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Some time ago, I was speaking with Peter Cook, the founder of Archigram, about the 
Situationists and, in particular, Constant Nieuwenhuys—the artist and visionary architect—and 
he told me a story. “In 1959 or ’60, Mike Webb (a founding member of Archigram) and I 
attended a lecture given by Constant on his “New Babylon” project. We were just graduating 
from architecture school, but Mike leaned over to me during the lecture and whispered “we 
can do it better!” And so, a couple of years later, they did it at least differently, setting off 
a revolution in architecture that reverberates to the present day. What both Constant and 
Archigram did was imagine architecture as a leading instrument of social change, through 
the making of ideal or utopian architectural projects. The difference between them is that 
the projects and the ideals they expressed stand on opposite sides of a cultural divide. This 
takes a bit of explaining. 

 First of all, the historical divide. The late 50s and early 60s was a period of global ferment 
and change. Eastern Europe and China were ruled by communist ideology. Western Europe 
and the Americas were ruled by capitalist ideology. Each was fearful of the other and the 
result was a ‘cold war’ fought by propaganda and angst-raising demagoguery, as well are 
‘contained’ hot wars in smaller countries around the world.  Growing numbers of people on 
both sides of this ideological divide were growing restless with the methods of domination 
and its values. Some looked to the opposite ideology for salvation, some to personal 
rebellion, while most quietly endured. In the early 60s, the spreading discontent began 
spilling into the open. In the East, ‘counter-revolutionary’ movements were brutally repressed. 
In the West, political and intellectual challenges to the status quo were harder for 
governments to contain, until massive public protests and uprisings in the later 60s were 
violently suppressed. So, at exactly the time that Cook and Webb attended the Constant 
lecture, the world was poised on a threshold of sweeping change. 

 Then there was the technological divide. Up to the 60s, people living in cities—including 
those in government and other corporate institutions—functioned in analog modes: 
typewriters, ‘snailmail,’ telegrams, telephones—even many early data-processors produced 
analog ‘punch-cards’. After 1960, digital computation began to take over, owing to 
technological advances such as the transistor and microchip. These enabled—among other 
things, such as credit-cards—the launching of geo-stationary satellites and instantaneous 
global communications. The contemporary world was born. Archigram, founded in 1964, 
quickly became a global phenomenon, in a way that New Babylon never did. Using 
Archigram ‘comics,’ a traveling ‘opera’ and other media-savvy tactics, they spread the word 
of a new ‘instant city,’ alive with electronically propagated pop-culture, spontaneous events 
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and ‘happenings’, and the light, temporary architecture of eternally migrating, even globe-
trotting urban dwellers. Constant, in his utopian New Babylon project, belonged to a 
seemingly settled and abruptly out-dated past of heavy, fixed structures and, in a sense, of 
traditionally Modernist architecture. These last remarks are in the main correct, but do in 
fact exaggerate Archigram’s break with the past (including Constant’s work) and certainly do 
not do Constant’s project justice, particularly with regard to its social aspirations. But more 
on this in a moment. 

 The last divide was architectural. The early 60s saw the end of the dominance of Modernist 
ideas about the beauty of the machine and the ethics of industrial technology, and the 
advent of Post-Modernist ideas focused on the virtues of the handily ambiguous term 
‘culture,’ emphasizing imagery over structure. Venturi’s and Scott-Brown’s anti-Modernist 
manifesto (“Complexity and Contradiction” ) appeared in 1965 and quickly became the new 
ideal. While it eschewed the work of Archigram, I do not believe that it was ignorant of it 
and was at least tangentially inspired by its pop-culture imagery. In any event, the days of 
‘heavy metal’ architecture were over, and those of architectural pastiche based on history 
and popular culture were in. Constant’s New Babylon, along with the works of many 
architects who were the inheritors of Modernist ideals but had already extended them—Paul 
Rudolph and John Johansen among others—were abruptly ‘ignored.’ Such is the nature of 
any ideology, especially a newly risen one, bent on securing its unrivalled dominance. 

 New Babylon was inspired by and contributed to the work of the Situationists, a group of 
intellectuals, theorists and writers, as well as artists who were anything but Modernists in the 
classic capitalist mold. They were inspired by the irrational forms and practices of Dada and 
Surrealism, and were what we could call neo-Marxists, meaning inspired by Marx’s vision of 
revolutionary socialism but seeking to use the capitalist system to achieve their ends. Guy 
Debord and others invented tactics such as derive, psychogeographie, and detournment, 
which seized upon, then subverted, capitalist notions in order to develop radical ways of 
living that were meant to culminate in revolution (Archigram first heard of these through 
Constant’s lecture, no doubt). Constant joined the Situationists early on and became their 
architect, much the same as Antonio Sant’Elia had done with the Futurists, half a century 
before. The spaces of New Babylon were intended to be spaces of disorientation and of 
reorientation, from rational, functionalist society to one that is liberated and self-inventing. It 
was meant to replace capitalist exploitation of human labor and emotion with anarchist 
celebration of them.  Its architecture was to provide a complex armature on which could be 
woven endlessly new, unpredictably personal urban experiences, determined by ever-changing 
individual desires. In the end, however, the architecture of the New Babylon seemed to 
overwhelm such playful, radical spontaneity by its sheer weight and monumental scale. 

 Is Constant’s epic project of other than historical interest today? I believe it is. Aside from 
the visual strength and sometimes poetic nuances of his models, paintings and drawings, 
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New Babylon raises many questions related to issues of contemporary interest. What role 
can architecture play in social and political change? What role should an architect take in 
determining the direction and character of change? How important is the design of space in 
the whole mix of human activity? Can design “change the world?” If so, who should control 
it? Constant and New Babylon can still inspire us—as they once did the young Peter Cook 
and Michael Webb—in spirit, if not in form. 
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