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Imagine, not a single Eiffel Tower, but ten, 
twenty or even more, like an immense 

metal forest, connected by bridges, 
roads, and platforms. Within this gigantic 

‘three-dimensional’ spider web are 
ranged dwellings, schools, theatres, 

commercial enterprises…
(Alexandre Persitz)
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INTRO

The megastructures envisioned in the 1950s and 60s were 

solutions to the problems the world faced around this 

period. There was an immense need for housing after the 

Second World War and at the same time an enormous 

growth of population. The conventional methods of city 

planning were not considered as being able to cope with 

the problems of that era. At the same time, there was also a 

strong believe, that technology could solve these problems. 

This led to the creation of utopian cityscapes, which can in-

deed be described as an avant-garde of urban planning. Most 

of these structures however, remained on paper. 

The fi rst chapters The Spearhead of the Modern, Urban 
Dinosaurs and The Avant-Gardes of Urbanism help to get a 

deeper understanding of the context of the megastructure. 

The Spearhead of the Modern provides a list of characte-

ristics, that was created from looking at different points of 

view defi ning an avant-garde. All these points described are a 

personal selection of what we found most useful to describe 

the megastructure as an avant-garde idea.

Urban Dinosaurs, the fi rst chapter of this book gives an 

overview of the concept of the megastructure. Here we 

explain, how and in what context the idea of the mega-

structure emerged and how it became popular. This also 

describes what a megastructure is from different defi nitions 

- most importantly Fumihiko Maki‘s approach to the master 

programme and mega forms, which was the fi rst time the 

megastructure as such was mentioned in history.

Going into more detail, Take-Off is dedicated to the shift 

in urban planning starting with CIAM in the late 1920s and 

describing the emergence of Team 10. This might not seem 

relevant to a discussion about megastructures at fi rst sight, 

but when going deeper into the topic it soon becomes very 

clear, that all these changes from traditional urban planning 

to an always more contemporary planning method, renewing 

itself over the years, did not only infl uence but also lay the 

basis for the emergence of such utopian concepts.

When analysing the different megastructures, we found some 

similarities - not only in appearance and execution but also 

in the thoughts behind. The following two chapters present 

a personal categorisation of the underlying concepts. All the 

categories to be found were defi ned by us as a part of our 

research.

Paper Structures refers to the fact that most of the structures 

envisioned remained on paper. It deals with the conceptual 

elements of the megastructures emerging in the 1950s and 

60s. We noticed that even if the appearance of the different 

projects is often very different, the concepts behind are 

very similar. Elements such as the creation of artifi cial land, 

adjustability, supply and infrastructure, public and private 

space and the life within the structure have been considered 

in all the megastructural projects in a way. The outcome of 

this consideration has different appearances however. Also 

noticeable are the differences in the focus within the structu-

res. Whereas some proposals emphasize the technical aspect 

of how they would actually be constructed and functioning, 

some focus more on creating a new way of living and a new 

type of society.

Megathoughts deals with the thoughts behind the creators 

of megastructures. It gives an overview of the ideas that 

were most important and most remarkable to us within the 

concepts. As this book describes a collection of projects, so-

metimes by one and the same creators, this chapter focusses 

more on the architects themselves, as most of the infl uence 



[0] Kiyonori Kikutake: Ocean City Sketch
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is visible in all projects by the same originator. The chapters 

optimism, growth and nomadism are intended to create a 

bigger understanding of why the decisions explained in Paper 
Structures were made and why the megastructures look the 

way they do.

As only few of the projects have been realized in a scale 

which is much smaller as they were intended to be built 

in, the chapter facing reality deals with the problems the 

visionary concepts had to face when being constructed in 

real life. This makes very clear that the thoughts behind made 

much sense on paper, but when dealing with problems with 

building costs, construction and exchangeability most of the 

proposals failed and only few of them met the requirem   

ents of a real-life architecture in that sense. 

In the 1970s Reyner Banham declared the megastructure 

dead. The problems in society changed and the megastruc-

ture was out of date and therefore did not seem as the right 

solution anymore. 

Within the last decade however, ideas of megastructures 

started to emerge again. Although these structures did not 

reach the same popularity as the ones in the 1960s by now, 

they might be important to look at. The problem changed, 

but the solutions are very similar. Global warming and a rising 

sea-level might force urban planners again to step out of 

their comfort zone. Megaghosts deals with the emergence of 

megastructural projects in a contemporary context.

As there is much written about megastructures already, 

describing all the different projects, this book is not meant to 

be a lexicon to give detailed information about an architect 

or a project. Our intention was to create an overview of 

what lies behind these visionary ideas, the elements that 

mattered and to make the individuals more comparable. As 

a result, we focussed on the many aspects the proposals and 

their creators have in common rather than presenting them 

one after another. It is therefore important to mention that 

this book does not include all the information about an archi-

tect or a project, but however we tried our best to make it 

understandable without the need of further information.



10[1] Haus-Rucker-Co: 14-metre inflatable index finger by the motorway to Nuremberg Airport
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THE SPEARHEAD OF 
THE MODERN

Avant-garde, in its defi nition can be described as a network 

of movements, tendencies, -isms and single artists/architects/

designers. All of these movements share one, very important 

characteristic: They consider their proposals as something 

new and completely different to what has been there before. 

The pursuit to be on the very front of the modern implies 

that there cannot be any generalized characteristics to defi ne 

an avant-garde movement as the ideas would not be repe-

ated and every new movement would contrast the existing.  

Although, there are a few indicators helping to defi ne most 

avant-gardists. (Metzler, 2009)

I .  THE STATEMENT
Above all, one of the most evident signs of an avant-garde is 

the ending -ism, mostly followed by a manifesto. Avant-garde 

movements rely on the declaration of being something new 

and different to what has been there before. To ensure this, 

a style or a group of artists is declared by creating an invisible 

border defi ning which elements are part of a movement and 

which are not. While this self-defi nition was rather important 

within the movements, the denotation as an avant-garde 

does not seem necessary in most cases.  (i.e. Futurism, Surre-

alism, Dadaism, Metabolism …) 

Although it is diffi cult to defi ne whether an -ism is avant-gar-

de or not, the -ism itself – by its proclamation – gives a very 

clear idea of what falls under its defi nition. The mostly per-

formative act of the proclamation of an -ism is done by an-

nouncement (loudly stating that one’s thoughts are different 

and new), execution, theory and practice (Metzler, 2009)

“The ISM is something justifying, because 
this ending indicates a panic occupancy of 
the world with one thought” 

(Ausruf zum Manifestantisums, Franz Pfemfert, Die Aktion)

The manifesto typically defi nes the theoretical background of 

what is believed in and what is rejected. The starting point 

of a wave of manifestos being written was Filippo Tommaso 

Marinetti’s manifesto Le Futurisme – published in 1909 on 

the front page of the Parisian journal Le Figaro. (Avant-Garde 
Lexikon). Manifestos were intended to be translated in sever-

al languages in order to mark the movement as international.

While this is a very structured process of becoming 

avant-garde, it does not apply to every movement. Confor-

ming to the spirit of an avant-garde the characteristics of an 

-ism and a manifesto can also be not applied at all. Especially 

in later movements, groups like Haus-Rucker-Co got on very 

well without a written theoretical background. However, 

they created their statement in a very different way – by 

pushing an inhabitable balloon out of a window to be seen 

by the public for instance as seen in Balloon for Two or by 

placing their infamous Yellow Heart on a construction site 

where prison cells were to be erected.
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2. THE INNOvATION
The term avant-garde originates in french and means as 

much as fore-guard which describes the very front row of 

the military. This was transferred into other languages descri-

bing movements or persons pioneering in social, political and 

cultural developments. Avant-gardists therefore aim to main-

tain a role on the very front of the modern, trying to lead 

society to what from their standpoint is best for their future. 

This can be explained with the emerging of the megastructu-

res in the late 1950s and early 1960s. From the standpoint of 

the architects, it seemed to be the optimum future solution 

for the dominant problems at this time. The idea of creating 

cities within a massive structure has never been there before.

3. ART/ARCHITECTURE + lIFE
Another important characteristic is the link between art and 

life. Avant-gardists intend to dissolute the idea of an autono-

mous art, by introducing art into every-day life. This gives a 

completely new role to the audience becoming participators 

instead of admirers. The public is not considered as an object 

anymore, but as a subject of an artistic process. 

(Metzler, 2009).
The outstanding features of the art they produced were 

not the skills used to produce anymore – as in creating a 

perfect replica of reality in a painting or the ability to use a 

certain technique of sculpturing – it was solely about the idea 

behind. Avant-garde art would be something most people 

could do, if they just had the idea. People would begin to 

understand that creativity is a human passion and not a gift 

from god (Constant, 1964). 
This connection between art and life may be noteworthy 

when considering the avant-garde of the arts. In architecture 

however, this is different. As architecture produces buildings, 

and buildings are meant to be inhabited by people, the 

relation to life has always been given. 

In reference to a book by Johan Huizinga, Constant describes 

the homo ludens, which means the playing human.  Humans 

would develop many abilities by playing and playing can be 

considered as equal with freedom of action. To him play is 

the realization of freedom because by having time to play 

one is content. He states that art to him is a type of play, but 

play is only possible in leisure time. People that are content, 

meaning they have housing, clothing and food, are interested 

in freedom and this gives them the possibility to think of their 

leisure time and play. However, this idea is also connected to 

robotization: people are interested in ‚play‘ because there is 

no need to work anymore.

4. THE PROvOCATION  
OF SOCIETy AND CUlTURE
This can be considered as one of the most important 

points describing an avant-garde. In Rise and Decline of the 

Avant-Garde Constant gives a more political view of what 

and what not to consider as avant-garde. 

“A socially integrated avant-garde is an 
absurdity.” 
(Constant, 1964)

To him avant-garde movements oppose existing society and 

culture – meaning only movements who do not adapt reality 

as it presents itself to them and observe it with critical ques-

tions can consider themselves as avant-garde. He criticises 

most post-war movements who are afraid to take sides or 

to become involved with ideologies. Avant-garde is certainly 

always linked with revolution, even if it is only in one field. 

Movements would try to change society and not to accom-

modate it. Generally, this can be described with avant-gardis-

ts producing an action or work that shocks society to catch 

attention but at the same time addresses a critical problem, 

seen by the activists but not yet by the broad masses. The 

characteristics of provocation can be linked to innovation as 

not everything new is provoking and interaction between 

these two aspects is crucial in defining an avant-garde.

In order to understand whether a movement or tendency 

is provoking and criticising society one needs to fully under-

stand society at this time. For us today, who in all probability 

did not live in this period this can be a very difficult task to 

get the feeling of how society in the avant-gardes of the last 

century could or could not be provoked. 

5. THE EXPANSION OF NORMS 
+ TRANSGRESSION OF bORDERS
In order to provoke and innovate it was necessary to push 

existing cultural, social and political borders. Avant-gardists 

intended to confuse, not only to create something new but 

also to receive the attention needed within the public to 

raise awareness of the problems they addressed. 

This transgression of borders could not only be observed 

with the intention of their products but also within the parti-

cipants of the movements. The different disciplines of art and 

architecture were not considered as coexistent anymore, 

but mixed and unified. Most groups would have members 

from different disciplines such as sculpturing, painting and 

architecture with the aim to create something big by having a 

collective outcome.

Borders, in their widest sense, also described national 

boundaries which had to be transcended. This does not only 

refer to the international exchange between the different 
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groups but also to the rejection of any national conflicts or 

war. 

6. THE COllECTIvE
As already mentioned, avant-garde can be described as a 

network of movements tendencies, -ism and single artists. 

The remarkable thing about these single individuals or groups 

is that each of them functions as a part of a wider network, 

all of them united by at least some of the characteristics 

mentioned in this chapter. The term network however, does 

not necessarily imply that the movements were sharing ideas 

and working together closely – instead this can be described 

with the movements as nodes of the net related to one 

another on various levels. In order to maintain their position 

as the spearhead of the moment, the relations between 

avant-garde movements were dynamic and driven by com-

petition, taking turns in positioning themselves at the front. 

However, the term collective does not only describe the 

interrelation between several movements but also the basic 

principles of an avant-garde group. Avant-gardists were well 

aware what was going on around them and what others 

in their network were doing. Only this made it possible for 

them to react to one another and maintain the dynamic 

competition.

7. TECHNOlOGy
Avant-garde is strongly related to the fascination with tech-

nology. As technology was always considered as a certain 

progress and step towards the future, it is obvious that it 

was used by avant-garde movements. Especially in terms 

of megastructures, there was a certain fascination about 

the possibility of mass production. New materials, such as 

PVC and plastics were commonly used. New construction 

methods, such as the invention of the helicopter, used as a 

flying crane or the possibility of prefabricating whole housing 

units to be mounted to a structure were some of the basic 

principles of a megastructural movement.

[2] Haus-Rucker-Co: Pneumacosm



[3] Archigram: Plug-In-City
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16[4] camping in the 1960s: the caravan as a possible precedent of the housing capsule
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AN INTRODUCTION TO 
MEGASTRUCTURES

“Megastructures in their time were all lar-
ge buildings – but not all large buildings 
were Megastructures.” 
(Reyner Banham, 1976)

The term megastructure describes an urban high-density 

construction, according to Reyner Banham “a massive, even 

monumental supporting frame with various arrangements of 

habitable containers. The fi rst megastructures described as 

such emerged in the late 1950s. 

Generally speaking, there are several reasons on why archi-

tects and urban planners started to propose megastructures. 

After the Second World War, where many cities were 

destroyed and had to be reconstructed. In addition, most 

European and western oriented countries (such as Japan) 

experienced an enormous growth in economy in the 1950s. 

In the post-war era, countries like Japan were able to increa-

se their volume of production due to automatization and 

mass production. Moreover, there was a profound change in 

society – within communistic, fascistic and Nazi regimes the 

individual human was considered as “an exchangeable part 

of an enormous machinery” (Eaton, 2001, p. 217). In the 

post-war era, all forms of authority were called into question 

and the standardized uniformization was criticized. Buzz 

Aldrin’s and Neil Armstrong’s moon landing in 1969 aroused 

a fascination of outer space and the idea of populating other 

planets seemed to be possible very soon. 

Furthermore, there was a shift in economic sectors causing a 

decrease in the industrial and agricultural sector and a rapid 

growth in the service sector which led to an increasing migra-

tion from the countryside to the cities. Within a century, the 

size of Europe’s cities increased by six to eight times. This 

urbanization forced urban planners and architects to fi nd 

solutions for the growth in population. The most common 

methods used for the creation of additional housing space by 

this time were either densifi cation of the built environment 

or expansion of the city. While densifi cation usually involved 

the demolition of existing buildings and caused problems in 

terms of landownership, the expansion of the city brought 

traffi c problems due to commuter traffi c and could not be 

realized in some cases due to topographical conditions. 

Due to mass production, cars became more and more af-

fordable and mobility became increasingly popular. With this 

sense of mobility and travel the trend emerged to take along 

one’s housing. In this context, in the 1950s, the concept of 

the caravan emerged in form of converted minibuses (the 

most famous for sure is the VW T1). These ideas include the 

basics of future oriented city planning, mobile housing, which 

is probably best explained with Wohnmobil, the German 

word for caravan, which literally translates to mobile-living.

Another invention of the mid-twentieth century was the 

helicopter, which was initially used in the war, but soon found 

its way into civil use. The helicopter, used as a fl ying crane, 

brought great promises for construction, especially when 

small capsules or other parts needed to be plugged-in or 

attached to a structure.

To summarize the zeitgeist of the 1950s and 1960s, housing 

was needed, there was an openness to new ideas and tech-

nology just seemed to make everything possible. All of this 

created the ideal conditions for visionary ideas. 

(Düesberg, 2013, p. 9-23) 
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THE MEGASTRUCTURE AS A MASTER FORM
The term megastructure was fi rst mentioned in Fumihiko 

Maki’s essay Investigations in Collective Form published 

in 1964. This was fi ve years after the fi rst international 

presentation of the megastructural proposals of the Japanese 

Metabolists. From his text in the Metabolism Manifesto, 

Maki developed his thinking further and brought the ideas 

into discussion again. He stated that the urban society is a 

dynamic fi eld of interrelated forces rather than a hierarchical 

order. He criticized the proposals of the CIAM theorists for 

categorizing humans and their activities into hierarchical plans. 

According to Maki, the master plan in urban planning does 

not work anymore as it lacks the time dimension. Instead he 

proposes the master programme as it suggests several alter-

natives for achieving goals. The master programme would 

always be related to so-called master forms representing 

segments of cities and agglomerations of buildings

There are three major approaches to these master forms. 

While the fi rst one, the compositional approach is a historical 

one and well known to all of us, the second two approaches 

the megastructure and the group-form to him are new and 

are “efforts towards fi nding master forms which satisfy the 
demands of contemporary urban growth and change” 
(Maki, 1964, p. 6) 

 “The megastructure is a large frame in 
which all the functions of a city or a part 
of a city are housed. It has been made 
possible by present day technology. In 
a sense, it is a manmade feature of the 
landscape.” 
(Maki 1964, p. 8)

In fact, a megastructure allows many functions of a city to be 

concentrated in one place. The frame, functioning as a struc-

ture allows the combination and concentration of function. 

In other words, the megastructure is an artifi cial landscape 

as it was proposed by the Metabolists in their 1959 projects 

such as Kiyonori Kikutake’s Ocean City and Kisho Kurokawa’s 

Space City. As proposed in those projects, a megastructure 

consists of several systems standing in correlation to each 

other (major and minor structure, substructures). Even 

though Maki sees the megastructure as a solution to achieve 

a master programme in urban planning he sees problems 

that need to be solved. These problems lie within the exch-

angeability and adaptability of the structure. The problem 

here is that the designer needs to defi ne which part of an 

urban environment belongs to which part of the structure. 

[7] Maki: group form[6] Maki: megastructure[5] Maki: compositional approach
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This can be explained with the exchangeability of modules 

and structural elements: As change will occur less rapidly in 

some parts of the city than in others, the designer needs to 

predict which parts of the programme fall in the long cycle of 

change and which in the shorter. 

However, to Maki, megastructures also bring great promises 

for the development of technologies such as environmental 

engineering and building technologies. The megastructure 

offers possibilities for multi-functionality in its programme 

as well as the three-dimensional use of land, as circulation 

and infrastructure systems can be in vertical and horizontal 

direction.

In contribution to the megastructure Maki proposes the idea 

of the group-form. (Lin, 2010) He compares the basic ideas 

of the group-form to the structure of a traditional village 

where a housing unit can be added or removed without 

changing the essence of the structure. The consistent use of 

basic materials and constructions and the wise use of topo-

graphy as well as the human scale preserved throughout the 

town are amongst the basic structural principals of the ma-

king of a village. These principals should be considered when 

designing a master form. Here it is important to mention that 

it is far from Maki’s intention to copy historical villages. The 

idea is solely to use and reproduce their organisational and 

structural systems and apply them to the fi nding of a master 

form. The group-form shifts the importance of design from 

a physical structure to the more subtle evolution of the city 

(Lin,2010). 
To Maki, city planning is more than simply organizing 

mechanical forces and making a physical unity from diversity. 

He suggests that only through observing and analysing the 

city, the urban planner can truly understand its human scale. 

Therefore, linkage between single parts of a programme is 

important. This linkage is explained with the example of the 

station which is a link between the train as a fast circulation 

element and the pedestrian movement as the slow. The 

so-called master forms would allow this to happen in a 

three-dimensional scale. According to him, the linkage of 

parts must be added to the mechanistic order of megastruc-

tures.

[8] Maki: hierarchichal megastructure [9] Maki: megastructure with links
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[10] (1) mediate [11] (2) defi ne

[12] (3) repeat [13] (4) make a sequential path
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He proposes the following basic linking acts (Maki, Goldberg 
1964, p. 37-41)

1. Mediate: to connect the system with intermediate   

elements or to imply connection by spaces that demonstrate 

the cohesion of the masses around.

2. Define: to surround a site with a wall, or any physical 

barrier, and thus set it off from its environment to produce 

unity within the barrier

3. Repeat: to give each element a feature, common to all in 

the group so each is identified as a part of the same order

4. Make functional paths: …by placing activities that are 

done sequences in identifiable special relation to one an-

other

5. Select: to establish unity in advance of the design process 

by choice of site. The designer may pre-select a link for a 

large-scale project. He may, that is, choose a piece of land 

for a town which is prominent enough that it will both affect 

his design, and be a unifying visual force when the project is 

built.

With this essay Fumihiko Maki, makes it clear that he shares 

the notion of the other Metabolists to consider the city as 

a process instead of an artefact – but at the same time he 

adopts a critical position to the utopian idea of the mega-

structure.

OTHER DEFINITIONS
The architects, designers and planners dealing with the mega-

structure at this time, saw their proposals as ‘urban structures 

of the future’. Referring to Fumihiko Maki’s group form – 

the Swiss Architect Justus Dahinden saw the structures as 

something where a high-tech society could construct its own 

equivalent of spontaneous group form. 

In contrast to Maki’s programmatic approach and definition 

of megastructures, Ralph Wilcoxon described the four cha-

racteristics that define a megastructure. (Banham, 1976, p.8)

a. Constructed of modular units

b. Capable of great or even unlimited extension

c. A structural framework into which smaller structural units 

(for example rooms, houses or small buildings of other sorts) 

can be built – or even ‘plugged-in’ or ‘clipped-on’ after having 

been prefabricated elsewhere

d. A structural framework expected to have a useful life 

much longer than that of the smaller units which might 

support.

Concepts like modular, clip-on and plug-in were mentioned 

in Wilcoxon’s definition but not in Maki’s. He describes the 

megastructure as dominated by form whereas Maki in his de-

scription focusses on the programme. (Banham, 1976, p. 9)

MEGASTRUCTURES & AvANT-GARDE
Understanding both basic definitions now, we should be able 

to define whether the concept of the megastructure can be 

considered as an avant-garde. Indeed, some of the proposals 

discussed in this book can be seen as the fore-guards of city 

planning, displaying a completely different approach to what 

has been there before. By creating massive frames of urban 

environments, the megastructuralists expanded and trans-

gressed the norms of urban planning. Referring to Maki, these 

frames were considered as the ultimate master forms. 
Needless to say, the utopian idea of the megastructure was 

an innovation by its appearance and definition. A statement 

or written theoretical background is probably most visible in 

Japanese Metabolism, who followed the classical concept of 

an avant-garde and proclaimed an -ism by writing the Meta-
bolism Manifesto. However, even though not in the classical 

way, a theoretical background can also be seein in Constant‘s 
texts or in the Archigram Magazine. 

Furthermore, there was a strong interest in technology, 

which was inter alia one of the reasons why the movement 

emerged. This interest was especially in prefabrication and 

automatization. 

When it comes to the characteristics of criticising and oppo-

sing existing society and culture, this is difficult to generalize. 

Whether it just criticising landownership or a whole society, 

all of the projects mentioned in this book were political in a 

way. But here is the question: Did they really criticise existing 

society and culture or did they just respond to their needs 

and build a different way to house them? When looking at 

what Constant said with „a socially integrated avant-garde 
is an absurdity“(Constant, 1964), we can certainly say that 

the megastructure in its very beginning was not socially inte-

grated at all. But then at the same time, it was the ultimate 

objective of every megastructural project to be socially 

accepted in the future. 

In this criticism on society are different approaches visible 

within the projects, ranging from inventing a completely new 

society to just creating new forms of urban organisation and 

living. To us, this is one of the most crucial characteristics to 

define whether a project or a movement is avant-garde or 

not. When referring to Japanese Metabolism for example it 

can clearly be said, that due to the fact that the group was 

working together with the government there was no direct 

criticism, but just the creation of a new way of housing socie-

ty. It is clear, that labelling something as avant-garde is a very 

subjective decision, dependent on the way one is looking at 

a project. To us, all the projects described within the next 

chapters meet the definition of avant-garde in a certain way.

 



22[14] Japanese lineal village: Maki‘s inspiration for group form



23 [15] Fumihiko Maki: sketch of Manarola/Italian hill town



[16] Team 10: Sketch
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26[17] cover of Atlas of the Functional City; edited



27

In order to fully understand how the idea of the mega-

structure emerged within urban planning, one needs to 

understand the basic principles this movement built upon. 

In the late twenties of the 20th century there was a shift in 

architectural thinking, producing a large number of mani-

festoes addressing the topic of contemporary urban planning 

and architecture. CIAM (Congrès International d’Architec-
ture Moderne) was by far the most important movement, 

rejecting traditional cities and urban planning and introducing 

a modernistic way of urban planning. By breaking traditional 

principles, CIAM created a profound basis for the visionary 

ideas of the megastructuralists. Without this breakthrough, 

one can say with great certainity, that these ideas would have 

never been existing.

CIAM was an architect’s association founded in 1928 by 

the most prominent architects at that time. It was intended 

to function as an avant-garde movement within the new 

anti-traditionalist architecture that began to develop in the 

early twentieth century. The congress marks an early history 

of what has become mainstream of architectural discourse 

today. CIAM’s approach to urban planning was seeing archi-

tecture as an economic and political tool that could be used 

to improve the world through architecture and design. The 

members of CIAM criticized the aristocratic and bourgeois 

architecture institutions such as Ecole des Beaux-Arts and 

their historicistic approach to architecture and urban plan-

ning. (c.f. Mumford, 2002, p.5 ff) The fi rst meeting including 

the foundation of CIAM was held in 1928 in the castle of La 

Sarraz, Switzerland. This was initiated mainly by Le Corbusier, 

Hélène de Mandrot, Gabriel Guévrékian and Sigfried Giedi-

on. Amongst the other members attending the fi rst meeting 

were Ernst May, Mart Stam, Hans Schmidt, and André Lurçat. 

At this fi rst conference, the following goals were defi ned (c.f. 
Mumford, 2002, p.9):

a. To formulate the contemporary programme of   

 architecture

b. To advocate the idea of modern architecture

c. To forcefully introduce this idea into technical econo-  

mic and social circles

d. To see the resolution of architectural institutions

(Mumford, 2002, p.10)

The declaration written in La Sarraz implied that 

“Urbanism is the organization of all the 
functions of collective life, it extends over 
both urban agglomerations and over 
the countryside (…) Urbanisation cannot 
be conditioned by the pretensions of a 
pre-existent aestheticism: its essence is 
of a functional debate.” 

and that this order consisted of the three functions: dwelling, 

producing and relaxation (maintenance of the species). It 

further explains that the chaotic division of land, resulting 

from sales, speculations and inheritances must be abolished 

by a collective and methodological land economy.  

(c.f. Mumford, 2002, p. xi) 
In short, this described a land planning based on zoning by 

functional categories. However, these ideas were already a 

major feature in town planning - especially in North America. 

THE AvANT-GARDES
OF URbANISM
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Many of these visions were first developed in Le Corbusier’s 

Ville Contemporaine. 

The concept of the Functional City was CIAM’s most signifi-

cant theoretical approach began to dominate after the third 

CIAM conference in Brussels in 1929. It was the culmination 

of the before held CIAM conferences and therefore was 

proclaimed to be the main topic of CIAM IV to have been 

held in Moscow. The outcome of this fourth congress was 

the Charta of Athens which was later published in 1943 as 

a manifesto of avant-garde city planning of the future and as 

the concept of the Functional City. The underlying concept 

was simple: To avoid high population densities as in “districts 

of the masses” incorrect development would occur due 

to the “medieval” block form of street walls and lot lines. 

Furthermore, it proposed industrialized building methods for 

low material, transportation and installation costs as well as 

clear and simple property divisions and new rational develop-

ment methods that could be extended to the planning 

of entire cities. The Charter of Athens is addressing and 

describing the four activities dwelling, leisure time, work and 

traffic, considered as the most important aspects of modern 

city planning. 

Each point is described by a study on the topic and the 

demands made because of the problems realized. 

(Hilpert, 2000)

THE CHARTER OF ATHENS

DWEllING:
The first chapter, dwelling, deals with the problem of densely 

populated historical city centres and the industrial city of the 

19th century. The authors blame the city for having destro-

yed all its green spaces by pure expansion and see this as 

the reason for illness and uncomfortableness. As the densely 

built-up areas would cover all green space, there would be 

an increasing air pollution. CIAM criticises the imbalance of 

living conditions between the rich and the poor, as housing 

for the working class would be situated in unpopular districts, 

such as shaded areas, flood zones or areas with increased 

smog produced by industries, while the more expensive 

apartments would be situated on hills with access to direct 

sunlight. They propose to divide the city in different functio-

nal areas such as housing areas, industrial areas and areas for 

leisure activities. Within this concept, urban planning would 

guarantee a certain level of well-being to everyone. The divi-

[18] Le Corbusier: Ville Contemporaine
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sion between the rich and the poor would be solely visible in 

the size and situation of one‘s housing within this living area. 

(Hilpert, 2000)

„The 4th congress of CIAM, which took 
place in Athens, had produced the fol-
lowing postulate: sun, green and space 
are a starting material of urban develop-
ment.“
(The Charter of Athens)

Moreover, the congress addresses the problem of increasing 

traffic, as this would cause noise and pollution. The house 

should be placed in a way that it ensures sunlight and clean 

air. Only less frequented streets would be within living areas, 

whereas fast tracks would be separated. 

The authors blame traditional urban planning for placing pu-

blic buildings randomly, without considering their relation to 

dwellings. They see the distance between schools and houses 

as a major problem, as by this, students would be exposed 

to the dangers of the streets. 

Another issue, CIAM addressed, are the suburbs. These 

areas are mostly unorganized in terms of urban planning and 

without proper transport systems and would collide with 

industrial areas in a non-definable way.

The Charta suggests the use of all modern building 

techniques available to build higher buildings to solve the 

problem of overpopulation. To find the ideal space for 

housing, one would need to find a place with good view, 

search for the cleanest air and the maximum amount of sun-

light as well as the possibility to have public buildings nearby.

RECREATION:
With the term recreation, CIAM addressed the lack of open 

space and green parks in urban environments. The growth of 

the city had placed more and more buildings in these areas 

and shrunk these „lungs of the city“ to a minimum. To the 

congress, green and public areas should be an enlargement 

of one‘s living space, a space for play and leisure activities. To 

achieve this, these areas need to be nearby. (Hilpert, 2000)

„The right relation between build mass 
and open space, that is the formula, 
which will solve the problem of habitati-
on.“
(The Charter of Athens)
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As a solution, the congress proposes to place green areas 

around housing areas within the city centres in order to pro-

vide green spaces for everyone. This could only be achieved 

by including them into city planning from the very beginning.

Furthermore, the urban planner has to develop a strategy 

for leisure activities as they need to be well placed an easily 

reachable for all. 

WORk:
As the third function of the city, CIAM describes the term 

work. As the traditional structure of the sectors of economy 

is changing, there is no longer a traditional system of work 

in the city with industry, workshops, offices, government 

and commerce. The age of machinery broke up with the 

tradition of having one‘s work not far away from one‘s house 

and created a new type of worker. This new type of worker 

would be anonymous and flexible. But as the city expands, 

the factories and industries would settle haphazardly and 

with no rule and this would force workers to travel a critical 

long way to work and back everyday. To the Charter, „the 

nomadism of the working population“ caused the biggest 

evil of their time, as it would cause a lack of leisure time for 

these people. (Hilpert, 2000)
The key to solve this situation would be to minimize the way 

between work and living again. To achieve this goal, not only 

housing needed to be planned and organized, but the whole 

city with all its facets. The Charter suggests that industries 

needed to be placed along transport systems. These trans-

port systems needed to be linear instead of running circular 

around the cities and clearly separated from the living areas.

To develop the living areas, CIAM proposed three types 

of houses: the detached house, the detached house with a 
small agricultural holding and the multi-levelled house with all 
necessary facilities to guarantee the inhabitant‘s wellbeing.
Office areas would be concentrated in the downtown busi-

ness district, as the most privileged part of the city, served by 

the most complete system of communications. 

TRANSPORTATION:
Most traffic systems developed around main roads and then 

expanded with several junctions and turns. Historically, cities 

arose near junctions of roads or an existing transport system. 

These streets were built for pedestrians and horse-drawn 

vehicles and, according to CIAM are inadequate for today‘s 

mechanized transportation. Even though the city expanded 

during history, the principle of structuring remained the 

same over years. As cars would become more and more, 

the size of the street became inappropriate. The enlarging 

however, would be almost impossible, as buildings were built 

too close to the street. Distances between crossroads were 

too frequent, as too many of them would cause cars to stop 

more often and therefore, contribute to an inefficient traffic 

system. Furthermore, railway systems were considered as 

a serious obstacle as they barricaded off certain residential 

districts, depriving them from easy contact with the most 

vital elements of the city.

As a solution, the Charter suggests for urban planners to 

analyse existing traffic movements and use them to make 

traffic more efficient. Traffic needs to be classified by its 

speed and size and traffic routes need to be designed to 

meet those requirements. Fast traffic should be clearly 

separated from the slow to ensure optimal transportation. 

Moreover, the widest and most frequented streets should be 

separated from the housing areas by green spaces to reduce 

noise pollution and guarantee clean air. (Hilpert, 2000)

In addition to the Four Functions of the City, the Charter 

includes a fifth point, called the Legacy of History. In short, 

this aims to keep the architectonical values of a city, whether  

individual buildings or groups of buildings to function as 

a mirror to the past. However, the preservation of these 

buildings should not entail, that people are obliged to live in 

unhealthy conditions. By demolishing „slums“ around historic 

buildings, the Charter suggests to create new open spaces. 

The re-use of past styles though, according to the congress 

„has disastrous consequences. The continuance of such hab-
its in any form should not be tolerated. (Hilpert, 2000)

THE EMERGENCE OF TEAM 10
CIAM VI, two meetings after the development of the 

Charter of Athens and the first after the Second World 

War, held in 1947 in Bridgwater, was used to re-establish 

contacts between the members and to review the outcome 

of the previous congresses. However, neither this congress, 

nor CIAM VII in Bergamo in 1949, the first two congresses 

after the war had produced enough consensus to sustain 

their avant-garde position. After the meeting in Bergamo, the 

younger generation was longing for a change in the structure. 

They blamed the organisation for being too static and losing 

its dynamic character. People who did not share the same 

thoughts as the heads of CIAM were simply not invited, and 

this, as a result, causes that no real discourse was happening 

anymore. (c.f. Mumford, 2002, p. 260)
There are two theories about the foundation of the Team 

10. The first one is that after CIAM IX the younger genera-

tion started to establish a new group trying to revolutionize 

the static structure of the congress as they did not agree 

with all the positions expressed by its older members. The 

second theory implies that the transformation from CIAM to 

Team 10 was planned by the founders of the group. Various 

sources stated that Walter Gropius and Sigfried Giedion 
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played a key role, by deciding to establish smaller groups of 

young architects and students after CIAM IIX, which should 

be more effective and ensure the continuity in the work of 

CIAM. Gropius claimed, that the congress should hand over 

the responsibility to a younger generation as they are ‘seeing 
further than them‘. However, not all the older members 

shared this opinion and so Gropius was criticised by the 

argument, that the young generation would not be ready 

to take over yet. This revolution, according to Gropius, was 

not necessarily intended to happen at this exact moment 

but within a certain amount of time and members for new 

groups would ne chosen during the next two congresses. (c.f. 
Risselada, Van den Heuvel, p. 246 ff)
CIAM X was finally prepared by the younger generation. 

The committee consisted of the intiating “core” members of 

Team 10, Jaap Bakema, Georges Candilis, Giancarlo De Car-
lo, Aldo van Eyck, Alison and Peter Smithson and Shandrach 
Woods. Giedion was observing the preparations for the 

CIAM X and noticed that a new dynamic way of working 

was developed by the youngers.  In a letter to Cornelius van 

Eesteren, who was another member of the congress‘ old 

generation, Giedion suggested that the newly formed group 

should disband CIAM and start something new instead. He 

predicted that the new group will be derived of CIAM and 

that they will add new proposals to urban planning. (c.f. 
Risselada, Van den Heuvel, p. 246 ff)
The young generation tried to rejuvenate CIAM, but instead 

a generation conflict started to dominate the discussions 

and the revival process of the congress began to falter after 

the CIAM 10. After this congress, the present split into two 

groups, the younger generation and the founders of CIAM 

and the demise was sealed. (c.f. Mumford, 2002)
Team 10, who continued to hold informal meetings, was 

a loosely organized group of individuals and described 

themselves more as a family than a group. They reformed 

the structure of the meetings by not giving a specific form for 

presentation. 

This was in contrast to the grid system, first developed under 

the leadership of Le Corbusier at the congress in Bergamo 

in 1949. In this specific way of presentation, each of the four 

functions of the Charter of Athens was given a colour. This 

colour system functioned as following: green for dwelling, red 

for work, yellow for recreation and blue for transportation. 
The purpose of this grid was to make the individual projects 

more comparable and to simplify the understanding of urban 

planning.

According to Team 10, each project should be presented in 

its particular way. In their view, the grid was „not good trying 
to force all material into an arbitrary grid where each (hori-
zontal) subject is treated from the same number of (vertical) 
angles“. By leaving the grid behind groups would „be given 
the full liberty of emphasizing diverse problems depending on 

their own ideas“. (Risselada, Van den Heuvel, p. 252-254)
Furthermore, they invited a wider spread selection of 

architects to have a better discussion on the projects. They 

claimed, that the discussion and critics of and about a project 

is the one thing it depends on in order to develop further. 

According to the introductory text of the Team 10 Primer, 

which is described later in the text, the individual members 

„sought each other out, because each has found the help of 
the others necessary to the development and understanding 
of their own individual work.“ (Smithson, 1962, p. 3)
The Team 10 members rejected the Charta of Athens as a 

relict and developed new priorities for it. Giedion wrote in 

the fifth edition of his book Space, Time and Architecture 

that there has to be added a new point of view. He descri-

bes it as a dynamic field where the different forces of the city 

and the needs are in relation to one another. Giedion also 

agrees with Maki and his statement in the Essay Investigations 
in Collective Form that the master plan does not work any-

more and there have to be established master forms. 
Unlike the CIAM theorists, Team 10 tried to add a more 

complex strategy on urban planning. They tried to integrate 

topics such as time, function, connection, motion in their 

plans and give them a more dynamic structure. (c.f. Risselada, 
Van den Heuvel, p. 246 ff)

THE TEAM 10 PRIMER
The Team 10 Primer was a collection of inspiration from 

different standpoints, supporting the concepts of Team 10. It 

was published in 1962 by Alison Smithson and contained a 

selection of issues, named Doorstep, Grouping of Dwel-
lings and Urban Infra-Structure, which were not meant to 

presented as a new strategy for urban planning, but rather as 

a collection of inspiration.

In this publication it is clearly visible, that Team 10 trans-

formed the structure of the static CIAM grid into a new 

fluid one; they described themselves as not being bond to 

a master plan and therefore having the possibility to analyse 

the human facts’ and the logistics of the situation. (Smithson, 
1962, p. 3) Aldo van Eyck opined that an architect has to 

be able to relate the concept to the analysis or data of the 

investigations to support it. (Risselada, Van den Heuvel, p. 
246 ff)

URBAN INFRA-STRUCTURE

The Team 10 Primer states, that the biggest failure of the 

cities is the lack of identity and clarity. This would result 

from an infrastructure which has been transformed from an 

improving to a unifying function. To solve this separation all 

the roads have to be integrated into the whole system of the 

city and make it not only working but making them also in a 
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scale which is related to their unifying job. Furthermore, we 

have to include ‘the concept of mobility in all its meanings’. 

(Smithson, 1962, p. 4 ff)

“For the architect, this is not only a matter 
of traffic system for he is concerned with 
the invention of building types appropriate 
to the new urban pattern that motorization 
demands.”  
(Alison & Peter Smithson, 1962, p. 4)

The community has to be comprehensible in its bigger 

and smaller parts for the humans and it has to be defined 

according to the type of community. Team 10 blames 

the city structure of being only politically but not socially 

influenced. To counteract this there are two possibilities. 

The first is to build the road as a communication system and 

to incorporate flow and movement into the architecture. 

The second possibility is to re-invent the concept of density 

and location of functions within the city. Team 10 defines in 

this statement that the urban planner cannot fulfil the role 

of an architect because there are too many factors of the 

city that have to be considered. They state that there has 

to be invented a system which can respond to growth and 

change and that mobility has become a main element of the 

city. Furthermore mobility, not only in the meaning of car 

movement, is according to Team10 the key to urban plan-

ning and its organisation. By understanding the possibilities 

of mass production and the cycles of change there can be 

developed a new aesthetic which is appropriate to the scale 

of the building. The authors are defining criteria for living, 

similar to the Charta of Athens, which should be noise level, 

pollution, overcrowding and social aspects. But differently 

to the Charta they state that there has to be a linkage and 

correspondence within the network which can make it more 

adaptive. (Smithsons, 1962, p. 4 ff)

GROUPING OF DWELLINGS

“It is impossible for each man to construct 
his house for himself. It is for the architect 
to make it possible for the man to make his 
house his home.”  
(Alison & Peter Smithson, 1962, p. 74)

Team10 blames the achievements of analysis of the city as 

[22] A. & P. Smithson: ideogram of a net of human relations
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fragmental and that it does not give a overall solution. They 

state that the problem is that all the plans before did not 

consider the human relations but only the four functions 

defi ned within the Charta of Athens. To deal with the 

human change the system which is developed needs to be 

adapted during time in all its parts. The actual town planning 

is being blamed of pressing man into boxes which cannot be 

adapted and made personal and respecting also the climatic 

factors. They state that there should be a relation between 

height (density) and population growth. Team10 proposed 

a multi-level city in the air, like Friedman proposed it, which 

can house dwellings and infrastructure. Within this structure, 

elements like sunlight, space and verdure can be guaranteed. 

To organize them they propose to provide group spaces. 

The groupings like CIAM VIII defi ned it are family, street or 

square, district and city. The house is described as the shell 

of the family which refl ects the family in and outside. Then 

the second element is the street which can be seen as an 

extension of the house and should provide several activities 

to make the inhabitants socialize. But there is a problem as 

the house and the street (city) have no transition zone in 

between which can make the interaction possible. (Smith-
sons, 1962, p. 4 ff).

DOORSTEP
The doorstep is according to Van Eyck the element which 

should fulfi ll this role as an ‘in between’ area. The grouping 

of houses can only be effective if there is an interaction 

between private and public space of the street where the 

neighbors can interact. It is like the description of Maki who 

stated that there has to be a transition area which links a 

fast track, the train for example, and a slow track, like the 

pedestrians, which can be a station. This linkage should be 

incorporated in every scale level of the city and provide a 

framework for the individual and the collective. This problem 

may have been occurred because the urban planning and the 

architect did not work together as an entity. To develop a 

new solution for this the city as a whole has to be proposed. 

(Smithsons, 1962, p. 4 ff).

[23] appreciated unit - urban infra-structure: Alison & Peter Smithson 1954
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ARTIFICIAl lAND

Within the concept of a megastructure, space can be 

considered as one of the most important basics to build on. 

Space, in this context describes the room that is needed to 

build a structure with the size of a city. This search for space 

could be satisfi ed in two ways: Firstly, if the planner was lucky 

enough, he would fi nd an empty plot of land, such as the 

tabula rasa situations in some urban agglomerations resulting 

from the destruction of the Second World War; or secondly 

– and this is probably more important in this context – the 

space would be created by the structure itself. As most me-

gastructures resulted as a possible solution of the problem 

of not having enough space to host the population of a city, 

the cultivation of uninhabitable spaces was proposed by 

most urban planners of the avant-garde of the late twentieth 

century. Although they criticized the existing city structures, 

in contrast to the basic ideas of CIAM - which proposed 

to demolish existing historical cities in order to erect their 

structured and grid-like organized plans - most architects and 

urban planners would leave the existing cities almost untou-

ched. Instead, they suggested to lift their structures in the air 

and build above them or let them fl oat free in the ocean.

The idea of creating artifi cial land was introduced by Yona 

Friedman in who predicted that from the existing 3 billion 

around 1960, by the year 2000 the world’s population will 

double to 6 billion. This would take away more and more 

land - initially used for agriculture, and make it impossible 

for humanity to feed itself with this amount of resources. 

He therefore proposed to build his projects elevated from 

the ground, above the existing cities and land, which could 

then be used for agriculture. His city structures should affect 

the ground minimal and leave the things beneath mostly 

untouched.

In his most signifi cant project, Ville Spatiale (or Spatial City) 
Friedman proposes a gigantic frame construction to be initi-

ally elevated above Haifa, Israel in 1959. The megastructure 

should be located at a height of 18-25 above the existing. 

The supports sustaining the construction were not described 

in detail, but in order to allow buildings underneath and have 

less infl uence on the existing they had to be within a certain 

distance from one another. In an interview, Friedman states, 

that this method was simply a change of the traditional way 

of implementing new buildings within the city. If old buildings 

would be removed before the new ones exist, there would 

be empty space for a certain period and people without 

homes. This could be done by inverting this process and 

building the new before removing the old or using it for 

something different. 

By building the megastructure above places, which could 

not be inhabited, such as swamps, the sea or existing cities 

he makes unusable ground available. Friedman developed 

various scenarios on different locations for his structure and 

used different shapes and formations as the location changes. 

This can be observed in Paris Spatial, where the construction 

is ring-shaped and in Bridge Town over the English Channel 
where the grids are arranged irregularly. With Bridge Town 
over the English Channel and Seven Bridge Towns to link 
Four Continents (both 1963) Friedman developed structures 

to be built above the sea, proposing them to cover the spa-

ce above and between the bigger cities to abolish the limits 

between land and city. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013 p. 121 ff)

Artifi cial land was also one of the basic principles underlying 

the concepts of the Metabolist Movement and might have 

been inspired by Yona Friedman’s ideas. This inspiration 

becomes more obvious when considering the fact that 
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Friedman and Kenzo Tange met at the 10th CIAM congress 

in 1956. 

Kisho Kurokawa proposed his project Agricultural City in 

1960, which was published as a part of Space City in the 

Metabolism Manifesto. The project consists of a grid of 

concrete slabs lifted on 4 meter stilts above the agricultu-

ral land. This elevation of the city above the existing land 

describes a very similar approach toVille Spatiale. However, 

the underlying concept was not only to provide more space 

for an agricultural cultivation of land but also to prevent the 

habitat from being flooded. The design of the whole project 

was mainly inspired by Kurokawa’s experience of surviving a 

typhoon in 1959. 

The grid would be erected within a frame of 500 by 500 

meters and consist of 25 blocks for 200 inhabitants, which 

according to Kurokawa can be considered as the basic unit of 

the agricultural community. 

Another approach to artificial land within the Metabolist 

Movement was Kiyonori Kikutake’s Ocean City in 1960, 

a city floating free in the sea. This was in response to the 

growth of population in Japan and the rest of the world. He 

believed that Asia’s poverty was related to the imbalance of 

population and agriculturally used land. Just like Friedman, he 

suggested that it will soon be necessary to cultivate spaces 

that are unsuitable for agriculture in order to provide enough 

food for the population. However, Kikutake’s project does 

not only address the agricultural problem of feeding the 

world’s population but also the scarcity of land as ground to 

build on. He criticized the problems of landownership in an 

architectural way. (Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011, p. 129)

„My architecture was my protest, as a 
former landlord, against the dismantling 
of the entire landowning system…” 
(Kiyonori Kikutake in Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011, p. 129)

For his Ocean City/Marine City series, Kikutake conceived 

floating spheres and grids of generic housing units, sunken 

cylinders forming circular excavations in the sea and hexa-

gonal floating pylons aggregating to form islands as well as 

elements exploiting the motion of waves and a system for 

growing food in the ocean. The shapes and techniques used 

were inspired by marine animals and plants. (Koolhaas, Ob-
rist, 2011, p. 136) For Unabara, a project of the series, con-

sisting of several housing cylinders (re-)producing themselves 

built on rings with different responsibilities, Kikutake gives the 

exact location: the Sagami Bay in central Japan, 40 kilometres 

[26] Yona Friedman: Ville Spatiale
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south of Tokyo. However, the structure was not intended 

to be fixed to a certain location but to float free and move 

according to its resources and needs. 

(Lampugnani, Frey, Perotti, 2005, p. 222 ff)
Another issue causing the designing of Ocean City could be 

related to Japan’s geographical and tectonic location. The si-

tuation of the country between four different tectonic plates 

causes a high risk of earthquakes. The idea of constructing a 

floating city could be interpreted a as a way of providing a 

more secure place to live. Although the risk of tidal waves 

and tsunamis is also existing for cities built on water, the 

ability to just float on high waves without causing major da-

mages in such a situation is still given. In this case, the project 

provides remarkable benefits compared to other visionary 

projects on land. 

The group Archigram proposed between 1962 and 1966 

their ideas for Plug-In City. Just as Friedman’s Ville Spatiale, 

the megastructure should be erected above the existing 

cities without replacing it. Peter Cook, the initator of Plug-In 
City within the group imagines the structure as a network, 

displayed across Great Britain, connecting all the existing cen-

tres of population. This connection would result in creating a 

total city out of them all. (c.f. Archigram, 1999)

The aspect of the growth of population is strongly linked 

to ecological problems. This can not only be seen agricultu-

rally in terms of food supply. While Europe was free from 

natural disasters for the most part, it is clearly visible that the 

architects and urban planners in Japan had to deal with this 

on a regular basis. Such as the prevention of flooding in Ag-
ricultural City or the influence of earthquakes in Ocean City, 
Japanese planners were facing another challenge in addition 

to what was discussed in Europe around this time.

However, what all the projects described have in common is 

the rejection of nationality and the transgression of borders. 

As no borders – in its naivest sense – mean no conflicts and 

wars, this could be strongly linked to the post-war era were 

most of these ideas emerged and the state of traumatization 

by the Second World War most urban planners could have 

been in.

[27] Kyionori Kikutake: Ocean City model
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PUblIC & PRIvATE

Scaling down the from space as artifi cial land to a human 

scale, the concept of the megastructure can be divided into 

single housing units or living cells. Within the main structure 

there is usually a certain unit dedicated to the individual, 

such as the house or the fl at is to a family, a community or 

a single person in the cities we know. These units are usually 

connected to the public elements of a city structure by a 

transition area usually referred to as the doorstep.
This chapter focusses on the division of public and private 

space within the megastructure and its existence within the 

whole. 

The housing unit or living cell describes the amount of space 

used for a single or a group of individuals living together. It 

plays an important role within the attempts to cope with po-

pulation growth. Its density and size defi ne how much space 

will be required for living, which is indeed the very essential 

function of a city structure. 

Archigram started to fi rst use the term capsule in 1964, 

introduced by Warren Chalk, a member of the group. The 

capsules he designed were initially used for his proposal for 

the Capsule-Unit-Tower, but as Plug-In-City developed at 

the same time it was soon very clear, that this type of capsu-

le would be used within the project. As the group was fas-

cinated by the concept of prefabrication the capsules were 

meant to be build up by completely prefabricated elements. 

The idea arose from the concept of the space capsule, whe-

re everything is centered to the very basic needs and living 

space needs to be reduced to a minimum. Each unit was de-

signed as effi cient as possible with clip-on and fold-out parts. 

The colour and design of the outside was led to the decision 

of the capsule‘s owner. Archigram‘s housing capsules were 

intended to serve a throwaway society, as Peter Cook stated 

that it will be normal soon to throw one’s house away when 

out of use and buy a new one instead.

The concept of prefabrication was picked up by the Meta-

bolists, by designing complete prefabricated capsules for the 

inhabitants and giving the individual less options of deciding 

about the appearance of one‘s house. The single housing 

unit in Ocean City as an example is described with the term 

move-net, as Kikutake tried to avoid to the term capsule for 

his plug cells. The move-net is divided into several movable 

parts of inhabitable spaces such as kitchen, bathroom, etc. 

which make it possible to combine different frames or pan-

els according to the inhabitant’s needs, which is one of the 

main benefi ts of this system. However, the size and exact 

appearance of these elements is never described in detail.

In Kisho Kurokawa’s Agricultural City the individual housing 

unit reminds more of an actual house than in other 

megastructure projects of the avant-garde. The so-cal-

led Mushroom-Shaped Houses were one to three fl oor 

structures with a wooden frame aluminium cap meant to 

overcome the concepts of walls and roof and opened to the 

sky through a skylight. 

Unlike most other megastructure projects, Yona Friedman 

proposed to give the inhabitants the possibility to change 

their living space according to their desires. The architect, 

in this case, would not design the living unit, but solely the 

support structure and supply network. In Ville Spatiale, he 

would provide empty spaces completely subdued to the 

creativity of the individual. He gives the inhabitants the posi-

tion of the architect and the architect himself has to fulfi l the 

position of an engineer. The size of an empty space for one 

unit would be according to Friedman approximately 25 m². 
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He proposed a set of prefabricated elements, which would 

be provided for the inhabitants’ designing of their own space. 

By giving the structure a large-scale grid, Friedman made the 

spaces in-between individually adaptable for the inhabitants.

Friedman sees two ways for the future city structure.

“the city of isolated individuals”
“the city which is dedicated to public life”
(Düesberg, 2013, p.152) 

However, Ville Spatiale was criticized for giving the individual 

the freedom of creativity on the one hand but at the same 

time providing a strict, grid-like and mathematic construction. 

With the prefabricated elements, reminding more of IKEA 

furniture or prefabricated houses a full creativity would not 

be possible. As the amount of space used by an individual in 

this project is variable, it allows different sizes of communi-

ties, reaching from large families to single person households.

Not only the single housing unit is important for the creation 

of space in the context of the megastructure. The discussion 

on the relationship between public and private has to be 

considered. 

The Team 10 Primer names the space in between the public 

and the private as the Doorstep, which is in public, but still 

belongs to the house. In many Asian countries the space of 

the house is enlarged by a doorstep where the social life 

happens more on the streets than in Western countries. The 

so called Doorstep can also be a garden which communica-

tes wealth or culture to the public space of the street. Team 

10 considered the street as the extension of the private 

house and suggested to make a more social place for the 

interaction between the inhabitants. (c.f. Smithsons, 1962)

“Two worlds clashing, no transition. The 
individual on one side, the collective on 
the other. It’s terrifying.” 
(Aldo van Eyck, 1959 in Smithsons, 1962, p. 96)

Fumihiko Maki is referring to this transition between the 

elements as an in-between zone linking different elements 

of a structure. This is described with the station, connecting 

the fast movement of the train with the slow movement of 

the pedestrian zone. (c.f. Maki, 1964) This could be taken a 

step further into creating a transition between the slow mo-

vement of the pedestrian area to the even slower one of the 

private space. Maki mentiones Aldo van Eyck‘s Amsterdam 
Orphanage (1960) as a perfect example for the transition 

[29] Kisho Kurokawa: Mushroom Shaped House
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between public and private. 

In his project, Van Eyck placed a particular emphasis on the 

transition between the public and the private. In his proposal, 

he conceived more intimate public spaces by creating en-

claves in a smaller scale. This would make the shift between 

the space more comfortable. Courtyards and path serve as 

linking parts and make the public space more attractive again, 

so the inhabitants would not only use private space but make 

the street part of their everyday life. (c.f. Fracalossi, 2011)

In Ocean City, the life in public is described with public 

pools inside the rings of the city and public spaces within the 

structure. is Even though Kikutake mentions public spaces 

where activities can take place he does not focus as much on 

the interaction of the inhabitants and the live in between. In 

contrast to other projects, this megastructure seems more 

like a living-machine, where the organisational principles are 

done perfectly but there is not much focus on the life within 

the city.

Yona Friedman developed “Principles of space-city-building” 
in 1964. There he states that our future cities may not be 

crowded and just a mass of buildings but it will be more 

loosely organized and used for the public life. In Ville Spatiale 

he proposed that the future cities should have air conditio-

ning which enables a better use of the public space for the 

inhabitants as the temperature is kept on a comfortable level.  

Friedman, who lived in the Israeli city of Haifa for about a 

decade might have been inspired by the life happening in pu-

blic. Other than in most Central European towns the streets 

are more intensively used for socialising and observing one 

another. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013 p. 127 ff)

In general, it can be said, that the focus within the megastruc-

ture lies on the creation of private space in most projects. 

Even though public space is mentioned, it is never described 

in much detail in most of the projects. Looking at space, 

the way it is created is important for the concept and the 

life within the whole structure. It can either be completely 

prefabricated as living capsules such as in Ocean City or 

Plug-In City giving the inhabitant less freedom of decision or 

giving them the possibility to create their own space, such as 

in Ville Spatiale. The concept of space however, is strongly 

related to the adjustability and flexibility of the structure and 

its ability to grow and shrink according to the needs of the 

population.

[30] Yona Friedman drawing
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[31] Yona Friedman: Ville Spatiale
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ADjUSTAbIlITy

„The urban life mirrors rise and decline, 
arrival and leaving – simply: change. 
Why should not be built for that?” 
(Archigram in Düesberg, 2013, p. 99)

This was the main questioning of Archigram which describes 

very well the concept many avant-gardist architects were 

looking for.  Almost every megastructural proposal dealt with  

the adjustability and fl exibility of its elements. It is obvious 

that when dealing with the growth of population one needs 

to design an urban environment which is fl exible and able 

to grow and shrink according to its needs and the size of 

the population. According to Maki, a megastructure consists 

of several systems standing in correlation to one another. 

Within these systems there are different cycles of change, 

which need to be defi ned by the planner as some parts of 

the city will be changing more rapidly than others. These 

cycles are usually divided in different scales, with the biggest 

steps starting from the smallest element, the (plug-)cell to 

the bearing structure to the adjustability of location. 

Yona Friedman was probably one of the pioneers in this con-

text, dealing with the population problem. To him, the city 

was constantly transforming and therefore his concept for 

Ville Spatiale included an adjustability in every element.

„No city is ever frozen.“
(Yona Friedman in Belogolovsky, 2016)

With his ideas Friedman might have inspired also other 

megastructural architects. To achieve his goal and being able 

to house and sustain the world‘s population he conceived 

prefabricated structures, which would become affordable 

due to mass production.

The technical achievements, the mechanization of industry 

and telecommunication in the 1960s evoked a change in so-

ciety, which made it possible for the masses to communicate 

without facing each other. Friedman addressed this change 

and suggested that there is a need of a new urban plan to 

deal with these revolutions. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p.152)

A detailed concept of adjustable megastructures can also be 

found in the Metabolist Ocean City, where Kikutake provi-

ded a detailed concept of the project. Ocean City emerged 

from a background infl uenced by the Metabolist ideas of 

exchangeability and reproduction, where the group aimed 

to transfer the organic process of rebirth and growth to 

architecture and urban planning. (c.f. Lin, 2010 – p. 22)
The idea of prefabrication in the Metabolist‘s works might 

have been inspired by the Japanese tatami mat, which is in 

a way a prefabricated fl ooring element in traditional houses. 

As the mats are produced in a certain size and design and 

commonly used to cover the fl oors of traditional Japanese 

houses, their size would be used for measuring the areas of 

rooms. The idea of the tatami mat brings a very good ex-

ample that prefabrication in its very essence has been there 

for a long time in history, and that even the most visionary 

projects are never entirely free from tradition.

(c.f. Düesberg, 2013)
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CEllS
The living capsule or cell presents one of the smallest 

interchangeable elements within the avant-gardist megastruc-

ture. When comparing Maki‘s approach towards a dynamic 

and fluid system within a megastructure to Kikutake‘s Ocean 
City, it becomes obvious that the idea of a system where 

parts can be added or removed without affecting the main 

essence of the structure are always present. In Ocean City‘s 
living towers this exchangeability would happen according to 

the needs of the system. 

The towers would consist of a factory which would be 

established at the bottom of the cylinder-shaped constructi-

on to produce building materials. At first the factory would 

produce massive foundations and then proceed to cover 

itself with a concrete cylinder. After completing the cylinder, 

the factory would create prefabricated housing unity to be 

plugged into the surface of the cylinder. When finished, the 

factory would function as a control tower and continuously 

study the design, state and use of the dwelling units, and so 

be able to reproduce and replace them when out of use. 

(c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 71 ff)

With this control tower the city would indeed function like 

an organism, constantly controlling, repairing and renewing its 

elements. According to its architect, Ocean City consists of 

the following movable elements:

human life  move-net
family life  movable house
urban life  mova-block

The movable house extent has to be chosen regarding the 

size of the city and the move-net, providing the basic parts 

of the living unit will be attached to it. Additionally, Kikutake 

proposed another type of movable house which could be 

used to accommodate a group of individuals or a family and 

will be organized according to their needs. This will directly 

connect the engineering progress to family life.

As the structure of a family might change within a few years, 

the durability of the movable house itself would be limited 

and therefore provide flexible living. Also the household 

equipment would be designed for a ten-year durability and 

would be changed every other year.

By doing so, Kikutake refers to a throwaway and consumer 

society. (c.f. Lampugnani, Frey, Perotti, 2005, p. 222 ff)

The mova-block was created as a city unit, a combination of 

several movable houses with a ship-like structure, to give the 

[33] Archigram: Living Cells
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possibility to move and change. Between the elements of the 

mova-block there will be a plastic membrane to function as 

an air-conditioning system.

Kikutake states that the main difference between Ocean 
City and a conventional city is that the courtyard of a normal 

block would be mostly shaded and without view, but in the 

mova-block this would be completely different. It makes 

the space more valuable for the inhabitants by giving them 

a view, sunlight and ventilation to guarantee wellbeing. This 

concept of very similar factors of urban life promoted in the 

Charter of Athens. 
The mova-blocks would be combined into a circle consisting 

of six blocks organized around a central square and this plaza 

should be used for a variety of public activities such as thea-

tres, museums and concert halls. Every time the population 

increases or decreases, the city would be able to adapt itself 

by adding or removing housing units;  and by doing so, the 

city will remain the centre of life and the leisure time can 

take place in the city again. (c.f. Lampugnani, Frey, Perotti, 
2005, p. 225 ff)

Justus Dahinden, a Swiss Architect, states in his essay Stadt-
strukturen für Morgen, 1971 that the Ocean City has the 

potential of a complete mobility of the cities, later more for-

mulated by Archigram, because of the flexible and movable 

structures and also because of the waterways which do not 

have to be erected. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 68)

The reference to a throwaway society can also be seen in 

Archigram‘s works. For Plug-In City they proposed a certain 

durability for their city elements to avoid having useless parts 

within their structure. The group worked with exchangeable 

cells, capsules or containers. Plug-in City may be one of 

their most popular projects concerning the adjustability of 

the structure. The project was inteded as a high-tech plan 

for a flexible city with the possibility to enlarge itself easily. 

This enlargement would happen by cranes which would be 

installed on certain points of the structure to constantly add 

and remove elements. 

The plug-cells in would host various functions such as work, 

living or business. However, there would be different shapes 

for different functions but they would resemble each other 

to give a sense of coherence. 

This reminds of Maki‘s theory of linkage where he explains 

that there has to be something that all the objects should 

have in common in order to not destroy the overall picture 

of the city. Furthermore, this would give the inhabitants a 

feeling of solidarity. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 99 ff)

[34] Archigram: Capsule Tower
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Archigram‘s Capsule Towers which later became a part of 

Plug-In City remind a bit of Kikutake‘s living cell towers in 

Ocean City. Both share the exchangeability and flexibility 

of adding and removing parts as required. But while the 

Metabolists relate their concepts to nature, Archigram refers 

more to a technological progress by integrating cranes which 

can be moved on railways.

“Craggy but directional. 
Mechanistic but scaleable.” 
(Arichgram, 1999, S. 36)

The base for the Plug-in-City was the criticism to London’s 

expansion program with its satellite towns.  Peter Cook 

and Dennis Crompton developed an alternative to this by 

connecting all big cities with an information route in order to 

easily enlarge and interconnect them. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, 
p. 99 ff)

Archigram‘s Plug-In-City and Kikutake‘s Ocean City use both 

a very strict order in their proposals for a Megastructure as it 

is exactly defined what has to happen in which part and how 

the parts looks like. Yona Friedman promotes a very different 

view. To him, flexibility starts with the personal freedom to 

design one‘s own living space. Architects should only provide 

the technical parts of a building such as the bearing structure 

or the concept for supply and infrastructure. 

This concept can be observed easily in a sketch of a section 

of Ville Spatiale. The main element of the structure is a 

gigantic frame construction in which will the minor elements 

of the city will be settled. Within the main structure there 

would be empty spaces to be designed by the inhabitants 

of the city. Friedman‘s aim was to form a creative society 

designing their individual living spaces. 

In the centre of the six levelled structure he locates the 

infrastructure and around this structure he places public and 

commercial spaces. 

The idea of putting together various elements (wall-, ceiling- 

and floor panel) of a catalogue in an individual is different to 

the completely prefabricated elements of Ocean City and 

Plug-In City. Even thoughVille Spatiale gives its inhabitants 

the freedom to create their own environments, the strict 

regulation of the grid-like structure gives a certain space to 

every inhabitant and avoids property conflicts.

 (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 145 ff)

For his megastructure Friedman provides only three rules:

a. it should affect the ground minimal to leave the things   

 beneath mostly untouched

b. it should be built and deconstructed easily

c. it should provide a maximum of creativity to change it by                  

 the inhabitants

d. 

Similar to other megastructural projects, in Ville Spatiale 

Friedman differs between bearing structure and addable/

removable elements even though the flexible parts are not 

as formulated.

(c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 145 ff)

STRUCTURE
Adding and removing smaller elements to a structure is al-

ways limited to the size of this structure. Therefore, in order 

to give a megastructure full flexibility the bearing structure is 

required to be able to grow and shrink as well.

In most proposals the expandability of the main structure 

is one of the main design principles. The boundaries of a 

megastructure would never be defined in any of the selected 

projects, but always blurred, upholding the possibility to 

change its size and shape whenever needed.

In Ocean City this flexibility is reached by adding and remo-

ving platforms and interconnecting them with flexible water-

ways or paths. The control tower, according to Kikutake, the 

„brain“ of the city would control the expansion of the urban 

structure. With this constant control, cities would be able to 

reproduce themselves just like cells do in cell division. 

This is again referring to Maki‘s demonstration to the hier-

archy in the elements of the megastructure. Therefore, the 

different parts should not be dependent from one another, 

so if one part would be exchanged or removed it would 

leave the rest of the structure unaffected. 

 (c.f. Lampugnani, Frey, Perotti, 2005, p. 222 ff)

In Plug-In-City Archigram describes a microstructure con-

sisting of a framework grid hosting all the supply elements 

of a city, while the macrostructure would consist of all the 

bearing elements. Peter Cook developed an arrangement 

of these tubular elements as a diamond-shaped lattice, 

acting as a structural support for the plug-in parts. A-frame 

substructures would function as a substructure, constantly 

being rearranged by cranes, sliding back and forth on top of 

it on monorails. All the parts of the bearing structure were 

intended to be prefabricated, so the bearing tubes would just 

be plugged in and out one another, whenever the structure 

needed to grow and shrink. Similar to Kikutake‘s Ocean City, 
this dynamic process was intended to be made visible, so 
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Plug-In City was given an overall appearance of an inland 

port, where new goods and inhabitants would arrive and lea-

ve and therefore leave the city in a constant state of change.

(c.f. Sadler, 2005, p.  14  ff/Düesberg, 2013, p. 99 ff) 

This constant state of change of the bearing structure was 

also important in Yona Friedman‘s designs.

The size of the empty space for one house in Ville Spatiale 

would form the grid for the structure. Friedman developed 

various scenarios on different places for his structure and 

uses different shapes as the location changes. This can be 

seen in Paris Spatial, where it has a ring shape and in the 

project for London, where it is irregular. The maximum 

vertical extension of eight levels for his villes guarantees 

optimal sunlight for the structure and by leaving some spaces 

empty for the land/city beneath. To show the solar radiation 

Friedman made sketches. As a maximum population he sees 

as Le Corbusier 3 Million inhabitants.

Even though, the construction system was not very detailed 

in his drawings, it was strongly influenced by Konrad Wachs-

mann and Robert Le Ricolais, who both were engineers 

experimenting with frameworks. Yona Friedman saw great 

promises of cheap prefabrication within their designs, as well 

as the same flexibility as in construction kits for children.

By giving the structure a large scale grid he made the spaces 

in-between usable and individually fillable for the inhabitants.  

Comparing the drawings of Ville Spatiale to drawings of 

megastructural projects, Friedman‘s thinly drawn lines might 

seem a bit naïve. However, the importance in his ideas lies 

not in the realistic representation but in offering a completely 

new building method.  (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p.145 ff)
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such a situation is given. In this respect the project provides 

remarkable benefits compared to other megastructural 

projects.

A very similar approach can be seen in Archigram‘s Walking 
City conceived by Ron Herron. Walking City deals with the 

issue of secureness, as the city houses a whole civilisation 

and therefore needs to protect it from harm. The structures 

would own their own artificial intelligence and would move 

to wherever their resources and manufacturing abilities 

were needed. Several Walking Cities would interconnect to 

a ‘walking metropolis’ when their concentrated power was 

required and disperse whenever it was no longer necessary. 

The original name of the project was Cities:Moving, but after 

presenting the ideas to an audience, who would believe that 

the city looked like it was walking the name was changed. 

Each of the structures would house a population of around 

20.000 inhabitants. (c.f. Arichgram, 1999, S. 48 ff)
With the creation of the Walking City, Archigram began to 

gradually set up its own motion and generate further depar-

tures from mainstream architectural vocabulary.  From 1965 

on it began to be less necessary for a project to respond to 

any architectural morality and Archigram, with its projects 

began to create its own natural generic series. The Plug-In 

lOCATION
The location of a building or a city is one of the most crucial 

elements in architecture and urban planning as it stands 

in direct relation to the built environment. Within the 

megastructure, there are different tendencies visible. While 

some proposals are meant to be erected on a fixed location, 

others offer a new kind of flexibility by being able to change 

location. 

Kikutake describes his proposal for Ocean City as movable 

land, a community floating in the sea. (c.f. Kiyonori Kikutake 
in Koolhaas, Obrist, 2011, p. 129) Even though he gives an 

exact location for the city, the Sagami Bay, he suggests that 

it is not necessary to fix it and instead let float around freely. 

The megastructure should be able to move according to the 

efficiency of the area it is located on in order to sustain the 

city. 

Another issue causing the design of Ocean City could be 

related to Japan‘s geographical and tectonic location. The si-

tuation of the country between four different tectonic plates 

causes a high risk of earthquakes. The idea of constructing 

a floating city could be interpreted as a way of providing a 

more secure place to live. Although the risk of tidal waves 

and tsunamis still exists for cities built on water, the ability to 

just float on high waves without causing major damages in 

[38] Archigram: Walking City
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City can be considered as a halfway-step between the 

mechanical and problem-solving projects from the beginnings 

of the group to a completely free and experimenting spirit 

of the Walking City. While developing Plug-In City with its 

flexibility of exchanging and adding elements but the city 

itself being fixed on the ground, Ron Herron created the 

idea of having a shell around it and providing it with walkable 

legs and wheels.  As the city would not have a certain piece 

of land to be built on, the structure was movable, not be-

longing to a nation and therefore avoiding conflicts by being 

completely independent. In the context of a threatening 

atomic war, the concept of having movable cities seemed as 

a wise idea, as they would provide a less vulnerable target for 

atomic bombs. 

The envisioned project consisted of several beetle-like parts, 

which could be interconnected by tubes, and a roof structure 

that could be folded back in order to ensure lightning and 

security, functioning as a barrier from the outside.

(c.f. Arichgram, 1999, S. 48 ff) 

Another way of reaching a flexibility in location was to create 

a megastructure spreading over wide areas and even across 

national borders to instead of making the city movable, allow 

this flexibility within the structure. 

Plug-In City for example was concerning the location by 

being built across the whole country and above existing cities 

and so giving the inhabitant the possibility to move place 

within the structure. (c.f. Arichgram, 1999, S. 36 ff) 
In 1963 with Bridge Town over the English Channel, Yona 

Friedman developed a structure to be built above the 

sea connecting England and France. Similar to Plug-In City 
Friedman suggested that the megastructure can cover the 

space between big cities and so abolish the limits between 

land and city. 

Generally it can be said, that the concept of location was 

only important in megastructures in the way that it could be 

rejected completely. Most projects strove to avoid conflicts 

by avoiding nationalities. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013)
Even if certain locations are mentioned - such as Haifa or 

Paris with Yona Friedman, London with Archigram and the 

Sagami Bay in Kikutake‘s Ocean City - it can be generally said, 

that the overall idea of the megastructure is not bound to a 

certain place. Whether movable or not, the megastructure 

can be anywhere.
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SUPPly &
INFRASTRUCTURE

Another important point to consider, apart from the 

construction and adjustability of space, and how to house 

the population is how to supply it with food and energy and  

integrate infrastructure.  The discussed groups do that in 

different ways but they always integrate it in their proposals. 

Kisho Kurokawa‘s Agricultural City deals, as the name might 

suggest, with the problem of feeding and sustaining the 

growing population of the country. The architect sees rurals 

communities as cities whose means of production would be 

agriculture. In order to provide enough space for agriculture, 

the project consists of a grid of concrete slabs liftet on 4 

meter stilts above the existing land. It was meant to synchro-

nise the rural landscape with the living areas.  Apart from 

preventing the habitat from being fl ooded, the elevation of all 

the elements would make fi elds and agricultural land possible 

within an urban area. Infrastructure, such as schools, service- 

and administration buildings would be hosted by the grid. 

Housing would be applied in the form Mushroom-Shaped 

houses. (c.f. Fabrizi, 2015)

The concept is explained by the architect as following:

“Natural growth of the agricultural city 
is provided by a grid system of streets 
containing the utility pipes underneath. 
While each of the square units com-
posed of several households is auto-
nomous, linking these units together 
creates a village. The living units multiply 
spontaneously without any hierarchy, 
gradually bringing the village into being 
as the traditional rural settlement has 
developed throughout japanese history.” 
(Kurokawa in Fabrizi, 2015)

Kurokawa states that agricultural cities have a future potential 

as they sustain the city with food and provide housing at the 

same time. And therefore there has to be a basic plan for 

their future expansion.

(c.f. ArchEyes, 2016)

A similar concept of lifting the city above agricultural land 

was developed for Yona Friedman‘s Ville Spatiale. Fried-

man was concerning the massive growth of population, as 

according to his calculations the world would not be able 

to sustain itself if all the ground is covered by buildings. He 

proposes Ville Spatiale as the optmimal solution as it would 

touch the ground only minimal to let agriculture happen 

beneath. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013 p. 145 ff) 
In this concept, the infrastructure and the bearing structure 
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should be then only parts of the city provided by the archi-

tects, who would then, as a result, be more in the position of 

an engineer. Friedman locates the infrastructure at the centre 

of the six-levelled structure with public and commercial 

spaces around it. 

Beneath the structure Friedman suggests to establish 

agricultural farms and industrial factories which should be 

connected with the structure above to supply the city. This 

horizontal organisation does not only give more space to 

agriculture to supply the world‘s population but also entails 

shorter transportation routes and therefore avoids traffic 

problems. (Düesberg, 2013, p.121 ff)
To ensure perfect conditions for the land beneath, Friedman 

is aiming to give as much sunlight as possible to the inhab-

itants as well as the existing beneath. Therefore he gives a 

maximum height extension for the structure and suggests 

that there should be left 50% to 60% of the structure empty 

in order to let the sunlight through.

(Düesberg, 2013, p.121 ff)
For Friedman the problem in cities was that the rural popula-

tion which lived outside the cities was separated from health 

care, education and other services and therefore he pro-

posed to provide his city above the agricultural land and by 

doing so remove this separation. (Düesberg, 2013, p.121 ff)

“(…) to repeal the usual but dangerous isola-
tion of the rural population.” Yona Friedman
(Düesberg, 2013, p.148)

The idea of moving housing from the natural landscape to 

an artificially produced territory and using the ground for 

agriculture instead can also be seen in Ocean City. 
Kikutake states that due to the massive population growth 

the land will not be able to sustain its population with food 

if those all functions of a city are located on the natural 

landscape. Therefore he proposed to build artificial land for 

living, working and leisure so that the continent can be used 

for agriculture, which to him seemed a more natural activity. 

Ocean City would consist of circular platforms floating in the 

sea, which should be interconnected by various waterways 

or build paths. 

The supply of the megastructure would be ensured trough 

a zone which is located in the zone between the housing 

rings which would be used to cultivate marine products. 

To guarantee the energy support Kikutake established solar 

panels on the outer protective zone of the city structure. 

Kikutake stated, that his proposal should become the centre 

of Japanese production. To guarantee maximum production 

capacity Ocean City will move according to the efficiency of 

[40] Archigram: Plug-In-City
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the areas around it to sustain the city. 

(c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 67 ff)

A similar concept in changing the location to assure an 

optimal supply can be found in Walking City. Ron Her-

ron describes that his proposals should have an artificial 

intelligence and would move whenever their resources and 

manufacturing abilities were needed.

(c.f. Düesberg, 2013 p.109)

In contrast to Ron Herron, Peter Cook gave a detailed 

description of the inner structure of his Plug-In City.
Cook drew several sketches and detailed pictures of the 

project‘s infrastructure. The megastructure is divided into 

two structural parts, the macrostructure, which is the bearing 

structure, the infrastructure, and the microstructure, which 

are the exchangeable elements and capsules. 

The macrostructure consists of a framework grid which hosts 

all supply elements of a city, like water pipes, infrastructure 

and movable cranes, one of the most important parts, to 

organize and exchange the capsules.  

Within this project Archigram gave a clear infrastructural pro-

posal which was dedicated to the duration of the different in-

frastructural elements. Therefore, the railway and parking lots 

would be situated in the lower parts of the structure because 

they have a longer durability and the railway for the crane or 

the public transport which was intended to be enlarged and 

exchanged more often was situated in the upper levels.

(c.f. Archigram, 1999)

Even though in most megastructures, the infrastructure is 

explained more or less in detail, it is clearly visible that food 

supply and therefore agriculture is one of the most important 

element in most projects. Most architects are aware, that 

there need to be pipes, transportation and public and 

administrative facilities but only few of them describe these 

aspects in detail. The focus on agriculture instead of industry 

or trade as the main product of the city might have been 

inspired by the war, where apart from personal safety food 

was one of the most important things after all.

[41] Yona Friedman: Ville Spatiale: showing agriculture happening  beneath the structure
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lIFE WITHIN

As citizens of a country or the inhabitants of a city, we 

constantly have the feeling of belonging somewhere. This 

somewhere - in most cases - is just an ordinary town – but 

when thinking of what makes us belong there we don’t speak 

about the fl exible and adaptable construction, the sophi-

sticated arrangement of living space or the unique supply 

network. Even though the megastructure seems more like a 

structural approach to urban planning, we found that all the 

architects shared an interest in how people would live within 

their cities. In most cases, the idea of the megastructure was 

more than just providing a new form of housing but changing 

the way people lived. 

“Fresh air, a healthy climate, an amazing 
natural landscape, a horizon, which gi-
ves a global feeling, the blessings of the 
sun from sunrise to sunset, the feeling of 
a freed from race and national bounda-
ries mankind, an orderly social life – the 
ocean city will be born as a city which 
contributes something to human society 
(…)”
(Kiyonori Kikutake about Ocean City, Düesberg, 2013, 
p. 68)

Sunlight and fresh air were indeed some of the factors that 

were already proposed in the Charter of Athens. The focus 

on the quality life within a city was nothing new to the 

architect of the megastructure However, the factors defi ning 

a good city life were more than just the categories of the 

Charter.

The human, freed from national boundaries and race was a 

very new aspect added to the vision of a new society, resul-

ting from a generation traumatized by the war.

Although the Metabolists had probably the most technical 

approach to this, in Ocean City, there was still some focus 

on the life people had when living there. Kikutake‘s vision in-

cluded urban elements like community areas and even pools, 

located in holes in the platform. However, the life in Ocean 
City is clearly divided into functions. Living, shopping, working 

and leisure time can be found as the main functions when 

investigating in the projects. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013, p. 71) 

This reminds very much of the dwelling, recreation, work and 

transportation of the Athens Charter. In contrast to other 

projects, the Metabolists did not deliberately focus on the 

change in the way of living their city structures would cause 

in their inhabitants. 

This was very different however, in Archigram‘s Living City, 
which was the fi rst offi cially presented and exhibited project 

of the group and the fi rst one to be designed by the whole 

Archigram group. To them, the city was not only a collection 

of buildings but the total environment. Living City was used 

to fi nd out the effect, this total urban environment had on 

mankind.

„The city is an organism housing man, 
manmade, for man.“
(Archigram about Living City, 1999, p. 20)

The human was put in the centre of the city as the ultimate 

subject. Archigram’s aim was to capture a mood, a climate of 

opinion, to create awareness with the inhabitant – referred 

to as the spectator – himself. Their project Living City was 
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envisioned as a complete structure to cut the spectator off 

from his everyday situation, where events would be easily 

predictable. The structure would function as a city stimulator 

or a conditioning chamber with different departments called 

Gloops. Gloops would define different basic constants and 

facts such as man, survival, crowd, movement, situation, com-
munication and place. All these Gloops seen in their totality, 

interacting to one another would create the construct of 

Living City. (c.f. Archigram, 1999, p. 20) Although Living City 
was a concept for an exhibition and far away from the struc-

tural thinking of a megastructure it clearly influenced the way 

they conceived Plug-in City in terms of quality of city life: „its 
symbolism, its gregariousness, its dependence upon situation 
(...)“ (Archigram, 1999, p. 36)

With Archizoom‘s No-stop City the focus on life within 

opens a chapter where the architect of the structure does 

not only find a new way to accomodate people, but goes 

even further in completely rethinking the way life and society 

is organized. This is done by giving its inhabitants an ever 

continuing, featureless space. To them, the role of the archi-

tect is not in organizing society by creating spaces defined for 

types of activities. No-stop City‘s inhabitants would create 

their own living space within a monotonous structure. The 

way they organize their lifes is completely up to them. In 

No-stop City, Archizoom proposes a self-organizing society, 

creating their own culture and way of living within a bigger 

structure. 

(c.f. www.moma.org, 2012, Lampugnani/Frey/Perotti, 2005)

A very similar approach can be seen in Constant‘s New 
Babylon is created and shaped by its inhabitants, referred 

to as New Babylonians. This concept can also be seen in 

Friedman‘s Ville Spatial where the inhabitants build their own 

house, however, with a provided kit of prefabricated parts.

In Constants proposal, the inhabitants design their home 

without any restrictions to provided elements.

For his imagination of a society, a new urban space needs to 

be designed.

“(…) a society that knows neither famine nor 
exploitation nor work, in a society in which, 
without exception, anyone could give free 
rein to his creativity (…)” 
(Constant, Haags Gemeetenmuseum, 1974)

[43] Archizoom: No Stop City
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He states that freedom and creativity are dependent from 

one another. Only a person who is free can be creative and 

therefore live the life of a New Babylonian. This freedom 

would be achieved by a complete automatization of every 

process in the city, which is from Constant‘s description 

the one of the only two basics for a ludic town like New 
Babylon. The second basic is the collective ownership of land 

where everyone is free to move. 

“New babylon is the work of the 
New babylonians alone, the product for their 
culture. For us, it is only a model of reflection 
and play.” 
(Constant, Haags Gemeetenmuseum, 1974)

The activities of the inhabitants are described as play, adven-

ture and mobility. These activities, according to Constant will 

not be isolated but happen in a global activity, where every 

human is in relation with his surroundings - in this case an 

artificially constructed environment - giving the inhabitant the 

possibility to create his own urban structure.

(c.f. Constant, Haags Gemeetenmuseum, 1974)

Investigating in the different concepts for megastructural 

architecture there are different tendencies describing the way 

people live in them.

Much is said about the life within the proposals for No-stop 
City and especially New Babylon. The difference to projects 

like Plug-in City and Ocean City is that this life imagined is 

not designed at all. This „not-designing“ can be considered as 

a basic concept and design principle of giving the inhabitant 

all the freedom possible. Since there is so much freedom in 

activities, none of them is described in detail, so imagining 

the life within a structure like New Babylon is much more 

difficult than in a Plug-in City.
This could either be because of the lack of description of 

activities and the absence of defined spaces, or just because 

we, as ordinary people are so far away from this way of life. 

Ocean City for example might be utopian in its structural 

concept, but the life its inhabitants would live is easily imagin-

able due to the fact that it does not differ much from the life 

we live right now - and is just reimagined in a different shape.  

Or, the other way around, it is so well described where 

and what the functions are, that it is easy for us to imagine 

ourselves living there.

[44] Constant: New Babylon



[45] Yona Friedman: sketch „Bridge over the army channel“
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OPTIMISM

Having defi ned the most noticeable aspects in the concept 

of the megastructure, the following chapters deal with the 

thoughts behind its creators and help to get a bigger under-

standing of the situations in which these ideas occurred.

Even if the forms and appearances varied, their backgrounds 

were often very similar. The war, certainly played an import-

ant role in this context. Many cities were destroyed and at 

the same time there was a certain fear that this might reoc-

cur as well as a growth of population. This led to architects 

and urban planners envisioning a bright future for the cities.

Megastructures were the architectural 
optimism, being proposed as the pro-
blem-solvers of pollution, crime, con-
gestion and dysfunctions of municipal 
services.
 (c.f. Banham, 1976)

What the megastructural architects of the 1950s and 60s 

shared in common was a boldness of vision and a concepti-

on that emanated a human optimism and a strong belief that 

their concepts could solve the major problems of humanity. 

(c.f. Castle, 2006) Of course there was a bunch of general 

reasons, why the idea of the megastructure emerged at this 

time, which have been named earlier in this book. But every 

single architect or group had their own particular motives for 

joining the megastructural movement. 

Within the projects, there are various optimisms visible. Ho-

wever, most architects and urban planners shared the same 

confi dences in different locations, mostly emerging in a time 

of reconstruction after the war. Whether it was a housing 

shortage or the growth of population, all the ideas proposed  

promising solutions for a bright future, full of unlimited pos-

sibilities. Following the concept of an avant-garde, there was 

something that made young architects and urban-planners 

believe that they could change society with their proposals.

„I feel however, that we architects have a 
special duty and mission (...)“
(Kenzo Tange, 1960 in www.archeyes.com, 2016)

The ideas of Japanese Metabolism originated in post-war 

Japan, where most cities were destroyed and had to be 

reconstructed. The situation of a tabula rasa, which could 

be found in most cities that were bombed in the war pre-

sented the opportunity for radical ideas. In addition to that, 

Japan experienced an enormous growth in population and 

economy in the 1960s. The Metabolists collaborated with 

the Japanese government to propose ideas how to handle 

the high population pressure. They therefore followed the 

concept of an avant-garde movement and rejected culture 

and history in their proposals. With their idea of rebirth and 

growth and seeing the city as a continuous process, their 

visionary ideas of megastructures with different cycles of 

exchangeable elements emerged as an optimistic solution to 

the problems Japan was facing at this time.  

When looking at the proposals created by the Metabolist 

Movement, even if they claimed to reject culture and history, 

there was an obvious infl uence by Japanese lifestyle. There, 

people would move house, go on pilgrimage and move 

accoding to the seasons from the countryside to the city. (c.f. 
Banham, 1976) 
After the war, technology became increasingly important. 

Especially in Japan, it became soon a part of their cul-

ture rather than just replacing traditions. The group was 
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convinced of mass production and prefabrication as well as 

modular building.  There was a (somehow naive) belief that 

these new industrial technologies could change the urban 

formation as well as the social structure (c.f. Lin, 2010).

A very similar problem of an increasing population was ad-

dressed by Archigram referring to London, who was just like 

Tokyo experiencing a housing shortage due to the damages 

of the war. Desperation drove inhabitants to live in ghetto-li-

ke towers. The city centre was almost abandoned by the 

citizens, because it was too expensive to live in the centre. 

While the suburbs developed universities and activities for 

the residents, the centre of London was struggling to keep its 

importance without affordable dwellings. Archigram criticized 

the architectural style of the modern by publishing visionary 

sketches, collages and comics of their ideas, they wanted 

architecture to become more dynamic and flexible within its 

structure. Archigram used a style to display its ideas that was 

very different to the architectural ideas of the Modernists, 

often pale, spare and without colour. In their projects, they 

showed alcohol, cars, dangerous stunt shows and pretty 

models to the audience. In their visions, architecture and 

technology had the power to free society and give us more 

time to enjoy ourselves. (c.f. Victoria and Albert Museum)

„Owing to lack of interest, 
tomorrow has been cancelled“

This was the title of an article by Warren Chalk in 1969. 

Although this was said in an optimistic tone, it indicates that 

by this time, Archigram had begun to question the potential 

of technology. (c.f. Victoria and Albert Museum)
London’s increasing modernisation in the sixties and the 

rapid development of its built structure caused an aesthetical 

problem for Archigram, which they resolved through propo-

sing adjustable and flexible structures.

As with many architects around that period, such as Kikutake 

and the Metabolists, the group was predominantly influenced 

by the work of Alison and Peter Smithson who were part 

of the initial founding members of Team 10. Peter Cook, 

member of Archigram, was impressed by their work as he 

considered them as pioneers in the fight against Modernism. 

(Düesberg, 2013, p. 82 ff)

Dealing with the problem of population growth again, but 

on a different location, Yona Friedman developed another 

utopian urban concept. The aesthetics however, were very 

different from Archigram‘s. Friedmans drawings were less 

exuberantly optimistic and colourful in their atmosphere. 

(c.f. Spatial Agency) 

Friedman‘s optimism was perhaps not as obvious as Ar-

chigram‘s but similar to them, he believed that architecture 

possesses the power to free society and give it more power 

to enjoy itself. His emphasis, and therefore also his optimism 

was in participation and individual freedom which he believed 

could be reached with his architecture. 

He developed an interest in social housing projects and a 

fascination for the unorganized. He saw slums as the real city 

centres, as they grew mostly without a plan and were solely 

organized by the inhabitants, constructing their own houses.

He envisioned a new kind of citizen, free from the strictures 

of work through the growing automation of production and 

dealt with the mobility of the city structure. In his vision, an 

increase in leisure time would change society and therefore, 

demand a new architecture. (c.f. Spatial Agency, Düesberg, 
2013) 

There are several similarities to Friedman‘s Ville Spatiale 

visible in Constant Nieuwenhuys‘ New Babylon. Both are 

designed for eliminating the working man and encouraging 

leisure time within their envisioned new population. Only a 

full automatization of the city would allow its inhabitants to 

use the utopian urban environment as a playground. 

(Constant, for Haags gemeetenmuseum, 1974)

To summarize the groups elaborated in this chapter, there 

are several tendencies visible. The optimisms described, 

emerged most out of more or less the same problems. A 

strong belief in technological progress can be seen as the 

basic element in developing architectural visions to change 

and free existing society. On the one hand, there is Japanese 

Metabolism and Archigram, both giving a more tangible 

approach, proposing adjustable and flexible structures in 

order to achieve this. On the other hand, there is a more 

programmatic and sociologic approach concentrating less on 

the structure and more on its inhabitants. However, these 

tendencies become less and less obvious when reading 

between the lines and going deeper into the concepts.
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The optimistic ideas of the megastructures shared a thing 

which all have in common. The concept of a structure 

which is enlargeable and changeable easily works in many 

of the analysed projects in the same way. Capsules or other 

elements which can be removed easily and react best on 

the growth of the population. Within this chapter, talking 

about the concept of growth, there is no way not to explain 

the concept of the Metabolists who think architecture as a 

continuous cycle of growth and change. Also Fumihiko Maki 

who was a member of the Metabolist group was explaining 

that rigid master plans for urban environments in his essay 

Investigations in Collective Form, that our cities are a dyna-

mic fi eld of interrelated forces to use the master programme, 

as this included the time dimension. The megastructure 

therefore, was such a master form, the master programme 

would be used for.

Japanese Metabolism was considering the city as a process 

– and as an organism with different metabolic cycles. These 

metabolic cycles would infl uence the need of change in 

different structural elements, as Maki addressed as a critical 

point of the megastructure.

The word sinchintaisha was mentioned, when the Japanese 

Metabolist movement fi rst presented its ideas to an inter-

national audience at CIAM XI in 1959 in Otterlo. It led to a 

group of architects, designers and urban planners discussing 

the organic nature of the projects presented by Kenzo 

Tange. As the conference was a world conference and the 

group was striving to be more international, the term was 

translated to the English word metabolism. 

Metabolism was used in a symbolic way for describing the 

exchange of materials between organisms and the exterior 

world (literally metabolism in a biological sense). The word 

evoked a feeling of replacement of the old with the new and 

the group interpreted this to be equivalent to the continuous 

renewal and the organic growth of the city (Lin, 2010 – p. 
22) This described the idea of transferring the organic 

process of (re-)birth and growth to architecture and town 

planning. This could be compared to the trunk and branches 

of a tree, with dynamic and exchangeable modules, compara-

ble to the leaves, and integrate infrastructure.

The metabolism Manifesto (Metabolism: The Proposals for 
New Urbanism) was published at the World Design Confe-
rence in Tokyo in 1960. The manifesto was a collection of 

works and projects by each member and opened with the 

following statement:

“Metabolism is the name of the group, 
in which each member proposes further 
designs of our coming world through his 
concrete designs and illustrations. We 
regard human society as a vital process 
- a continuous development from atom 
to nebula. The reason why we use such 
a biological word, metabolism, is that we 
believe design and technology should 
be a denotation of human society. We 
are not going to accept metabolism as 
a natural process, but try to encourage 
active metabolic development of our 
society through our proposals.”

GROWTH
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The Metabolist projects were in their main essence about 

accommodating the constantly changing city and society. Na-

ture was not only important in a biological sense of organic 

growth, but also in the sense of unity of man and nature - as 

Kawazoe states in his essay in the metabolism manifesto: “I 
want to be a sea-shell, I want to be a mould, I want to be a 
spirit” proposed unity of man and nature and reflected the 

Japan’s cultural pain after the Second World War. 

The concept of the capsule as a prefabricated element 

substantiated the Metabolist idea of having interchangeable 

elements within a permanent structure. The group did not 

only address the enormous population growth in Japan 

at this time but also the Japanese lifestyle. Compared to 

western cultures, there was a strong sense of mobility in its 

population. Traditional Japanese life was characterized by 

moving houses several times, pilgrimage and seasonal moving 

between country and city. Commuting for the average man 

between work and home took about an hour. This could 

have been the reason, why Metabolism proposed  exchan-

geable capsules as a mobile home influenced by the Japanese 

culture of mobility.

„In this project the architect is thinking of the 
future of the city. He has divided it into two 
elements, one permanent and one tempo-
rary.“
(Kenzo Tange about Kikutake‘s projects, CIAM XI, 1959)

The Japanese approach to megastructures influenced a 

whole generation. Archigram, who pointed out that our 

society is in move and should be dynamic and exchange-

able, had developped a very similar concept of the city as a 

process as one of their design principles. As their concepts 

were conceived for a growing and more flexible population 

they did also share the idea of an everlasting rebirth of the 

city. Archigram‘s proposals were designed for a throwaway 

society and mass culture. So, the concept of growth did not 

only include the expandability of their structures but also 

continuous renewal. Even if comparing the city to a tree, 

would be usually attributed to Japanese Metabolism, it could 

be easily applied to Archigram‘s proposals. The housing 

units or capsules - as used in Plug-In City for example - can 

be considered as the leaves becoming out of use and being 

replaced every year.

“The fundamental characteristics of futuri-
stic architecture will be expendability and 
transience. Our houses will last less long 
than we do, every generation must make its 
own city.“
(Warren Chalk)

Peter Cook added indications of the lifetime of the various 

components to his diagrams for Plug-In City: forty years for 

the tubular structure, twenty-five years for the hotel „core“ 

and three years for the rooms plugged into it. Archigram‘s 

justification for their project was to make the kinesis and 

transformation of the modern city more legible. They belie-

ved that the metabolist separation of support from additive 

units alone might not achieve this. (Sadler, 2005)

With Yona Friedman‘s concepts, growth was not only 

applying to the structure and its expandability, but to the 

structure expanding the existing city within its boundaries. 

This was special within the megastructural movements, as 

many of the architects did not pay too much attention to the 

existing, but however, at the same time did not propose to 

demolish it, as most CIAM theorists suggested. 

According to Friedman, it is the main principle of the Ville 

Spatiale, that it changes its structure, appearance and size 

all the time. The very essence of this concept as well as 

Constant‘s New Babylon is that, due to having no fixed 

spaces, the entire topic of rebirth and growth is implemented 

in a way that it does not require further discussion. Here, the 

urban environment responds to a social mobility, and „the 
freedom of creation demands in any case that we depend 
as little as possible on material contingency“ (Constant, for 
Haags gemeetenmuseum, 1974)
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NOMADISM

By analysing the projects of different architects we noticed 

that all the projects promote a nomadic or fl exible lifestyle.

Not only technological progress and the emergence of the 

fi rst campervans was infl uencing the development of this 

idea, but also the fear of another war might have been in 

people‘s minds and a movable house seemed like a good 

idea to escape potentially dangerous situations.

To give the inhabitants the possibility to move, the mega-

structures provide capsules which can be moved easily or 

just platforms where the inhabitants can be creative and cre-

ate their own house, just like the Gypsies of whom Constant 

was fascinated. 

Starting with the topic of nomadism one has to introduce 

the homo ludens, the playing man, which is according to 

Constant important for a working nomadic society or city.

The idea of the homo ludens, is best visible in plans by Yona 

Friedman or Constant, who both aimed to provide space for 

a creative humanity and give them the ability to design their 

own housing. By introducing the homo ludens, Constant 

proposes a new generation of humanity, which is free from 

working duties and therefore can be playful and creative. 

Friedman, who was fascinated by slums and how people ma-

naged to build their own houses and infrastructure without 

urban planners, wanted the human to be creative and playful 

and live a nomadic lifestyle. To enable this in his structure the 

inhabitants are only provided with a catalogue of parts which 

can be used to build their housing spaces. He proposed to 

leave up to 50% of the structure void, to provide space for a 

nomadic life.

New Babylon proposes a new idea of a nomadic society.  

The idea of nomadism in architecture and urban planning 

evolved from the observing the lifestyle of the gypsies. He 

was fascinated by the way they organized their own town 

without an urban planner. 

“We are the living symbols of a world without 
frontiers, a world of freedom, without we-
apons, where each may travel without let or 
hindrance from the steppes of central Asia 
to the Atlantic Coast, from the high plateau 
of South Africa to the forests of Finland.” 

(Vaida Voivod III, President of the World of Gypsies, 
Interview Algemeen Handeksblad, 1963)

Constant was fascinated by the way how they organized 

their camps as they hung their tents in between the pillars 

when camping beneath the roofs of a market. New Babylon 

was inspired by this way of living, aiming to build a new en-

vironment for nomadic people, but not in the way of building 

single dwellings but only the bearing structure and parts of 

the infrastructure. He describes his project as following: one 

roof which provides a shared residence which is temporary 

and adjustable, a camp for nomads. (c.f. Constant, for Haags 
gemeetenmuseum, 1974)

“life is an endless journey across a 
world that is changing so rapidly that it 
seems forever other. “ 
(Constant, for Haags gemeetenmuseum, 1974)
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The word homo ludens was first used by Johann Huizinga 

(1938/39) in his book of the same title, were he demons-

trates, that the element of play is important in culture. In the 

book he states that the human should not be named homo 
sapiens or homo faber (the wise man or man the maker)  
He proposes that the human is learning everything by playing 

and therefore we should come back to a playful society. 

Huizinga states that playing can only be possible if one has 

enough leisure time. As a result, he claims that the upper 

class has more possibilities to play than the working class. 

Therefore, Constant proposes a classless society. The way of 

living and housing at this time had been formed by today‘s 

modern, capitalist and socialist society in which everything 

is predefined and dedicated to the utility. To him, a ludic 

society is the opposite of this. Automatization frees men 

from work and gives them the ability to develop creativity. 

He adds that creativity and freedom are the same for him as 

if the human does not have to work he is free to do wha-

tever he wants to and be creative. (c.f. Constant, for Haags 
gemeetenmuseum, 1974)
Constant states that in this so-called ludic society the pro-

blems of races, nations or tribes are nonexistent.  The po-

pulation would start to intermix and by doing so, removing 

those differences. The inhabitants would create their own 

culture by uniting as a group or collective. He states that the 

inhabitant of the previous society would form his social space 

by his home, his place of work, his family and friends, but 

the New Babylonian escapes these bonds. He will no longer 

be rooted and be able to circulate as he wants seeking for a 

new experiences. (c.f. Constant, for Haags gemeetenmuse-
um, 1974)

“Homo ludens himself will seek to trans-
form, to recreate, those surroundings, that 
world, according to his new needs.” 
(Constant, for Haags gemeetenmuseum, 1974)

Again, a very similar concept was laid out by Yona Friedman, 

who aimed to create a environment for a creative nomad 

society with Ville Spatiale. Instead of being inspired by the 

gypsies, Friedman was fascinated by slums and how people 

managed to build their own houses and infrastructure 

without urban planners. 

Friedman published his manifesto, Architecture Mobile in 

1958. There, he proposes a new type of citizen that would 

be free from work due to the automatization of production. 

[51] Yona Friedman: Ville Spatiale
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 Just like Constant, Friedman wanted the human to be creati-

ve and playful and live a nomadic lifestyle. To enable this,

the Architect should only provide the bearing structure and 

infrastructure. Within this structure, the inhabitants are only 

provided with a catalogue of parts which can be used to 

build their housing spaces. 

To ensure a nomadic lifestyle, where people could rebuild 

their houses and move within a structure without borders

Friedman proposed to leave up to 50% of the structure void, 

to provide space for a nomadic life. (c.f. Düesberg, 2013)

The concept of a nomadic and self-organizing society can 

also be seen in Archizoom‘s proposal for No-Stop City in 

1974. The idea is based on the thought, that through techno-

logization, a  centralized modern city will not be needed any-

more. The project is proposed as an unlimitedly extending 

grid, a featureless space in which humans live as campers. 

The inhabitants of the No Stop City would move and 

circulate like nomads within the basic bearing structure which 

would be provided by the architects. They will personalise 

their living space the way they want, and by this also create 

a functioning urban environment. Similar to Constant, Archi-

zoom aimed to serve a creative and playful human and break 

down the traditional hermetic architecture in functions. 

(c.f. www.moma.org, 2013, Artemel, 2013)

Even if the capsule-structures proposed by Archigram 

and Japanese Metabolism are taking away any creativity in 

deciding how to live, they share the node of nomadism. The 

exchangeability within the capsules was made to serve a 

society sharing an increased sense of moving. This originates 

in the caravan, which was, as explained earlier probably the 

first housing capsule in that sense. As mobility increased, 

megastructuralists wanted to give the possibility of a more 

flexible housing. This meant, in case one needed to move, 

his prefabricated capsule just needed to be taken off the 

structure and plugged in on another place. Especially the Me-

tabolists were strongly influenced by the Japanese tradition of 

moving and pilgrimage.

[52] Archizoom: No Stop City
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FACING
REAlITy

Few of the visionary proposals were fi nally realized - and 

even fewer of them met the demands of reality and succee-

ded in their built form. The idea of the megastructure was 

challenged by the determinants of a real-world construction.

Habitat 67 by the israeli-canadian archtitect Moshe Safdie, 

was originally conceived as his master thesis under the name 

A Three-Dimensional Modular Building System. His thesis 

described a system of close-spaced structural uprights with 

habitable capsules attached between them. To Banham, a 

very clear sign of megastructural thinking was the amount of 

space, Safdie left between them. This can be seen in contrast 

to Le Corbusier‘s „bottle-rack“ model of the Unité d‘Hab-
itation. However, this concept was not yet the Habitat, that 

was fi nally built in Montréal as a contribution to the Expo 

1967. In its built version, the capsules were directly stacked 

on one another, resembling the german Terrassenhäuser in 

section but the shape of a step pyramid in plan. The concept 

was to build with high density for city centres, but still give 

the feeling of a suburbian home by providing a terraced 

roof-garden for every apartment. 

However, the full extent Safdie imagined his Habitat to be 

only came to realize in a drastically reduced version. In con-

trast to the originally conceived version only eleven storeys 

were realized instead of the proposed 22. Habitat 67 met 

the spirit of time in 1967 - it was exactly the kind of building 

everyone wanted to see at such an occasion „a building, that 
most neatly expressed the architectural ambitions of this 
time.“ (Banham, 1976, p. 110)

According to Safdie‘s design standardized pre-cast concre-

te boxes, would be the basic unit of accommodation for 

everything included in the structure. The building with boxes 
was praised by the press, as the future way of building and an 

idea, whose time has come. 

However, in reality, the boxes had to vary so much in major 

details such as the placing of openings and the consequent 

distribution of reinforcing steel within the concrete - that the 

proposed standardization in prefabrication was nonexistent 

(see the picture on the left). As the identity of the boxes was 

only there in concept and therefore, single boxes had to be 

prefabricated individually instead of produced in masses, the 

costs for the construction were exploding. 

The project‘s justifi cation was now, „in the last resort and 
in defi ance of its elevated costs, as a necessary prototyping 
and research exercise for a new phase of North American 
constructional technology, which the industry could or would 
not fi nance for itself.“ (Banham, 1976, p. 110)
Habitat 67 was intentionally built for middle-class city-dwel-

lers, who fl ee to the green suburbs once they start a family.

In reality and due to the high construction costs, many of the 

dwellings are now renovated luxury apartments, linking two 

or three cubes, unaffordable for a middle class family. 

The apartments currently for sale are listed in the $400,000 

to $500,00 price range for typical ‚two cube‘ apartments, 

wich is substantially higher than the average Montréal apart-

ment in the low $300s. (c.f. Jacobs, 2015)

Another megastructural project facing a very similar but diffe-

rent reality was Nakagin Capsule Tower by Kisho Kurokawa. 

The tower was built in the Ginza area of Tokyo and one of 

the few realized outcomes of Japanese Metabolism and the 

world‘s fi rst capsule architecture built for permanent and 
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practical use. The tower was intended to serve Tokyo‘s new 

business class, salarymen who lived in the suburbs would 

use the capsules as a second home when working later than 

expected. 

The capsules were prefabricated in a factory, normally pro-

ducing shipping containers at the rate of five to eight per day, 

causing an immensely fast construction time (c.f. Koolhaas, 
Obrist, 2011) Unlike Safdie‘s system of stacking prefabricated 

boxes on one another the 140 capsules were plugged in a 

fourteen-storey-high central core with only four high-tension 

bolts. As every single prefabricated unit was mounted in the 

same way, there the same load conditions and no problems 

with reinforcement within the pre-cast elements.

Each one of the 140 capsules measures 2.3 meters by 3.8 

meters with a height of 2.1 meters and is used as a small 

living or office space. (c.f. Sveiven, 2011)
The capsules were built to be exchanged when necessary, 

and to be updated with the latest technology, every 25 years. 

But no capsule has ever been exchanged since. - as the costs 

for exchanging were prohibitive. (c.f. Forster, 2014)

„It turned out, that replacing the capsu-
les would cost more than tearing the 
building down and building a new one.“
(Zhongjie Lin, 2010) 

By October 2012, around 30 of the 140 capsules were still 

in use as apartments, while others were used for storage or 

office space, or simply permitted to decay.

A report, published in Architectural Report in April 2007 

drew worldwide attention: The Nakagin Capsule Tower by 

Kisho Kurokawa was scheduled to be demolished

Architectural Report published a report in April 2007 - got 

worldwide attention: Nakagin Capsule Tower by Kisho Ku-

rokawa is scheduled to be demolished. The tower was listed 

as an architectural heritage by DoCoMoMo (International 
Committee for Documentation and Conservation of Buil-
dings, Sites and Neighbourhoods of the Modern Movement), 
since 1996. 

The interior of the building was slowly falling into disrepair 

due to a lack of maintenance. Furthermore, there was a gro-

wing concern amongst residents about the building‘s ability 

to withstand and earthquake as well as health issues about 

the asbesto used in the capsules‘ insulation. The hot water 

was shut off in the tower in 2010. (c.f. Forster, 2014)
In contrast to Habitat 67 who still offers its a relatively good 

quality of life, but for high costs, the residents association of 

the Nakagin Capsule Tower voted to tear it down and build 

a new fourteen-storey tower instead.

The Capsule Tower would not be the only building by the 

Metabolists torn down within the last few years. The Sony 

Tower in Osaka, another capsule building by Kurokawa, 

constructed in 1976 was demolished in 2006, and Kikutake‘s 

Sofitel in Tokyo built in 1994 was replaced in 2007. 

(Lin, 2010, p. 233)
Aldo van Eyck‘s Amsterdam Orphanage, finished in 1960 
may not be considered as a megastructure at first sight. But 

when analysing the thoughts behind it it clearly illustrates 

the logic of a megastructure by Maki‘s definition as „a large 
frame in which all the functions of a city or a part of a city 
are housed.“
 

“a house must be like a small city if it’s to 
be a real house, a city like a large house 
if it’s to be a real city „
(Van Eyck, 1960)

Its structural logic was inspired by the study of vernacular 

patterns, and therefore a realized approach to Maki‘s group 
form. (c.f. Moravánszky, Kegler, 2017)
The project was conceived as a children‘s home for children 

of all ages and included several sleeping quarters as well as a 

kitchen, a laundry room, a gymnasium, administrative areas 

and a library. Van Eyck considered the project as a small 

urban study. The plans developed had a certain urban node 

with many points of interaction, and were for both, a home 

for children and a small city.

The building consists of two different modules in the shape 

of concrete ‚boxes‘. The units were composed of four con-

crete columns with a pre-cast dome-shaped roof on top of 

them. The gaps between the columns were filled with either 

a glass or brick wall.

The modules within the programme are organized on an 

orthogonal grid, creating negative and positive spaces, where 

each unit has access to a certain amount of outdoor space.

(Fracalossi, 2011)
The building can be considered as a low-key megastructure, 

implementing the ideas of relationship between smaller and 

larger worlds and unity and diversity. The Orphanage housed 

children until 1986, and served as a student home for the 

postgraduate architecture school of the Berlage Institute 

from 1990 to 2000. It was designated a national monument 

in 2014.

Even though, the building is out of use now, it can be descri-

bed as a megastructure facing reality without failing in its con-

cept or construction at least for the largest part of its lifetime. 

This might be due to the low-key aspect of a megastructure 

as the building followed Maki‘s principles but did not include 

any strong thoughts about capsule housing, prefabrication or 

exchangeability. However, since 2000 the building has stood 

empty, isolated from nearby large-scale urban developments.

(Boer, Van Iersel, 2016)
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THE MEGASTRUCTURES
OF TOMORROW?

At the latest, when the great visionary ideas emerging from 

the megayears in the 1960s fi nally became real buildings, it 

was very obvious that the megastructure, in its form, could 

not establish itself in our architectural, social and urban 

environments. It was Reyner Banham, who fi nally announced 

it dead, just a decade after its birth.

„The megastructure is dead, and thus 
the time has come to write its history.“
(Reyner Banham, 1972)

He considered the megastructure as an architectural opti-

mism, being proposed as the problem-solvers of pollution, 

crime, congestion, dysfunctions of municipal services and the 

growth of population. This would mean, that this certain way 

of urban planning and visionary thinking has come to an end. 

The problems, architecture and society faced, were different 

by that time and the megastructure was not considered as 

the optimum solution anymore. Or it was humanity, who 

discovered that these projects were coherent on paper but 

did not work in real life.

Then, in 2006, a bit more than a decade ago, in the editorial 

of an issue of the Architectural Design magazine, Helen 

Castle, suddenly praised the megastructure an addressed the 

human and architectural optimism of the 1960s:

„Is it possible, that by not asserting our 
potential, at this very crucial point in 
time, to fi nd real solutions to large-scale 
problems, such as the demise of fossil 
fuel and global warming at the level of 
the megastructure, we could be merely 
dabbling too late.“  
(Castle, 2006)

Indeed, the problems the world is facing today are, for the 

most part, different to the problems the world was facing 

in the 1960s, or the 1970s, when Banham announced the 

megastructure dead.

Global warming, especially with its side-effect of rising 

sea-levels gives good reasons to deal with ideas like artifi cial 

land again. But then we have to ask ourselves, can the 

megastructure be considered as a solution again? Haven‘t 

we learned from the past, that these ideas are just paper 

dreams? Or is 21st century technology giving us possibilities  

we did not have half a century ago? The megastructure at 

this time was a striking example of urban planning - so, if we 

want to create a new avant-garde of city planning, we have 

to invent something new instead of continuing to repeat the 

same ideas.

In 2013 MoMA PS1 initiated an international architectural 

competition in order to showcase ideas for rebuilding the 

New York City neighbourhood of Rockaway Beach after it 

was hit by a hurricane. Stephen Yablon Architect propo-

sed a project called Yona on the Beach, raising the entire 

neighbourhood up in the air in a frame-like construction. This 
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would create and artificial landscape resisting the impacts 

of hurricanes and allow the beach below to naturally shift 

and change. The project was proposed as a ‚new model for 

barrier island settlements. As the name indicates, the project 

was inspired by Yona Friedman‘s ideas for Ville Spatiale and 

the visionary raised cities proposed by architects in Europe 

and Japan in the 1960s and put in the context of  disaster 

prevention. Cars would be parked in a nearby platform and 

the circulation within the structure would by organized by 

wooden walkways and cycle paths. And of course, as Yona 

Friedman proposed, the structure would be loose enough 

in order to let light come through and create a pleasant 

experience on the beach below. In emergency situations, 

when evacuation of the structure would be necessary, 

smaller elevators scattered throughout the neighbourhood 

would lift all the beach equipment up into the houses and 

the inhabitants would drive away from the incoming storm. 

Prefabricated modules would be used for housing which 

could be lifted and installed on the platforms using cranes. 

(c.f. Yablon/MoMA PS1, 2013) 
Disaster prevention was a serious aspect in the 1960s too, 

maybe not so much in Yona Friedman‘s concept but in those 

of the Metabolists. One could say, that architects took Fried-

man‘s line-drawn structures and finally made it realizable. Or 

they just took an idea that has been there before, recycled it 

and to honour its originator, did not hesitate to put his name 

on it. 

The Mori Art Museum in Tokyo hosted an exhibition about 

the Japanese Metabolism movement in 2011, honouring the 

greatest works of the group in the 1960s. As a part of that 

exhibition, the project Green Float by the Japanese Shimizu 
Corporation was exhibited. The „Botanical City Concept“ 

proposes a city floating on the ocean, just like their com-

patriot Kyionori Kikutake did in 1960. The appearance and 

concept is almost the same: Just like Ocean City, Green Float 
would serve as earthquake and typhoon/hurricane preventi-

on, but in addition to that concern global warming and rising 

sea-levels. The city would serve as a habitat for 100,000 

people. Several quarters consisting of a round, floating 

platform with a tower would connect to a city which could 

again connect to other cities to form a floating country. To 

correspond to the zeitgeist of the 21st century, everything is 

green, eco-friendly and sustainable. With a detailed technical 

concept the project is aiming to become carbon negati-

ve, host its own ecosystem and on this artificially created 

structure provide a place for people to live in harmony with 

nature. (c.f. Shimizu Corporation, 2010)

[59] Stephen Yablon Architects: Yona on the beach
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A very similar project was published just two years earlier by 

the Belgian architect Vincent Callebaut. Again, it addresses 

the problems of global warming and is intended to provide 

shelter for climate change refugees. Callebaut proposed a 

concept called Lilypad, as a completely self-sufficient floating 

city. Similar to Green Float, the city would produce zero 

emission and create a green artificial landscape for its 50,000 

inhabitants (c.f. Callebaut, 2008) 

In 21st century the ideas that drove young Moshe Safdie to 

design Habitat 67 suddenly became fashionable to him again. 

Rethinking the Habitat again, Safdie Architects proposed to 

reinvent the idea of a stacked-box housing complex, but wi-

thout the prefabricated aspect in order to make it affordable. 

„We quickly knew, that we could not do 
the box architecture, we needed to do 
something that was buildable with our 
basic construction techniques.“
(Lorenzo Mattii, AIA, Safdie‘s principal architect)

With two Habitat-inspired projects currently being construc-

ted in China, Safdie still believes in his ideas from 1967. Even 

i the boxes were not prefabricated anymore, both projects 

still „needed to look like a giant stack of single-family homes“.
Golden Dream Bay in Qinhuangdao, China is a cluster of 15 

storey buildings with stepped terraces along one edge. There 

are 20-storey-tall openings between the stacks, which make 

the building at least appear porous. The Sky Habitat complex 

in Singapore is a pair of 38-storey towers connected by 

three bridges functioning as public areas and hosting small 

parks and swimming pools. The towers are angled on one 

edge each with balconies arrayed along them to resemble 

cascading terraces. (Jacobs, 2015)

The concept of modular building and plug-cells for housing 

might not be that interesting anymore. This is probably 

because it has been proved wrong, or our modern society 

has become used to prefabrication and moved forward to 

explore new ways of technology. The concept of artificial 

land however, is still dominant, especially in the context of 

climate change. The one thing that changed is, that the pro-

posals of today are much greener than the ones we know. 

This could either be a response to climate change or - what 

seems much more plausible - a way to make the concept of 

the megastructure attractive to a modern society, obsessed 

[60] Green Float Shimizu Corporation
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with green and eco-living. 

Of course, the proposals of today seem to be environmen-

tally friendly at the first sight. But what about the environ-

mental impact created and the resources needed for the 

construction of an artificial floating island? And what about 

the ecosystems destroyed by a newly created so-called 

ecosystem existing within them? 

Another thing that changed since the 1960s is the growth of 

population. While the megastructures of that decade were 

planning for a growing population in the post-war era, the 

world‘s population nowadays is exploding, especially in Asia. 

There, a market opened up for gigantic projects. Most of the 

megastructuralists would not have imagined the densities 

people are building for in these countries today. But unlike 

Yona Friedman or the Metabolists once really concerned the 

problem of this growth and of humanity not being able to 

feed itself anymore within a few decades, Safdie and most 

other architects and planners nowadays just respond to the 

needs and build massive housing complexes without trying 

to find better solutions. However, one needs to be careful 

referring to these complexes as megastructures rather than 

massive housing complexes.

Are these megastructures of tomorrow intending to create 

a new avant-garde in urban planning? Or are the originators 

of the concepts well aware, that for the most part, that their 

ideas have been there before?  

The term vintage describes the appearance of an object, that 

has the appearance of being inherited or something out of an 

early collection of a designer. Maybe we can refer to these 

megastructures of tomorrow as a kind of vintage, which like 

fashion does, is repeating itself every few decades again with 

minor changes to adapt to a contemporary society. 

It is undeniable, that there need to be better solutions for 

nowaday‘s problems. And maybe Architectural Design is right 

when calling nowaday‘s architects too timid, to find optimistic 

solutions. The increasing risk of natural disasters and the 

rising sea-levels caused by global warming and climate change 

as well as the millions of people in fear of losing their homes 

is a serious issue which needs to be dealt with carefully.

And the problems of an enormous growth of population in 

Asia, which is more than the Metabolists probably expected 

is something today‘s and future architects need address.

But maybe the idea of the megastructure, still remaining 

somewhere in the minds of architects and urban planners is 

just a ghost of what was there once, half a century ago. 

To quote Helen Castle again: maybe it is too late for „finding 
solutions for large-scale problems at the level of the mega-
structure“ for 50 years now.

[61] Vincent Callebaut Architects: Lilypad
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