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[1] Soldiers in second world war charging fearlessly forward into battle
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 „Avant-Gardists are people that don‘t 

know where they want to go, but they 

are the fi rst ones there.“ 
(Roman Gard, french writer)

The avant-garde. A global chapter in art and a diffi  cult 

one. To defi ne a general theory that covers the totality 

of the phenomenon is close to impossible. And many 

considerable theorists struggle to outline a historical 

timeframe in which the avant-garde movement was 

active and alive. The theorists, however, agree upon 

the fact that by the change of the millennium the 

avant-garde movement had ceased to exist. But why, 

when and how remain questions to be answered.

It is a diffi  cult challenge to fi nd a general defi nition 

over a phenomenon that is so widely spread, depend-

ent on social, political and local peculiarities, covering 

all art forms from literature over theater and music, to 

art and architecture. Furthermore aggravated by the 

fact that the avant-garde itself, to diff erentiate itself 

from “other” forms of art, established it’s own “isms”, 

new defi nitions, fi elds of art, established in furious 

manifestos - actionism, deconstructivism, dadaism, 

futurism and the like.

This book however shall propose a new suggestion to 

defi ne a timely outline to the avant-garde phenome-

non by off ering a diff erent approach to the topic: 

Where many theorists agree that early futurism in italy 

had set the tone for the century of avant-gardes, it re-

mains unclear of what ended the era of avant-gardes.

This book will focus mainly on the less-discussed 

architectural avant-gardes, primarily concentrating its 

observations and research on the Central European 

Architectural avant-gardes. More precisely on seven 

architectural avant-gardes which proposed utopian vi-

sions, looking more or less far into an uncertain future, 

inspired by technological progress and marked by the 

perils of war that tore apart Europe, envisioning a new 

society and a new way of life for a better future.

Various reasons rendered these visions infeasible and 

sealed their fate of remaining on paper. But that pre-

cisely defi ned the agenda of the avant-gardes - to be 

ahead of their time, bring the future to the present and 

repatriate “art into life” (Bürger, 1974). In our respec-

tive case-study of architectural avant-gardes Bürgers 

defi nition would translate into something like “bringing 

architecture back to the people”, concretely making 

architecture a social assignment and give control over 

our built environment back to the people.

To propose a possible method of closing our time-

frame, stretching from the italian futurists over two 

world wars to somewhere around the end of the 

century, we want to take the looking-glass approach 

through a publication released in 1972, namely The 

Limits to Growth. Which relentlessly attempted to 

educate the world over its reckless handling of nature, 

resources and our environment, changing the overall 

position of society towards blindly pacing forward 

alongside ever advancing technologies into a glorious-

ly uncertain, and possibly deadly, future. 

Ultimately the question this book shall raise is whether 

we can utilize the publication of the Limits to Growth 

as a sturdy rock in the stormy sea of avant-garde 

exuberance to defi ne a point in time at which the ar-

chitectural avant-gardes had to change their direction 

or cease their existence.

INTRODUCTION

OUTLINING A TIMELY FRAME OF AVANT-GARDE ARCHITECTURE.
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In an attempt to defi ne a fi rst “bracket“ for the 

avant-garde we will browse the common theories of 

the avant-garde, looking for what sparked the rise 

and decline of architectural avant-gardes around 

the globe.

Focussing on the avant-garde movement in Central 

Europe and assuming italian futurism as a common 

starting point for the avant-gardes obsession with 

future, technological advance, we shall further lay 

out some basic defi nitions of terms for our research

before spearheading towards the end of the centu-

ry, looking for events and circumstances that might 

have interfered with, and thus changed, the course 

and the agenda of the avant-garde.



FAST 
FOR-

WARD
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Only by setting the 
avant-garde within the 
broad context of cultural 
politics and conscious in-
dustry - and only by see-
ing the chances to use 
the ruptures within this 
system - can we obtain a 
full understanding of the 
avant-garde.

Jochen Schulte-Sasse, 1984

[2] The atomic bomb of Hiroshima, 1945
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VOLATILE
VANGUARD

THE PROBLEM OF DEFINING A TIMELY OUTLINE

For every historical period in time it was up it’s de-

scendants to refl ect, defi ne and criticise the endeav-

ours of their ancestors. 

Regarding the Avant Garde (AG) the attempt for a 

general defi nition (timely and theoretically) has result-

ed in various theories and perspectives that approach 

the matter from diff erent angles. 

The american reader might recall Renato Poggioli’s 

Theory of the Avant Garde (1968), where the author’s 

historical-social derivation draws parallels between 

bourgeois-capitalist society and a “skepticism towards 

language”, reaching back to Schiller and Goethe. 

Sixteen years later, Peter Bürger’s Theory of the 

Avant-Garde (1984) off ers a more concrete recon-

struction of art history by outlining the avant-garde 

movement by it’s rebellion against the institutionalisa-

tion of art and the hence ambiguous self-comprehen-

sion of art in bourgeois society. Where Poggioli states 

that “the avant garde looks and works like a [general] 

culture of negation”, Jochen Schulte-Sass e in his 

foreword to Bürger clarifi es that “the Avant Garde can 

only be understood as an attack on the institutional-

ized commerce with art”.

Both publications are considerable milestones in the 

refl ection on the “general Avant-Garde phenomenon”, 

and both struggle to defi ne a “general historical frame” 

of the movement to an extent that the theorists seem 

satisfi ed. To defi ne the historical boundaries of the 

AG is, due to its heteronomous character, diffi  cult. 

When common theories of the Avant Garde now try to 

fi nd its origins in the social or the political, the global 

diversity of those social and political circumstances 

makes a general defi nition of the phenomenon close 

to impossible. With the precision of Schulte-Sasse‘s 

introductory resumé on Bürger: “Only by setting the 

avant-garde within the broad context of cultural poli-

tics and conscious industry - and only by seeing the 

chances to use the ruptures within this system - can 

we obtain a full understanding of the avant-garde.“ 

(Schulte-Sasse, in Bürger, 1984, p).

It is therefore crucial to observe especially the central 

european Avant-Garde movement as something 

particularly special. Two world wars not just interfered 

with the avant-garde but tore it apart - and hence-

forth defi ned two separated, but in their agenda still 

familiar, tendencies: the historical avant-garde and 

the neo-avant-garde. Throughout the course of both 

historical periods the avant-garde understood and 

defi ned itself as a bourgeois movement, refl ecting 

the struggle of life in new forms of art. Movements 

driven by an obsession with the future, the ever new. 

Also, the constant self-reinvention demanded an ever 

increasing pace forward, for the ever new, towards a 

future that was barely in reach already old fashioned. 

But the public position on “future technologies” and  

the constantly increasing pace of innovation was 

interfered with by the perils of war. Naturally followed 

by economical and political struggle. Globalisation and 

technological advance had made concerns like war 

and economy, concerns of a global scale. A changing 

in the bourgeoise - and hence the avant-garde‘s - 

attitude towards a more concerned view over these 

“global issues” was inevitable.
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THE FUTURIST MANIFESTO

by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti

1  We intend to sing the love of danger, the 

habit of energy and fearlessness. 

2  Courage, audacity, and revolt will be 

essential elements of our poetry. 

3  Up to now literature has exalted a 

pensive immobility, ecstasy, and sleep. We 

intend to exalt aggresive action, a feverish 

insomnia, the racer’s stride, the mortal 

leap, the punch and the slap. 

4  We affi  rm that the world’s magnifi cence 

has been enriched by a new beauty: the 

beauty of speed. A racing car whose hood 

is adorned with great pipes, like serpents of 

explosive breath—a roaring car that seems 

to ride on grapeshot is more beautiful than 

the Victory of Samothrace. 

5  We want to hymn the man at the wheel, 

who hurls the lance of his spirit across the 

Earth, along the circle of its orbit. 

6  The poet must spend himself with ardor, 

splendor, and generosity, to swell the ent-

husiastic fervor of the primordial elements. 

7  Except in struggle, there is no more 

beauty. No work without an aggressive 

character can be a masterpiece. Poetry 

must be conceived as a violent attack on 

unknown forces, to reduce and prostrate 

them before man. 

[3] The Futurist Manifesto, published in Le Figaro, Paris, 1909

8  We stand on the last promontory of the 

centuries!… Why should we look back, 

when what we want is to break down the 

mysterious doors of the Impossible? Time 

and Space died yesterday. We already live 

in the absolute, because we have created 

eternal, omnipresent speed.

9  We will glorify war—the world’s only 

hygiene—militarism, patriotism, the de-

structive gesture of freedom-bringers, 

beautiful ideas worth dying for, and scorn 

for woman. 

10  We will destroy the museums, libra-

ries, academies of every kind, will fi ght 

moralism, feminism, every opportunistic or 

utilitarian cowardice. 

11  We will sing of great crowds excited 

by work, by pleasure, and by riot; we will 

sing of the multicolored, polyphonic tides 

of revolution in the modern capitals; we will 

sing of the vibrant nightly fervor of arsenals 

and shipyards blazing with violent electric 

moons; greedy railway stations that devour 

smoke-plumed serpents; factories hung on 

clouds by the crooked lines of their smoke; 

bridges that stride the rivers like giant gym-

nasts, fl ashing in the sun with a glitter of 

knives; adventurous steamers that sniff  the 

horizon; deep-chested locomotives whose 

wheels paw the tracks like the hooves of 

enormous steel horses bridled by tubing; 

and the sleek fl ight of planes whose pro-

pellers chatter in the wind like banners and 

seem to cheer like an enthusiastic crowd.
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[4] The Charge of the Lancers, Umberto Boccioni, 1915

When the italian Futurists at the beginning 20th 

century publish their “Futurist Manifesto” (1909) and 

proclaim the era of the future, of cars, speed and the 

fearful advance forward, they set the attitude for the 

whole avant-garde of the century to follow. The ad-

venturous rollercoaster of social and political ups and 

downs of the next decades would at some point, close 

to the turn of the millennium, bring the obsession with 

constant growth and advance to a halt. But when, how 

and why are questions every theory of the avant-gar-

de fi nds it’s own answers. 

Answers that seek evidence and proof for their au-

thenticity in diff erent narratives. Each characterized by 

its unique affi  nity to a certain avant-garde movement. 

Art, literature, music or architecture. As the afore-

mentioned respective theories of Poggioli and Bürger 

concentrate mainly on either literature or art, this book 

should off er an architectural approach to outline the 

changing and eventual defeat of the avant-garde. 

Concentrating our analysis on central Europe, where 

the incentive Futurism was born and raised, we at-

tempt to recover the traces of the future and critically 

question their whereabouts.
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[5] L’architecture assassinée, Aldo Rossi, 1975
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To arrange some common ground for discussion on 

the matter of the avant-garde it is not just useful but 

straightforward essential to establish some ground 

rules in the terminology of the discourse. 

The Lexikon der Avantgarde, after attempting a gener-

al introduction and rough defi nition of the Avantgarde, 

lists a comprehensive series of lemmas that are 

directly linked or in close relation to the avant-garde. A 

selection of these terminologies, analogous translated 

from the german original, shall help to further navigate 

the rowboat of discourse through the stormy sea of 

critique towards a comprehensive understanding of 

avant-garde architecture:

ARCHITECTURE

Considered as ‚avant-garde architecture‘ are, in 

the fi rst half of the twentieth century, predominantly 

„white,  plain and rectangular buildings“ and „uniform, 

multi-storey residential buildings“ which are composed 

by recycling the same series of rational aspects. To 

this day the purist composition of space is considered 

as ‚modern architecture‘. In Sullivan‘s and later Frank 

Lloyd Wrigth‘s words, the ‚good‘ form follows function. 

The well known quote would henceforth be used to 

defi ne architectural avant-gardes through their ‚func-

tionalism‘ and/or ‚rationalism‘. The architects, carried 

well by the faith in scientifi c, technological, industrial 

and the presupposed social advance, counted on 

the industrialisation of construction processes. The 

congruence with the progressing industrial and social 

developments proves as a criterium for avant-garde 

allegiance. This aspect clearly diff erentiates the archi-

tectural from the avant-garde of ‚arts‘ and would better 

be understood, as Leonard Benevolo proposes, as 

an „overcoming of the avant-garde“. In this respective 

light it seems questionable to speak of an ‚architec-

tural avant-garde‘ in general, but on the other hand, 

appears legit, as the architects of the time had not 

only broken with tradition but also with architecture as 

a form of art. A characteristic position that remains im-

parable for art itself, as art cannot leave the status of 

being art behind; once declared as ‚free art‘ it cannot 

overcome its boundaries. Architecture on the contrary 

could work well within the boundaries dictated by 

the necessities of contemporary challenges. This 

architectural avant-garde demand to understand and 

design the built environment as a whole and thus was 

deeply concerned with the political, infrastructural, 

social and economic problems. The architects thought 

themselves responsible for everything and fought 

to overcome the chaos hustling the cities in the fi rm 

grasp of industrialisation. The functional separation 

of the city was ultimately propagated in the Charta of 

Athens (1933), published by the architects of CIAM 

(Congrès International d‘Architecture Moderne) and 

later proclaimed as the most important aspect of mod-

ern architecture by Le Corbusier in 1941. To adapt 

industrial eff ectivity to urban lifestyle provoked more 

complications in capitalist than in communist ruled 

regimes. In the soviet union the most eff ective forms 

of organisation in labour and industry were serving as 

the role models for the most eff ective organisation of 

life. In central Europe the architectural approach of 

the avant-garde movements were diff erent amongst 

BURNING
BRIDGES

DEFINING TERMINOLOGY FOR AN ARCHITECTURAL DISCOURSE
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themselves well into the 1920s. The arty DeStijl 

movement in the Netherlands proclaiming the dutch 

constructivism, proved to be infeasible in practice 

and led to architects like J.J.P. Oud, as soon as they 

had assignments, to distance themselves from DeStijl 

and turn towards the trend of modernist design. The 

general euphoria for progress displayed in futurist and 

constructivist projects is typical for countries on the 

rise to an industrial society, like Russia and Italy. In 

Germany on the other hand, avant-garde architecture 

after the fi rst world war introduces visions of the future 

set against the techno-industrial trends. Educational 

and social utopian concepts were on the rise with 

Bruno Taut tackling the deconstruction of the cities 

in expressively poetic designs. With versatile, plastic 

and often playfully vegetational designs countering 

the rationalist visions, proclaimed in the ‘architecture 

manifesto’ of 1938 by the surrealist painter Roberto 

Matta, where he demands that “we need walls like wet 

sheets, that change in form and unite with our deepest 

fears“, several architects distance themselves from 

the dictate of rectangular, straight, white boxes. These 

renegade architects demanded architectural designs 

that work with the human nature and the natural envi-

ronment, off set from the formal rationality of conditions 

preset by industrial production. Only in the second 

half of the 20th century, namely during the 1950s 

and even more the 60s, architecture makes use of 

industrial materials and technologies to design and 

create plastic freeform structures. The aforementioned 

‘rationalist’ Le Corbusier straightforwardly scandalises 

the architectural scene at the dawning of the 1950s 

with his voluminous, moulded-in-concrete church of 

Ronchamp. At this time architects profi le themselves 

as avant-garde with pavilions, churches, halls and 

óther solitary structures, whose thin ferroconcrete 

paraboloid or hyperboloid shells were considered 

hypermodern architecture. With the late 20th century 

computer aided design (CAD) enters the realm of 

architecture and makes any form of hypercomplex 

freeform construction possible. Architects who under-

stand to use the newly advanced technology innova-

tively are considered as architectural avant-garde. It is 

especially characteristic for the second half of the 20th 

century that clear tendencies of architectural progress 

are challenging to fi nd. Ambiguous to the extend of 

polarizing: on one side the functional construction 

industry (box) and on the other the modern represent-

[6] Wet Sheets, Roberto Matta, 1936
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ative architecture. Young architects in the 60s either 

recycle the aspirations of the historical avant-garde of 

the 20s, trying to suffi  ce the needs of an industrialised 

society, or consider that approach as an aberration, 

although without necessarily rejecting the new tech-

nologies. The strong belief in technological advance 

and the limitless exponential growth of economy 

sparked movements creating super-dense, compact 

megastructures for tens of thousands of inhabitants 

(eg. Japanese Metabolism). Yona Friedman, for one 

example, designed spatial cities, with sky rising frame-

works and integrated infrastructure, that were thought 

to be built on top and over entire existing cities (Paris 

Saptiale 1959, Ville Spatiale over New York 1964). 

An argument for these architectural phantasies was 

their minimal land use but essential was nonetheless 

the fundamental desire to live up to the ever faster 

techno-industrial advance. Structural fl exibility was the 

core principle. The architecture collective of Archi-

gram imagined the city as a plug-in megastructure, 

where living-capsules could be altered and replaced 

due to the needs of its dwellers, promoting the city 

towards a living-, consumption- and entertainment 

machine. Since the 70s architects make use of not 

only the newest technologies, but very much care for 

a respective outfi t, like the Centre Pompidou in Paris 

(1972-77) by Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers. But 

even when new forms can constructively, ecologically 

or else be argued and justifi ed, every advance makes 

more obvious that it is just a new outfi t, a new design. 

The end of the 70s therefore marks a signifi cant shift 

in urban design, with urban planners revolting against 

the previously promoted separation of functions, ad-

vancing backwards towards traditional mixed-function 

constructions. But because a step backwards is never 

a step forward, the aforementioned developments in 

urban planning cannot be considered avant-garde 

for they are lacking the necessary progress-oriented 

agenda as well as new methods or manifestos tran-

scending the ordinary and contemporary.  Whereas in-

stead be driven by the realisation that an architecture, 

oriented at formal rationality and modernism, will not 

only promote the inhospitality of urbanity but ultimately 

the inhospitality of the planet, our natural - and only - 

living environment.

[7] Plan for Centre Pompidou, Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers, Paris, 1972-77
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NEW BUILDING

The term “new building” in its most general meaning 

constitutes for architecture of the early 20s and 30s, 

until today referred to as “modern” buildings. Rooted 

around the constructivist DeStijl-movement and the 

Bauhaus the new building opposed the ornaments 

of art nouveau and affi  liated Louis Henry Sullivans 

1896 quote of “Form follows function”. The term of 

“new building” meant to express not a distinct new 

“style” of architecture but a new attitude towards 

design composition and built environment. “New” as 

evaluative expression for “contemporary” and “good”. 

Architecture meant to be judged by economic criteria: 

what seemed redundant, impractical  and thus une-

conomical could neither be good nor aesthetic. Under 

the aspiration and the necessity to build rationally and 

economical, the white rectangular and basic geomet-

ric forms of new buildings allegedly appeared by itself.

To build contemporary designs for a new industrialised 

society, meant to build with modern industrial materi-

als like concrete, steel and glass. Because these new 

materials simply weren’t yet available for mass con-

struction and the further use in residential buildings, 

the architects of new buildings concealed the brick 

walls with white plaster. The successful realisation 

of the proclaimed dissipation of inside and outside, 

openness and the transgression of boundaries were 

exceptions like the “Deutscher Pavilion” in Barcelona 

1929 by Mies van der Rohe, due to their impractical 

character and costly and complex construction.

[8] Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, posing in Chicago 1969
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NEW HUMAN

The new human is a synonym for an anthropological 

and ideological vision of man, the essential compo-

nent of utopian concepts and political, social and 

aesthetic reformation movements. Especially since 

the late 19th century, the nietzschean ubermensch 

infl uenced and fostered blueprints for the new human.

In its universal aspiration to change not only the arts 

but also the living conditions of man, the avant-garde 

postulated its own full-fl edged proposals for the new 

human. Because the avant-garde considered itself 

as a counter-movement to old traditions, avant-gar-

de vigorously attempted to realise the implicitly new 

in the here-and-now of the time. The actionism of 

avant-garde art is an exemplary manifestation of the 

new human. Every ism of the avant-garde builds a 

diff erent model of the new human. Each manifesto of 

the respective isms can be understood as a selection 

of guidelines for the new human. The Futurist Mani-

festo (1909) by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, commonly 

referred to as a signifi cant “starting point” for the 

avant-garde, contains direct instructions for the man 

of the future. The futurists proclaim the ubermensch in 

the fusion of man and machine, an idea later recycled 

by the Cyberpunk movement of the late neo-avant-

gardes, celebrating the advent of computer technol-

ogies. Avant-garde architecture meanwhile strived 

towards providing the framework conditions for the 

new human in new collective housing and respective 

urban planning. 

[9] Artwork for The Terminator starring Arnold Schwarzenegger in 1985
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[10] Artwork for Fritz Lang’s ‘Metropolis’: a dystopian vision for a mechanical future, 1929

[11] Artwork for the hollywood adaption of the 1995 Japanese cyberpunk-anime ‘Ghost in the Shell‘, 2017
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UTOPIA

The word “utopia” derives from the greek ou (not) and 

topos (place), and fi rst appeared in the eponymous 

latin text of Thomas Morus in 1516. The compositum, 

used as the adjective ‘utopian’ means unrealistic, 

illusionary and resistant to experience. Later used 

as a substantive, besides its pejorative meaning, the 

term experiences a stretch to the positive. Today the 

term is used as collective term for for various kinds of 

hypothetical counter drafts to a concrete historical re-

ality. With the 20th century the term not only advances 

to a universal category but further spawns its reversed 

terminology of “dystopia”, the anti-utopia. 

Utopia and avant-garde fi nd similarities in their rea-

sons of formation and their way of referencing reality; 

both are forms of resistance against the status quo. 

The understanding of “utopia” and the praxis of the 

avant garde meet in the fi rst third of the 20th century 

under the banner of radical criticism against capitalism 

and the their trust in the future. The protagonists of 

the avant-garde condemn the present as the past and 

praise the future as the present. In its manifestism 

the avant-gardes were utopian and the utopian ideas 

were avant-gardist. 

For the whole of Europe it was characteristic that the 

political and artistic avant-garde movements with a 

utopian horizon found their intellectual equivalent 

in the discussion of aesthetic theory. Innovative art 

as “pre”-emergence of a better future mediating on 

utopian paths between the possible and the real. In 

historical and cultural sciences a shift of paradigms 

delineated at the turn of the millennium, aff ecting the 

cross connection of utopia, history and avant-garde. 

The categories of space and time, reality and possi-

bility, imagination and discourse are re-evaluated and 

re-arranged in the historical system of coordinates. 

The methodologies of utopian concepts were em-

bedded in tales of progress, emancipation, a positive 

future horizon or stories of stagnation, entropy and the 

‘end of time’. 

The characteristics of the present: globalisation, 

virtuality and biopolitics  synchronise the historical 

episodes in a way that pre-modernism, modernism 

and post-modernism are no longer placeable on a 

consecutive timeline but rather spatially exist along-

side each other. 

Examples for experimental discourses, adapting the 

utopian of the avant-gardes and the avant-gardist of 

utopian ideas alike, can today be found in the glocali-

sation (an utopian neologism of globality and locality) 

of cyberspace.
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Having proposed the Futurist Manifesto of 1909 

as a starting point for the avant-garde phenome-

non and primarily reduced our fi eld of research to 

Central Europe we want to take a closer look at the 

critical voices countering futurism and its affi  nity 

to exponential growth and rapid technological 

advance.

 

The Limits to Growth by the Club of Rome is a pub-

lication that received public notice on a global scale. 

A report on global economy, addressing emerging 

global challenges linked to exponential growth, 

resource depletion, population growth and pollution 

that became feasible only through the help of latest 

computer technologies, able to calculate the mas-

sive amounts of data into signifi cantly expressive 

graphs and predictions, making a realistic forecast 

the future of the globe altogether possible.



FULL
STOP
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[12] The future according to The Club of Rome’s report ‘The Limits of Growth’, 1972

[13] The Club of Romes founding members at a council meeting, 1968
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The story of the Club of Rome (CoR) begins in 1967, 

with the encounter of Aurelio Peccei, a successful 

Italian industrialist and the known Scottish scientist Al-

exander King. Peccei, over his work-related travels all 

around the globe had grown concerned over the pace 

of socio-economic developments and the reckless 

use of natural resources and the distribution of wealth 

and wellbeing around the globe. The italian industri-

alist demonstrated his concerns at a keynote speech 

for a new investment company. The transcript of this 

speech, by mere coincidence, reached the hands of 

Alexander King, who was so aff ected by its message 

that he reached out and contacted the author suggest-

ing a meeting.

A year later, in 1968, at the invitation of Peccei and 

King, about thirty European scientists, economists 

and industrialists gathered in Rome to discuss on 

the global problems described by Peccei. Unfortu-

nately the conference was a monumental fl op and 

at the following dinner a small group of the partici-

pants agreed that they simply did not understand the 

subject enough and that it would take more in-depth 

research to provide suffi  cient data and further conduct 

an eventually fruitful collaborative discussion. So the 

committee agreed on spending the following year to 

educate themselves and regroup again.

In 1970, at the fi rst offi  cial meeting of the Club of 

Rome in Bern, the conference found itself once more 

confronted with the huge magnitude of their endeav-

our. Proposals to study mankind’s predicament “by 

hand” were found to be too expensive and time con-

suming. Once more the Club of Rome found itself in a 

pickle, struggling to achieve their agenda. 

Luckily the participating MIT professor Jay Forrester 

off ered a groundbreaking solution. By using the latest 

computer technology and a whole team of research-

ers at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 

a digital world model should be developed simulating 

the respective global parameters and developments 

to then further produce the fi rst Report to the Club of 

Rome.

And one year later, in 1971, early drafts of this fi rst 

report were leaked to the Dutch press, generating 

overwhelming response. The foundation of national 

CoR-associations would quickly follow.

When in 1972, this previously leaked report was pub-

lished as The Limits to Growth, it “was the fi rst study 

ever to question the viability of continued growth in the 

human ecological footprint” (Club of Rome, 2017). It 

was the fi rst global model commissioned by a political-

ly and fi nancially independent organisation. 

Two years later, in 1974, at the initiative of the CoR, 

Austrian Chancellor Bruno Kreisky hosted a meeting 

with six other heads of state. After two days of intense 

brainstorming a press conference was held for over 

300 journalists, releasing a publication which became 

known as the “Salzburg Statement”. This statement 

emphasised that the oil crisis of 1973/74 was not 

simply a political issue, as many until that point had 

believed, but a global problem.

HIGH
HOPES

COMPUTERS PREDICT THE DEPLETION OF RESOURCES FOLLO-
WED BY THE COLLAPSE OF GLOBAL ECONOMY.
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[14] Illustration of the highly complex ‘world3 model’ used by the MIT-team for the Club of Rome’s report, 1972
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[16] Coal mining eff orts terraforming natural landscape to vast wastelands

[15] The ‘World Model Standard Run’ shows a sicnifi cant decrease of resources and a turning point for global economy
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After the conference of Salzburg it becomes rath-

er quiet around the Club of Rome. Although still 

relentlessly trying to educate the public that, given the 

circumstances, a global economic crash seems to be 

inevitable, their voices seem to remain ignored. Cap-

italism’s maxime of steady growth does not work well 

with environmental consciousness and sustainability. 

Also, the average human does not seem very 

concerned with global developments, as indicated 

by a study on the “Human Perspective” of life (fi gure 

above; Meadows et al. 1972, p.19). Maybe because 

pondering the wellbeing of the world may not pop 

straight into mind when the better part of the world’s 

population is still struggling with mere survival.

For those willing to listen and be concerned, the 

complex “world3 model” (fi gure on the previous 

spread; Meadows et al. 1972, p.102f) presents us 

with detailed graphs on the developments of global 

issues over the next decades. The “World Model 

Standard Run” (fi gure top left, Meadows et al. 1972, 

p124) summarizes the trends of resources versus 

population growth, global air pollution, taking into 

consideration food per capita and the industrial output 

per capita. Showing a signifi cant decrease of global 

resources, together with still increasing population, 

the world seems to be hastily running for a collapse 

of global proportions. A collapse that would eventually 

re-decrease the world’s population and thus pollution. 

The damage would then be already done and the 

future generations would be left with a depleted and 

poisoned planet. And we would be in desperate need 

of answers for our children how we let it come to this.

The Limits to Growth takes on a vigorous tone, 

addressing humanity to reconsider and reconcile it’s 

confl icts to unite under a new agenda of conscious 

and sustainable living. Addressing the simple worker 

just as directly as those people in positions of power, 

the fi rst report of the Club of Rome raises its voice to 

educate society but fails to present serious answers to 

the problems presented.

Outlining the problem would not solve it, that much is 

clear. Solving them would require rethinking society, 

our way of living and our use of technology. And inter-

estingly enough, the late avant-gardes in Europe were 

already tackling the problem before the computers at 

MIT had even begun their calculations. Foreseeing the 

future and bringing it to the present, the avant-gardes 

had already been facing the challenges to come...

[17] ‘Human Perspective’ study shows minimal concerns of the average human for global challenge
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I do not wish to seem overdra-

matic, but I can only conclude 

from the information that is 

available to me as Secre-

tary-General, that the Members 

of the United Nations have 

perhaps ten years left in which 

to subordinate their ancient 

quarrels and launch a global 

partnership to curb the arms 

race, to improve the human 

environment, to defuse the 

population explosion, and to 

supply the required momen-

tum to development eff orts. If 

such a global partnership is not 

forged within the next decade, 

then I very much fear that the 

problems I have mentioned will 

have reached such staggering 

proportions that they will be 

beyond our capacity to control.

U Thant, UN Secretary-General

1969 

[18] United Nations Secretary-General U Thant publicly adressing global problems, 1969
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THANT’S 
LIST

FIVE BULLET POINTS FOR A BETTER AND ULTIMATELY SUSTAIN-
ABLE FUTURE

The introduction to The Limits to Growth features a 

quote by U Thant, the third Secretary-General of the 

United Nations (1961 to 1971), addressing the topics 

of the fi rst research report of the Club of Rome with 

great sobriety:

„I do not wish to seem overdramatic, but I can only 

conclude from the information that is available to 

me as Secretary-General, that the Members of the 

United Nations have perhaps ten years left in which 

to subordinate their ancient quarrels and launch a 

global partnership to curb the arms race, to improve 

the human environment, to defuse the population 

explosion, and to supply the required momentum to 

development eff orts. If such a global partnership is not 

forged within the next decade, then I very much fear 

that the problems I have mentioned will have reached 

such staggering proportions that they will be beyond 

our capacity to control.“ (Meadows et al. 1972, p.17)

Thant had already addressed these concerns in 

1969, years before The Limits to Growth was actu-

ally published, showing that leading positions were 

already aware of the situation well before the report 

on the predicament of humanity was published. This 

leads to the assumption that a certain consciousness 

regarding the adressed global challenges was already 

somewhat looming about before the public was offi  -

cially informed“ by the Club of Rome.

The introduction to the data collection presented in the 

report goes on that “the problems U Thant mentions 

[...] are often cited as the central, long-term problems 

of modern man. Many people believe that the future 

course of human society, depends on the speed and 

eff ectiveness with which the world responds to these 

issues. And yet only a small fraction of the world’s 

population is actively concerned with understanding 

these problems or seeking their solution.” (Meadows 

et al. 1972, p.17). Following this statement the book’s 

introduction starts out with presenting a study on 

the “human perspective” (illustration on the previous 

spread), clarifying that people tend to be considered 

not further than their own, and respectively their chil-

dren’s, lifespan. So if “mainstream society” was hardly 

able to be concerned with the long term development 

of our shared planet, who would be?

To fi nd an answer to this question, let’s fi rst have a 

closer look at the fi ve points that U Thant illustrates in 

his statement:

 1. global partnership

 2. curbing the arms race

 3. improve human environment

 4. defuse population explosion

 5. supply development eff orts

Each of these fi ve key points can be further general-

ized to their core agendas of:

 1. social concern

 2. political concern

 3. environmental concern

 4. population concern

 5. resources concern

It is now highly interesting that the late architectur-

al neo-avant-gardes, especially in central Europe, 

seemed to be indeed very concerned with the ad-

dressed topics. Proposing “utopian” concepts a better 

future in the regard of emerging global challenges, 

off ering solutions for the problems presented in The 

Limits to Growth and reinforced by U Thant...
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We now want to take the looking-glass approach 

to revisit seven avant-garde groups/projects and 

in retrospect analyze their endeavours to face the 

same problems as addressed by the Club of Rome 

in The Limits to Growth. 

Due to the global character of the avant-garde 

we will fi nd similarities and congruences in their 

projects that speak proof of the internationally 

interlinked concerns of the respective movement. 

Raising critical, sometimes even ironical voices to 

educate the public and raise globalized awareness 

for globalized problems.

Because of their often fantastic character, many of 

the covered architectural „utopian concepts“ of the 

time remained „paper architecture“, mere proposals 

that never were realized. Existing solely to rethink 

our political, social and economic existence, criti-

cally taking the past into consideration to propose a 

better future for the entirety humankind in a fair, free 

and sustainable environment.



REWIND
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[19] Blueprint for a Geodesic Dome by Buckminster Fuller, 1954 
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DOME
HOME

BUCKMINSTER FULLER

Richard Buckminster Fuller was American, born 1895 

in Milton, Massachusetts, died 1983 in Los Angeles, 

California. Nonetheless his numerous inventions 

infl uenced the whole avant-garde movement. He was 

known for his playful way of thinking and his credo of 

doing “more with less“. Famous for the sublime struc-

ture design of his rigid geodesic domes his inven-

tions inspired the globalized projects of architectural 

avant-gardes.

When “Bucky” presented his “Dymaxion House” in 

1929, he had a housing structure in mind that would 

make housing aff ordable at the price of a car (illustra-

tions on the following spread). Industrial pre-manufac-

tured building components would be delivered to the 

construction site and be assembled by the dwellers 

themselves. 

“The unusual hexagonal shaped house was clad 

with double-panel vacuum-glazed walls and was fully 

air-conditioned. It’s central aluminum core housed 

all mechanical equipment and provided the support 

structure for the roof and the fl oor. Fuller’s goal, 

“maximum gain of advantage from minimal energy 

input”, was never realized, but his concept introduced 

a radical new way of living to the general public. 

Despite numerous early orders, only one modifi ed 

postwar version of the house was ever built.” (Riley, 

2003. p.16)

Interestingly, the person reportedly living in the only 

built version of the Dymaxion House for over ten 

years, was Buckminster Fuller himself, with his wife. 

This fact emphasises the strong personal connection 

of Fuller to his designs. He did not design for big in-

vestors but for the average bloke, the worker and the 

family. Off ering the totality of supply lines and infra-

structure like air conditioning and water cycle already 

included in the design of the house would present 

the inhabitants with new freedoms of choosing where 

to set up the house. A very appealing idea for the 

advocated nomadic life of the modern city dweller. 

Low construction and building costs would make the 

house aff ordable to anybody, just like the car and the 

television had become in the booming economy of the 

golden 20s.

Bringing well designed housing to the average citizen 

was something new at the time and Buckminster Full-

er ahead of his time. Also the inclusion of controllable 

building climate was something new in small scale 

family housing. Making its controlled environment 

independent from the soaring summer heat of central 

America.

And Bucky would stay way ahead of his time when 

he fi led the patent for his famous Geodesic Domes 

in 1954. A rigid lightweight construction that, with 

minimal resource use off ers incredible strength and 

integrity. Easy to understand and to assemble it once 

more aimed to bring architecture to the people, the 

average citizen, the commoner. Buckminster Fuller 

off ered detailed plans and illustrations with his design,  

so whoever was interested in building a dome, could 

actually do so.

Fullers Geodesic Domes created a monumental hype 

throughout the global avant-garde movement. Not 

only for it’s sublime structure, but also for the now 

reasonable idea becoming a possibility to cover entire 
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[21] Proposal for a 3km diameter protective dome covering Manhattan, New York, 1960

[20] Geodesic ‘Biosphere’ built for the Expo ‘67 in Montreal, Quebec, Canada
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cities under a protective dome to shield them from 

harm and outfi t an existing city with a fashionable 

controlled climate environment. Fashionable in a 

sense that by the time Fuller published his designs 

the public mind had already experienced the perils of 

the atomic bomb and nuclear fallout of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki (1945). The smouldering of the cold war and 

the propaganda of global media would spark fears of 

a problematic future and hopes to be safe in case of a 

global disaster.

Analyzing the projects of Buckminster Fuller by the 

fi ve key points presented in U Thant’s statement 

regarding a global welfare we can objectively state 

that the architect was indeed tackling the “long-term 

problems of modern man” (Meadows et al. 1972, 

p.17). More precisely Fuller addresses social issues 

by making his designs available to a broad public and 

trying to bring architecture back to it’s “users”, just as 

the avant-garde had sought “not to isolate them-

selves, but to reintegrate themselves and their art into 

life” (Bürger. 1974, foreword, p.36). By providing the 

possibility of an artifi cially controlled climate, he also 

addresses the issue of environmental challenges of 

the future. And lastly by trying to design with minimum 

required resources to yield maximum constructive 

possibilities also advocates a conscious and sustain-

able resource management. Decades before the Club 

of Rome had held conferences and handed the prob-

lematic modeling of the world to the rising powers of 

the computer, Buckminster Fuller had already off ered 

solutions to the global challenges of our future.

The thirty year-anniversary update of the Club of 

Rome’s fi rst report revisits its topics in 2005 and 

cites Buckminster Fuller in the closing chapters that 

“All of humanity is in peril, if each one of us does not 

dare, now and henceforth, always to tell only the truth 

and all the truth, and to do so promptly—right now.” 

(Meadows et al. 2005, p.277). 

Urging us to not close our eyes before a challenging 

future and look mankind’s predicament in the eye. 

The homepage of the Club of Rome further sets an 

optimistic tone, stating that “A fi ner future is possible” 

and once more quoting Buckminster Fuller and thus 

somewhat handing the respective responsibilities to 

the architects of our time: 

“We are called to be architects of the future, not its 

vicitims” (Club of Rome, 2016).

[22] The lightweight construction domes are easy to handle and eff ortlessly transportable
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[24] Blueprint for the Home in a Dome by Buckminster Fuller, patented 1954

[23] Assebling Fullers Home in a Dome, where he lived from 1960 to 1971



[25] A comic by Stuart McMillen explaining Fullers ingenious air conditioning system, 2015
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[26] Ant Farm burying an art-fi lled, plastic-coated car in the ground at Artpark, Lewiston, NY, ‘Citizens Time Capsule’, 1975
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DEATH
DRIVE

ANT FARM

Ant Farm was a collective, founded 1968 in San 

Francisco, by Chip Lord and Doug Michels. The group 

focussed its eff orts on architecture, graphic arts, art 

actions and environmental design projects. 

We want to take this other detour over America for 

various fun reasons. One of them: Buckminster 

Fuller all over again. Another reason: infl atables. 

The collective of Ant Farm somewhat specialized 

on infl atable architecture, rendering other materials 

than those lightweight, airtight ones, obsolete. Their 

general critical position towards technology and media 

fathered a series of renegade projects, closely linked 

to environmental concerns. Their sometimes cynical 

ideas refl ected the general position of the american 

hippie-youth at the universities, opposing the cold war 

and demonstrating against the US actions in Vietnam.

But back to Buckminster Fuller fi rst. Of course, like 

seemingly all of the avant-gardes, the members of 

Ant Farm were big fans of Bucky. To an extent that 

they actually literally kidnapped him in 1969. When 

the young radicals heard about the famous architect 

guest-lecturing at their university they decided that 

Fuller was way better off  in their hands, called the 

university posing as Fuller‘s assistant, stating that 

his fl ight was cancelled and he‘d be on the next. 

Meanwhile they were on the way to the airport to 

shove Bucky into a van and take him to a nearby 

exhibition where his Dymaxion Car and other designs 

of his making were on display. How Bucky took this 

unexpected trip is unfortunately unrecorded.

What is recorded are various projects of Ant Farm, 

and here we are returning to Thant‘s list again, that 

deal with controlled climate versus air pollution, 

namely the „Infl atables“, infl atable transparent archi-

tecture that could be set up anywhere and packed 

nicely when moving on. The particular project of 

“Clean Air Pod” from 1970 should be highlighted here 

for one special reason. When Ant Farm displayed 

their infl ated air cushion, they accompanied their 

project in white scientists robes, equipped with gas 

masks, urging passersby to enter the air conditioned 

chamber. Should the pedestrians refuse to enter the 

installation Ant Farm would insist on having a “death 

permit” signed. Assumingly not to be held responsible 

for not off ering clean air. It is for that reason that Ant 

Farm should be mentioned here, because the direct 

and often sarcastic way of portraying their projects 

was meant to educate the public towards a better 

understanding of important global problems.

Another example of an educational attempt by Ant 

Farm would be the “Citizens Time Capsule” of 1975, 

where the collective invited numerous artists of the 

time to contribute works that would be sealed in suit-

cases, wrapped in plastic, stuff ed in a car, that would 

be buried, coated in plastic, in the ground and meant 

to be excavated 25 years later.

When the members of Ant Farm fi nally regrouped to 

open the grave of the past, they were not allowed to 

unearth their treasure as planned. Due to massive 

soil contaminations the former site of the burial was 

now strictly forbidden to be touched. When they tried 

nonetheless, renegade-style as they used to, they 

reportedly hit sulfur after a few shovels and were 

escorted off  the premises. So after all, the respective 

time capsule has far but failed to leave a message 

about environmental consciousness...
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[27] Infl atable cushion ‘Pillow 50’x50’’, 1970

[28] Ant Farm driving a video controlled car into a wall of burning TV-sets at a press conference, ‘Burning Media’, 1975



[29] Ant Farm at ‘Clean Air Pod’ off ering clean air to passersby, demanding them to sign a death permit should they refuse, 1970

[30] Illustration of some of Ant Farm’s “Infl atables”, 1970
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[31] A page from the famous ‘Amazing Archigram’ comics, this issue featuring Fullers Geodesic City Dome
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LONDON 
CALLING

ARCHIGRAM

Archigram, the London based avant-garde architectur-

al group, formed in 1960 and consisted of Peter Cook, 

Warren Chalk, Ron Herron, Dennis Crompton, Mi-

chael Webb and David Greene, also supported by the 

designer Theo Crosby. The name “Archigram” derives 

from the combination of the words architecture and 

telegram, metaphorically standing for the magazine 

of the same name, published by the collective. The 

colourful comic-style magazines featured futuristic 

architectural projects, obsessively technophile and 

highly hypothetical.

Inspired by other namely architects of the time, like 

Yona Friedman, Constant Nieuwenhuys and - of 

course - Buckminster Fuller (the illustration on the left 

shows Fuller’s geodesic dome over a city in one of 

Archigram’s comics), the members of Archigram de-

voted themselves to the city of the future. In their 1964 

“Metropolis Issue” (illustrations p.48f) they criticise 

how the city of the present fails to present a solution 

to constant growth and, after quoting several “positive” 

concepts of other avant-garde groups, propose the 

concept of the “Plug-In City” (illustrations on the 

following spreads). 

Priscilla Chapman in Exit Utopia (2005) describes the 

Plug-In City as “a linear city housed in a high narrow 

grid system which would start near London, grow in 

one direction towards Liverpool and in another, across 

the Channel, past Paris and on into Europe. It would 

not knock down London, Liverpool or Paris or any 

city we’re fond of. Its path will lie tangential to them. 

[...] Along the top of the grid will run the all-important 

monorail which, besides carrying passengers, will also 

carry cranes which can in turn carry sections of the 

grid, so that the city can continually build and re-build 

itself, tear itself down, change its direction or go off  in 

little spurs [...] all with less trouble than digging up a 

road today. The spaces formed by the grid is where 

you would plug yourself in, or more accurately, where 

the crane plugs in everything that makes up a city, 

from living rooms to parking lots.” (Schaik and Macel, 

2005, p.69). 

Archigram’s city concept wants to present a solution 

for the population explosion and be adaptable enough 

to deal with change and growth. The enormous mag-

nitude of the proposal would also need international 

political cooperation to be realised. So we can clearly 

see that Archigram was indeed very concerned with 

the key points in Thant’s list. Besides the omnipresent 

cranes dominating the Plug-In City and regulating the 

fl ow of resources and the expanding of the city, the 

concept also tackles the problem of population growth  

and proposes a new kind of society, where you can 

plug in and out of any neighbourhood you currently 

feel fond of. Another advantage over cities as we 

know them is the linear structure, diff erent to the usual 

circle-plan, that allows to connections all over Europe: 

“Its designers see Plug-In City as a magnetic fi eld 

across Europe, collecting like iron fi lling all the hope-

less little piecemeal building that is smothering at the 

countryside.” (Schaik and Macel, 2005, p.71). 

The readymade pre-manufactured components of the 

city could be adapted, exchanged and recycled at will, 

making the piles of waste and rubbish of tearing down 

an old house a thing of the past: “In Plug-In City, when 

cars become extinct - and they are moving that way 

as surely as the dinosaurs ever did - you plug out the 
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[32] Archigrams overlapping its city concepts; top: Plug-In City, bottom: Walking City, middle: colour collage of both,1964
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roads and parking space designed for them, and plug 

in whatever you need for the new kind of transport - 

all of it neatly manufactured in sections at a factory.” 

(Schaik and Macel, 2005, p.72).

The new city concept of Archigram hence worked like 

a “city-machine” constantly changing, pacing, working. 

The raw material being processed in this machine 

being its inhabitants and dwellers, which were meant 

to enjoy the experience of absolute and omnipresent 

technologization.

But returning to Thant’s list of bullet points for a better 

and sustainable future, Archigram’s concept bears 

more problems than solutions. The principle of throw-

away architecture, that can be exchanged whenever 

a better, more appealing model is released, will leave 

consumerism facing massive amounts of old-fash-

ioned plug-in models. They might be dispersed 

somewhere, growing up to new waste-cities on their 

own. Furthermore, the resources to manufacture a 

building expanding over international borders might 

be appealing but in reality unfeasible. In the words of 

“one established and long-disillusioned designer [...]: 

‘It’s a very good idea. You would need a dictatorship to 

do it.’” (Schaik and Macel, 2005, p.69).

And in 1973, one year before the members of Archi-

gram would part ways, the designer Theo Crosby 

would be stating that Archigram had “found their orig-

inal impulses towards megastructures blunted by the 

changing intellectual climate in England, where the 

brash dreams of modern architects are received with 

ever-increasing horror. They are now more concerned 

with the infi ltration of technology into the environment 

at a much less obvious level.” (Crosby, 1973, p.49).

It is not surprising that Crosby choses a resignated 

tone, after the British architectural historian Reyner 

Banham had in 1972 announced that “The megastruc-

ture is dead, and thus the time has come to write his 

history” (Riley, 2003, p30). Benham who had some-

what fathered and now abandoned the megastructure, 

formerly actively promoting Archigram for its eff orts 

had changed his mind and so had the aforementioned 

“intellectual climate”. 

The reasons of why the general position on megas-

tructures changed can be argued in many ways. But 

it is interesting nonetheless that the publication of The 

Limits to Growth in 1972, and its previous leakage 

in 1969, precisely fall into that respective period of 

“intellectual” change... 

[33] One of Archigrams famous collages, illustrating the collecitves visions for  life in future cities, 1968 
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[34] Archigram 1964 issue discussing the problems of the future metropolis

[35] Archigram referencing Yona Friedmans ‘Ville Spatiale’



[36] The ‘new building of the city’ needs ‘to provide an umbrella within which growth and change can take place’

[37] Archigram referencing Constant and their own Project by Peter Cook ‘Plug-In City’, 1964
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[38] ‘Two Towers’, partial model for New Babylon, Constant, 1959
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The dutch architect, painter, sculptor, artist, author 

and musician Constant Anton Nieuwenhuys, common-

ly known as Constant, was a paradigmatic example 

for an avant-garde-typical multi-talent and a special 

kind of crazy. Greatly inspired by the gypsy culture 

and way of life he devoted his entire life to developing 

one single utopian architecture concept, so extensive 

and thorough that the world is still trying to grasp and 

understand its magnitude.

Constant’s ideas and designs remained, as most of 

the avant-garde utopian concepts, “paper-architec-

ture” and were never built. Remaining as records in 

writings, drawings and models, on display in exhibi-

tions and museums. 

The particular case of Constant’s “New Babylon” goes 

way further than mere architecture in the sense of 

buildings and plans, but goes as far as to propose a 

new world culture, a new kind of society, equal and 

free of labor, dedicated to playful exploration and 

devoted to creatively interplay with his environment. 

Constant proposes the “Homo Ludens”, the “man at 

play”, opposing utilitarian society, strapped from the 

chains of labor and consumerism, the new human is 

free to do as he pleases.

In an explanatory text for an exhibition catalogue for 

the Gemeentemuseum in The Hague in 1974, Con-

stant explains the concept of New Babylon’s society in 

great detail: “The opposite of utilitarian society is ludic 

society, where the human being, freed by the auto-

mation from productive work, is at least in the position 

to develop his creativity. The terms ‘class society’ or 

‘classless society’ do not express, or imperfectly so, 

this confl ict. But it is clear that a ludic society can only 

be a classless society. Social justice is no guarantee 

for freedom, or creativity, which is the realization of 

freedom. Freedom depends not only on the social 

structure, but also on productivity and the increase in 

productivity depends on technology. ‘Ludic society’ is 

in this sense a new concept.” (Constant, 1974).

In this short introduction of defi nitions Constant 

already tackles down the fi rst bullet point of Thant’s 

global bucket-list, proposing a new kind of society to 

take over the world. But the architect, well aware of 

his unrealistic claims, goes even further, checking the 

political issue and the resources issue off  Thant’s list: 

“Yet let us suppose that all nonproductive work can be 

completely automated; that productivity increases until 

the world no longer knows scarcity; that the land and 

the means of production are socialized and as a result 

global production rationalized; that, as a consequence 

of this the minority ceases to exercise power over the 

minority; let us suppose, in other words, that the Marx-

ist kingdom of freedom is realizable. [...] Our social 

model will be, indeed, fundamentally diff erent from 

preceding models; it will also be qualitatively superior.” 

(Constant, 1974). 

Basically, Constant proposes a kind of techno-com-

munism, including “collective ownership of the land 

and the means of production, and rationalization of the 

production of consumer goods” (Constant, 1974), that 

would replace the current political systems just like the 

Homo Ludens would replace our current society.

Constant continues his explanations that “With no 

timetable to respect, with no fi xed abode, the human 

being will of necessity become acquainted with a 

nomadic way of life in an artifi cial, wholly ‘constructed’ 

PUBLIC
PLAYGROUND

CONSTANT
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[39] ‘New-Babylon’, Constant, 1960

[40] Constant in a room full of models for New Babylon
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environment. Let us call this environment New Bab-

ylon and add that it has nothing, or almost nothing, 

about it of a ‘town’ in the traditional sense of the term. 

The town is a form of urbanization characteristic 

of utilitarian society: a fortifi ed place for protection 

against a hostile external world, it becomes, as a mer-

cantile center, an ‘open town’; then, with the advent 

of mechanization, a center of production -- and at all 

these diff erent stages it is the place where a stable 

population resides, rooted there by a particular way of 

life.” (Constant, 1974). 

Constant wants to counter-design what he makes 

out as the problems of our society and the respective 

environment. He does so by stripping the city of all 

boundaries and rules, establishing nomadic freedom, 

creative intuition and joined social activities: “The 

culture of New Babylon does not result from isolated 

activities, from exceptional situations, but from a glob-

al activity of the whole world population, every human 

being being engaged in a dynamic relation with his 

surroundings. There are no a priori links between 

anyone. [...] New Babylon ends nowhere (since the 

earth is round); it knows of no frontiers (since there 

are no more national economies) or collectives (since 

humanity is fl uctuating). Every place is accessible to 

one and all. The whole earth becomes home to its 

owners. Life is an endless journey across a world that 

is changing so rapidly that it seems forever other.” 

(Constant, 1974).

Constant ultimately checks the last item (population 

growth) off  Thant’s to-do list, proposing that “The 

implementation of New Babylon is a slow process of 

growth of a sectorial world that progressively replaces 

pre-existing urban structures.” (Constant, 1974). 

The architect describes sectors as the smallest 

components of New Babylon’s network, infi ltrating 

the current system, steadily growing, spreading and 

expanding, ultimately taking over the entire globe.

Because “The image of a free man who does not have 

to struggle for his existence is without historical basis.” 

(Constant, 1974), the architect admits that his concept 

might be hard to grasp and diffi  cult to read, but reas-

sures us that “Technology is the indispensable tool 

for realizing an experimental collectivism. To seek to 

dominate nature without the help of technique is pure 

fi ction. As is collective creation without the appropriate

means of communication. A renewed, reinvented 

audiovisual media is an inexplicable aid. In a fl uctu-

ating community, without a fi xed base, contacts can 

only be maintained by intensive telecommunications. 

Each sector will be provided with the latest equipment, 

accessible to everyone, whose use, we should note, is 

never strictly functional. In New Babylon air condition-

ing does not only serve to recreate, as in utilitarian 

society, an ‘ideal climate’, but to vary ambiance to the 

greatest possible degree. As for telecommunications, 

it does not only, or principally, serve interest of a prac-

tical kind. It is at the service of ludic activity, it is a form 

of play.” (Constant, 1974).

In a nutshell Constant proposes an “appropriately 

technophile communist-inspired society”, captivated 

by a constant playful and creative dérive (compare 

Guy Debord) through an ever changing, dynamic, 

artifi cial environment. As utopian as it may read it 

is a simple life, advocated by the architect. Where 

humanity is stripped off  the struggles of survival and 

can fi nally expand its “human perspective” (compare 

page 31).

As for the appropriation of technology, The Whole 

Earth Catalogue (1968) by Stewart Brand had in 

America, and internationally, begun to periodically 

publish information on tools and technology, tradition-

al aside brand new innovations, providing a global 

platform for exchange and information to aid the rise 

of the new society. Many theoreticians defi ne the 

Whole Earth Catalogue as the fundamental stepping 

stone for the rise of the internet. And when Marshall 

McLuhan, due to the rise of media technology dreams 

of a Global Village (McLuhan, 1964), where there is 

no borders, only freedom and unhindered exchange of 

information, he does nothing less but forecast the rise 

of the internet.

In the light of our time, when revising the writings of 

Constant, the critical reader might argue that com-

munism only works on paper. But nevertheless, when 

we take a close look at the internet and the respective 

technologies slowly taking over, sector by sector of 

our life, our society, we ultimately have to ask our-

selves if we have not already set foot on the doorstep 

of New Babylon...



52
[41] Yona Friedman with a model of his prestigious project ‘Ville Spatiale’
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The Hungarian-born French architect and architectural 

theorist, urban planner, designer and painter Yona 

Friedman, just like Constant Nieuwenhuys, dedicated 

his entire life to one single project: The theory of mo-

bile architecture, manifesting in the designs for a “Ville 

Spatiale” (1958), a spatial city. Not unlike Constant 

Friedman was convinced that a nomadic and playful 

lifestyle would characterize future society and the life 

in the city.

And very much like Constant, his ideas remained 

unbuilt, remained proposals, “paper architecture”. Just 

like many other avant-garde architects, Yona Fried-

man was concerned with the cities ability to cope with 

increasing populations. 

To describe the problematic in Friedman’s own words: 

“Three billion people inhabit the earth today. [...] To 

count up to three billion day and night would take 45 

years. To build a car for each of these three billion 

individuals woudl take the combined global automo-

bile industry 300 years. If a car is a luxury, however, 

housing is a necessity: how long would it take to build 

a shelter for each one of these three billion individu-

als?” (Schaik and Macel, 2005. p.13)

Hence, “inspired by the housing shortage in France 

during the late 1950s and [his] deep belief that hous-

ing plans and structures should allow for free will of 

the inhabitants” (Riley, 2003. p.40), Friedman worked 

out the concept of the spatial city. “Not wanting to 

displace the city below, Friedman raised a second city 

fi fteen to twenty meters above the existing one. The 

framework was to be erected fi rst, and the residences, 

conceived and built by the inhabitants, inserted into 

the voids of the structure. The layout of each level 

would occupy no more than fi fty percent of the overall 

structure in order to provide air and light to each 

residence as well as to the city below. The project 

was designed for construction anywhere and meant 

to be adapted to any climate.” (Riley, 2003. p.40). It 

was very important to Friedman that the character of 

the Spatial City remained ever changing, adapting, 

expanding. For this reason the architect proposes a 

“mobile urbanism [...] within which an infi nite fl exibil-

ity is required; techniques allowing the provision of 

supplies (water, energy, sewage disposal) capable of 

rapid alteration and reutilisation; techniques using ele-

ments, inexpensive, simple to erect, easy to transport, 

reusable.” (Nader, 2015. p.48). 

It is, at this point, already obvious that Yona Fried-

man  was just as concerned with the bullet-point list 

presented by U Thant in the The Limits to Growth, but 

it becomes even clearer when the architect elaborates 

the motives for his Ville Spatiale adaption for Paris: 

“My project for Paris - “Paris Spatial” - proposes to 

triple the density of dwellings in the town itself. [...] 

Thus the historic town will remain intact.” (Nader, 

2015. p.76). Here, Friedman off ers a neat solution to 

the housing problem in Paris and proposes a design 

that - unlike Constant - leaves the historic heritage of 

the capitals untouched, establishing new dwellings on 

top of existing settlements.

The congruences of the spatial city concept with the 

agenda of The Limits to Growth become even more 

obvious in Friedman’s “10 principles of spatial urban-

ism” (1959), a manifesto that adresses the future of 

the big city in ten bullet points, as presented on his 

homepage (2017):

VILLAGE
PEOPLE

YONA FRIEDMAN
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[42] Collage of ‘Ville Spatiale’ expanding over the river Seine in Paris, 1960

[43] Collage with cars passing freely under the elevated design of ‘Ville Spatiale’
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“[Preface] Spatial agglomerations available for the 

urban city and for agriculture. A spatial agglomeration 

of the size of Paris could accommodate and feed 7 

million inhabitants.

1. The future of the cities: recreation centres. Other 

functions are increasingly automated.

2. The new society of cities should be unaff ected by 

the planner.

3. Agriculture in the city is a social necessity.

4. The city must be ‘climatized’.

5. The buildings that form the city must be on an 

industrial scale.

6. The city should be the intensifi cation of an existing 

city.

7. The technique of three dimensional urban planning 

also allows juxtaposition or superimposition of diff er-

ent neighborhoods.

8. Buildings must be the skeletons that are refi llable 

at will.

9. The city of three million inhabitants represents the 

empirical optimum. (This statement is based on the 

observation that cities with fewer than 3 million inhab-

itnats tend to be too provincial and cities over 3 million 

inhabitants become too large.)

10. The entire population of Europe in 120 cities of 3 

million inhabitants.”

Concluding these ten principles of the spatial city 

under consideration of Thant’s list demonstrates con-

cerns for socio-political (way of life, automatisation), 

environmental (climate control), growth/population is-

sues (adaptability, density) and resource management 

(agricultural use of land overbuilt by the Ville Spatiale). 

But Yona Friedman is well aware of the magnitude 

of his proposals, yet optimistic that humanity could 

achieve their realisation: “To control the climate of 

the world’s inhabited zones (approximately 50% of 

the surface of the globe) would appear to be the only 

feasible option, even though today this seems more in 

the realm of science fi ction than of reality. A habitat for 

a population of three billion souls can only be created 

through the use of nuclear or solar energy. Regulating 

batteries placed every 100 km would be capable of 

controlling fl uctuations in air pressure and thus keep 

inhabited and agricultural areas free of any harmful at-

mospheric phenomena. Considering the current pace 

of scientifi c progress, it should not take in excess 

more than 20 years to set up such an installation on 

earth.” (Schaik and Macel, 2005. p.13)
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[44] Yona Friedman at the display of ‘Serpentine Summer House’, 2017



[45] The signature cubical Friedman modular steel frame construction, 2017

[46] Friedman stepping inside a scale model of  his ephemeral‘Ville Spatiale’ at Serpentine Summer House, 2017
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[47] Haus-Rucker-Co displaying ‘Oasis No7’ at Fridericaneum, documenta 5, Kassel, Germany, 1972
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BUBBLE
WRAP

HAUS-RUCKER-CO

In Vienna, Austria, a group by the name of Haus-

Rucker-Co formed in 1967. A group that, by own defi -

nition, was an “architecture-art-collective”, deriving its 

name from an Austrian mountain chain and the slang 

meaning of the word: “to push old houses aside and 

make space for the new“. Its members: the architects 

Laurids Ortner, Günter Zamp Kelb and the painter 

Klaus Pinter. The activities of the group were mainly 

concentrated on utopian architectural concepts, 

inspired by Pop-Art and Fluxus (an art form where 

the process of creation is more important than its 

outcome). Works like “The Mind Expanding Program” 

(1967) featured a series of futuristic technological 

prosthetics that should change the artistic perception 

of the environment and form new connections be-

tween the user and the surrounding.The groups pro-

jects also featured infl atable bubble-architectures, ar-

tifi cial environments dealing with the “second nature”, 

the merging of natural and artifi cial, into new forms 

of living. “The Yellow Heart” (1968), is one example 

for a transparent pneumatic communication-capsule 

for two, that could be infl ated wherever necessary to 

serve as a “cocoon” for a couple to retreat into privacy 

in nature. The looks of the cocoon may remind the 

observer of a light bulb, and indeed Haus-Rucker-Co 

was fascinated with the design of the lightbulb. As it 

seemed fashionable and appropriate in the avant-gar-

de scene at the time to design enormous megastruc-

tures to counter-engineer the population boom, the 

collective in 1968 also published the “Pneumacosm” 

(illustration on the next spread). A lightbulb-inspired 

habitat that, very much alike the concepts presented 

by the London group of Archigram, could be plugged 

into an existing supportive framework, just like a light 

bulb. The supporting primary frame-structure would al-

ready be equipped with all the necessary supply lines, 

electricity, water piping, air conditioning and resource 

management, so the Pneumacosm could be plugged 

out somewhere and plugged in elsewhere depending 

on personal preferences. Housing pods that would 

need service or repairs could be easily plugged out 

and exchanged with another model.

Later eff orts of the collective focused more on the 

topics of environmental destruction and humanity’s 

alienation from nature. Haus-Rucker-Co used the 

thin, ephemeral layers of infl atables as a symbolic 

transparent transitional border between human and 

nature. The temporary installation of “Oasis No7” at 

the documenta 5 in Kassel, Germany, another exam-

ple for infl atable architecture, featured a transparent 

bubble mounted to the facade of the Fridericaneum, 

equipped with a short stairway, cascading down to 

two palm trees, mounted left and right the fi nal step. 

In this project the group addresses the aforemen-

tioned alienation from nature and creates an artifi cial, 

protected pseudo-natural environment by itself, to 

be safely experienced by visitors in a metropolitan 

surrounding. 

Returning to checking off  Thant’s list, Haus-Rucker-

Co were concerned with the life of the new human 

(social), adaptability (growth), supply management 

(resources) and humanity’s affi  nity to nature (environ-

ment). And what would a true avant-garde group be 

without a reference to Buckminster Fuller: in 1970 the 

group presented a concept for a “Protected Village” 

engulfed in an infl atable bubble dome structure...



60

[48] Collage artwork for a Pneumacosm megastructure, 1967-1968

[49] Pneumacosm, section and interior, 1967-1968



[51] Design for a ‘prodected village’ covered by an infl atable bubble structure, 1970

[50] Sections and photographs of “The Yellow Heart” infl atable habitat, 1968
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[52] Illustration of the jellyform ’Medium Total’ assimilating earth and moon, 1970
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Also in Austria the 1960s were a time of emergence 

against the conservative views of the older genera-

tion, attempts to rethink society and cultural values 

alongside an audacious direction for the future. Stu-

dent movements, collectives, critical literature and art 

were some of the common methods to organize and 

display the discontent and the counter-positions of the 

young generation.

The Austrian avant-garde scene was predominantly 

carried by Viennese groups and members of the 

Grazer Szene (Achleitner, 1983). The Grazer Szene 

shared a “competitive attitude” (Kraus and Unterfraun-

er, 2014) towards the Viennese architects around the 

central fi gure of Günter Feuerstein and his “Klubsem-

inare” (architecture discussion groups, later fathering 

the famous avant-garde architecture collective of 

Coop Himmelblau). 

Out of the movements in Graz, in 1963, the 

“Planungsgruppe Domenig & Huth” emerged, con-

sisting of the two architects Günter Domenig and 

Eilfried Huth. Huth refl ects on the past in an interview 

in 2014 that “[...] there were infl uences, by Feuerstein 

or Cybersex. Which is nothing less but the [digital] 

image, that one creates with detectors and wires. [The 

intercourse] runs via that interaction. The immaterial 

plays an important role.” (Kraus and Unterfrauner. 

2014, p.22). Huth further clarifi es that “ Feuerstein, at 

the time, brought many utopian impulses, especially 

from Japan, like Cybersex and the next medium. We 

declared, that we won’t make the next medium, but 

we will make the total medium.” (Kraus and Unter-

frauner. 2014, p.54). 

Countering these happening in Vienna, the collective 

published the utopian architectural concept of “Me-

dium Total” (1969). This “total medium” is a “utopian/

post-dystopian total system proposal“, situated in a 

hypothetical post apocalyptic world scenario. Concep-

tualized into an environment that, by our own impact, 

has become uninhabitable for humans, the Medium 

Total would “repopulate” the globe like a rhizomatic 

structure, slowly assimilating the earth, and even the 

moon.

In their book “...Zum Wohnbau…” (1974) the two 

architects describe “reasonings that evolved around 

the occupation over human-social problems with the 

environment”. By “challenging the human egocentric 

attitude”, a sum of “fragmented tendencies and devel-

opments” would lead to a “cognitive threshold of imag-

ination”. The authors see the human race at a “turning 

point of civilisational and cultural development. Many 

of the strained tendencies prove to be driving forces of 

catastrophic developments”, which are notable in the 

extensive technologization or consumerism. “Our [the 

architect‘s] function of constructive intervention in a 

profound disorder, has spawned, with a critical attitude 

towards that same function and with ironic sobriety, 

the Medium Total” (Domenig and Huth. 1974, p.132f).

The explanations in the respective publication con-

tinue that “Sometime [...], through his technological 

possibilities, human will live in some sort of “placenta”, 

some gelatinous mass. Reduced to his head and 

reproduction. [The human] is not mobile anymore. He 

swims like an amoeba and is constantly confronted 

with the simultaneity of information.” (p.137), Huth 

says. The Medium Total is further described to be a 

yellowish biological substance that responds to inter-

MELLOW
YELLOW

PLANUNGSGRUPPE DOMENIG & HUTH
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[53] Illustration of Aquacell Reaktiv - the shared water circulation inside the Medium Total, 1970

[54] Illustration of Energy & Climate - the systemic control of energy and atmosphere inside the Medium Total, 1970
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nal and external stimuli. It can change in size, shape, 

consistency and function according to the conditions 

and requirements, inside and outside.

Inside of the total medium all organic (shared liquid, 

respiratory and resource management) and social (in-

formation network, reproduction) functions, common 

to the “human subject”, are incorporated. 

The MT is furthermore described as a biosphere, 

cocooned in a permeable membrane, which func-

tions as the transitional medium between the natural 

environment and the artifi cial habitat. It serves as 

‘bodily’ container for its elements (humanoids) and 

functions as a medium for information transport and 

communication. The Medium Total describes the total 

immersion of the human subject into an ubiquity of 

technology and information.

Returning to Thant’s list, the proposal of Medium 

Total requires special attention, because it is the only 

project deliberately situated after humanity had failed 

to counter the problematics entangled with obsessive 

growth and technological expansion. It is furthermore 

the only project that checks all items on Thant’s list: 

it considers the socio-political element (all humanity 

has become equal inside one shared living super-or-

ganism), the environmental element (the Medium 

Total has become the artifi cial environment, shield-

ing humanity from the hazardous surrounding), the 

population growth element (the medium expands and 

changes depending on the needs) and the resource 

element (resources transpire through the protective 

outer “skin” and are autonomously distributed, gas 

and fl uid circulation is shared between every “inhabit-

ant” and waste materials are completely recycled).

Furthermore interesting is the graph (illustration 

above) presented with the introduction to the Medium 

Total in ...Zum Wohnbau... in 1975. A holistic observa-

tion will recognize similarities to the graphs and curves 

presented in The Limits to Growth in 1972 - leaked to 

the public in 1969, the same year Medium Total was 

published. 

Taking into even further consideration that the Austri-

an chancellor Bruno Kreisky, together with the Club of 

Rome, held a two day conference on global economic 

issues and related problems in Salzburg in 1974, it 

is also very assumable that the architectural scenes 

in Vienna and Graz were informed about, if not even 

concernedly attending, the meeting on the predica-

ment of mankind.

[55] Concerned with global problems ‘Medium Total’ is introduced with a graph featuring an economic ‘turning point’, 1973
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By revisiting seven architectural avant-gardes we 

have determined signifi cant congruences to the 

problems adressed by the fi rst report of the Club of 

Rome.

 

Looking back on those seven examples we want to 

attempt a concluding round-up and reach a critical 

diff erentiation wether the global issues emerging 

from our reckless economy could be indeed inter-

preted not only as a turning point for our economy 

and society, but also as a changing point for the 

architectural avant-garde.



REPLAY
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[56] “Take Off ” by the Austrian painter Max Peintner, 1974
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HIGHWAY
TO HEAVEN

A CRITICAL CONCLUSION

Now, what can we make of all this? What we have 

found in this juxtaposition of avant-garde projects 

is afront all a spearheaded direction for the future. An 

affi  nity to innovation and an open mind for the new, 

paired with an ability to think wildly out of the box. 

What we can also see is that somewhere around the 

release (respectively leakage) of the Limits to Growth 

by the Italy based Club of Rome there was indeed a 

changing of the arts. An unusual density of utopian 

proposals that all somewhat joined into the same 

chorus. Accompanied, alongside and emphasised 

by the bombshell, which was the realisation of, after 

two world wars, yet another turning point which the 

avant-garde had to adapt to - or fail.

When we take this particular publication as our turning 

point and start digging deeper about what happened 

in avant-garde architecture alongside and after our 

researched examples; we fi nd Archigram’s Michael 

Webb designing a computer controlled, automated 

“House Project” (1964) and Archigram’s Dennis 

Crompton, designing the “Computor City” (1964), a 

“synthesised metropolis with electronic changeabil-

ity” (Archigram, 1964). We can fi nd Yona Friedman 

develop his “Flatwriter” (1967), an automated program 

generating fl oor plans for the Ville Spatiale. We can 

also fi nd Cedric Price thinking up the “Generator” 

(1978-80), a cybernetic architecture, constantly au-

tonomously changing and adapting to the needs and 

requirements of its users. We will also fi nd other criti-

cal voices, apart from The Limits to Growth attempting 

to educate us towards an objective perspective for 

the future, like Alvin Toffl  er’s “Future Shock” (1970), 

on how the restless charging for thenever reachable 

is tearing us down. Mentally, physically, socially and 

eventually economically. Warning us of an eventual 

collapse. Or Felix Guattari’s “Three Ecologies” (1985), 

where the author proposes a new ecological con-

sciousness.What can also be said is that this super-

fi cial cross section of avant-garde projects in Central 

Europe (and the United States), opposed to the Club 

of Rome’s publication of The Limits to Growth (1974) 

is that both phenomenons were interlinked with the 

rise of the computer, the next technological revolution. 

Where the computer set an end to the struggle of 

the Club of Rome to process the massive amounts 

of global data through a complex world model, the 

“human” members of the Club of Rome fi rst had to 

admit their defeat and hand it over to the “computer 

avant-garde” at MIT. And just like the Club of Rome, 

the late neo-avant-garde had to adapt and learn to 

work with the new technology of the computer. The 

tool of the next, the young, generation of avant-gardes 

to follow. The avant-garde and the Club of rome alike, 

both had to realise that the “third technological revolu-

tion” (compare: Rifkin, 2011) was indeed ahead. A turn 

away from fossil fuels and nonrenewable resources 

and towards global sustainability. And when U Thant, 

being overly dramatic, acknowledges humanity about 

“ten years” to make the shift for the better, from this 

current point in time, we all should be dead. So what 

prevails is a coherent message, that we need to work 

together, just like the avant-gardes. If architecture is 

indeed a mirror of society we want to close this con-

clusion with, once more, quoting Richard Buckminster 

Fuller who reminded us long ago that “We are called 

to be the architects of the future, not its victims.”
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