant reference in Price’s discourse. As mentioned in the first 

chapter of this thesis, Price’s translation of time as interval refers to the capacity of the built space 

to be used and experienced differently depending on the time of day, week or month in which 

such spaces are used. This idea then promotes the existence of a sequence of activities that is to 

take place in space along a certain period. As illustrated in Price’s ‘Housing Research’, the living 

unit is spatially divided in functional areas, and is also temporally dissected in family activities, 

each one of them defined by different relationships between family members. Conversely, as part 

of the operational planning of the activities to take place at the Festival Plaza, temporal intervals 

of events are also occurring in sequence as defined in the diagrams prepared by Isozaki, Tsukio 

and colleagues. In the above cases, the intervals defined by the different performance that are to 

take place within the same space are managed by a delineated method, in which a pre-established 

succession of events is organised and controlled over time. Performance and interval are then two 

18  Isozaki in Re:CP: 46.
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Fig.5.3. Diagram of sequential and transitional 
intervals.
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sides of the same coin when considering temporality within space, as the latter defines the slots in 

which a succession of the former is produced. 

At this point, we need to distinguish between two kinds of temporal intervals to be extracted 

from the cases reviewed: the understanding of interval as sequence, i.e. as a succession of 

performances, as explained above, and the conception of interval as transition in architectural 

spaces, particularly translated in buildings whose articulation is made by areas with no particular 

function (Fig.5.3. The design of transitional spaces is exemplified in the creation of thresholds 

between building interior and exterior, as well as in the design of rooms with no specified use other 

than linking different areas in a building. The use of thresholds is visible in the articulation of the 

Ōita Prefectural Library and its relation with its surroundings. A more evident materialisation of 

thresholds is seen in the Interaction Centre, granted by the presence of an over scaled ‘supergrid’. 

These examples thus show the presence of transitional spaces that can at once be filled with 

activities as well as furniture, semi-permanent and permanent enclosed rooms.

The understanding of temporality as deliberately managed in Price’s design process is further 

referred to by Reyner Banham by using the notion of ‘operational time’: ‘not chronological or 

historical time, but the kind of time and time-management that are involved in the sequences 

of changes and rearrangements that are common to the real-life use of all buildings but are 

deliberately designed into all Price’s most telling projects’19. This ‘deliberation’ in the management 

of temporalities by Price supports the presence of a controlling strategy by which changing uses in 

space are possible. In addition, Banham’s discussion of operational time in Price’s work goes on 

by mentioning how transience is not only related to the facilitation of physical changes, but to the 

fact that, whereas permanent buildings ‘can really only change entropically, by slowly falling apart 

over time’, changeable ones ‘can be altered without busting up the original concept’20. Banham 

wrote this text in 1985, only six years after the opening of the Interaction Centre, and probably 

still having the idea that the building was actually going to undertake considerable change over 

time. What occurred to the Interaction Centre, however, is precisely what Banham criticized: the 

building entropically decayed until its ultimate dismantling. Banham contemplated the ‘return to 

19  Reyner Banham, ‘Cycles of The Price-Mechanism. Cedric Price’, AA Files, no. 8 (1 January 1985): 
103–6.
20  Banham.
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a bare site’ as a condition of a transient structure, but at the same time, he rejected the process 

of decay that a structure would suffer prior to its demolition. The idea that replaceable elements 

in buildings such as the Interaction Centre were going to take place in a relatively frequent pace 

would impede the structure to age. Keeping a kind of spatial identity is therefore something that 

Banham associated with operational time, something that is also present in Isozaki’s ‘Process 

Planning Theory’ and its application in the Ōita Prefectural Library. Similar to what D’Arcy 

Thompson postulated with his idea of process as embedded in the morphology of plants and 

animals, as I have explained in Chapter 2, the Library was supposed to have imprinted a process 

of growth and evolution that would grant the permanence of a particular image. 

One could then argue that the inclusion of time within space can be performed in its functional 

extent, by the organisation of sequential events, and physically by the creation of transitional areas 

in buildings, which are to be filled by emergent activities. The presence of either one of these two 

translations of temporality, or of both of them, is usually related with a certain spatial identity 

that represents the temporality of such buildings. These different inclusions of time within space, 

far from being left to chance, are planned by the architects in a greater or lesser degree, from the 

scheduling of activities and their duration in space, to the provision of spaces in which through-

movement will ensure the emergence of different functions. 
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#4. Soft Architecture

The British architectural critic Robert Maxwell refers to how ‘classical’ and ‘romantic’ attitudes 

towards knowledge are misunderstood, as we associate them with a particular time in history. 

Rather, Maxwell says, they should be linked to the ongoing Apollonian/Dionysian dilemma. He 

mentions how the historian Jaques Barzun defines that ‘in one [Apollonian], control is paramount, 

in the other [Dionysian], inspiration. Both control and inspiration may be constant demands of the 

human psyche, corresponding in cybernetic language to reductive and generative processes’21. The 

contradictory nature of paradoxes like Calculated Uncertainty may well be explained as an attempt 

to interlace the control and inspiration that is here associated with the classical/Apollonian and 

the romantic/Dionysian attitudes. But, as hinted in the argument about the relationship between 

structure and agency, the intermingling between limitations and freedom in design strategies must 

also be present in the nature of the strategies themselves. This way, strategies are not conceived 

as being fixed, but are rather formulated as a set of rules that can be reinterpreted, distorted and 

readjusted. The idea is that there is not a clear dichotomy between rules and ruled, for rules must 

also be malleable to a certain extent. 

Looking at the quotes extracted from Price’s lectures we can see how the seeking of this balance 

was nurtured by diverse fields of knowledge. We learnt how the tension between the known and 

the unknown is expressed in the difference made in statistics between the concept of uncertainty, 

meaning ‘unknown probabilities’ and risk, considered ‘known probabilities’. In mathematics, the 

notion of uncertainty was used by Lakatos to refer to dynamic processes in the field, and contrary 

to what it is usually argued, to define mathematics as an imprecise discipline in which discoveries 

are not final. The unfinished character of mathematics is yet another claim that refers to the 

degrees of freedom allowed in a method. The same goes in political and social dynamics with the 

concept of multi-valued choice coined by Vickers, in which humans are considered variables of 

a system which they can themselves regulate. All these references point out at a similar struggle: 

the generation of systems that not only allow additional degrees of freedom, but that can also be 

altered. Turning back to the application of this dichotomy in the built environment, it is useful to 

21  Robert Maxwell, Sweet Disorder and the Carefully Careless, 2nd edition (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 1997): 24.
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Fig.5.4. Diagram explaining the different types 
and derivations of ‘behaviour’ according to 

Rosenblueth, Wiener and Bigelow.

Fig.5.5. Brodey’s extension of Rosenblueth et 
al’s diagram.
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further unpack the paradoxical notion of ‘soft architecture’, used by Isozaki, and deriving from 

the cybernetic studies taking place as early as the mid-40s:

“Limitless opportunities for applying the new control sophistication will appear, once 

we recognize as obsolescent the old economic pressures which reduce people to that average 

required by a rigid external environment – once hard architecture begins to be replaced by soft.”22 

To my knowledge, the physicist and cybernetician Warren Brodey was the first person who 

thus defined the notion of soft architecture. His 1967 essay on ‘The Design of Intelligent 

Environments: Soft Architecture’ is a compelling call for the production of environments whose 

capacity of prediction, self-regulation and evolution would be tightly connected with human 

self-development. Brodey drew upon a short essay published in 1943 by Arturo Rosenblueth, 

Norbert Wiener and Julian Bigelow entitled ‘Behavior, Purpose and Teleology’23. They produced 

a diagram in which ‘behaviour’ is unfolded into a set of categories in order to evaluate their 

purpose, feedback capacity and predictive potential (Fig.5.4). What is important to highlight is 

that ‘behaviour’ accounts here for both inanimate and animate elements, thus potentially granting 

a similar capacity for response to a building, a city and a person. Brodey complemented his study 

of Rosenblueth et al by reinforcing the environment’s capacity to learn (Fig.5.5). To this effect, 

Brodey states that ‘[t]o design intelligent environments we must know how to teach and are taught 

by our buildings, our work spaces, our transportation units’24. However, while acknowledging 

the founding notions for the production of intelligent environments produced by Brodey in his 

article, the American architect and computer scientist Nicholas Negroponte laments in his book, 

Soft Architecture Machines, published in 1975, that Brodey provided no examples as to how 

such an intelligent environment would actually work25. In fact, as Negroponte points out, aims to 

generate a soft architecture were being most commonly literally translated by the production of 

inflatable structures and the use of pneumatics. Such architecture, responsive due to their physical 

22  Warren M. Brodey, 1967, The Design of Intelligent Environments: Soft Architecture. In Landscape 
17, No. 1: 8-12.
23  Arturo Rosenblueth, Norbert Wiener, and Julian Bigelow, ‘Behavior, Purpose and Teleology’, 
Philosophy of Science 10, no. 1 (1943): 18–24.
24  Brodey, The Design of Intelligent Environments.
25  Nicholas Negroponte, Soft Architecture Machines (Cambridge - Mass.& London: MIT Press, 1975). 
135
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Fig.5.6. Isozaki’s use of inflatable structures for 
the Computer-Aided-City and the Responsive 

House, Misa Shin Gallery; Price’s use of 
inflatable structures for the construction of 
an ‘inflafloor’ and an inflatable roof. CPA 

DR1995:0184:026 and DR1995:0256:009.
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properties rather than for its capacity to process input information, is qualified by Negroponte as 

being manipulative, ultimately a passive environment ‘that is moved rather than one that moves’26. 

If we place together Isozaki’s 1970 text on ‘Soft Architecture. Environment as a Field of 

Response’, discussed in Chapter 4, as well as the planned cybernetic functioning of the Festival 

Plaza, in the context of Brodey’s and Negroponte’s approach, we soon realise that the Plaza was, 

both theoretically and practically, highly ambitious. Isozaki declared the following in this respect:

 “In 1970 the expression of progress by means of huge monuments has become a thing of 

the past. We now find our excitement in precision, exactitude and systematic complexity. We want 

mobility, organization and unity. The excitement of the coming decade will derive from change, 

mobility, stimulation and all the technology that makes that possible. Architecture has become a 

medium in itself determining an environment for its inhabitants. In addition to space it must take 

time into account. Architecture must now take on multiple meanings: its presence can no longer 

be determined by form; rather it must be flexible and responsive to the flow of time and the needs 

of a succession of occasions. I call such an architecture ‘soft architecture”27.

The Festival Plaza was thus placed between Brodey’s relative optimism and the more realistic 

expectations of machine’s responsiveness presented in Negroponte’s study. The idea of a soft 

architecture as accommodating multiple meanings was, after the dysfunctional operation of the 

Plaza, soon recycled into some of the aspects presented in Isozaki’s formalist method from the 

early 70s. In this way, the interaction with the built environment and its capacity of response no 

longer needed to be facilitated by information technologies, but it would be achieved by means of 

morphological and configurational operations. 

Before this shift, real architectural applications of soft systems certainly seemed to take the term 

‘soft’ too literally, as Negroponte pointed out. In the case of Isozaki and Price, some of their 

attempts in creating responsive environments indeed adopted the trendy application of inflatable 

structures (Fig.5.6). Perhaps the lack of technological advances through which to implement 

responsive environments by means of cybernetics pushed the efforts of Price and Isozaki towards 

26  Negroponte: 132.
27  Isozaki quoted in Pawley, Martin, ‘Architecture Versus the Movies, or Form Versus Content: Martin 
Pawley Reports from Osaka’, in Architectural Design 40, no. 6, June 1970: 293.
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a material responsiveness, resulting in them working with physical properties within the realm of 

architecture and construction instead of with information flows, codes and signals. Lacking such 

material softness, the Festival Plaza was hardly manipulative, and a similar fate would probably 

have followed the Fun Palace. Since systems strategies appear to ‘fail’ in their application, we 

should then place attention on the properties of the spatial tools alone, on what remains built, i.e. 

on the configuration and material qualities of such architecture. Was it possible to generate a soft 

architecture without having to turn to the world of inflatables? 
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#5. Spatial Tools of Control

Following the previous argument, three main spatial tools of control and change have been 

identified throughout this thesis and will be analysed next: the management of boundaries, with 

an emphasis on its dual nature of concealing and connecting spaces; the production of what I 

term ‘surplus’ spaces; and the use of grids as both a material and an abstract organising system 

of modularisation. In order to enrich the theoretical consideration of these three spatial tools of 

control, one cannot avoid mentioning the way that they are masterfully managed in traditional 

Japanese architecture. For this purpose, I will use references to the book The Elegant Japanese 

House, a thorough study of the sukiya style house written by Teiji Itō in 1969 and illustrated with 

photographs by Yukio Futagawa28. I am not referring here to any particular relation with neither 

Isozaki’s nor Price’s approach, but this account will hopefully provide an additional point of view 

that can better position the skills of the case-study architects in this thesis. 

Dual Boundaries 

Neither the Fun Palace nor the Festival Plaza were planned with conventional walls and windows. 

Their sides were open so that the public could access the buildings from any point on the ground 

floor. Indeed, the openness of the ground floor in both schemes can be interpreted as an intention 

to overcome the social boundary between interior and exterior spaces that are common in public 

buildings. The Ōita Prefectural Library and the Interaction Centre, both public buildings, did 

have main entrances and fixed boundaries, and particularly in the case of the Library, they seem 

anything but permeable. The capacity of the boundary to be modified in the Interaction Centre 

was a constructive feature achieved by the use of light steel corrugated panels for the façade, 

and railway coach windows for the openings. As explained in one of the diagrams produced by 

Price for the Interaction Centre (Fig.5.7), the façade was planned so that an ‘easy removal and 

replacement of decking and windows’ would be possible. But the capacity of the boundary to be 

28  The Sukiya style is roughly defined by Itō at the beginning of the book as ‘one of the two chief 
traditional styles surviving in Japanese residential architecture today (the other being the minka or folk-
house style), that represents a refinement of elements and techniques borrowed mainly from the earlier 
teahouse and from the minka as well, and that is characterised by a freedom of planning and construction 
and an individuality of treatment that set it apart from all other styles’. In Yukio Futagawa and Teiji Itō, 
The Elegant Japanese House: Traditional Sukiya Architecture. (Weatherhill Tankosha, New York, 1969): 
8.
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Fig.5.7. Diagram explaining the removal 
of panels and windows in the façade of the 
Interaction Centre. CPA DR1995:0252:087.
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altered did not imply any ‘relational’ modification, i.e. the steel panels were not to be removed 

so that more points of entry would be created, but only for replacement purposes. If we look 

closer at the entrances of both the Ōita Library and the Interaction Centre (Fig.5.8), we first 

notice that, although both buildings had main entrances, they also had a great number of 

different access points. Despite the solid appearance, the Library has numerous entry points, 

and this is further reinforced by the movements that the volumes at the ground and upper 

levels perform, creating some external courtyards at once protected though directly connected to 

the surrounding streets. In the Interaction Centre, one could directly access both the ground 

and upper floors by using the staircases located on all four sides of the main volume. This 

management of the outer boundary can be seen as the treatment of a membrane organised 

with solid, translucent and transparent con igurational elements, i.e. not only elements having 

these particular material qualities, but rather understood by their capacity of connecting 

and/or dividing spaces. The control of boundaries further relates with the creation of 

ambiguous spaces as the treatment of walls might lead to the blurring of the beginning and the 

end of demarcated areas in a building, and a consequent diffusion of the functions of each area. 

In ‘The Elegant Japanese House’, Itō mentions an interesting contrast between the spatial 

arrangements of the minka, so-called ‘people’s house’, and the sukiya style house, the refined style 

of the wealthy classes. The difference resides in the constraining role played by the structure in 

the minka with that of the sukiya style house that leads to a different logic of spatial configuration 

in each case. In the minka, the structural elements dictate the total surface that is to be covered 

by a big unifying roof. This surface is later divided taking into account the fixed placement of 

loading elements, the outer boundaries thus adapting to the pre-established order of the structural 

arrangement. In the sukiya style however, the arrangement is made ‘room by room’, considering 

the way functions are interconnected in a two-dimensional fashion (Fig.5.9). The structure only 

appears once the functional arrangement has been decided. Itō explains this fact as follows: 

“With no need to worry about the limitations imposed by a predetermined framework 

of posts and beams, the sukiya designer can freely decide the necessary sizes and functions of 

rooms, the number of rooms to be constructed, and the positions they will occupy in relation to 
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Fig.5.8. Entrance Points in the Interaction Centre 
and in the Ōita Prefectural Library (Ground Floor 

and First Floor).

Fig.5.9. Axonometric view of the Kitamura 
Residence in Kyoto. In Teiji Itō The Elegant 

Japanese House. 
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one another (…) the floor plan of the sukiya style represents an assemblage of single rooms, each 

of which is a unit in itself. How these units are grouped together does not matter at all29. 

From this follows the presence of an intentional irregularity that makes the floor plan of a sukiya 

house maze-like and challenging in terms of finding one’s way around. Room boundaries, as 

the principal elements by which interior spaces are organised, also carry an additional level of 

complexity: their capacity to be modified (sliced) and/or subtracted altogether. To this we must 

add that such an intricate way of spatial arrangement produce the effect of ‘enlarging’ the floor 

area in the visitor’s eye, as he/she will not be able to grasp the size of the house due to its lack of 

intelligibility30. The limits of space in a sukiya style remain uncertain. The changing nature of inner 

and outer boundaries and the difficulty in understanding the real extension of the house imprint in 

the visitor a constant need for active participation in the understanding of the spatial arrangement. 

There seems to be, in the organisation of the sukiya house, a productive contradiction between 

the precision in determining a succession of spaces and the confusion that such configuration will 

produce in the visitor. 

The Production of Surplus Spaces 

As observed in Chapter 2, the creation of so-called ‘universal spaces’ were shaped by some 

Modernist architects as an attempt to provide multifunctional areas in buildings, with the case of 

Mies van der Rohe as the most paradigmatic one. There was an intention to translate functionality 

into universality in space with no defined programmes and no particular conditions restricting 

the production of activities of all kinds. But these spaces resulted in being ‘too free’, and not 

subjected any productivity from the user’s side. The challenge faced by architects like Price and 

Isozaki was that of generating systems of control to produce contained freedom in buildings, a 

balance between the constraining and the liberating in architecture.  Falling within this category 

one can place the use of a sort of ‘surplus’ space that has been identified in the buildings reviewed 

in this thesis. 

29  Futagawa and Itō, The Elegant Japanese House: 84.
30  Intelligibility is defined by architectural theorist Bill Hillier in relation to the configuration of 
cities as ‘the way in which a picture of the whole urban system can be built up from its parts, and more 
specifically, from moving around from one part to another’. I am using Hillier’s concept in this case 
to refer to an architectural space. In Bill Hillier, Space Is the Machine : A Configurational Theory of 
Architecture (Cambridge University Press, 1996): 94.
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Fig.5.10. Surplus spaces in the Interaction Centre 
and in the Ōita Prefectural Library

300



The creation of apparently unnecessary, ‘surplus’ exterior spaces in which no particular function 

takes place is identified as a main feature in both the Interaction Centre and the Ōita Prefectural 

Library (Fig.5.10). These spaces also contribute to the blurring of the inside/outside boundaries, 

as they directly relate to their surrounding urban space, yet they do also belong to the building’s 

spatial scheme.  The distinction to be made between the Interaction Centre and the Ōita Library 

with respect to the quality of such spaces lies in their capacity to be modified over time. Whereas 

in the Interaction Centre these spaces are prompt to embrace ‘accumulation’, at the Ōita Library 

they are subjected to remain as planned by the architect. Only in the Interaction Centre were these 

spaces able to be filled with specific uses and constructions, with a particular intention that the 

building would evolve by filling the remaining empty spaces in an accumulative way over time. In 

the end the surplus space of the Interaction Centre did accumulate some additional prefabricated 

boxes and, although probably less than expected, an ensemble of miscellaneous elements under 

the supergrid was produced (Fig.5.11). On the contrary, the surplus spaces of the Ōita Prefectural 

Library were never meant to be filled. Although the building provides a considerable amount of 

surplus spaces with the creation of exterior areas defined by the sticking-out beams and extent 

pillars, they do not allow any accumulation of elements, but people are welcome to ‘freely’ use 

the seats and tables provided. Problems arise when a carefully designed space such as the ones 

outside the Ōita Prefectural Library are to be modified. As we have seen in the review of the 

building, its renovation in the 1990s entailed the removal of the urban furniture populating the 

surplus space, leaving them as urban voids in which no activity is generated (Fig.5.12). 

In both cases, the creation of surplus spaces also contribute to the blurring of the boundaries 

between enclosed spaces and the city, more in the fashion of Van Eyck’s ‘in-between’ spaces – 

neither urban nor architectural – than in the conception of generic, universal spaces. As mentioned 

in Chapter 2, Van Eyck referred to the ‘in-between’ as the spatial quality of buildings to relate with 

its surrounding city. The planning of such in-between spaces had to integrate a balance between 

qualifying such spaces and letting them loose enough to generate bottom-up uses. Returning to 

Itō’s study, we can further interpret the role of surplus spaces by discussing the so-called ‘pivoting 

space’, a common element in the sukiya style house as having not only the purpose of blurring 

the boundaries between exterior and interior, but also that of producing an amount of extra space 

with no apparent function (Fig.5.13). Itō names ‘pivoting spaces’ to the wide covered eaves that 
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Fig.5.11. Exterior view of the Interaction Centre 
by the end of the 1990s. Photo courtesy of 

Professor Adrian Forty. 

Fig.5.12. Current state of the exterior spaces of 
the Ōita Prefectural Library. Pictures taken by 

the author. 

Fig.5.13. Example of a ‘pivoting space’ in the 
Shonan-tei teahouse, Saiho-ji, Kyoto. In Teiji Itō 

The Elegant Japanese House. 
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produce a connection between the man-made world of the house interior and the ‘disorderliness 

of nature’31. The movable nature of the sliding panels in the façade makes possible that these 

pivoting spaces, especially in summer, hold a direct relation with the interior of the house. We can 

therefore identify in the sukiya house a combination of dual boundaries and surplus spaces acting 

in a collaborative way, the former regulating the connectivity between interior and exterior, the 

latter providing an amount of extra space which, either on their own or assembled with the interior 

spaces, constitute an undefined though carefully designed area in the building. 

Abstract and Material Grids

 “Since the sukiya structure consisted of a collection of rooms rather than an integration 

of rooms under one roof, how was it possible to achieve harmony in what at first glance gives the 

impression of a totally accidental grouping of disparate units? The answer, interestingly enough, 

is standardization, paradoxical though this may seem in the light of all that has been said about 

the creative originality of the sukiya style.” 32

While rejecting the ‘depressing modern developments’33 of 20th-century standardised systems 

in architecture, Itō identifies in the spatial standardisation of the sukiya style one of the most 

important design tools in order to generate a harmonic succession of rooms that are in fact 

assembled in an irregular, seemingly random way. Itō mentions the existence of chiefly two types 

of standardisation: the ‘post system’, defined by the distance between structural posts, and the 

‘tatami system’, subjected to the dimension of the tatami mat which condition the shape of the 

rooms and the placement of structural elements. One could define the post system as a spatial 

mode of standardisation, and the tatami system as a material one. Both spatial and material 

standardisation have been identified in the cases reviewed in this thesis. Following this, one could 

differentiate between the use of modularisation as an abstract system of organisation, conceived 

as a geometrical strategy of spatial configuration but not always fully translated in the built form 

– something common in Isozaki’s work by the use of infinite grids and three-dimensional modules 

– and the material standardisation promoted by Price, considered a constructional tool for the 

31  Futagawa and Itō, The Elegant Japanese House: 158.
32  Futagawa and Itō: 94
33  Ibid. 

303



Fig.5.14. Façade detail of the Nakayama House 
(1964) and elevations and plans of the Gunma 

Museum of Modern Art (1974). In GA Architect 
06 / Arata Isozaki 1959-1978. 
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materialisation of his buildings. Both architects make use of grids and cubes that are later altered 

by operations of addition (repetition), subtraction and displacement (movement). 

The use of standardisation strategies does not come without some contradictory instances. Isozaki 

argues that his Process Planning Theory, implemented in the design of the Ōita Prefectural Library, 

would be an alternative to the modularisation promoted by the Metabolists, as well as the generation 

of universal spaces with non-programmed interiors like Tange’s competition proposal for the 

National Diet Library in Tokyo (1961), a design on which Isozaki might even have collaborated34. 

The Ōita Prefectural Library ends up being arranged from a set of articulated spaces with distinct 

spatial and phenomenal qualities, but the first version of the design is conceived as a highly 

modularised volume with the use of prefabricated elements, the final version still keeping some 

of the spatial features of the first modular version. In fact, Isozaki’s later fascination for the use of 

cubes in the conception of his architecture, already initiated in the 1960s in his Nakayama House, 

can be seen as a way to reflect on the use of modularisation as a system of spatial arrangement. The 

contradiction here lies in the rejection of a material standardisation, particularly from the 1970s 

onward, while accepting the use of infinite grids, a geometrical tool for modularisation (Fig.5.14). 

Isozaki would later include the use of abstract grids as part of his formalist theory of maniera. 

As mentioned earlier, this was Isozaki’s method for liberating architectural production from the 

constraints imposed by Modernist aesthetics, while acting at the same time as a mechanism that 

would generate a system (maniera) to control the ‘spatial performance’ of these basic forms.

In the case of Price, I argue that in fact the use of grids, cubes, and modular elements were 

constant ever since his first design projects. Works such as the Fun Palace Pilot Project and the 

Generator basically share the same kind of cubic frame modules in their geometrical composition 

(Fig.5.15). Price promotes standardisation but at the same time he grants great importance to 

experience, performance and the role of architects as creators of spaces/situations hitherto thought 

impossible. The repetitive spatiality generated with the use of standardised elements, grids and 

cubes would go against the production of singular spaces, and in fact Price’s architecture has 

been often regarded as having no particular spatial interest. Apparently deployed from any kind 

34  Hajime Yatsuka, Metaborizumu nekusasu [Metabolism Nexus], 2011. Unpublished translation 
courtesy of Hajime Yatsuka: 169.
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Fig.5.15. Perspective drawing of the Fun Palace 
Pilot Project. In CPA DR1995.0188.124-39. 
Perspective drawing of the assembly of the 

Generator. In CPA DR1995:0280:651:001:004. 

306



of singularity, the architectural compositions presented by Price seem to produce the ‘hitherto 

thought impossible’ situations by their capacity to be seen as an apparently modifiable structure, 

but not by the spatial multiplicity that they would offer to the users. 

What seems common in both cases is the prevalent use of a neutral spatial system that is later 

‘populated’. In Price’s case, the system is populated by easily detachable elements such as 

recycled windows from railway coaches and prefabricated cabins. In Isozaki’s case, these spaces 

are mostly populated by architectural objects such as staircases, often of distinct shapes that 

become sculptural elements in an otherwise neutral space. The main and supplementary systems 

in space created by Isozaki in buildings like the Gunma Museum of Modern Art are providers 

of order and disorder respectively, accommodating a set of three dimensional objects placed in 

visually strategic places within the building in order to attract the visitor’s attention. As he 

argues, 

“all the supplementary systems, as I have said, give needed disorder within the 

overall controlling system of balanced order and in this way create discrepancies in the spaces. 

Perhaps interpreting these discrepancies – and the metaphor arising from them – is beyond 

the realm of the designer”.35 

The agency of interpretation is therefore the aspect in which the visitor can most intimately 

engage in the experience of the building, and this agency is generated by the creation of a 

tension between control and freedom, a sort of ‘calculated uncertainty’ that produces a space 

subjected to the induction of multiple meanings. 

35  Arata Isozaki, ‘The Metaphor of the Cube’. In Arata Isozaki and Ken Tadashi Ōshima, Arata Isozaki 
(London: Phaidon, 2009): 68. 
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#6. The Double Paradox

To conclude this thesis, I will further reflect on something set forth from the very beginning 

of this thesis: the use of a paradoxical thinking as exemplified in concepts such as Calculated 

Uncertainty, Soft Architecture, and in a number of design outcomes identified in the work of Price 

and Isozaki. The use of paradoxes could be primarily associated to an intent by the architects of 

opening up their designs and architectural ideas to the unexpected inputs of third parties, as it 

has been often used for in literature. The definition given to ‘paradox’ by the literary critic Peter 

G. Platt in his book, Shakespeare and the Culture of Paradox, is pertinent in this sense. This 

definition is summarised in what Platt considers as the four ‘governing conditions’ of a paradox, 

particularly applicable in the work of Shakespeare:

1. Paradox implies a deferral of commitment and therefore provides safely in controversial 

issues. This element of paradox is the one that leads to claims that the paradoxist is politically 

detached.

2. Despite the perception of non-engagement, then, paradox actually and inevitably engages 

its readers and audience. It not only encourages participation but requires it. 

3. Because paradoxes highlight the fracture of received opinion and ordinary logic, they 

reveal the limitations of what we can know about our world. 

4. Paradox is not merely negative: it indirectly celebrates poetry, drama, the world of the 

imagination.36

In short, the four governing conditions of paradoxes refer to a tension between a reluctance by 

the writer of taking a clear ideological position in his/her text and the opening up of the text for 

the engagement of the reader. The reader is thus given the opportunity to productively use his/her 

imagination while at the same time remaining aware of the limitations of fully understanding the 

meaning of a text.  While this can be a fruitful intellectual exercise when reading Shakespeare, 

the use of paradoxes in other fields of knowledge becomes more problematic. As we have seen, 

Price in particular, and Isozaki to a certain extent, made extensive use of paradoxical statements to 

express their ideas, in many instances with the intention of using such paradoxes as architectural 

36  Peter G Platt, Shakespeare and the Culture of Paradox. (Place of publication not identified: Ashgate, 
2016): 14-16.
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design tools. One could argue, however, that opening up possibilities for imagination in a text 

results more familiar and less risky than extending such possibilities to the users of a building. 

The custom of using buildings and cities ‘as found’, i.e. without having the opportunity of altering 

or deciding upon the immediate fate of the built environment brings about a counterintuitive 

problem – that of being overwhelmed by the possibility of choosing between things that we 

are not used to have the chance to choose from. As citizens, we might have the vague illusion of 

feeling empowered to decide about the future of particular aspects of buildings and cities, but 

we are far from being used to decide the present of our built environment. With this respect, the 

American psychologist Barry Schwartz argues in his book, The Paradox of Choice: Why More 

is Less, that having a greater amount of choice does not necessarily increase our freedom of 

decision-making37. On the contrary, it diminishes our capacity to decide and, once the decision 

is taken, it causes a sense of disappointment and regret, an ultimate feeling of unhappiness even 

when the choice taken is the right one. Schwartz explains the ‘paralysis’ experimented when too 

many choices are presented in front of us, as we lack the knowledge to critically address each of 

these choices to be considered. Since almost the entirety of buildings filling our cities are solid, 

permanent structures which functions and spaces can be hardly modified by its users, encountering 

an architecture in which the physical and the functional have been designed to be variable is, at 

first glance, a perplexing change. Architects pursuing this kind of architecture often relied on the 

assumed condition that people would be willing to be part of the system they specifically designed 

to promote the user’s engagement.

In a similar trend, Bernard Tschumi’s 1975 essay on ‘The Architectural Paradox’ starts precisely 

with an account of people’s disillusionment with the big architectural theories whenever they are 

translated, downplayed and overtly transformed into a prosaic reality38. The architectural paradox 

presented by Tschumi tries to highlight how part of the gap between architectural theories and 

practices has to do with the impossibility of questioning at the same time the morphological 

variations of space – what he calls the Pyramid – and one’s experience of space – the Labyrinth – 

37  Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less, 2016.
38  Bernard Tschumi, ‘The Architectural Paradox’, in Architecture and Disjunction (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts [etc.: The MIT Press, 1994). Article originally published as ‘Questions of Space: The 
Pyramid and the Labyrinth (or the Architectural Paradox)’ in Studio International, September-October 
1975. 
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as two sides of the same coin that he considers contradictory. These two ways of looking at space, 

‘interdependent but mutually exclusive’, are associated with how the actual materialisation of 

architecture ‘defeats architectural theory while at the same time being a product of it’39. To this 

effect, Tschumi concludes that ‘the translation of the concept, the overcoming of the abstraction 

in reality, involves the dissolution of the dialectic and an incomplete statement (…). Defined by 

its questioning, architecture is always the expression of a lack, a shortcoming, a noncompletion’.40 

In his attempt to find a way out of this paradox, Tschumi recalls the importance of acknowledging 

the existence of a multiplicity of experience that is impossible to grasp at once since it depends on 

the immediate usage of space by the subject. There exists, therefore, a kind of ‘architectural rule’ 

within space itself, and in the methods by which it is conceived, that must allow for a depth of 

experience within it: ‘Just as eroticism is the pleasure of excess rather than the excess of pleasure, 

so the solution of the paradox is the imaginary blending of the architecture rule and the experience 

of pleasure’41. 

As the closing argument of this thesis, I would like to go beyond Tschumi’s appreciation of 

the architectural paradox, and the use of paradoxes by the case-study architects discussed, to 

emphasise a further step in this line of thought. As illustrated by the dysfunctional performance 

of the projects in Price’s and Isozaki’s case, one could in fact assert the existence of a double 

paradox. The first part of this double paradox – close to Tschumi’s statement on the presence of 

an architectural rule in order to generate experiential excess – would be defined by the attempt to 

intentionally design a system of control that could manage over time the functional and physical 

change of a building apparently freed from constrictions. The second part of this paradox stems 

from the realisation that, being the systems essential for the conception of such buildings, they 

will ultimately be neglected.

The design process for the Interaction Centre, the Ōita Prefectural Library, as well as for the Fun 

Palace and Festival Plaza, prophesised a series of outcomes in terms of building performance, 

physical variation and user involvement that in the end, as noted, ‘failed’ to work as planned. 

But the buildings were not failing in the fulfilment of their fundamental purposes. More 

39  Tschumi: 48.
40  Ibid.
41  Ibid. 51
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importantly, they did evolve over time in ways which would have been difficult to imagine for 

buildings designed following more conventional processes. Conceived to be physically altered, 

the Interaction Centre was able to accommodate a great variety of functions despite its physical 

fixity; designed as an evolutionary process of growth, the Ōita Library changed its main purpose 

despite any of its spaces being substantially extended; and the Festival Plaza – and possibly 

the Fun Palace had it been built – was able to accommodate physical and functional change by, 

however, using ostensibly manual and analogical methods, despite the building being intended as 

a cybernetic environment. 

The question that remains to be asked is whether these projects and buildings by Price and Isozaki 

would have functioned in a similar way without the inclusion of their eventually failing strategies 

of control and change. I hope to have demonstrated that such strategies indeed produced an 

important contribution towards the generation of frameworks of uncertainty within architecture. 

They should be ultimately understood as productive design tools inevitably leading to uncertain 

outcomes. It is precisely the uncertainty as to whether, and how, planned strategies will ever 

work, that grants such buildings with the capacity to accommodate the actions performed by 

those agents keeping them alive, making use of a built environment whose fate can only ever be 

conjectured.
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