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Frontispiece

Guy Debord, “ Life continues to be free and easy," c. 1959, 
collage of text, postage stamp, and hand-colored figures of 
soldiers pasted over a portion of Guy Debord and Asger 
Jorn's screenprintThe Naked City (1957), Rijksbureau voor 
Kunsthistorische Documentatie, The Hague. Made as part 
of Debord's correspondence with his situationist colleague

Constant, the piece was a tiny gem of situationist pot
latch (artcreated as a gift) and detournement (art com
posed from "diverted" aesthetic elements). Its layering 
of allusions—to colonialism, war, urbanism, situationist 
“psychogeograph/' and playfulness-was dizzying.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

/

More about less

“ It is kn9wn that in itia lly  the situation ists wanted 
t ^ ^  ry least to build cities, the environment 

” e to the unlim ited deployment of new pas- 

ff course this was not easy and so we 

ourselves forced to do much more. And dur- 

,the entire course of events various partial proj- 

had to be abandoned and a good number of 

r excellent'capacities were not employed, as is 

the case— but how much more absolutely and 
sadly— for hundreds of m illions of our contempo

raries."1 So wrote the situationist Guy Debord, with 
typical bluster, a couple of years after the dissolu
tion of the S ituationist International (“ S I" for 

short), which existed in one form or another from 
1957 to 1972 and whose influence has never 

quite gone away.

This book searches for the situation ist city 

among the detritus of tracts, manifestoes, and 
works of art that the situationists left behind. I 

rummage with a sense of guilt: situationists did not 

want to be just another avant-garde, but the last

avant-garde, overturning current practices of histo

ry, theory, politics, art, architecture, and everyday 
life, and my fastidiously academic book can do 

none of these things. This plain fact will serve to 

damn it among some “ Pro-situs," the radicals who 

have carried the candle for situation ist ideas since 

the demise of the S ituationist International.

Many Pro-situs seem uncomfortable that 

they and their discourse are largely products of 

academia, even when they are its anti-products 

(here one could usefully draw upon sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu's insistence that “ the fu ll posses

sion of academic culture is the precondition for 

going beyond school culture and acquiring a free 

cu ltu re ").2 They apparently wish to direct the fu ll 

force o f the class war against academics, an a tti

tude prevalent in the  foreword to a 1996 tribu te to 

the  life and work of Debord. “ One th ing is for 
sure," the foreword concluded, w ith  a gravity remi

niscent o f Maoism, “ every word uttered by every, 
single academic expert on any subject whatever 

during the present age is nothing more than a lie 
paid by a publisher, policed by professors, and for

tunately not even read by anybody with any other 

expectation."3 Yet for all the woeful inadequacies 
of academia, it remains quite as potent— and 

impotent— a means o f distributing ideas as the 
claustrophobic world of the revolutionary establish

ment. Strangely, litt le  magazines purporting to be 
custodians of a radical vision are not necessarily 
more grassroots, trustworthy, libertarian, or effec

tive than blatantly academic texts. People have to



A diagram of situationism’s genealogy, showing the princi
pal groups and journals that formed early situationism. 
There were two main lines, one expressionist, originating in 
the COBRA group, the other conceptual, and gathered 
around lettrism.

Figure 0 . I

Lettrist Group
Paris, 1946-

Lettrist International (LI)
Paris, 1952-1957 
Journal: Potlatch

COBRA
Copenhagen, Brussels, and Amsterdam, 

1948-1951 
Journal: COBRA

International Movement for an lmaginist Bauhaus 
(IMIB)

Albisola and Alba, 1954-1957 
Journal: Eristica

First World Congress of Free Artists
Alba, September 1956

I
Situationist International (SI)
various countries, 1957-1972 

Journal: /nternationa/e situationniste
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take what they can from where they can in con

structing their interpretation o f the world: that, 
surely, was one lesson o f situationism.

Yes, situationism  has become the subject of 

academic study. As Simon Ford has noted in his 

bibliography of The Realization and Suppression of 

the S ituation ist International, “ The explosion of 
interest tha t erupted in 1 9 8 8 -1 9 8 9  [in the wake 

of the Institute o f Contemporary Arts/Centre 

Pompidou exhibitions on situation ism ] is in 

abeyance, but this is being replaced by a much 

more deeply rooted academic project; books will 

appear wh ich say more and more about less and 

less."4 This, frankly, is just such a book. Whereas 
studies so far have tended to discuss situationism 

w ith in broad politica l and cultural contexts, th is  
book takes perverse care in extracting situation ist 

architectural theory from  a revolutionary program 

that attempted to confront the ideological to ta lity  

of the Western world. Situationism 's broadside 

attack le ft its mark upon the libertarian le ft, the 
counterculture, the revolutionary events of 1968, 

and more recent phenomena from punk to  postmod
ern i sm. But over tim e it sidelined the art theory that 

had been the springboard of the entire endeavor.

And so, paradoxically, the focus of th is  book 

upon issues of art and design may serve to  deepen 

and widen understanding of situationism. That is 
its unashamed aim. I have tried to keep it concise 

in the hope that readers may reach the end. I have 
tried to locate situationism  in history, where it 

belongs: the sooner tha t historians have completed

the autopsy and preservation of situationism , the 

sooner others can make something new from its 

corpus. The air of mystique about situationism , 

now the reek o f decay, has outlived its  purpose, to 

the extent that it ever had one. One is not even 

meant to use the word “ situationism ": “ There is no 

such th ing as situationism, which would mean a 

doctrine of interpretation of existing facts," the s it

uationist journal Internationale situationniste  
declared in its firs t edition. “ The notion of situa

tionism is obviously devised by antisituationists.’’5

Of course, situa tion ists knew fu ll well that 

there was such a th ing as s ituation ism , ju s t as 

anyone with a critica l hold on the ir practice real

izes tha t it is subject to  certain parameters, ide

ologies, and methodologies. There has to  be some' 
way of verbally demarcating whatever it was that 

the situation ists thought they were doing by being 
situationists. The situation ists ' caution about a 

“ situationism " was a clever way of reminding them

selves of the dangers of becoming “ academic" in 

the ir procedures, a fate that had befallen the ir 

avant-garde predecessors, the surrealists, “ policed" 
as they were by the ir spokesman Andre Breton. But 

as a way of throwing academics off the scent forty 

years later—well, no tactic could be more misguid

ed than denying the existence of situationism. 

Academics are precisely the people w ith  the  tim e 
and inclination to  unravel such riddles.

I reserve fo r academics my apology for the 

reduction ist tac tics  o f th is  book. I have concen

trated on the earlier phase o f s itua tion ism , when
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art, arch itecture, design, and urbanism were s till 
primary concerns for th e  movement. I have sup

pressed the considerable d ifferences among the 
avant-garde groups tha t contributed to  s itua tion 

ism, instead drawing out the ir common ground. 

And I have claimed th is  common ground for s itu 

ation i sm because the nexus of ideas tha t I want 

to explore in th is book was almost com plete ly for
m ulated in the decade before the S itua tion is t 

International fin a lly  inaugurated it as a program. 
Subsequently I have chosen to  i dentify the  people 

who form ulated these ideas as “ s itua tion is ts ." To 

f ind  another name for people whose ideas were 
clearly so im portant to the form ation of the 

S itua tion is t International seems unnecessarily 

cumbersome, though readers should constantly 

bear in mind tha t o ff ic ia lly  there was no such 

th ing  as a fu lly  fledged “ s itua tion is t" before 
1957 (fig. 0 .1).

The poverty o f modernism

The inauguration of the S ituationist International 

was rather inauspicious. In July 1957 eight dele

gates, “ in a state of semi-drunkenness," met in a 

remote bar in Italy. 6 The delegates represented two 
key groups: the International Movement for an 

lmaginist Bauhaus, and the Lettrist International. A 

th ird “ group," the London Psychogeographical

Association, was represented by its only known 
member, Ralph Rumney.7

This was a fru itfu l conjugation of rather odd 
bedfellows. The Lettrist International (19512-1957), 

dominated by Guy Debord, was inclined toward the 

minimal and conceptual rather than the visual.8 In 

contrast, the founder o f the lmaginist Bauhaus 

(1954 -1957), Asger Jorn, preferred a hands-on, 

expressionist approach to th e  production of art. The 

Lettrist International was specifically urban, ground
ed in Paris, while lmaginist Bauhaus activity, located 

in the provincial Italian towns of Albisola and Alba, 
became physically removed from the metropolis.

Yet both strands were highly politicized at a 
tim e when it was fashionable for avant-gardes to 

disengage from notions of social revolution. The 
w ill to keep expressive social revolution at the core 

of the avant-garde project had preoccupied Jorn's 

alma mater, the pan-European COBRA group of 

artists and writers (1 9 4 8 -1 9 5 1 ). COBRA, an 

acronym of Copenhagen, Brussels, and Amsterdam, 
was a common front o f groups from those cities, 

and their thought was a formative influence upon 

s ituation ism ; fo r example, Constant Nieuwenhuys 
(or p lain “ Constant," as he preferred to be 

called), another leading ligh t of COBRA, jo ined 

Jorn as a founding member of the S itua tion is t 

ln te rna tiona l.9 COBRA's po litica l and a rtis tic  
unruliness was a gesture against the regulation o f 

po litics and art, a refusal of both socia lis t rea l
ism and abstraction, the artistic “ house styles" of 

the cold war (fig. 0 .2). In Paris, meanwhile, Guy

The Situationist City 4 >



Constant, A nous la liberte (To us, liberty), 1949, oil on 
canvas, Tate Gallery, London. The painting, which typically 
for a COBRA work combined figurative and abstractive ele
ments, was later retitled A pres nous la I iberte (After us, lib
erty) in protest against the stasis of postwar politics. 
Constant's immersion in situationism later led him to virtu
ally abandon painting in favor of architecture, while retaining 
the sense ofplayful energy apparent in his COBRA period.

Figure 0.2

Debord led the Lettrist International away from its 
parent, the Lettrist Group (founded 1946), in a 

conscious attem pt to po litic ize lettrism 's esoteric 

exploration o f language.

A copy of the Lettrist ln ternationa l’s glori

ously low-budget review of po litics and art, 
Potlatch, was passed to Jorn in 1954. Hereupon 

the friendship between the Lettrist International 

and the International Movement for an lm aginist 

Bauhaus, and between Debord and Jorn in particu

lar, was cemented by correspondence, copublica

tions, and exchanges of personnel, although it was 

largely by default tha t the issue of design found 

itself at the center o f a program to  revolutionize 

the practices of art and life. None of the main 

players in the form ation of situation ism  were 

designers or architects by profession, and precious 

few showed any real ab ility  in the area as it was 

trad itionally  defined. In 1954 the arch itect and 
designer Ettore Sottsass, Jr., already a rising star, 
was drawn into the lm aginist Bauhaus, only to 

leave three years later in disbelief at the situation
ist movement's increasing aggression and lack of 

professionalism.10 “ A movement formed by genius
es like you and your French friends is out of my 

depth," he wrote sarcastically in his resignation 
note to Jo rn .i' It was an attitude tha t mattered not 

one jo t to those who remained loyal to s ituation

ism. The benign professionalism o f architecture 

and design had, in the ir opinion, led to a steriliza

tion of the world tha t threatened to wipe out any 

sense o f spontaneity or playfulness.

Situationists hankered instead after the “ pio
neer sp irit" of modernism. They were nostalgic for 

a ti me when artists, architects, and designers had 

pursued disparate, open-ended experiments; fo r a 

tim e when the conditions of modern life— above 

all, the relationship between “ man and machine"—  

had been addressed head-on; fo r a tim e when fun

damental shifts in thought, like those engendered 

by Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche, s till fe lt fresh and 

vital; and fo r a tim e when general revolution was

5 > Introduction



"Maximum and normal horizontal work surfaces," illustra
tion from Raoul Vaneigem, "Commentaires contre l'urba- 
nisme," Internationale situationniste, no. 6 (1961). The 
diagram, used as an example of design's rationalization and 
reification of the body. was derived from U.S. industrial 
designer Henry Dreyfuss's ergonomic and anthropometric 
studies.

Figure 0.3

regarded as necessary, even inevitable. The situa
tion ists were hazy about the precise dates of th is 

golden age, but they assimilated a cornucopia of 

sources— from the arts and crafts movement and 

the Deutscher Werkbund to expressionism, cubism, 

futurism, constructivism, De S tijl, the Bauhaus, 

dadaism, and surrealism.
The situationists were acutely aware o f the 

task bequeathed them by such august predeces

sors: “ there has been a notable progression from 

futurism  through dadaism and surrealism to the 
movements formed after 1945 ," Debord announced 

to the founding meeting of the S ituationist 
International. But he warned his audience tha t “ at 

each of these stages . . . one discovers the same 

tota listic w ill fo r change; and the same rapid crum
bling away when the inab ility  to change the world 

profoundly enough leads to  a defensive w ithdraw
a l."12 The pioneer avant-gardes seemed either to 

have become self-critical to the point of virtual dis

solution, like dadaism and surrealism, a  to have 

abandoned programs of outright revolution in order 
to procure patronage^3

This, situationists believed, had been the 

fate o f the modern movement in architecture and 
design. Sometime in the 1920s, at the Bauhaus, 

in the pages of Le Corbusier's modernist mani

festos, and through the 1928 foundation o f the 

Congres lnternationaux d'Architecture Moderne 
(International Congress o f Modern Architecture), 

the modern movement had cleaned up its image, 

systematically s idelin ing unruly and eccentric

l u r f i t c i  m u l n i  n  it«« f  Ifr p b A 'M K l B a a L

expressionisms in favor of a “ functiona l," “ ra tio

na l" program f a  universal clean living (fig. 0.3). 

Functionalism and mass production, once embraced 
as ways of delivering innovative “good design" to 

the masses, seemed to have gradually merged with 
the productivist values of capitalism and state com
munism, workers remaining appendages to the 

machine rather than its masters.
Internationale s ituationniste  assessed the 

legacy o f functionalism:

Its positive contributions— the adaptation to practical 

functions, technical innovation, comfort, the banishment 
of superimposed ornament— are today banalities. Yet 

although its field of application is, when all is said and 
done, narrow, this has not led functionalism to adopt a 

relative theoretical modesty. In order to justify philo

sophically the extension of its principles of renovation 

to the entire organization of social life, functionalism 
has fused, seemingly without a thought, with the most 
static conservative doctrines (and, simultaneously, has 

itself congealed into an inert doctrine).14

The Situationist City 6 >



Satirical photograph of COBRA's Christian Dotremont tak
ing the measurements of a Mondrian, at the home of 
COBRA architect Aldo van Eyck, Amsterdam, 1949.The 
implication was that the sort of mainstream modernism 
embodied in Mondrian organized form and space with 
fanatical Cartesian zeal.

Figure 0.4

Modern movement rationalism, rooted in the belief 

tha t the problems of the real world could be 

resolved by reason, had started out as a deeply 

humanist project, championed by the left and ded

icated to the fostering of social progress and 
democracy. But fo r situationism, th is sort of 

progress had come at an unacceptable price. 
Rationalism had insisted tha t collective interest 

take priority over individual interest. S ituationist 

radicals fe lt differently: genuine social progress did 

not subsume the individual, bu t maximized his or 

her freedom and potential.
COBRA artists despised the  rationalist grid, 

so beloved by Piet Mondrian and Le Corbusier, as a 

metaphor for the regulative practices of the state. 

In 1948 Constant compared it to the "objective, 
abstracting sp irit of the bourgeois world," and 

Christian Dotremont related it five years later to 
"the order which rules in Warsaw" (fig. 0 .4 ).15 The 

trium ph of reason had left no space for imagination 

or expression: writing in the firs t edition of 
COBRA's journal, Michel Colle mourned the disap

pearance of expressionist and surrealist tendencies 
in architecture, complaining that, under “ the pre

text of putting a little  order and discipline back into 

architectural expression," Le Corbusier and his 

allies had institu ted an architecture o f "righ t 

angles" and “ cadaverous rigidity. " 16 In Colle’s judg

ment, the rationalization of the environment was 

having the very opposite effect upon mass con
sciousness from  that once promised by the Gestalt 

and behavioral theories of the modern movement.

Colle noted "the state of total and passive submis

sion" experienced by "the man in the street placed 

before the architectural phenomenon," and he fe lt 

tha t the Corbusian concept of the functional 
"m achine fo r  living in ," rather than liberating the 

common man, was interring him as a component of 

functiona list society. 'We have been given the 

machine fo r living in, where very often nothing is 
sacrificed to the only tru ly human parts of life, to 

poetry and to dream. There is worse: fo r our intran
sigent rationalists, a residential build ing can be 

nothing other than the superimposition o f four, ten, 

any number of linked machines for living in. . . . 
The ambiance is overwhelming: at the end of his 

day, man quits his factory for working in for his fac
tory for eating and sleeping in ."17

As a dram atic reversal of th is  contem ptib le 

domestic Taylorism, Gunther Feuerstein subm it

ted his 1960 proposals fo r " im prac tica l fla ts " to 

SPUR, the German section of the Situationist 

ln ternationa l.i8 By declin ing labor-saving devices, 

devising tortuous routes through his apartment, 
and fittin g  it w ith noisy doors and useless locks,

7 > Introduction



Feuerstein refused to allow his own home to 
become another cog in the mechanized world. It 

would no longer protect h im  from the  environment 
nor the sensations o f his own body: ripping out his 

air conditioning and throwing open his windows, he 

could swelter, shiver, and struggle to  hear himself 

th ink  above the roar o f the city; later he might 
bump and hurt himself against one of the myriad 

sharp corners in his fla t, and s it  at his wobbly table 

and on his uncomfortable sofa. Or he might unwind 

by throwing paint against the walls and drilling 

holes through them, f ill in g  out his fla t w ith traces 

of his own ideas and history.

And so situationism took over the negotia

tions between reason and imagination, and 
between the individual and the social, tha t Andre 

Breton had once tried to pursue w ith Le Corbusier, 
when Breton had proffered his opinion to Le 

Corbusier that modernist functionalism  was "the 

most unhappy dream of the collective uncon

scious," a "so lid ification o f desire in a most violent 
and cruel au tom atism ."19 Although the impact of 
rationalism on bu ild ing production between the 

wars had invariably been controversial and relative

ly lim ited, at least outside France, Holland, and 
Germany, a new generation o f modern movement 

zealots was emerging after the Second World War. 

Rationalism's transcultural aspirations had been 
clear ever since Henry-Russell H itchcock and 

Philip Johnson titled  the ir classic 1932 survey of 
modern architecture The International Style, and as 

postwar European reconstruction got underway, the

"International Style" was poised to live up to its 

name, becoming the paradigm of successive 
schools of architecture and public planning depart

ments throughout Europe and the United States.20
Perhaps the most radical of the schools was 

that planned by the Swiss sculptor Max Bill, an ex- 

Bauhaus student and publisher of the th ird  volume 

of Le Corbusier's Oeuvre complete.21 In 1953, Bill 
approached Asger Jorn, interned in a tuberculosis 

sanatorium w ith  his ex-COBRA colleague Christian 

Dotremont, offering work at his "new Bauhaus," the 

Hochschule fu r Gestaltung a t Ulm, Germany. Bill 

would rue the day he made the offer, since Jorn, 

who had worked in Le Corbusier's studio in 
1 9 3 7 -1 9 3 8  (executing mural decoration for the 

Pavillon des Temps Nouveaux), seized the opportu

nity to  renew the debate w ith  rationalism. The overt

ly rationalist, even technocratic syllabus planned by 

Bill sparked an antagonistic debate between the two 
men during 1954, sp illing over from private corre

spondence into the very public arena of the Tenth 
Triennale o f Industrial Design in M ilan .22

Jorn's summary of his dispute w ith B ill— in 

three lines, extracted from the ir correspondence in 

early 1954— illustrated well the  situationist struggle 

to retrieve the pioneer spirit of the modern movement. 

"Bauhaus is the name of an artistic inspiration," Jorn 

wrote to Bill. "Bauhaus is not the name of an artistic 

inspiration," Bill replied, "but the m eaningofa move
ment that represents a well-defined doctrine." " I f  

Bauhaus is not the name of an artistic inspiration, it 

is the name of a doctrine without inspiration— that is

The Situationist City 8 >



to say, dead," Jorn concluded.23 Jorn accused Bill of 

misrepresenting the ideals of the original Bauhaus in 

order to guarantee the continued status of rationalism 
and functionalism as modernist paradigms. As Jorn 

pointed out, expressionist tendencies had been emi

nently represented at the Bauhaus, and rationalism 

had only been the passing outcome of an ongoing 

artistic experiment, artificially terminated when the 

Nazis closed the school in 1933.24
If Bill's Bauhaus couldn't accommodate alter

natives to rationalism, then Jorn's would. By 1955 

Jorn's International Movement for an lmaginist 

Bauhaus had set up shop as a new meeting place for 

fringe and dissident artists, at the studio of artist 
Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio in Alba, Italy. Max B ill’s res

ignation from Ulm was announced the following year 

"w ith pleasure" by Potlatch, which had been moni
toring Jorn’s mission for two years.25 Supplemented 

by various theoretical writings of 1955 -1956 , the 

debate w ith Bill provided a nucleus fo r Jorn’s sprawl

ing situationist treatise Pour la forme: ebauche 
d'une methodologie des arts (In defense of form: 

outline of a methodology for the arts), published by 
the Situationist International in 1958.26

Situationism was not quite alone in its thor
oughgoing reassessment of modernism. The American 

urban historian Lewis Mumford, for example, had 
been a severe critic  of urban technological culture 

since the 1920s, influencing not only the situation- 
ists but many professional planners and architects as 

well. But his solutions, founded upon his admiration 

of the garden city principles of Ebenezer Howard,

were antithetical to the crackling urban energies 

embraced by the young guns of situationism. The big 
city was about to gain one of its greatest advocates in 

Jane Jacobs, whose passion fo r metropolitan life and 
despair with the planners and architects meddling 

with it were all the  more impressive for being less 

highly strung than situationist writings; her book The 

Death and Life of Great American Cities was pub- 

1 ished in 1961.27 For the tim e being, situationist 

sensibilities were most akin to those of the young 

British artists and theorists gathered around the 

Independent Group, which met from 1952 to 1955 
as a forum for avant-garde discussion a t London's 

Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA), and which 

affected ICA policy fo r a decade or more to come.
In many ways it  seems a relatively short hop 

from the positions staked out by situationism to  the 
Independent Group and its associated architectural 
pressure group Team 10. The Situationist Internation

al cheekily used the ICA’s Dover Street building as its 
London address.28 Ralph Rumney, a founding member 

of the SI, was an ICA regular— in his "psychogeo- 

graphical report" on Venice, he related his exaggerated 

horror at coming across the "Dover Street playboy," 

former Independent Group convener Lawrence 
Alloway, on the Rialto Bridge29 When it expelled 

Rumney, the Situationist International lost its direct 

link with the ICA, though it enjoyed the presence in 

London o f its ally, the  Scottish writer Alexander 

Trocchi, whose Project Sigma campaigned for a 

British version of the lmaginist Bauhaus. The 

Situationist International held its conference in
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Le Corbusier, Villa Stein, Garches, France, 1927. The 
building, one of Le Corbusier's "machines for living in" 
and an icon of rationalism, was still the subject of consid
erable discussion among architects in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s.

Figure 0.5

London in 1960, taking the opportunity to attend a 

meeting about situationism at the ICA, chaired by 
former Independent Group member Toni del Renzio.

For both the situationists and the Independent 
Group, the International Style's pretensions to repre

sent the universal truth of technology were now histo

ry. As the plaster rendering cracked on Le Corbusier's 

1927 Villa Stein, the likes of Independent Group 

architects James Stirling and Alison and Peter 

Smithson and Independent Group historian Reyner 

Banham were confronted by the plain evidence that a 

modern movement icon had been built by bricklayers, 

not machines (fig. 0.5).30 Rationalism was not quite 
as rational as was once thought: its so-called 

“ machine aesthetic" was really a fashion, not a 
necessity. Potlatch called it a “ neo-cubist crust" or 

“ scab," offering a withering review of the trend 
among young French rationalists to “ daub" their 

buildings with color.31 The mere abandonment of the 
whiteness considered de rigeur by interwar rational
ism did not redress the architecture's propensity to 

deteriorate, nor disguise the “ spiritual and creative 

poverty" of “ the daubers," “ their lack of plain human
ity.1̂ 2 For both situationists and Independents, it was 

time to discover some new truth that might replace 

the dishonesty of rationalism.
And sim ilar routes out of the impasse 

occurred to both. They agreed that it was tim e to 

rediscover the original impulses of modernism. Jorn 
recognized the worth of modernism's humanist 

impulse to obtain “ a true ambiance, created to the 
measure of man"33 through the unification o f the

arts under the umbrella of architecture, while 

Alison and Peter Smithson blamed the  demise of 

modernism not upon its pioneers but upon the 
lumpen mass of followers. Indeed, Le Corbusier 

himself seemed to be revising the princip les of 

modern architecture in light of the excesses of 

rationalism, antic ipating the sp irit of “ in form ality" 

that characterized many of the postwar avant- 

gardes, from  COBRA and abstract expressionism to 

the so-called art autre (other art).34 The informal 

architectural approach proposed by the Smithsons, 

dubbed the “ new bruta lism ," could be recognized 

stylistica lly by its uncompromising exploration of
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the structures and textures of modern architecture; 

but it aspired as well to a much larger humanist 
agenda, addressing not just architecture but cu l

ture a t large. Jorn's demand tha t modern build ing 

should express “a source of poetic sensation" now 

found an analogue in new bruta list manifestoes: 

“ B ruta lism ," the Smithsons wrote in 1957, “ tries 

to face up to a mass-production society, and drag a 
rough poetry out of the confused and powerful 

forces which are at work. 1,35 The happy suggestion 

was that the postwar world of mass production and 

mass society actually harbored all sorts of diver
sions from pure rationality, both in architecture 

and in everyday life. S ituationist and Independent 

Group interest in mass culture was exemplified in a 

neo-dadaist sentim entality about everyday objects, 
a fascination with advertisements and magazines, a 

desire to intervene in fashion, a recognition of pop

ular music as a valid culture, and attentiveness to 

unplanned places, build ings designed without 

architects, and industrial design.

By the late fifties, indeed, interest in the 

everyday life, space, and culture of the masses was 
mushrooming in British and Am ericanpop art and 
in French nouveau realisme, though rarely in as 

serious and confrontational a way as the s ituation

ists would have liked (fig. 1.3). COBRA and the 

lm agin ist Bauhaus had always appreciated the 

connection between the ir anarchic critique of 

rationalism and the politics of the hard left, and 
Debord and the Lettrist International pushed for 

the formulation of a tu I I-blown revolutionary pro

gram addressing the culture of everyday life. In

1956 the  Lettrist International sent Gil J. Wolman 

to  Alba, to  attend the “ First World Congress of Free 

A rtis ts ." Organized by the lm aginist Bauhaus, the 

grandly named World Congress boasted no more 

than a dozen delegates, but crucially it found the 

common ground “ relative to  urbanism and to the 
uses to which it can be pu t" tha t would unify the 

S ituationist International the following year.36 In 
short, the S ituationist International aimed to con

vert avant-garde interest in everyday space and 

mass culture into a revolution.

There was an urgency in all of th is. The 

Parisian bu ilt environm ent had not encountered 

a styI istic revolution as authorita tive as mod

ern ism since the Renaissance, and the Lettrist 
International, sensing that modernism’s functional

ist and rationalist tentacles were about to squeeze 
its Left Bank bohemia to death, insisted that politico- 

artistic struggle be played out at the ultimate 

level— that of the c ity itself. “ Political economy, 
love, and urbanism are the means that we must 
command for the resolution of a problem that is 

above all of an ethical order," the Lettrist 

International announced, as it busied itself with 

creating a framework for direct intervention in the 

human environment.37 Between 1954 and 1956 

Potlatch introduced its readers to the nexus of 
ideas that th is book explores: psychogeographie 

( “ psychogeography"), detournement (“ diversion"), 

derive (“ d rift"), situations (“ situations"), and 
urbanisme unitaire ( “ unitary urbanism").38
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For a fu lle r picture of the revolutionary poli

tics o fth e  Situationist International, readers should 

consult other I iterature on situationism, and, of 
course, the movement's own texts. But in th is book 

I concentrate on the early situation ist program and 

so try  to  save it from the obscurity to  which it was 

later banished by the S ituationist International— in 

1964 Debord was openly embarrassed by “ the fan

tasies left over from the old artistic m ilieu ."39 

Contradictions in the S ituationist lnternational's 

artistic program had occasionally been admitted to 

until, in the early 1960s, situation ist “ hard-liners" 
demanded that such contradictions be resolved. 

“ There is no such thing as 's ituationism ’ or a situa

tion is t work of art," Raoul Vaneigem declared in 

1962, shortly after jo ining the  movement. “ Our 
position is that of combatants between two 

worlds— one that we don't acknowledge, the other 
tha t does not yet exist."40 No longer wou Id the 

S ituation ist International tolerate prerevolutionary 

attempts to design the architectural form, or 

indeed any form, of postrevolutionary society. The 

intensely critica l turn that s ituation ist theory took 

after the first few editions of Internationale situa
tionniste effectively terminated the direct situation

ist interest in a rt and urbanism, leaving Constant's 

amazing vision— of the situationist c ity  as a "New 

Babylon"— out in the cold.

In any case, it  seemed that the  S ituationist 
International quickly lost control of its architectural 

theory, which seeped into various avant-garde 

attempts to reinvent modernism as “ structuralism,"

“ experimental arch itecture," and “ anti-design." 

Even though some of the  “ old artistic m ilieu" ral

lied in 1962 as the Second Situationist 

International, its journal The S ituation ist Times 
showed litt le  interest in the build ing of the situa

tion is t city. The Second S ituationist International 
returned to  the countryside, build ing its base in a 

Swedish farmhouse which it proclaimed as the 
“ S ituationist Bauhaus.1̂ 1

The organization o f this book

Th is book considers situa tion ist design theory in 

three main parts. Situationism was predicated 

upon a critique of the environment as it currently 

existed, and th is  critique is outlined in the firs t 

part, “The Naked City." The second part, 
“ Formulary for a New Urbanism," examines situa

tion ist principles for the city and for city living; and 
part three, “ A New Babylon," describes the designs 

actually proposed fo r the situationist city.

I hope that th is  makes the book fairly easy to 
follow. But in case it settles readers' ideas about 

situationism too much, I end th is  introduction by 

siding with my imaginary Pro-situ detractors. Early 
situation ism  was never qu ite as containable as 

th is  book m ight make it seem. When the word 
“ s itua tion is t" was firs t published, Potlatch  ins is t

ed tha t “ in the ir fina l development, the collective
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constructions tha t please us are only possible 

after the  disappearance of bourgeois society, o f its 
d istribution of products, and of its moral values.1’42 

Situation i sm was founded upon the belief that gen

eral revolution would originate in the appropriation 

and alteration of the material environment and its 

space. Activities that have not shared th is aim have 

a poor claim to being situationist: that th is  book 

could provoke a round of d ile ttan te “ situation con

structing" in schools of art and architecture is a 

prospect too dreadful to contemplate.
And if in taking th is  stance I seem to be 

treating my subject a litt le  too seriously, I ought to 

contrast it w ith the sublime attitude of situationists 

themselves. Architecture featured in Guy Debord's 

earliest writings for the Lettrist International and in 

his last film , Guy Debord: son  art e t son temps 
(1994).43 At the beginning of his career, architec

ture seemed to Debord to be bursting w ith  revolu

tionary potential, bu t at the end he represented it 

as if its possibilities had tragically expired. Even 

the removal of the excesses of modernism, the film  

noted, has become a meaningless spectacle, w ith 

stage show demolitions of the high-rise estates in 

which a generation o f working-class people had 
been interred. Debord, inevitably a central figure in 

th is  study, apparently took his own life shortly after 

completing the film , dying with the same charisma 
that he enjoyed when l iv in g ^
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T H E  N A K E D  C I T Y

R E A L I T I E S  O F  D E S I G N  A N D  S P A C E  L A I D  B A R E

One only appreciated JjBg>e!fesperate need to take 

action'over the city, s it  u |||jjjn ists felt, o ^ e  had

seen through the vei I o rn m p ^ m e n t draped o\er it 

by planning and capitj W 1 Ijjfone peeled away this 

official representati0 n jjp jM S o d e m ity  and urban

ism — this “s p e c t a c l e , u a t i o n i s t s S f e e r m e d  the 

co llap se of reality into the stream s of im ages. prod

ucts. and a ctiv itie s  sanctioned by bu siness and 

bureaucracy— one discovered the authentic life of 

the c ity  teem ing u n d e r n e a t h . '

It was th is  sense of the spectacle as the bar

rier, rather than the gateway, between the avant- 
garde and the making of a better world that 

straightaway put situation ism at odds with compa

rable avant-garde attitudes. Some members of 

B rita in ’s Independent Group, for instance, argued 

that mass consumption and the capitalist spectacle 
were things that intellectuals would sim ply have to 

come to terms with if they were to appreciate the 

revolution of space taking place in the electric city. 

In his 1959 “ City Notes," Independent Group ex

convener Lawrence Alloway started out in apparent 

accord with situation ism by refuting the idealism of 
the rationally planned city. “ Nowhere are ‘perma

nent' formal principles less likely to  survive intact," 

Alloway reckoned, “ than in the  crowded, solid city. 
. . . The past, the present, and the future . . . over

lap in a messy configuration. Architects can never 
get and keep control of all the factors in a city 

which exist in the dimensions of patched-up, 

expendable, and developing fo rm s."2 Yet Alloway 

reached conclusions diametrically opposed to those 

of situationism, complaining that the only problem 

w ith the spectacle of London's electrically b ill- 
boarded Piccadilly Circus was its  inferiority to 

equivalent American displays. “ Related to the neon 
spectacle," Alloway enthused, “ are other aspects of 

the popular environment," such as “ the LP environ

ment at airports, restaurants, bars, and hotel 

lounges, of light and long-lived pop music that 
extends radio and TV sound outside the house and 

into a larger environm ent."3

For situationists, such phenomena were little  
more than the untrustworthy glamorization o f state 

and corporate power, unrelated to the requirements 

of ordinary people and the ir more fu lly  lived lives. 

“ Many techniques do more or less markedly alter 

aspects of everyday life: the domestic arts . . . also 

the telephone, television, the recording of music on 

long-playing records, mass air travel, e tc.," Guy 

Debord adm itted in 1961. “ But on the whole th is 
in troduction of technology into everyday life—  

u ltim ate ly  taking place w ith in  the framework of



"Tonight, the spectacle at home," "Unconscious advertis
ing,” illustration from Internationale situationniste, no. 8 
(1963). Situationists recognized in television an explosion 
in the power of the "spectacle" of modernity sufficient to 
affect the perception of real space.

Figure 1.1

modern bureaucratized cap ita lism — certainly

tends rather to  reduce people's independence and 
creativity. The new prefabricated c ities  clearly 

exemplify the totalitarian tendency of modern capi

tal ism's organization of life: the isolated inhabi

tants . . . see the ir lives reduced to  the pure 

triv ia lity  of the repetitive combined with the obliga

tory absorption of an equally repetitive spectacle."4 

Dumbstruck by the condition of modern Paris, 
Debord drew on a speech from Macbeth to  endow 

his critique of the spectacular c ity  w ith the proper 

sense of tragedy: “ from any standpoint other than 

tha t o f police control, Haussmann's Paris is a c ity 

bu ilt by an id iot, fu l I of sound and fury, signifying 
no th ing ."5 S ituationists A ttila  Kotanyi and Raoul 
Vaneigem described more recent attem pts at 

urbanism and its associated spectacle as 

"nothingness"— “ Urbanism is comparable to the 
advertising propagated around Coca-Cola— pure 

spectacular ideology"— while Internationale s itua

tionniste  provided case studies of the way in which 

the spectacle had even invaded the bleak new 
social housing programs.6 The estates had been 

used as locations for fashion shoots and for the test
ing of prefabricated plastic “ bistro-clubs," “ a 

seductive showcase" designed, the journal claimed, 

“ as an instrument of supplementary control on the 

way to  the total surveillance o f production and con
sum ption," even accommodating rising youth 

delinquency. “ The candidly avowed recourse to the 

aesthetics of the shop window is perfectly illum i

nated by the theory of the spectacle: in the

de-alcoholized bars, the consumers themselves 

become spectacular."7 The new estates were exper

imental spaces fo r the refinement of the electronic 
spectacle, “ atomized to the extreme around each 

television receiver, but at the same time stretched 

to the exact dimension of towns" (fig. 1.1).8

Vaneigem refused to distinguish the urban

ism of communist and capitalist states: “ Urbanism 

and information are complementary in both capital

ist and 'anti-capita lis t' societies; they organize 

silence." In both the East and the West, he 

claimed, “ the ideal urbanism is the projection in 

space of a social hierarchy w ithout conflict. Roads, 
lawns, natural flowers, and a rtific ia l forests lubri

cate the workings of subjection and render them 

amicable." It had to be understood that urban ism 

regulated the body and mind as well as architec

ture. “ In a novel by Yves Touraine," Vaneigem 

recalled, “ the State even offers retired workers an 

electronic masturbator; economy and happiness 
ti nd themselves complete. " 9

Situationists never denied tha t the c ity  of 

power and capital was seductive. It had fascinated 

avant-gardes before them, from the impressionists
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Page from Asger Jorn with Guy Debord, Fin de Copenhague, 
1957, sceenprinted book. The book, purportedly collaged 
together after a single trip to a Copenhagen newsstand, lam
pooned the experience of modernity.

Figure 1.2

to the futurists. But situationists insisted that the 

spectacle was merely a manufactured wonderment, 
a hype that concealed real processes of exploita

tion. S ituationists noted the apparent blunting of 

class awareness in the West at large (by 1956 

there were more white-collar than blue-collar work

ers) amidst the economic expansion fueled by 

Marshall aid in Europe and the Monnet Plan in 

France, growth that massively increased the  aver
age worker's purchasing power for consumer goods 
and leisure.10 But the result was an increase in a 

standard of living only narrowly defined, s ituation

ists argued. Asger Jorn and Guy Debord satirized 
the empty heart of the spectacle in the ir 1957 

book Fin de Copenhague (End o f Copenhagen), col

laged from  newspapers and magazines collected on 
a single visit to a Danish newsstand (fig. 1.2), pro

viding a pointed contrast with Richard Hamilton's 

famous Independent Group collage from the previ

ous year, Just What Is I t  That Makes Today's Homes 

So Different, So Appealing . . . ? (fig. 1 .3).11 

Hamilton, tongue only just in cheek, celebrated the 
consumer spectacle and its future, whereas Jorn 

and Debord were optim istic as to its f in  its  end 

and supersession. In Fin de Copenhague Jorn and 
Debord gave the spectacle just enough rope to 
hang itself by, presupposing that a critique of 

“ spectacular” society was already present w ith in 
the language of that society.

This was the situationist technique of 
detournement in action. Detournement can be 

translated most simply as “ diversion,” though at

the loss of the nuances encoded in the original 

F re n c h -“ rerouting,” “ hijacking,” “ embezzlement,” 
“ m isappropriation,” “ corruption,” all acts im p lic it 

in the situationist use o f society's “ preexisting aes

the tic  elements.” ^  Taking the ir cue from the way

ward nineteenth-century French w riter Isodore 

Ducasse (the “ Comte du Lautreamont” ), who had 

insisted “ Plagiarism is necessary. Progress implies 

it , ” the situationists looked forward to a new “ peo

ple's aesthetic” bu ilt out of the ruins of the spec

tacle. Jorn and Debord tried to show the way in 

th e ir  collaborative collages. Western capitalism, 

they realized, was taking a risk by dangling the
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Richard Hamilton, Just What Is It That Makes Today's 
Homes So Different, So Appealing?, 1956, collage, 
Kunsthalle, Tubingen. Hamilton's famous image testified, 
like Debord and Jorn's Fin de Copenhague, to the impact of 
consumerism upon Western Europe.

Figure 1.3
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spectacle under people’s noses. What if spectators 

transgressed the rules of consumerism by stealing 

and redistributing its products and images, for 

themselves, making good its vacuous promises of a 
better world? As a page of Fin de Copenhague read, 

"Whatever you want, i t ’s coming your way— plus 

greater leisure for enjoying it all. W ith electronics, 

automation, and nuclear energy, we are entering on 

a new Industrial Revolution which w ill supply our 

every need, easily . . . quickly . . . cheaply . . . 
abundantly," an affirmation that qu ickly dissolved 

into a veiled threat that spectacular leisure and 

technology had already been earmarked by the s itu
ationists fo r "detourned," revolutionary use: "and 

voila, your life is transformed! WORDS TAKE ON A 

NEW SENSE.” 13

By 1963 the S ituationist International was 

declaring its intention “ to negate 'Pop Art’ (which 

is materially and 'ideologically’ characterized by 

indifference  & dull complacency). " 14 Yet many 
overlapping shades of opinion remained between 

the apparent polar opposites of the “ pop" 

Independent Group and “ m ilitan t" situationists. 

The Independent Group, never more than a discus

sion group, had been even less capable of present

ing a homogeneous front than the situation ists. 

Despite the exclamatory tone of its title , the 
famous 1956 manifesto of Alison and Peter 

Sm ithson— “ But Today We Collect Ads"— shared 

litt le  of the ir Independent Group colleague 
Richard Ham ilton's unconditional enthusiasm fo r 

com m ercial art.15 Indeed, in all the ir writings the

Smithsons came across in rather the same way as 

Guy Debord or Raoul Vaneigem— intellectuals who, 
if not quite of the old school, retained much of its 

arrogance, and its belief that the intelligentsia still 

had a central role to play in the shaping of society. 

Sink or swim: one either stayed abreast of “ popular 

cu ltu re" by collecting its ads, or popular culture 

would engulf any contribution one had to make as 

architect or revolutionary.

These more aloof elements of the Independent 

Group and situation ism shared a determination to 
penetrate the outward, spectacular, commercial

ized signs of mass culture and explore its interior. 

There one examined the everyday patterns of life, 

in particular people's use of build ings and urban 

space, a version of popular culture as "folk"-based 

rather than commercially based that was in keeping 
with the mood of new socio log ies.6 In Britain, 

"conscience-stricken middle-class inte llectuals" 

had been permanently affected by the findings of 

Mass Observation, the major survey of working- 

class behavior carried out in the 1930s and 
1940s, and the Smithsons were fam iliar w ith the 

sort of street-level studies tha t would lead to  the 

publication o f Michael Young and Peter W illmott's 
seminal Family and Kinship in  East London 

(1 9 5 7 ).17 On the Continent, meanwhile, sociologi

cal thought was being profoundly affected by the 

work of the French Marxist Henri Lefebvre. The 

influence of his Critique de la vie quotidienne 
(Critique of everyday life), published 1946, was 

imported into COBRA by Christian Dotremont, and
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"Patterns of Association and Identity” (detail), collage of 
Nigel Henderson photographs of children playing in 
London’s East End, arranged by Alison and Peter Smithson 
for theC\AM Grille (1953), later reproduced in Uppercase 3 
(1961) and Urban Structuring (1967). The Smithsons used 
the photographs as reminders to architects of the supposed 
vitality of working-class street life, an attitude that had res
onances with situationism.

Figure 1.4

then into the S ituationist International by Debord, 
Michele Bernstein, and Vaneigem.^ Debord was 

also fascinated by the dramatic urban social geog

raphy of Paul-Henri Chombart de Lauwe, who pub
lished his revealing Paris et /'agglomeration 

parisienne (Paris and the Parisian agglomeration) 

in 1952.

Such sociologies led to  a heightened aware

ness of the real social structuring of the city, of the 

complex way in which c ities are divided into dis

tin c t quarters, based on class occupation or func
tion, self-contained yet reliant upon other 

components in the urban machine. Of course, c ity 

planners and administrators were well aware that 

c ities are subdivided, and indeed that they had to 
be if they were to function efficiently. But sociology 

now implied tha t traditional planning, which had 

grown up under a rationalist umbrella, reduced the 

intricacy of c ity structuring to  fallaciously sim plistic 

levels. In page after page, Chombart de Lauwe's 

dissection of Paris revealed mind-boggling sub

tle ties in the uses and characteristics of the city, 

which were, moreover, subject to change over 
tim e. Young and W illm ott meanwhile illustrated 

self-managed patterns of social association w ith in 

a single working-class area o f London— Bethnal 
Green— that had taken generations to  develop, and 

a few years fo r  planners to  destroy.

The broad sweeps of the rationalist imagina

tion, which had aspired to ta ilo r the c ity  with 

Cartesian precision, suddenly looked like butchery. 

Debord, Jorn, and the Smithsons alike sought ways

of illustrating and addressing the social ecology of 

the city, professing an empathy w ith the habitual 

behavior o f the city 's lowly. The Smithsons bor

rowed photographs of children playing in the 

streets o f Bethnal Green, snapped by the ir 

Independent Group colleague Nigel Henderson, to  

demonstrate "patterns of association and identity" 

(fig. 1 .4 ).19 The situationists, who seem to have 

had d ifficu lties  getting on with "everyday" citizens, 

preferred to experiment on themselves, analyzing 

the factors affecting the ir mood, behavior, and 
choice of route as they wandered the ir "d r if t"  

(derive) through the  city.
Situationists and Independents fe lt  that 

indigenous living patterns were best nurtured 

through the "c lustering" of the city.20 In 1956 and
1957 Debord and Jorn cut up street maps o f Paris, 

in the process identifying some indigenous work
ing-class zones worthy of study and preservation 

pending the form ulation o f anything superior (fig.

1.5). The Smithsons, never ones to underrate the ir 

own abilities, fe lt that they had already h it upon 

something better than the working-class quarter
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Figure 1.5

Guy Debord with Asger Jorn, Guide psychog6ographique de 
Paris: discours sur les passions de I'amour, 1956, screen- 
printed map. The map was collaged from the Plan de Paris 
a vol d'oiseau (1956), a magnificent perspectival rendering 
of the city (fig. 2.16). The publication of the Guide was 
soon followed by another Debord and Jorn psychogeograph
ic map of Paris, The Naked City (fig. 1.32).

Figure 1.6

Peter Smithson, Cluster City, 1952, reprinted in 
Uppercase 3 (1961). Alison and Peter Smithson regarded 
the cluster model as empathetic to the complex indige
nous lifestyles of the city. Its pattern was like an echo of 
the situationist "drift” through the city, and it anticipated 
the plan of New Babylon, the situationist city designed by 
Constant (cf. fig. 1.12).
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Le Corbusier, Unite d'Habitation, near Marseilles, 1947
1952. The Unite was the touchstone of modem architecture 
in the decade after the Second World War, mellowing ratio
nalism and trying to compress the various functions of the 
city—residence, commerce, and leisure—into a single 
block.

Figure 1.7

"as found." In sketches from 1952, Peter 
Smithson developed Le Corbusier's 1930s projects 

for the linkage of housing blocks into seamless 

wholes, and when he and his w ife entered the 
1952 competition to redevelop working-class hous

ing in the Golden Lane area of the City of London, 
they presented the "cluster" as a megastructural 

web (fig. 1.6). Individual dwellings and, by an 

architectural leap o f logic, individual inhabitants, 

would be jelled together into an organic whole.

In the 1950s the Smithsons, who found 
work d ifficu lt to  come by, and the situationists, the 

most marginal o f all the marginal avant-gardes, 

must have realized that there was little  chance of 
reform ing the entrenched interests o f those ratio

nalist architects and planners who were restructur

ing cities throughout the world. Instead they 

targeted the unsound theoretical foundations of 

that restructuring, codified ' in the 1930s and more 
than due for revision.

Beyond the rational city

By far the most influential codification of rational

ist planning was the 1933 Athens Charter, the 

lengthy manifesto issued by the officia l representa
tive body of modernist architecture worldwide: the 
Congres I nternationaux d ’Architecture Moderne, 

better known simply as CIAM. Drafted by CIAM del

egates pondering "The Functional C ity" during a 

sea cruise from Marseilles to Athens, the Charter 

was splendidly isolated from urban reality, manag

ing to be both dogmatic and generalized in its 

clauses. As Reyner Banham summarized it, the 
"persuasive generality which gave the Athens 

Charter its air o f universal applicability concealed a 

very narrow conception of both architecture and 
town planning and committed CIAM unequivocally 

to: (a) rigid functional zoning of c ity plans, with 

green belts between the areas reserved to the d if

ferent functions, and (b) a single type of urban 
housing, expressed in the words o f the Charter as 

‘high, widely-spaced apartment blocks wherever 

the necessity of housing high densities of popula
tion exi sts.'” 21

Actually, the founding fathers of CIAM had 
paid scant attention to the Charter since its  dra ft

ing, and fa in t attempts were made to redress its 
problems— notably at ClAM’s 1951 meeting in 

Hoddesdon, England, which tackled "The Urban 

Core," an issue woefully neglected by the 
Charter.22 The biggest im print upon the Charter 

had been made by Le Corbusier, who revised and 

republished the Charter in 1943, but as his land

mark 1 9 4 7 -1 9 5 2  Unite d 'Habitation residential 
block near Marseilles showed, he was also steadily 
abandoning functionalism , rationalism, and even 

urbanism for more organic and self-contained struc

tures (fig. 1.7). Nonetheless, he had bequeathed 

some very persuasive images to  his rationalist fo l
lowers. As well as the Charter, his 1935 ratification
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Le Corbusier, maquette o f the Plan Voism, 1925. Le 
Corbusier's epochal though u n r^zn d  vision for Pa" s 
embodied the Cartesian excess that situationists p!edged to

obstruct

Figure 1.8

of the rationalist city, La viUe radieuse (The radiant 

city), had proven an unforgettable book, and his 
1925 Plan Voisin project to  raze central Paris and 

replace it w ith  ranks o f cruciform  towers, connect

ed to the rest of the c ity by urban motorways, was a 

vision tha t s till i ntrigued postwar planners and tor

mented situationists (fig. 1.8).

Debord's 1959 "S ituationist Theses on 
Traffic" was part manifesto and part satire on the

Athens Charter's functiona list dogma. By far the 

greatest threat to  the urban mix demanded by the 

anti-CIAM lobby was the Charter's demand for 
strict zoning and ease of tra ffic  circulation: "Zoning 

tha t takes account o f the key functions— housing, 
work, recreation— will bring order to the urban te rri

tory. Traffic, the fourth function, must have only 
one aim: to  bring the other three usefully into com

m un ica tion ."23 Debord's theses on tra ffic  instead
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"The progress of the sickness": "Core-garage” project by 
Januz Deryng, illustration to anon., "Urbanisme (romme 
volonte Et representation," Internationale situationniste, no. 
9 (1964). Deryng proposed placing massive underground 
automobile garages at regular intervals beneath Paris. For 
situationists, the rise of the commuter journey by private 
motor car exemplified the dissolution of the old city.

Figure 1.9

promoted "unitary urbanism" (urbanisme unitaire). 

"U nitary urbanism acknowledges no boundaries; it 
aims to  form a unitary human m ilieu in which sep

arations such as work/leisure or public/private will 

fina lly  be dissolved."24 In fairness, Le Corbusier 

recognized motorized tra ffic  as a potential social 

and urban ill, but unitary urbanism was critica l of 

any urbanism that failed to profoundly alter the 

function  of vehicles w ith in the city. "The mistake 

made by all urbanists is to consider the private 

automobile . . . essentially as a means of trans
portation," Debord joked, playfully subverting the 

rationalism of the Athens Charter. "Commuting 
tim e, as Le Corbusier rightly  pointed out, is a sur

plus labor that correspondingly reduces the amount 

of 'free' tim e"; in which case, Debord deduced, 

"we must replace travel as an adjunct to work with 
travel as pleasure."25 And so, in his New Babylon 

Bulletin, Debord's one-time situation ist colleague 

Constant poured over the findings of Great Britain’s 
milestone 1963 Buchanan Report on Traffic in 

Towns, only to advocate the development of 
machines for joyriding.26

The horrors of postwar planning were epito

mized by its servile submission to the pretended 

logic of the private car. In Debord’s opinion, "The 

breaking up of the dialectic of the human milieu in 
favor of automobiles . . . masks its irrationality 

under pseudopractical justifications.1̂ 7 To illustrate 

the point, Internationale situationniste  reproduced 

an example of cutting-edge urbanism, a "core
garage" project by Januz Deryng, which adm itted

L e  p r o g r f e s  d e  l a  m a l a d i e .

to operating on the princip le  tha t "the  parking lot 

d icta tes urban planning" (fig. 1.9). Thanks to 

th is  trium ph of postwar prosperity management, 

Internationale situationniste  noted laconically, 

"each of the one hundred m illion Frenchmen that 

De Gaulle anticipates by the end of the century will 
f in d  his car a t its designated spot."28 1950s and 

1960s Paris witnessed car parking on public thor

oughfares for the firs t time, the installation of 

expressways on the le ft and right banks of the 

Seine, and the construction of Paris's epochal 
orbital motorway, the Boulevard Peripherique— at 

an average cost per kilometer equivalent to 1,000 

housing units or 1,800 hospital beds, some of 

which could have been occupied by victim s of the 

Boulevard's daily average of an accident fo r every 
kilometer.29 In 1968 Pierre Couperie, a historian of 

Paris, cheerlessly assessed the impact of tra ffic  on 

the city: "In  1963 there were more than 

1 ,700 ,000  cars fo r 3 3 0 ,00 0  parking spaces. The
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sidewalks were overrun, the streets permanently 

choked. . . . The most essential services were sacri
ficed to the big-money interests of a minority, for in 

Paris the automobile is a social symbol more than a 

means of transport. Aside from the din . . .  in ten 

years the death rate from lung cancer has doubled 

and chronic bronchitis increased by 20 percent."30
Postwar developments in public transport, 

meanwhile, actually exacerbated the disintegration 
o f traditional c ity  life. Couperie described the 

Parisian experience: "W ith the failure of public 

transport, more than half the  population travels 

more than an hour a day. The sudden discharge 

of thousands of suburbanites by some stations 
paralyses certa in d is tr ic ts .1̂ !  Paris's prestigious 

RER (Regional Express System), begun in 1961, 
encouraged the  dispersal of trad itiona l (usually 

working-class or im m igrant) Parisian com m uni
ties into th e  suburbs as fast as it  relieved con

gestion around the  old railway stations. The old 
marketplace o f Les Halles, fo r  example, ep icen

te r  o f s itua tion is t Paris, was demolished and 
excavated fo r  the  central exchange o f the  RER, 
much as Amsterdam's Nieuwmarkt was eventually 

cleared to make way for a new Metro terminus.
In the mid-sixties Amsterdam's Provo group 

(short for provocatie— "provocation"), which count

ed Constant among its select core membership, fo r

mulated the sort of radically simple solution to 

urban transport that was loathed by authorities 

in tent upon modernization. 32 The W hite Bicycle 

Plan proposed that the car be supplanted in

Amsterdam by 2 0 ,0 0 0  bicycles, the ir white livery 

indicating tha t they were at the disposal of any 

passing Amsterdammer in need o f transportation. 

The Plan overlooked the  problem o f cycle mainte

nance, even if its  overall fa ilu re  was due not 

least, it is said, to police confiscations. But one 
upshot was a popular critica l alertness among 

Amsterdammers to  the im pact of rationalist urban
ism, and especially its correlation w ith  transport 

policy. The Metro was developed from the late six

ties to the mid-seventies to link central Amsterdam 

to th e g ia n t suburb of Bijlmermeer, the  last word in 

1960s residential planning, and destined to 
become the last place in Amsterdam where 

Amsterdammers wanted to live. The massive 

opposition to the Metro was due not only to its 

incred ib le cost but to its an tic ipated impact, 

making way fo r big business by forcing indigenous 

Amsterdammers, through a combination of rent 
hikes and demolitions, out to the suburbs. 

Resistance, organized around the heirs to the Provo 
phenomenon, the Neighborhood Committees, 

would have made a s ituation ist proud. And, as the 

Nieuwmarkt clearances were completed in a quasi

m ilitary police operation, it provoked the authorities 

into revealing the fu ll capacity for violence under

w riting the Dutch state and its seemingly peace

able and tolerant Western neighbors.

The willingness of planners to pander to the 
insatiable demands of motorized traffic, rather than 

simply abolish it, only indicated to  the situationists 

that "those who believe that the particulars of the
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problem are permanent want in fact to  believe in 
the  permanence o fth e  present society."33 So situa- 

tion is t critique was root-and-branch, exposing the 

cozy hearth-and-home ideology at the heart of 

CIAM, one which had insisted tha t “ the home, that 

is to say the shelter of the family, constitutes . . . 
the nucleus of town planning.'^4 Unitary urbanists, 

by contrast, fe lt that “ it is necessary to transform 

architecture to accord with the whole development 
of society, c ritic iz ing  . . . condemned form s of 

social relationships (in the firs t rank of which is the 
fam ily)" (fig. 1 .1 0 ) ”  '

But it was the measured architectural 
methodology posited by the Smithsons and the ir 

colleagues, not the m ischief o f Debord and his 

comrades, th a t was to  send shock waves through 

CIAM. Disillusioned by the programmatic compla

cency of CIAM when they attended its ninth meet

ing in Aix-en-Provence, France, in 1953, the 

Smithsons, and their Independent Group friends 
G ill and B ill Howell and John Voelcker, won the 

righ t to organize the program fo r the next CIAM 
meeting in Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, in 1956. Joined 

by other young radicals— Aldo van Eyck and Jacob 

Bakema from the Netherlands, Georges Candilis 

from France, Giancarlo De Carlo from Italy, and 

Shadrach Woods from the United States— the orga
nizing team for the tenth CIAM conference became 

known as Team 10. Team lO 's campaign to aban
don rationalist dogma in favor of a pragmatic 
approach to  each project established the group as a 

form idable force in modern architecture for some

years to come. Its dism antling of a universal ratio

nalist program for architecture proved incompatible 

w ith the CIAM mission: delegates to th e  Dubrovnik 

conference recognized tha t CIAM had come to  its 

end, and something of a posthumous CIAM meet

ing was held in 1959 at Otterlo, Holland.
In fact Team lO 's Aldo van Eyck— a friend of 

Constant, and the member of COBRA who had 

endowed the group's exhibitions w ith a radical and 

lyrical sense of space— had confronted CIAM w ith  a 

“ Statement against Rationalism" as long ago as its 

Bridgwater meeting in 1947 36 “ The old struggle 

between imagination and commonsense ended 
tragically in favour of the latter," the young van 

Eyck complained. “ But the scales are turning: 

CIAM knows tha t the tyranny of commonsense has 

reached its  final stage, tha t the same attitude 

which, 30 0  years ago, found expression in 

Descartes' philosophy . . .  is at last losing ground. 

Yes, the  deplorable hierarchy o f a rtific ia l values 

upon which contemporary existence has come to 
rest is beginning to totter."3? Yet despite the revolu

tionary threat im p lic it in the statement, van Eyck 

had preferred to reshape space in the here-and- 

now, under the respectable patronage of De 8  (a 
Dutch CIAM group), rather than await the revolu

tion. Some unlikely shoulder-rubbing resulted, a 

van Eyck project find ing  itse lf posted in ClAM's 

proceedings next to one by archrationalist Max Bill, 

and w ith van Eyck's Amsterdam playgrounds being 
compared to  the  roofscape o f Le Corbusier's Unite 

d'Habitation. 38
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Drawing o fa  bourgeois open-plan apartment, uncaptioned 
illustration from Uwe Lausen, "Repetition et nouveaute 
dans la situation construite," Internationale situationniste, 
no. 8 (1963). The picture summarized the preoccupations 
of French modernization: the processes of "privatization," 
identified at the time by Henri Lefebvre, Cornelius 
Castoriadis, and Edgar Morin in people's desire to retreat 
from the public realm into the domestic sphere; and, para
doxically, an obsession with "communication" that charac

Figure 1.10
terized the open plan of domestic space just as surely as it 
did the free flow of automobile traffic. "And yet," Kristin 
Ross notes in her account of French modernization, Fast 
Cars, Clean Bodies (p. 6), "the experience of communica
tion itself, be it understood as spontaneous expression, reci
procity, or the contiguity necessary for reciprocity to exist, 
was precisely what was in the process of disappearing under 
the onslaught of merchandise and the new forms of media 
technologies" (cf. fig. 1.1).
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Sigfried Giedion himself, quasi-official histo

rian to the modern movement and secretary to 

CIAM, singled out van Eyck’s playground as an 

exemplar of what modern architects shou Id be 

doing to "humanize" the heart of the city. "A for

merly useless piece of waste ground has been trans

formed . . . into an active urban element," Giedion 

noted admiringly. "One need only provide the oppor
tun ity and we— the public, who are also maybe ch il

dren of a kind— will know how to use it ."39 Giedion 

would doubtless have been horrified to realize how 

wel I his remark anticipated situationlsm, and 

ClAM's new promise to  provide for "spontaneous 
manifestations of social life" at the urban core was 

to remain largely rhetorical.40 In the opinion of 

Team lO 's Giancarlo De Carlo it represented a half- 

sentimental, half-cynical legitimation for the accel
erated redevelopment of the c ity 41 The old guard of 

CIAM had little  inclination to adopt one delegate's 

invitation to incorporate into modern architecture 
the v ita lity  of Parisian street life and of Luna-Parks 

at night.42 It was d ifficu lt to imagine Giedion riding 
the Dodgems: immersion in popular culture, and 

enjoyment rather than frustration at the fragmentary 

chaos of the real city, was best left to the youngsters.

Writing in 1959, Reyner Banham appreciat

ed ClAM's belated recognition of the need for a 

multipurpose urban core, but, detecting an old Le 

Corbusier/CIAM nostalgia for a c ity as compactly 
organized as "an egg," he worried tha t planners 

working on the British new towns had not yet 
caught up with the complex ram ifications of the

postwar explosion in communications, aspiration, 
and leisure.43 Banham's alternative manifesto for a 

"C ity as Scrambled Egg" liberally borrowed from 

situationist unitary urbanism, stripping it of its pol
itics and just as quickly placing it w ith in planning 

discourse. The result was a bizarre fru it, a cross
fertilization of the Independent Group's love of Los 

Angeles sprawl with the situationists ' love of 

Parisian compactness. Juxtaposing an aerial photo

graph of a drive-in cinema with a portion of Debord 

and Jorn's Guide psychogeographique de Paris (fig.
1.5), Banham summarized his manifesto:

The drive-in cinema . . .  was the first of the radically 

new centers of popular aggregation produced by the dif
fuse, well-mechanised culture of motorised conurba

tions, and serves the needs of a large and well-defined 

public— so large and well-defined that together with 

other facilities such as swimming pools, shopping-cen- 

ters, schools, etc.,' it can be used to manipulate and 
direct movements of population from hour to hour. But 

the growth of centers of aggregation for activities that 
do not need large plant or equipment cannot be manipu

lated by such techniques. The forces that cause jazz

men, wig-makers, sports-car enthusiasts or sculptors to 

collect in one area rather than another are not under

stood— but a start could perhaps be made with some 
such technique as Guy Debord's theory of Psycho- 

geographical drift.44

Yes, the situationists looked forward to plea

surable speed and m obility through the city at
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Aldo van Eyck, Amsterdam Children's Home, Amsterdam, 
1958-1960, overhead view. The plan of the building was 
like a variant of Peter Smithson's "Cluster City" (fig. 1.6) in 
miniature, and its labyrinthine quality made a conscious 
attempt to generate the sort of playful interaction consid
ered essential to a more humane architecture.

Figure 1.11

large, but not to its degeneration into Banham's 
motoring conurbation. Yes, they wanted, in 

Banham's phrase, "a  whole lot of special interest 

belts overlapping and collid ing, to the ir mutual 
benefit," but not so as to  attract the troupes of 

"brainstormers1’ tha t Banham considered essential 

to  the life o f the urban core, "the  cool jazz connec

tion, action painters, documentary camera crews, 

[and] advertising copy-writers. 1 145 Planning toward a 

cultural apartheid of motorized cruisers and brain

stormers denied the social meltdown im p lic it in sit- 
uationist unitary urbanism.

S itua tion ists  and Team 10-ers a like would 

nonetheless have agreed w ith  Banham’s basic 

proposal to  crack open Le Corbusier’s urban egg 
and step up the heat. The core of Banham’s 

Scrambled Egg City would be a labyrinth negotiat

ed by the pedestrian in ways tha t confounded the 

logic o f rationalist planning. Not tha t the d rift of 
the pedestrian confounded all logic: as an alterna

tive to the excessive and often sterile  spaces of 

ra tionalist planning, Aldo van Eyck proposed that 

architects plan bu ild ings and cities of 
"labyrin th ine  c la rity ," substitu ting  a s tr ic t hierar

chy of spaces w ith a more m ultifa rious order. 

Labyrinthine cla rity  would thus grant the ind iv id
ual user o f the bu ild ing or c ity  a relative freedom 

of choice in the use and discovery of its spaces 

and places.

It was an approach exemplified by van Eyck’s 

Amsterdam Children’s Home, designed in 1955 

and bu ilt between 1958 and 1960 , its spaces

clustering and crisscrossing like a carpet, punctuat
ed by surprise forms and surfaces like colors and 

mirrors, and generating adventures and chance 

encounters among the child internees (fig. 1 .1 1 )46 
In the race to discover a postrationalist architec

ture, van Eyck and friends working within the archi

tectural profession kept pace w ith  situationists 
working outside it. Constant collaborated w ith van 

Eyck on a 1953 installation fer the "Man and 

House" exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum, 
Amsterdam, where they attempted to  articulate 

space through a "spatia l colorism " comparable to 

colorfield painting.47 For the ir efforts van Eyck and 

Constant were jo in tly  awarded the Nederlanse 

Sikkensprijs architectural medal in 1961. Some
what belatedly, an artic le by van Eyck on 

labyrinthine cla rity appeared in a 1963 edition of 
the Situa tion is t Times, though the wandering, lay

ered ground plan of Constant’s New Babylon had 
long since confirmed the proxim ity o f the various 
"labyrin th ine" interests.48 Constant’s plan fo r a 

situa tion ist c ity  synthesized the Amsterdam
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Constant, North New Babylon, 1959, watercolor on collage, 
Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. Constant's New Babylon 
represented the most ambitious version of the labyrinthine 
cluster principle, a single, continuous structure spreading 
across the city and countryside.

Figure 1.12
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Children's Home with Peter Smithson's Cluster 

City and expanded both to an improbable scale 

(fig. 1.12).
The explosive, utopian im plica tions o f situ- 

ationism  proved u ltim ate ly  tangential to Team 

lO 's  bid to  revive modern architecture, and Team 

lO 's  replacement of one set of concrete visions 

w ith another was distastefu l to many situa tion- 
ists. Team 10 was righ t to pay attention to  "p a t

terns of association," a s itua tion is t m ight have 
argued, but it was wrong to then congeal those 

patterns in to fixed "p lace-fo rm s." The choices 

le ft to the inhabitants of a Team 10 structure, as 

they scurried along its burrows, had in effect 

already been made by the designers. New 
Babylon, by way of contrast, was designed by 

Constant to accommodate an ever-changing 
panoply o f forms and effects chosen by the New 

Babylonians themselves.

Clearly there was something of a clash of 

philosophies here, the s itua tion ists asking archi
tects to  renounce the ir master visions a t the earli
est opportunity, Team 10 asking architects to 

press on until the very fundam entals of habitat 
had been discovered. Rejecting • the anarchic, 

expressionist impulses o f COBRA, van Eyck 
sought precise relationships between architectural 

form  and socio-psychological need, and by the 
1960s his quest was associated w ith the struc
tu ra lis t movement.49 The s tructura lis t ethnologist 

Claude Levi-Strauss claimed to find basic struc
tures underlying all cultural processes, and arch i

tects impressed by th is  believed that they were 

engaged in the creative search for archetypal solu
tions. If human "patterns of association" were 

governed by the basic structure of prim ordial rela

tionships, then so would their container, the archi

tectural "p lace-form ."

Nothing could be further from the spontane

ity idealistically demanded by the situationists. Yet 

Team lO 's work retained a situation ist ring to it. A 
rallying cry like that delivered by van Eyck to Team 

10 in 1959— "lnstead of the inconvenience of filth  

and confusion, we have now got the boredom of 

hygiene . . . m ile upon m ile of organised 

nowhere"— could almost have been lifted from the 

pages of Internationale situationniste.50 And 

indeed, as the sixties wore on, Continental mem

bers of Team 10, notably van Eyck, Candilis, De 

Carlo, and Woods, became ever more pessimistic 
about the role of the architect w ith in a capitalist 

and bureaucratic society.51 By 1967 Woods was 
w riting in a vein so radical that it m ight have been 

acceptable even to situationists. "Our weapons 

become more sophisticated; our houses more and 
more brutish. Is that the balance sheet for the rich

est civilisation since time began?"52 In 1968, the 
year o f the politica l chaos that the situationists 

claimed to have sparked, Woods assisted students 

in the removal of his own work from the Milan 
Triennale.

His colleague De Carlo was meanwhile 

attem pting an analysis o f the ideological leg itim a

tion of modern architecture that would, fo r all
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in tents and purposes, equate w ith situa tion ist 
lore. He reviewed the consequences of ClAM's 

Frankfurt Statutes of 1929, where functionalist 

Existenzminimum  ("m in im um  existence") stan
dards had been formulated:

Today, 40 years after the Congress, we find that 

those proposals have become houses and neighbor

hoods and suburbs and then entire c ities , palpable 

manifestations of an abuse perpetrated firs t on the 

poor and then even on the not-so-poor: cultural a li

bis fo r the most ferocious economic speculation and 

the most obtuse political inefficiency. And yet those 

“ whys”  so nonchalantly forgotten in Frankfurt s till 

have trouble coming openly to the surface. A t the 
same time, we have a right to ask “ why”  housing 

should be as cheap as possible and not, for exam

ple, rather expensive; “ why”  instead of making 

every effort to reduce it to minimum levels of sur

face, of thickness, of materials, we should not try to 

make it spacious, protected, isolated, comfortable, 

well equipped, rich in opportunities for privacy, 
communication, exchange, personal creativity. No 

one, in fact, can be satisfied by an answer which 

appeals to the scarcity of available resources, when 

we all know how much is spent on wars, on the con

struction of missiles and anti-ba llis tic  missiles, on 

moon projects, on research for the defoliation of 

forest inhabited by partisans and for the paralysa- 

tion of the demonstrators emerging: from the ghettos, 

on hidden persuasion, on the invention of a rtific ia l 
needs, etc. 53

From “plen ty" to  “excess"

The meanness of "leg itim ate" architecture noted 

by De Carlo in 1968 confounded the lifestyle pre

dictions made by the avant-garde only a decade or 

so earlier. The Independent Group had looked fo r
ward to a consumerist "aesthetic of plenty," and 

the situationists, always optim istic about "detourn- 
ing" the power of production and consumption 

toward the revolution of everyday life, had envis

aged a society not merely of "p len ty" but of out

right "excess."

A new grass roots culture, it was assumed, 
would be created through appropriation. The 

Independents let the ir eyes wander over the goods 
of postwar popular culture and decided to take 

whatever they wanted. Richard Hamilton, John 

McHale, and Eduardo Paolozzi constructed their 

own aesthetic out of fetishized automotive details 

and fragments o f commercial illustration; Banham 

and Alloway invited the intelligentsia to  take 

unabashed pleasure in science fiction; the 
Smithsons found a future fo r socially conscious 

architecture in cars and mobile homes and 

kitchens from the United States. It was an attitude 

that had affin ities with the situationist technique of 

detournement. Detournement would provide for a 
society of pleasure instead of the stoicism and sac

rifice of Stalinism or the peer pressure of con

sumerism. Postwar abundance, in the West at 

least, suggested that indulgence could be had with

out risk to the com m unity at large; the profits of
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capita l could be red istributed as greater goods 

and leisure for all rather than for the few, while 

commandeered technologies of production took 

care of work.

Whether these ideas stood up to scrutiny was 

never really an issue for the avant-garde. It was 

enough that they dented the traditional esotericism 

of the intelligentsia, a t a tim e when the American 
critic  Clement Greenberg s till held modernism's 

international center stage w ith his insistence that 
popular culture was little  short of despicable.54 And 

so it was tha t personalities as different as Reyner 

Banham and Asger Jorn both fe lt drawn, for 

instance, to a reassessment of popular American 

"Borax" product styling, that antagonist o f rational

ist industrial design. For Jorn and Banham, indus

tria l design, in effect the lowest tie r of the design 
hierarchy (with architecture in the m iddle and 

urban planning at the apex), had to be part and 
parcel of the reassessment of modernism. 
Industrial design was, after all, the only tie r of cre

a tivity fu lly  geared to mass production, supposedly 

the organizing principle of the modern movement.

For Jorn and Banham, the emergence of 
such mass-produced frippery as streamlined pencil 

sharpeners and "organic" home furnishings demon
strated the vulnerability of rationalism to mass 

demand for less austere s ty les®  In short, what 

Greenberg dismissed as kitsch Banham and Jorn 

recognized as a bid to transcend the sterility  of 

everyday life, each fin , chrome strip, and coiling 

surface of the consumer durable a little  fligh t of

fantasy into the realms of science fic tion  and the 

surreal. Rationalism, they fe lt, hid from consumer 
demand behind a bogus neoplatonic aesthetic of 

form following function, forcing designs that served 

a m ultip lic ity  of needs to f it  a single aesthetic.56 

It was not even that Jorn shared Banham’s 
genuine fondness for Borax and organicism— Jorn 

regarded the latter as a debasement of natural 

form, and he certainly had no truck w ith  the 
untrammeled capitalism th a t had produced the for

mer. But like Banham, he wanted to defend the 

rights of "ordinary people" to  make the ir own 

choices of objects, to expect artists and designers 

to behave as consultants and providers rather than 

dictatorial tastemakers, and to  enjoy a material 

world of change and spontaneity. This last demand 
answered a concern fo r  playfulness and festiv ity 
that was increasingly fashionable among in te llectu

als. Henri Lefebvre's notion of the "festive" as a 

transcendence of everyday life, and Roger Caillois's 

sociology of play and leisure, came in the wake of 
Johan Huizinga's classic Homo Ludens (firs t pub- 

1 ished in  1938) and the i nterwar I iterary critic ism  
of M ikhail Bakhtin. Like Bakhtin, situationism  
emphasized the subversive power of "carnivaliza- 

t io n "— the opportunity fo r unoffic ia l and popular 

elements to  playfully invert social and cultural con

ventions by elevating the everyday and "uncrown

ing" the elite. "W ith the disappearance o f the 
exceptional personal performance," Constant wrote 

in 1948, '"genius' w ill become public property and 
the word 'a rt' w ill acquire a completely new mean-

The Situationist City 34 >



Figure 1.13

Asger Jorn, work from the International Ceramics Meeting, 
Albisola, 1954, reprinted in the lmaginist Bauhaus journal 
Eristica, 1956. As something of a protest against the rational
ist sensibilties dominant in the design profession, Jorn dis
patched the products of his International Ceramics Meeting to 
the Milan Triennale cf Industrial Design. The explosive anthro
pomorphism of Jorn's figures was in marked contrast to Le 
CorbusieTs disciplined Modulor man (fig. 1.20).

mg.1’57 Huizinga's thesis, which wwas more widely 

d istributed and readily acknowledged than 
Bakhtin’s, had a different emphasis, positing that 

the wellspring of all culture, or at least all great 

culture, was the instinct for play. Here indeed was 
a cultural metatheory jo lly  enough to rival the sobri

e ty of rationalism, and Jorn illustrated the culture 

clash in 1954 by bringing some playful Imaginist 

Bauhaus ceramics w ith him to a Milan Triennale 
otherwise dominated by rationalist "good form" 

(fig. 1.13).5®

Even so, it seemed to Independent Group 

and situationist theorists tha t rationalism had been 
correct in identifying mass production and technol

ogy as motors of cultural transformation, and as 

assets that the avant-garde would have to  seize if it 

was to shape the modern world according to its 

own vision. With the Industrial Revolution long in 

England’s past, the Independent Group fe lt that the 

modernizing forces of technology and consumerism 
were ushering in "the revenge of the elementary 

school boys," exposing the traditional English ru l
ing class as hopelessly outmoded and creating 
opportunities for those schooled in the movies 

rather than the classics.59

But the feeling of Continental situationists, 

operating in countries like France, Italy, and even 
Holland and Germany, where modernization was 

very much a recent and ongoing experience, was 
tha t technology and consumerism were consolidat

ing rather than undermining the ruling class. 

Technology and production would have to be

fought for, just as Marx had said, in the streets and 

in culture. In 1957 Debord called upon the groups 

preparing to unify as the S ituationist International 

to  rise to  the challenge set out by the basic Marxist 

proposition of dialectical materialism — that

change in society’s productive and economic base 

begins to outpace the cultura l resistance of soci
ety’s superstructure. "Our era," Debord said, " is
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fundam entally characterized by a lagging of revolu

tionary po litica l action behind the development of 

modern possibilities of production which call fer a 

superior organization of the w orld ."60

Jorn fleshed out the debate on mass produc

tion in the firs t issue of Internationale situa tion- 
niste. Automation, he wrote, " is  now at the heart 

of the problem of the socialist dom ination of pro

duction and of the preeminence of leisure over 

labor tim e ." It "contains two opposing perspec

tives: it deprives the individual of any possibility of 

adding anything personal to automated production 

. . . and at the same tim e it saves human energy 

by massively liberating it from  reproductive and 

creative activities. The value o f automation thus 
depends on projects tha t supersede it and open 

the way for expression of human energies on a 

higher plane." Before closing, Jorn summarized 

the heart of situa tion ist am bition: "The sleeping 

creator must be awakened, and his waking state 
can be termed 's itu a tio n is t."^1

That capita list consumerism had tapped the 
possibilities of production firs t was a matter of 

some regret, though Independents and situationists 
alike believed that there was s till room for avant- 

garde maneuver. Consumerism was brillian t in cre

ating and meeting transitory gratifications; but for 

all the rhetoric about consumer power, the direc

tion of consumerism was really decided by capital, 

and the  alienating, one-way battery o f goods from 

capita list to consumer did litt le  to satisfy the 

human needs for spontaneity, play, and creativity

that the Huizinga-inspired avant-garde regarded as 
fundamental. "Modern man is stifled in these te le

vision-, frigidaire-type necessities," Jorn lamented, 

while his colleagues observed how "in  our tim e 

functionalism  . . .  is attem pting to  entirely e lim i

nate play, and the partisans o f 'industria l design' 

complain that the ir projects are spoiled by people’s 

tendency toward play. "62 They tried to envisage an 
avant-garde intervention: "We obviously have no 

interest in encouraging the continuous artistic ren

ovation of refrigerator designs." No; "the  only pro

gressive way out is to liberate the tendency toward 
play elsewhere and on a larger scale.1̂

If the avant-garde could only reconcile the 

dichotomies of the consumer regime, then it m ight 
achieve a postwar utopia. Some Independent Group 
members looked to new ideas coming out of infor

mation theory, like feedback and spectator inter
vention, as ways of narrowing the gap between the 

producers and consumers of culture and its  a rti

facts. S ituationists believed tha t consumerism’s 
economy of commodity exchange could be replaced 
by a more daring mode, of exchange as g ift. The 

Lettrist lnternational's journal Potlatch took its 
name from  a Northwest American Indian tradition 

that had been studied by the French anthropologist 

Marcel Mauss in his classic essay on "The G ift," 
and which had delighted Huizinga: th e  red istribu

tion of goods in fierce competitions of generosity.64 

Walter Benjamin's d ictum — that artistic 

apparatus "is  better the more consumers it  is able 
to  turn into producers, th a t i s, readers or spectators
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into collaborators"— could almost have served as a 

situation ist motto.65 At the Imaginist Bauhaus in 

1 9 58 -195 9 , Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio and his son 
Giors Melanotte explored mass production as a 

means of deflating the manufacturing cost and 

commodity value of art, so preparing it fo r general 

"potla tched" d istribution. As it turned out, the ir 

"industria l painting" (pittu ra industria/e)— painting 
on a continuous roll, sold by the meter— was a 

W illiam Morris wallpaper for the abstract expres

sionist age. Far from being industrial, it looked, 

and was, d is tinctly  crafts-based, painterly, and 
expressionist.66 Nonetheless, Pinot-Gallizio and 

Melanotte realized that it was possible to  produce 

industrial painting in suffic ient quantities to "w all

paper" whole rooms, and they toured industrial 

painting and its associated "environm ent," or 
"Cavern of Anti-matter," through European galleries 

(fig. 1.14).67 The reality of industrial painting—  

impressive, though not astounding— mattered less

Opening of Giuseppe Pinot-Gallizio and Giors Melanotte’s 
Cavern of Anti-Matter (1958-1959, oil and resin en canvas, 
private collection) at the Galerie Rene Drouin, May 1959. 
The Cavern is occupied by Pinot-Gallizio, his son Melanotte, 
gallery owner Drouin, and a model wearing a dress made, 
like the Cavern, from the "industrial painting" developed by 
the artists at the lmaginist Bauhaus.

Figure 1. 14

than what it stood for. Just as rationalist archi
tects between the world wars had coveted mass 

production as a metaphor for revolutionizing the 

production of buildings, situationists now looked to 

the mass production of art to revolutionize the pro

duction of space. Pinot-Gallizio's confidence in the 

power of s ituation ist art to transform everyday I ife 
was boundless, conjuring up as a mere beginning 

visions o f the Italian autostrade (freeways) repaint
ed in bright co lors®

The supreme environment, however, and the 

supreme art machine, was invented by Pinot- 

Gallizio's lm aginist Bauhaus colleague Constant. 

Pinot-Gallizio, who was a local left-wing councilor, 

owned a piece of land in Alba where Gypsies made 

camp, and in 1956 he invited Constant to design a 
permanent encampment, a system of movable par

titions within a common shelter (fig. 1.15). 
Constant, who was already working on designs for 

an lm aginist Bauhaus pavilion, took up the idea 
enthusiastically, and activ ity on the Gypsy Camp 

quickly expanded into th e  megastructure of New 

Babylon, an in fin ite , inhabitable container for 
mass-produced environments, fabulous technolo

gies, and endless artistic exchange.

Constant's th ink ing had a ffin ities  with 

another "postindustria l" notion, proposed by 

Banham. From 1955 Banham nursed a theory of 

"O ther Architecture" ("une architecture autre") 

which, taking its cue from  the informal trends in 
painting collected in Michel Tapie's 1952 book Un 

art autre, was in itia lly  devised as an architectural
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Constant, Model for a Gypsy Camp, 1956-1958, wood, 
Plexiglas, and aluminum, Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. 
The piece, which defied categorization as either sculpture 
or architecture, was designed at the instigation of Giuseppe 
Pinot-Gallizio at the lmaginist Bauhaus.

Figure 1.15

alternative to rationalist orderliness.69 Banham now 

tacked onto Other Architecture the proposition 

tha t inhabitants define their own environments by 

a flu id  and playful selection of objects, services, 
and technologies, rather than subm it to a monu

mental architecture imposed by the architect. 
Though clearly inspired by consumerism, Other 

Architecture's demand fo r high-performance, life- 

supporting goods and systems was beyond anything 
that contemporary consumer capitalism could offer, 

and looked forward to the birth of a new consumer.

In the m id-fifties, only the American radical 

designer and theorist R. Buckminster Fuller had 

much to  offer Banham's Other Architecture, and it 

would be som e years before anyone got a glimpse 

of the new consumer. In the event, the latter was

modeled by Banham himself, placed in a pneumat

ic plastic Environment Bubble in the April 1965 

edition of A rt in  America (fig. 1 .16).70 Banham had 

the designer Frangois Dallegret to  keep him compa
ny there, but Other Architecture looked rather lone

ly even so, typifying a postindustrial condition that 

today survives among m illions of Internet surfers 

s itting  alone in the ir bedrooms. It was a condition 

im p lic it in the very defin ition o f postindustrialism 

provided by Alain Touraine, the sociologist who 

emerged as the leading French theorist o f modern
ization during the halcyon years of situationism. 

"Those who are ‘ home-centered' and who own a 
rad io, a television, a record-player, magazines, are 

bypassing the social hierarchy of the ir community, 
in order to make direct contact w ith broader social
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Reyner Banham and Frangois Dallegret, "The Environment 
Bubble," illustration from "A Home Is Not a House," Art i n 
America, no. 53 (April 1965). Banham's vision ofan "Other 
Architecture," informally assembled from the detritus of 
consumer technologies, provides an intriguing comparison 
with situationist architecture.

Figure 1.16

Figure 1. 17

Installation view of the Sistema 45 range of office furniture, 
designed by Ettore Sottsass for Olivetti, 1969. Sottsass's 
departure from the lmaginist Bauhaus more than a decade 
earlier marked the dissemination of situationist ideas into a 
wider deagn philosophy, characterized by a new informality.
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realities and values," Touraine argued in 1959, 
breaking ranks with those intellectuals nostalgic for a 

popular culture of authentic, immediate, community- 
based working-class experiences.71 Threatened with a 

postindustrialism of voluntary alienation, it was no 

wonder tha t situationists insisted that the technolog

ical revolution be highly sociable and personable.

Given the common fascination with con
sumption and eclecticism, it is not surprising that 

the situationists and the Independent Group have 
since been regarded as sources of a postmodern 

sensibility. The situationist model of culture fa lling 

into either spectacular or anti-spectacular camps, 

and the Independent Group model of culture as 

one "long front," both had the effect of leveling the 

traditional cultural hierarchy of highbrow and low

brow.72 Both models' lack of deference to high cu l
ture was one in the eye for "university culture" and 

class distinctions o f taste. This "postmodern" sen

s ib ility  regularly resurfaced in situation ist texts— a 

1960 manifesto suggested that the breakup of aes

thetic orthodoxy and hierarchy would be a necessi

ty  o f the  future situation ist world. "S ince everyone 

w ill be, so to  speak, a situation ist, we shall see a 
multidimensional plethora of new trends, of experi

ments, of 'schools,' all radically different. and th is  

no longer in  succession butsim uttaneously."73

But claim s m  situationism  as a postmodern 
source need to be qualified. Situationism would 

have abhorred postmodern ism's celebration o f the 

meaningless forest of consumer signs and objects. 
One likely bridge between situationism  and post

modernism was the breakup in aesthetic decorum 

presided over by the so-called "anti-design" of the 
1960s. Italian "anti-designers," like Ettore 

Sottsass (a member of the lmaginist Bauhaus) and 
Joe Columbo (a member of the nuclear art move

ment, associated w ith the lmaginist Bauhaus), 

were doubtless influenced by the attention that sit- 

uationism paid to the larger emotional relationship 

between humans and objects, design and behavior 

(fig. 1.17). They attempted to soften industrial 

design almost in the manner prescribed by Jorn, 

making increasing use of organic, fantastic shapes 

and textures, color, popular references, new materi
als, and flexib ility. But the choices created by the 

designs of Sottsass and Columbo were essentially 

consumerist rather than political. Standard domes

tic  and business interiors were made to look more 

relaxed, w ithout attacking the fact of the ir exis

tence. The "fun " iconography of anti-design did not 

affect its servicing of industry and consumerism 

nor, therefore, the type of alienated society of 

which industrialization and consumerism are con
stituent parts.74

Carving out the spaces o f culture and politics

The determ ination to address fundamental issues 

about the politics of space, rather than simply 

rearrange the furniture, so to  speak, separated situ-
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ationists from  anti-designers just as it separated 

them from most avant-gardes. So when in 1960 

the S ituationist International fina lly  put in its 

appearance at the old London home of the 
Independent Group, the ICA, it was as agent provo

cateur rather than as ally. Jorn's biographer, Guy 
Atkins, described the foot-stamping, dadaist 

atmosphere at the meeting convened by former 

Independent Group member Toni del Renzio:

Instead of beginning with the usual compliments, 

[Maurice] Wyckaert [acting as situationist spokesman] 

scolded the ICA for using the word “ Situationism”  in its 

Bulletin. “ Situationism,”  Wyckaert explained, “ doesn't 

exist. There is no doctrine of this name.”  He went on to 
tell the audience “ If you've now understood that there is 

no such thing as ‘Situationism' you've not wasted your 
evening. . • •”  Wyckaert ended as he had begun, with a 

gibe at the ICA. “The Situationists, whose judges you 

perhaps imagine yourselves to be, w ill one day judge 

you. We are waiting for you at the turning.”  There was a 
moment's silence before people realised that the speak

er had finished. The first and only question came from a 

man who asked “ Can you explain exactly what 

Situationism is all about?”  Wyckaert gave the question

er a severe look. Guy Debord stood up and said in 
French “ We're not here to answer cuntish questions.”  At 

this he and the other Situationists walked out.75

"We are waiting for you at the tu rn ing ": while a 

comparison of situationism with other avant-gardes 

enables it to be positioned w ith in a w ider dis

course, it also alerts us to an ideological gulf. The 

"turn ing" that the Situationist International loitered 

on, theoretical coshes in hand, was tha t of revolu

tion. No postwar avant-garde aspired to the mantle 

of revolutionary radicalism more fervently than the 

situationists.

All the same, both situationism  and the 

Independent Group can be interpreted together as 

prototypical new-left reactions to the assassination 
of politics, the vulgarizing of culture, and the atro

cious coerciveness presided over by the Soviet 

Union. In the 1950s Western intellectuals, only 

recently traumatized by Fascism, learned tha t they 

had been duped by Soviet Communism as well. 

Rather than clear the air, Krushchev's 1956 denun

ciation of Stalin, as the S ituationist International 

prepared to  unify, was offset by the Soviet invasion 
of Hungary, confirm ation of a deadening weight 

tha t could be fe lt in the W est as well through the 

agency of the Communist Party. Henri Lefebvre's 

gradual and painful departure from the PCF 

(French Communist Party) between 1956 and
1958 was a very public example o f the crisis in 
Western Marxism. With the German Democratic 

Republic's hasty erection o f the Berlin Wall in 

1961, the perversion of Communist revolution 
attained its tangible form: here was a barricade, all 

right, ostensibly keeping the  forces of bourgeois 

reaction out in order to  pen citizens in.
Situationism  and the  Independent Group 

were reactions as well to  the pseudo-neutrality of 

high modernism, whose apostle Clement Greenberg
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had led the exodus from realist practices and 

Marxist critic ism  in the arts. The neutrality of 

Western inte llectuals did not seem credible when 

Western states were actively engaged in a cold war 
with the East: landing in Korea in 1950, the 

United States embarked on its crusade against a 

supposed Communist conspiracy. The Western 

European states that the postwar avant-gardes grew 

up in seemed to be turning the ir power inward, 

reluctantly foregoing empire to concentrate 

resources on social and urban reconstruction. In 
1949, the year in which the Netherlands was fina l

ly driven out of Indonesia, the private viewing of 
COBRA's Stedelijk Museum exhibition ended in 

fis tfigh ts  over the  politica l insinuations of the 

speeches.76 Of the Western states, France was per

haps the most traumatized by the loss of empire, 

hum iliated by its defeat at the hands of the 

Vietnamese a t Dien Bien Phu in 1954, only to 

have the United States ad op t the con flic t as its 

own. In the same year France embarked upon the 
so-called "d irty  war" w ith its Algerian colony, 

which lasted until 1962 and le ft a permanent 
im prin t upon the membership and work of the 

Lettrist and S ituation ist Internationals.77 Even 

Britain, whose 1 9 4 5 -1 9 5 1  Labour government 

put a brave face on reduced British status— hero
ically inventing a welfare state and a Festival of 

Britain— retained its physical presence in Egypt 
un til 1956, and in Arabia until 1967, as it stum 

bled into the most violent years o f i ts  ongoing civil 

war in Northern Ireland.

Casting around for a new utopia, the 

Independent Group looked toward America, the 

French Sartrian existentia lists toward China, sc i
ence fic tion  utopians— heads turned upward by the 

launch of Sputnik in 1957— toward outer space. 
But perhaps only the situationists squared up to 

the fact that utopia was in neither Russia, America, 

China, nor space. It was, by defin ition, nowhere, 
and would have to be imagined and pieced togeth

er in their own backyards— in COBRA's artists' 
colony at Bregnerod, Denmark, at the lmaginist 

Bauhaus in Alba, in the Lettrist lnternational's 

Parisian Left Bank, and eventually in Sweden, at 

the S ituationist Bauhaus's farm, Drakabygget.

In the 1950s, genuinely exploratory political 
philosophy was virtua lly an avant-garde activity by 

definition, and perhaps all the more vibrant for it, 

putting cultural po litics on new footings. It devel

oped a healthy skepticism about the East-West pos

turing of cold war politics, sh ifting  attention away 

from large party and state groupings toward the 

small group experiences o f everyday life and space. 

There were, nonetheless, differences of attitude 

and outlook. For the Independent Group, disen

gagement w ith the politics of the old left entailed 
an abandonment of knee-jerk critic ism , adm itting 

th a t it was possible to  enjoy an American film  or 

magazine w ithout necessarily supporting America's 

foreign policy in Korea. In its more enlightened 
moments, the Independent Group was well aware 

of the precariousness of such an attitude. " I f  we go 

on voting Labour like th is ," John McHale once
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quipped to Independent Group partner Magda 
Cordell, "we shall destroy our own live lih o o d .'^  

S ituationists would certainly have regarded the ICA 

circle's ease with the spectacle as risky and proba
bly com plicit. The situationists went the other way, 

frantica lly trying to reinvest in a class conscious
ness against the cynicism of cold war attitudes and 

the big politics o f party and state.

For the s itua tion is ts , a relentlessly critica l 
state o f m ind had to  confront all hegemonic cu l

tura l forms, whatever th e ir  origin, domestic or for

eign, le ft or right, Eastern or Western. It was not 

enough for the in te llectua l s im p ly to adm it to 

enjoying American mass cu ltu re, nor to decora

tive ly  rearrange it, pop art style, into artis tic  prod

ucts for d is tribu tion  on the conventional art 

market. This merely elaborated the spectacle. 
The s itua tion is ts  wanted to believe in the possi
b ility  o f a cu ltu ra l sphere outside  the spectacle of 

capital, party po litics, and im peria lism .79 The s it

uationists were certain, of course, tha t they stood 

outside the spectacle, and tha t they cou Id lead 

the populace out of it as well. The fact that 

"7 5 % ” of workers aspired to leave the estates 
erected by planners revealed "a firs t resistance” 

tha t wou Id sim ply "have to be supported and 
enlightened by a revolutionary o rg a n iz a tio n .'^  

True, the average worker seemed more set on 

moving to the sort o f "detached house with a gar

den” being bu ilt by the car m anufacturer Renault 

than on taking up residence in a s itua tion is t city, 
but the S itua tion ist International was to remain

confident in its ab ility  to liberate the workers' rev

olutionary " ins ti net for construction. "81
Capital, situationists argued, may have 

become more sophisticated, reorganizing itself as a 

consumer spectacle, blurring the distinction 

between producers and consumers, and ingratiating 

itself w ith sections o f the working class. Socialism 

and Communism, meanwhile, may have become 

less sophisticated, clinging to the cliches of party 

discipline and centralization. But the idea that class 

struggle had somehow disappeared, as it had from 

the discussions of the Independent Group, the situ
ationists considered naive at best. And though the 

situationist preoccupation with class might have 

seemed rather old-fashioned, their version of dialec

tical materialism was nonetheless much racier than 

that o f traditional Marxism. When the situationists 

identified the slippery spectacle as the ir enemy, 

they abandoned the comfortable certainties of 
m onolithic social, economic, political, and material 

formations. Society's new dialectics were dazzlingly 

fast, even playful. Proponents o f traditional dialecti
cal materialism, Potlatch claimed, had become 

trapped by the ir own "unconditional exaltation of 
fixed forms.” 82 The capitalist and bureaucratic 

spectacle, the  situationists argued, had no fixed 

form, so neither could its resistance.

And so, rather aptly for an age o f resistance 

movements in the  form er empires, situation ism  

developed a guerrilla  mentality, launching "ra id 

ing parties” on the power of the spectacle. The 
raids would be dispatched from the literal and
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metaphorical space carved out by situation i sm. 
Situationist space existed literally in the situationist 

safe havens—the unsanitized parts of Alba, Paris, 

Amsterdam, London, and Munich where the 
Imaginist Bauhaus, Lettrist International, and 

Situationist International felt at home. And it existed 

metaphorically in culture, amidst the serendipitous 

disorganization of expressionist art, old books, booz

ing, Hegel and Marx. Indeed, while Independent 

Group members believed that culture would be 

reinvigorated by the forces of commercialism, the 

situationists "detourned” fragments of ancien tra

dition as weapons against nouveau Philistine mate
rial ism. "The I iterary and a rtis tic  heritage of 

hum anity should be used for partisan propaganda 
purposes,” wrote Debord, something of a connois

seur in everything from his reading to his food.83 It 
was an attitude w ith its  roots in the Marshall Plan 

era, when the French left chose to  drink wine 

instead of Coke as an act of defiance against 

"Coca-Colonisation.” Perhaps even more than the 

English avant-garde, most situationists were fierce

ly cultivated individuals choosing to "rough it , ” 
one foot in th e  m ilitancy of wartime Resistance 

and postwar austerity, rather than succumb to the 

comforts of the spectacle. As Debord was lament

ing by 1988, "Beyond a legacy of old books and 

old build ings, s till o f some significance but des

tined to continual reduction . . . there remains 
nothing, in cu ltu re or in nature, which has not 

been transformed, and polluted, according to the 
means and interests of modern society. ” 84

Detournement would permit anyone to take 

part in the raids on offic ia l culture, weakening the 
polarization between "author” and "reader,” nu lli
fying the importance of a ttribu tion , originality, and 

in te llectual property. "Clashing head-on w ith  all 

social and legal conventions,” Debord claimed, 

detournement "cannot fail to be a powerful cu ltu r
al weapon in the service of a real class struggle. 

The cheapness of its  products is the heavy artillery 

that breaks through all the Chinese walls of under- 
standing.”85 The experiments in detournement that 

situationists carried out on literature, politica l the

ory, and film  (all of Debord's film s were bu ilt 
around detournement) were intended as just the 

start. The s ituation ists aimed to eventually 

"detourn” bits of city.

This inclination to transgress the boundaries 
found in culture and cities also characterized the 

work of Henri Lefebvre, which was so seamlessly 
assimilated by situationism, and vice versa, that for 

the purposes of this discussion it is hardly possible 

or useful to  distinguish the two®6 Lefebvre adm it

ted to being inspired by Constant's work of the 

early fifties, and he eventually confessed to "a sort 
of unfinished love affa ir with the s ituation ists.” ®7 

Like many situationists, Lefebvre came from a sur
realist background, and the cornerstones of his 

thought and those o fth e  situationists were remark

ably sim ilar. Following Huizinga, both looked to 

play, spontaneity, and festivity as necessities of 
daily life, oppositional forces to bureaucratic plan
ning. Above all, they sought to understand that
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moment when people gain insight into the rational

ized and alienated patterns o f the ir everyday lives. 

Lefebvre's interpretation of the eruptive "moment" 

as embodying "fleeting but decisive sensations (of 

delight, surrender, disguise, surprise, horror or out

rage) which were somehow revelatory of • the totality 

of possibilities contained in daily existence" could 

stand just as well for the situationists' notion o f the 
"s itua tion ."88 Both Lefebvre and the situationists 

looked to the declaration of the Paris Commune as 

history's sublime "m om ent" and "s itua tion ," when 

ordinary citizens decided to become self-governing. 

"The Commune was the biggest festival of the 

nineteenth century," the second situation ist thesis 

on the Paris Commune declared. "Underlying the 

events of that spring of 1871 one can see the 

insurgents' feeling that they had become masters 
of the ir own history, not so much on the level of 

'governmental’ politics as on the level of the ir 
everyday life."89 The 1936 election victory of the 

French Popular Front, and the liberations o f 1945, 

were comparable moments of euphoria and fete 
actually present in the memories of Lefebvre and of 
many situationists.

By the early 1960s, however, Lefebvre and 

the situationists had become antagonistic toward 

one another. Intellectual competitiveness, as ever, 

was one provocation, as when Lefebvre failed to 
acknowledge the essay on the Commune written for 
him by the situationists. The fundamental disagree

ment, however, was over revolutionary praxis. When 

Debord was invited to  talk to  Lefebvre’s Group for

Research on Everyday Life about the "Perspectives 

for Conscious Alterations in Everyday L ife ," he 

sent a tape  recording rather than attend in per

son, im plying tha t the  academic space of the 

Center of Sociological S tudies was the last place 

in Paris where conscious alterations in everyday 
life m ight actually o c c u rs  The situationists regard

ed Lefebvre's voluminous academic dissection of 

revolution as inherently suspect: the point of study

ing the "m om ent" or "s itua tion" was to provoke it 

again in the future, not to adapt it as a seminar 

topic. Marxist geographer David Harvey writes how 

Lefebvre "provocatively though not altogether 

unfavourably depicted them [the situationists] as 

romantics"; the situationists, in turn, accused 
Lefebvre "o f fa iling  to appreciate the revolutionary 

potential of the ir own tactic of creating 'situations' 
as opposed to what they saw as Lefebvre's more 

passive stance of experiencing 'moments' when 
they happened to arise."91

The situationists almost certainly drew the ir 

inspiration for creating, as well as sim ply experi
encing, "s ituation," from Jean-Paul Sartre®  The 
very word situation  derives from  Sartrian existen

tial i sm, which in the years after the war emerged as 

the most influential humanist philosophical move
ment in France and probably in Western Europe. 
Sartre argued that life is a series of given situations 

which affect the individual's consciousness and 

w ill, and which must in turn be negotiated by that 

individual. Situationism now presupposed that it 

was possible fo r people to synthesize or manage
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these s itua tions as an act of self-em powerm ent. 

“ The life  of a person is a succession of fo rtu 

itous s itua tions," Debord com plained, “ and even 

if  none of them  is exactly the same as another 

the immense m ajority o f them. are so undifferen

tia ted and so du ll th a t they give a perfect 
impression of sim ilitude. We must try  to construct 

situations, that is to say collective ambiances, 

ensembles of impressions determ in ing the qua li

ty  o f a moment. ' 193 ■

Though Lefebvre's loyalty to empirical rigor 

kept situationism at arm ’s length, he no doubt sym

pathized w ith its  spirit. Like the situationists, 

Lefebvre disliked specialization. Structuralism  was 

one example tha t he singled out for criticism . In 

his opinion structuralism, rather than redressing 
the failures o f formalism and functionalism  in the 

way so recently promised by Team 10, actually 

joined them  as a partial model mechanistically 
applied by arch itec ts94 Lefebvre and the situation

ists agreed that a “ to ta liz ing," holistic approach— a 

merging of specialisms— was needed to adequately 

diagnose the sicknesses of the city.

The situationists, however, were more w illing 

than either Team 10 or Lefebvre to extend criticism  
of specialization even to their own professional 

practice. Jorn idealized “ the free artist" as “ a pro

fessional amateur," and openly questioned the 

legitimacy of avant-gardism itself, inasmuch as it 
constituted another sp e c ia lism ^  This ostentatious 

self-critic ism  allowed the situationists always to 

play the radical card: no matter how in te lligent or

useful the contributions of non-situationists might 

be, they were inherently compromised by the ir pro

duction and distribution w ith in the m ilieu of the 

spectacular establishm ent (such as academia) or 

bourgeoisie rather than w ith in  the “ free " s itua

tion is t alliance. “ The greatest revolutionary idea 
concerning urbanism is not itself urbanistic, tech

nological or aesthetic," Debord concluded in his 
theses on “ The Organisation o f Territory." “ It is the 

decision to  reconstruct the entire environment in 

accordance w ith the needs of the power of the 

Workers' Councils, of the anti-statist dictatorship of 

the proletariat, o f enforceable d ia logue.'^6 This 

enabled the S ituationist International to  relegate 

Lefebvre to a trendy 1960s wave of political, socio
logical, semiological, and psychological readings of 

the urban environment (like those of Jane Jacobs, 
Kevin Lynch, Fram;:oise Choay, Gillo Dorfles, and so 

on). All that situationists could do w ith those read
ings was “ detourn" them, leaving the S ituationist 

International alone in opposing the spectacular edi

fice in its totality, armed with a group political pro
gram and constrained neither by allegiance to 

academic rigor and objectivity nor to existing sys
tems of planning and construction.

Lefebvre came in for increasingly rough han
dling from the situationists. In 1961, reviewing a 

recent Lefebvre article in the Revue franryaise de 
sociologie, Internationale situationniste  insisted 

that Lefebvre had not gone far enough in his cri
tique of the teams of architects and sociologists 

who were working on urban problems. “ Lefebvre's
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article too greatly validates work which certainly 

has its utility, and its merits, but in a perspective 

radically different from ours. The tit le  of his article, 
'Experimental Utopia: For a New Urbanism,' . . . 

straightaway contains all the equivocation. Because 
the method of experimental utopianism . . . obvi

ously has to embrace totality, that's to say putting it 

into action would not lead to a 'new urbanism,' but 

to a new usage of life, to a new revolutionary prax

is. "97 By th is tim e disagreement over whether it 

was possible to address urbanism w ithout revolu

tion iz ing the to ta lity  had opened rifts  w ith in the 
S ituationist International as well, the French sec

tion rapidly sidelining the sorts of unitary urbanism 

envisaged by the Dutch and German sections.98 

Identify the places in which revolutionary sit

uations m ight be constructed, the Parisian situa

tionists insisted, rejecting architects' attempts to 

merely "im prove" the c ity through urban design. 

Look to the spaces of class struggle, not just at its 
unfolding through tim e, the French situationists 

challenged other Marxists.99 David Harvey believes 

tha t it was th is  challenge that Lefebvre "tac itly  

countered" in his later work on urbanization and 

the production o f space, reframing his idea o f the 

"m om ent" as spatio-temporal rather than just tem

poral.100 Lefebvre's sequence of major statements 

on urban space came late— Le dro it a la ville  (The 
right to the city) did not appear until 1968, and 

the Critique d ’espace quotidienne  (Critique of 

everyday space) not until 1974— although other 

intellectuals, in particular those gathered around

the Utopie group, founded 1967, were busy blend
ing Lefebvre's measured discussions o f urbanism 

with the more polemical and in tu itive approach of 
the situationists.™1 Lefebvre came to recognize the 

need fo r a praxis in urban studies if, as Marx had 
demanded, philosophy was to  change the world 

rather than merely interpret it, and his proposed 

praxis— "synthesizing objective analysis and 'exper

imental utopia,'”  and the deployment of "the 

'imaginary' in the production of new concepts of 

urban I ife "— was resonant with situationism  . w2

Urbanism and power

In the France of the 1950s and 1960s, Lefebvre 

and the situationists were confident tha t dominant 

power resided in the state, its capital, and its 

media; that social interests were more or less class- 

based; ani:J tha t’ the dynamics of society— whether 

one looked at the production of time or the produc

tion of space— could s till u ltim ately be explained 

through an updated dialectical materialism. "A ll 
space is already occupied by the enemy, which has 
even reshiaped its elementary laws, its geometry, to 

its own purposes," Kotanyi and Vaneigem conclud
ed on behalf o f the S ituationist ln ternational.103 

Some years earlier, Potlatch had started to publish 
Jorn's neo-Marxist analyses of architecture. 

"Architecture is always the ultim ate realization o f a

47 > The Naked City



Figures 1.18, 1.19

Oscar Niemeyer and Lucio Costa, Brasf/ia, 1956-1963: the 
ministries, congress domes, and twin secretariat towers at 
Three Powers Square, and the Highway Axis passing 
through residential districts. Brasilia was one of the modern 
movement's most extraordinary achievements, and as such 
was despised by the situationists. Like the Ensemble 
Maine-Montparnasse in Paris (fig. 1.29), it was briefly fea
tured in Guy Debord's film La societe du spectacle (1973).
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mental and artistic evolution," he argued, because 

" it  is the materialization of an economic stage . . . . 

Creating an architecture signifies constructing an 

ambiance and fix ing a way of li fe ."104 He was 

determined tha t the struggle between the 

"Apollonian" forces of ruling-class order and the 

"D ionysian" forces of underclass energy should 

become visible in architecture.

It is not d ifficu lt to  see why architecture and 

space, and more particularly the relationship 

between the  modernist aesthetic and the  restruc
turing of society, preoccupied Lefebvre and the s it

uationists. Even as mainstream modernism was on 

the wane in avant-garde architectural circles, it was 

reaching its apogee in build ing production world
wide. Two massive projects of the sixties, Le 

Corbusier's Chandigarh in India and Lucio Costa 
and Oscar Niemeyer's Brasflia in Brazil, conjured 

up administrative centers in the desert in ways that 
confirmed mainstream modernism's transition from 

the rational to the extraordinary, from the revolu

tionary to  the  bureaucratic (figs. 1.18, 1.19). 
Brasilia, Internationale situationniste  declared, rep

resented "the architecture of functionaries, the 

instrument and the microcosm of the bureaucratic 
Weltanschauung. ” 105 Rationalist reconstruction and 

redevelopment was undertaken w ith particular zeal 

in France, as Lefebvre and the Parisian s ituation

ists were only too well aware, haunted by key areas 

of the program: the bleak grands ensembles (hous

ing schemes) bu ilt around the peripheries of 

French cities, the projection of a series of villes

nouvelles (new towns), and the plans to reshape 

Paris as a modernized European hub.

Rationalism was already situationism 's bete 

noire, but, to make the provocation even more 

unbearable, French postwar rationalism was of a 

particularly uncompromising strain. The impact of 

the new architecture upon the French popular 

imagination could be gauged, fo r  instance, by the 
dystopian vision of Jean-Luc Godard’s film  

Alphaville  (1965). w6 The peculiarly repetitive 

nature of the new architecture was a side effect of 

the French mastery of system build ing, a highly 

effic ient way o f build ing usually achieved by hang

ing standardized units on reinforced concrete 

frames, a technique considered to combine moder

nity with economy. Of course, th is construction was 
being carried out not by the pioneers of rational
ism, but by a younger generation seizing the oppor

tun ity  to fina lly  impose something of the visions of 
the masters tha t they had learned in the seminar 

room. The ambitions to  build the c ity  in the sky, 

renew housing, and reorganize tra ffic  circulation 

were all s till there, but, despite considerable plan
ning powers, projects tended to be piecemeal, the 

astonishingly utopian, "clean sheet" visions of the 
twenties and thirties, like Le Corbusier's Plan 

Voisin fo r  Paris, now something of an anachronism.

In tru th  the situationists were among the 

most megalomaniac heirs o f urbanisme, aspirants 

to the remaking of the city, while Le Corbusier's 
postwar work was marked by a steady transition 

into intensely humane and organic work. But it was
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easy for them to set up Le Corbusier as the whip
ping boy, laying every ill of rationalism at the feet 

of the aging master himself by interpreting him 

solely on the basis of his i nterwar work.107 After all, 

even the scaled-down am bition of postwar recon

struction could produce some audacious schemes, 
and it was undoubtedly the cursed legacy of Le 

Corbusier and his CIAM colleagues tha t had 
inspired it a ll. In desperation Potlatch issued a 

"Boycott Order" against the 1956 "Radiant City 

Festival" event held in Marseilles, a celebration of 

Le Corbusier's vision organized under the state 

patronage of the M inistry of Reconstruction and 

Urbanism that aimed to  impose, the International 

Lettrists claimed, an offic ia l unity upon an avant- 
garde that ought to be vital and in de pen de n t.^  

What counted as legitimate and benevolent 
social planning fo r Le Corbusier, CIAM, and the 

generation of planners that was their offspring, rep

resented the bourgeois reorganization of space to 

the situationists. In 1923, claim ing that "big busi

ness is today a healthy and moral organism," Le 
Corbusier had justified urbanism as a choice 

between "architecture or revolution," concluding 

that social frustration was a result of the workers' 
inab ility  to transfer the rationality of the workplace 

to home life and leisure.109 His version of radical 
change was carried through not by the populace but 

by the visionary architect-dictator, capable o f plan

ning people's lives by firs t organizing the spaces 

and places in which they were acted out: factories, 
offices, apartment blocks, sports halls, and cars.

"Urbanism renders alienation tactile ," Debord 

and Jorn cla im ed . 110 Potlatch  compared Le 

Corbusier's architecture to the programs, stretch
ing from Plato's Republic to the early nineteenth- 
century mystic Pierre-Simon Ballanche's plan fo r a 

"C ity of Atonement," to design not just the fabric of 

the c ity  but the social, spiritual, and economic 

m inutiae o f its everyday life .111 Potlatch dismissed 

Le Corbusier as a "cop" and nicknamed him Le 

Corbusier-Sing-Sing a fte r the notorious prison. 

He was, indeed, "le  Protestant modulaire" (the 

modular Protestant), as i f  the fashionable Corbusian 
modular system fo r proportioning bu ild ings was 

somehow inherently theocratic, an architectural 
straitjacket tailored fo r Le Corbusier's ideal man 
(fig. 1 .2 0 ).m  Antic ipa ting cla im s made by Henri 

Lefebvre, Michel de Certeau, and Michel Foucault 
th a t control and surveillance are a princip le of 

organization in the modern world, the Lettrist 

International declared that modernist architecture 

"has never been an art" and that " it  has on the con

trary always been inspired by the directives of the 
police." The lettrists became ever more hysterical: 

"today the prison has become the  model habitation, 
and the Christian ethic trium phs w ithout response, 

when one realizes that Le Corbusier aspires to sup

press the street. And he's proud of it. There indeed 

is the program: life  defin ite ly partitioned in closed 
blocks, in surveilled societies; the end of chances 

for insurrection; automatic resignation."1!3
Debord and Jorn's illustration of the principle 

was less sophisticated than the Benthamite panop-

The Situationist City 50 >



Le Corbusier and others, The Modulor, 1942-1948, revised 
1954. The modular system of architectural proportions was 
based, like Vitruvius's classical system, on the dimensions 
of the "ideal” human body, idiosyncratically identified by Le 
Corbusier as a six-foot English policeman. The discipline of 
the system, situationists felt, augured the reintroduction of 
neoplatonic values into every aspect of life.

Figure 1.20
Guy Debord with Asger Jorn, page from M§moires (detail), 
1959, screenprinted book. Debord and Jorn apparently 
used the plan of a prison workhouse as a damning metaphor 
for their experience of modernity.

Figure 1.21

ticon prison later chosen by Foucault, but it made 

the point well enough, the plans of a nineteenth- 

century prison workhouse floating through the tor
tured space of the ir Memoires (fig. 1 .2 1 ).114 
Obsessive control, bequeathed by a succession of 

urban authorities, seemed to govern the most inno

cent spaces of everyday life, even in the Lettrist 

lnternational's neighborhood pleasure park: “ One 
can discover at a single glance the Cartesian orga

nization of the so-called 'labyrin th ' of the Jardin 

des Plantes and the inscription that announces it: 
GAMES ARE FORBIDDEN IN THE LABYRINTH. 

One could not seek a clearer summary of the  spirit

of a whole c iv iliza tion ."U5 Evidence of the complic

ity of architecture and authority came easily to 
hand. Internationale situationniste  published a 

clipp ing from the newspaper Le Monde discussing 

Interpol's "plans to create . . .  a ‘bureau of criminal 
prevention' . . .  to provide architects, engineers, 

builders and other specialists with the wide range
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of techniques developed and endorsed by the 
police in o rderto  prevent crim inal offenses."116

The situationists ' ab ility  to "detourn" evi

dence like this made urban planning feel suddenly 

unsettling. Urban redevelopment and housing in 

postwar France, partly prompted by migration from 

the countryside as the nation continued to sh ift its 

economy from an agrarian to an industrial and 
commercial base, were perhaps the most visible 

reminders of the presence and power o f welfare 

capitalism  at a tim e when the French state was 

anxious to secure consensus.!17 Against the back

ground of the loss of Indochina and the outbreak of 
the Algerian war, France under the Fourth Republic 

was governed by a string of unstable coalitions, 

w ith police troops prowling the streets of Paris in 
1 9 5 5 -1 9 5 6  in an attem pt to "keep the peace." 

The competition between the left and right wings of 

mainstream French politics was stabilized for less 

than a decade by De Gaulle’s F ifth Republic, con

stituted in 1959.

Barely deterred by the unpopularity o f the 
grands ensembles, De Gaulle's government 

stepped up plans fo r  redevelopment both in Paris 

and in the provinces. "One can only admire the 

ingenuity of our m inisters and our urbanist arch i
tects," A.-F. Conord commented in Potlatch in

1954. "So a s to  avoid a complete rupture o f con

sensus, they have put in place some model slums, 

the plans o f which serve the four corners of 

France. . . .  It is the 'barrack' s ty le ."m  Later that 
year Potlatch claimed tha t the  French au thorities

were using an earthquake in the  A lgerian c ity  of 
O rleansville as a pretext fo r  the creation of "a  

prem editated ghetto" th a t would relocate the  

indigenous population to  the outskirts o f the  c ity  
in "vaguely neo-Corbusian barrack-block hous

ing ," much as Algerian im m igrants would find  
themselves ghetto ized on the fringes o f Paris in 

the  early 1 9 6 0 s .119 In te rna tiona le  situa tionniste  

continued to provide such case studies, c iting  the 

notorious grand ensemble o f Sarcell.es, bu ilt for 

blue-collar habitation, and the ville  nouvelle of 

Mourenx, to substantiate its c la im  that planners 

were using housing to lite ra lly  s tra tify  workers 

according to the ir social and economic status 

(figs. 1 .22, 1 .2 3 ) . i20 Mourenx’s sudden appear
ance in his rural homeland of southwest France 

shocked Lefebvre as well into a deeper examina

tion of the production of space . 1 2  The tow n ’s 

population was bound by exclusive em ployment 

to the gas fie lds and petrochemical complex of 

Lacq, Internationale s itua tionniste  explained, and 

labor and social relations enforced at Lacq were 

being carefu lly reproduced in housing at Mourenx: 
single people were housed in towers, married peo

ple in horizontal blocks, fam ilies in semi-detached 

dwellings, employees with high salaries enjoyed a 
villa to themselves, while managers lived in com 

pletely d iffe rent cities. The journal compared. the 

new style o f housing to  the cold war fashion for 

nuclear shelters (fig. 1.24): a survival w ithout life, 

isolating the "d isenfranchised" from the ir bureau

cratic masters in Paris.i22
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“Captive nature: At Sarcelles, the landscape 'reservation' 
magnanimously reconstituted by urban planners," illustra
tion from anon., “Urbanisme comme volonte et representa
tion," Internationale situationniste, no. 9 (1964).

Figure 1.22 (top)

“The town of Mourenx," illustration from anon., “Critique 
de I'urbanisme," Internationale situationniste, no. 6 
(1961). Despite the initial popularity of grands ensembles 
and villes nouvelles like Sarcelles and Mourenx, situation
ists correctly predicted their long-term social and architec
tural failure.

Figure 1,23 (bottom)
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Figure 1.24

"Peace o' mind," a U.S. advertisement for a domestic 
nuclear bunker, illustration from anon., "Geopolitique de 
/'hibernation," Internationale situationniste, no. 7 (1962). 
The shocking "minimum existence" architecture of the cold 
war was cheerfully represented by advertisers as another 
consumer durable. Capitalism's capacity to profit from the 
threat of death had also been studied by Marshall McLuhan 
in his book The Mechanical Bride (1951).

No one could deny that urban reorganization 
has been a stock response among modern states 

faced w ith social instability, a process usually 

involving slum clearance and the improvement of 

communications. Thesis 172 of Debord's Society of 

the Spectacle quoted Lewis Mumford's The City in 
History. "W ith the present means of long-distance 

mass-communication, sprawling isolation has 

proved an . . .  effective method of keeping a soci

ety under contro l.1’123 Situation ists believed that 

the priority of reconstruction was the viability of 

government rather than the improvement of living 

conditions. Constant, for example, dismissed the 

Corbusian ville verte (green city) as a "quasi-social 

space" where "roads, logically formed for circula

tion, are only marginally used as places of 

encounter. "124 The situation i sts, following genera
tions of revolutionaries and avant-gardists before 

them, identified the street as the space of “ real 

life " in the city.125 What was needed, Constant 

argued, was not the opening of excessive urban 

space but its  in filling : “ if an intim ate relation 

between environment and behavior is to be pro

duced, the bu ilt-up area is indispensable" (figs. 
1.25, 1.26, 1.27).i26

The production of excess space only encour
aged the cap ita lis t "c ircu la tion of things and of 

human beings trapped in a world of th ings," too 

dear a price for fringe benefits like spectacular vis- 

tas.127 This, the situationists claimed, had been 
the result of Paris's key urbanist projects—  

Haussmann's, from 1853, and a century later its

natural successor, postwar redevelopment— and so 

in a sense situationists simply brought the skepti
cism o f the radical intelligentsia up to  date. In the 
tim e of surrealism, Walter Benjamin had produced 

a lengthy critique of Haussmannization, and Louis 

Aragon’s anger a t ongoing Haussmannesque rede

velopments was clearly articulated in his 1926 
book Le paysan de Paris (Paris pe asa n t).^

The passing of tim e enabled the situationists 

to see where urban ism had been heading. By 1963 
the group had identified the impact upon cities of 

what we might today refer to as “ late capitalism ." 

The development of monopoly capitalism demand

ed ever greater urban cultural homogeneity— even 

leveling o ff extremes of deprivation and ostentation:

Modern capitalism— concentrated and highly developed 

capitalism— inscribes onto the scenery of life the fusion
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Figures 1.25, 1.26, 1.27

Constant, illustrations from "Une autre ville pour une autre 
vie," Internationale situationniste, no. 3 (1959):

top: A quarter of a traditional town. "Quasi-socialspace: the 
street. The streets, logically formed for circulation, are only 
marginally used as places of encounter."

middle: A Corbusian ville verte. "Isolatedunites d'habitation. 
Social-minimum space: encounters only occur by chance

of what used to be opposed as the positive and negative 

poles of alienation: a sort of equalizer of alienation. 

. . . The new cities are laboratories of this stifling soci

ety: from Viillinaby in Sweden to Bessor in Israel where 
all forms of leisure are to be united in one sinale center, 

without foriiettina the housina project in Aviles that sia- 

nals the neo-capitalist development now reachina 

Spain. Simultaneously, the disappearance of the “ urban 

junale”  that corresponded to free market cap ita lism - 
in all its lack of comfort, its luxuries, and its adven

tures— continues apace. The center of Paris is 

radically restructured by the organization of automobile 

traffic: the quays transformed into hiahways, Place 
Dauphine into an underground parkina garaae.129

Defending wban mix

If the c ity was becoming enslaved to late capital

ism, then sooner or later its cultural mix, its “ mar
gins," its ethnic and working-class ghettos, would 

disappear. Between 1954 and 1974 the number of 

workers living w ith in the Ville de Paris declined by 
44 percent, displaced by rebuilding and rent-hiked 

gentrification to the suburbs beyond the Boulevard 

Peripherique, while the number of inhabitants 

belonging to the cadres superieurs (management 

classes) increased by 51 percent.130 In the later 

1950s, Parisian situationists, who in the early part 
of the decade could s till take the remarkable

and individually, in corridors and in the park. Circulation 
dominates everything."

bottom: The principle of a covered city. "'Spatial plan', 
Suspended collective habitation; stretched out over all the 
town and separated from circulation, which passes over and 
under." This was the solution that Constantpursued in his 
New Babylon.
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socio-architectural unevenness of the ir c ity  for 

granted, made a last tour of the old neighborhoods, 

recording them for posterity, fastidiously avoiding 

the flu id  tra ffic  o f the boulevards in favor o f  the 

sti II pools and backwaters of the city.

The situationist "d rifte r" was the new flaneur 
(the Parisian "stroller," dandy spectator of the 

urban scene who had emerged in the early nine

teenth century and was later celebrated in the w rit

ings of Charles Baudelaire). Like the flaneur, the 

drifter skirted the old quarters of the c ity in order to  

experience the f lip  side o f modernization. And s itu 

ationist writing carried over some o f the flaneurs 

cavalier attitudes; page upon page passionately 

denounced alienation and extolled revolution, but 

the reader was only directed toward a deeper 
understanding of the ghetto-dwellers' real lives with 

a nonchalant wave of the hand. Situationists 

mythologized the poor as fellow travelers on the 
urban margins, treating the ghetto as an urban 

asset rather than an urban ill. 'We hold that the so- 

called modern town-planning which you recom
mend," the lettrists told The Times newspaper in 

London, " is  fatuously idealistic and reactionary. 

The sole end of architecture is to serve the pas

sions of m en." The projected demolition of 

London's Chinatown, they went on, "m ust obvious

ly make England more boring than it has in recent 
years already become."131

The group provided some splendidly face

tious descriptions of Paris's various ethnic quartiers. 

Jacques Fillon joked about establishing an "a lter

native travel agency," providing tours of cultural 

"others" that could be reached on foot from  the 
Lettrist lnternational’s headquarters near the  Place 

de la Contrescarpe. Of the Chinese quarter, our 

guide sim ply noted that "the  inhabitants are very 

poor. They prepare complicated dishes, of little  
nutrition and strongly spiced." He located the 

working-class stronghold of Aubervilliers, on the 
northeast edge of the city, thus: "Having taken the 

route toward the north, a two-hour walk, one arrives 

at a place called Aubervilliers, a plain cut w ith 

unusable canals. The clim ate there is cold, and 

snow fa lls frequently. . . . The inhabitants, very 

poor, speak fluent Spanish. They await the revolu

tion. They play the guitar and they s in g ."^2
And w hile s itua tion is ts ' alertness to the 

class and racial con flic t tha t produced ghettos 
was f it t in g  in an era of increasing residential 

segregation— de facto in, say, Chicago, and explic

it in South A frica— the ir own encounters w ith the 

ghetto could be immature or deliberately provoca

tive, de lighting in the frisson  of long and loud 

drinking sessions in Yiddish, Polish, and Algerian 
bars.!33 Only occasionally was th is  half-real, ha lf

imagined situa tion is t c ity  infringed by socioeco

nomic practicality; Potlatch  was once moved to 

com plain tha t the Abbepierre's emergency Red 

Cross w in ter shelter had spoiled the view at a 

favorite le ttris t haunt, the Square des Missions 
Etrangeres.^4 Effortlessly merging the legacies of 

avant-garde revolutionary w ith those of flaneur 
and precieux (the dandy's seventeenth-century
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Derelict frontages of the former Rue Sauvage, 13th 
Arrondissement. The Lettrist International “campaigned" 
for the preservation of the Rue Sauvage as an increasingly 
rare example of Paris without spectacle. It has since disap
peared from street maps, to be absorbed irto apartment 
blocks and the sidings of the Gare d'Austerlitz.

Figure 1.28

ancestor), the International Lettrists played up their 

role— "Do you honestly believe a gentleman can 

amuse himself in Soho?," they asked the editor of 

The Times.135 Like new gentlemen o f leisure, pro

moting the ir "revolutionary" motto of Ne travaillez 

jamais (Never work), they reserved a sort of ancien 

disdain for the petit-bourgeois areas of Paris.136

"We are not attached to the charm of 

ru ins," the Lettrist International once emphasized

in its "cam paign" to save the scruffy Rue Sauvage 

at the back of the Gare d 'A uste rlitz  in the 13th 
Arrondissement. "B u t the c iv il barracks which are 

erected in the ir place have a gratu itous ugliness 

tha t calls fo r the dynam iters.’’^ 7 For the Lettrist 

International, the Rue Sauvage was not so much a 
candidate for straightforward conservation as a 

reference point fo r assessing the im pact of per

functory urban redevelopment. Today, only traces
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Lopez-, Beaudoin, and de Marien, Ensemble Maine- 
Montparnasse, Paris, 1966-1973. Debord's footage of the 
Ensemble, for his 1973 film  La societe du spectacle, testi
fied to the reshaping of an area that had served as the head
quarters to the bohemian avant-garde in the fir& half of the 
twentieth century. Once it was completed, most Parisians 
considered the spectacular height of the Tour Montparnasse 
to be an unacceptable intrusion into the Parisian skyline.

of Rue Sauvage can be detected in frontages and 
cobblestones, and by the  1970s the  13th 

Arrondissement as a whole was being transformed 

from  its trad itiona l mix of factories and working- 

class housing into a m odernist swath of new 

housing and offices, centered on the Place 

d 'lta lie  (fig. 1.28).
Its fate was sealed in the very years o f situa- 

tionism 's formation, from  the early 1950s to the 
early 1960s, when the most serious plans fo r the 

future of Paris were being drawn up. The scale of 

postwar redevelopment planned fo r Paris in those 

years, once the urgent need- to rebu i Id towns 

destroyed in the departements (provinces) had 

been met, was unprecedented since Haussmann. It 

has been estimated tha t a t  l east 13 th ird  of the old 

Ville de Paris disappeared. The plans of which s it
uationists wou Id have firs t been awa're were those 

of the Conseil M unicipal de Paris, in tent upon the 

removal of the offic ia lly  designated Hots insa/ubres 

(insalubrious blocks) as a way of renewing Parisian 

habitation and of improving tra ffic  circulation. In 
addition, the return to power of De Gaulle in 1958 

accelerated policies tha t envisaged Paris redevel
oped as a rapidly expanding tertiary center servic

ing Europe as a whole. The slick and slightly 

vacuous image of the new Paris was pondered in 

Debord's f ilm  La societe du spectacle a s th e  cam

era swept Raymond Lopez's Ensemble Maine- 

Montparnasse, a business complex fo r 21 ,000  
people, with a tower boasting fifty-s ix floors but no 

other architectural d istinction, a development

Figure 1.29

approved unanimously by the Conseil M unicipal 

(fig. 1.29).
A massive plan, Haussmannian in ambition, 

neo-Corbusian in style, led by th eG au llis t councilor 

Andre Thirion in the early 1950s, proposed the 
redevelopment o f "peripheral" quartiers and the 

removal of the indigenous working-class population 

from  a large triangular d is tric t bounded by Gare 

Saint-Lazare, Gare du Nord, and Place de la 
Republique to  "nearby suburbs," making way for 

commerce and for the creation of a new urban
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Before-and-after models o f the redevelopment o f the hot 
Dupin, Rue Saint-Placide, 6th Arrondissement, c. 1958. 
Part of the so-called "Reconquest of Paris" and complete 
by 1961, this replacement of architectural jumble by a 
modern municipal slab block typified the sort of redevelop
ment that the situationi&s disliked.

Figures 1.30, 1.31

motorway network w ith roads f if ty  to sixty meters 

wide. The plan was defeated only narrowly in 
1951, and schemes continued to  flow through the 

Conseil Municipal and the superior Prefecteurs 

throughout the fifties. Between 1953 and 1958 

the Conseil was guided by the Corbusian princip le 
o f "reconquering the sun" through the viUe verte, 

the instrument so bitterly critic ized by the situa

tionists, and in 1954 Lopez, backed by the cou n

ci l or Bernard Lafay, launched a new round of 

modernization proposals tackling the firs t ten

arrondissements of Paris, the historic core of the 
city.138 The Conseil's vacillation ultimately pleased 

no one. The numerous, if relatively minor, incursions 

that were realized disrupted the urban grain. For 
example, the Tlot Dupin in the 6th Arrondissement, 

a couple of blocks away from the le ttrist haunt of 

Square des Missions Etrangeres, cleared the pre

ferred situationist urban scene of tight, jumbled 

build ings and spaces in favor of a slab block with 
off-street parking (figs. 1.30, 1.31). Meanwhile the 

massive schemes fo r housing around the Parisian
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Figure 1.32

Guy Debord with Asger Jom, The Naked City: illustration de 
l'hypoth^se [sic] des plaques tournantes en psychogeo- 
graphique [sic], 1957, screenprint. This, the second and 
simpler of Debord and Jom's psychogeographic maps (com
pare fig. 1.5), was by far the most famous image to come 
out of situationism, and perhaps deservedly so. Its arresting,

matter-d-fact design simultaneously mourned the loss of 
old Paris, prepared for the city of the future, explored the 
city's structures and uses, criticized traditional mapping, 
and investigated the relationship between language, narra
tive, and cognition.

periphery— in 1954 alone the Conseil approved the 

construction of about four thousand flats— failed to 

stem the city's housing problem, a frightening com

pound of escalating rents, immigration, overcrowd

ing, and inadequate sanitation. "New housing was 

on the average too small, often badly constructed 
(1/4 of these ‘new slums' should be destroyed), and

always too expensive," the historian Pierre 

Couperie noted in 1968. "Because of this, in 1966 

from 15 ,000 to  3 0 ,0 0 0  new dwellings were 

vacant, unsold despite the persistent crisis. . . .  At 
the same tim e, the irresponsible choice of automo

biles over adequate housing aggravated these evi I s 

and created new ones."139

The Situationist City 6O >



To some extent Debord and Jorn's s ituation
ist maps, the Guide psychogeographique de Paris 

of 1956 and The Naked City of 1957, served as 

guides to areas of central Paris threatened by rede

velopment, retaining those parts tha t were still 
worth visiting and disposing of all those bits tha t 

they fe lt had been spoiled by capitalism  and 

bureaucracy (fig. 1 .32).140 The deductions were 

made by "d rifting " around the city, looking for evi

dence about the condition of contemporary Paris; 

Debord and Jorn emphasized the rigor of the ir

Cassan and Albert, University of Paris Faculty of Sciences 
(later the Universites Paris VI-Paris VII), Paris, begun 
1962. The construction of the Faculty flattened the site of 
the old Halle aux Vins (wine market) featured in Debord and 
Jorn's psychogeographic maps.

Figure 1.33

detective work by borrowing the tit le  of The Naked 
City from the famous 1948 drama-documentary film  

o f detectives a t work in New York City. Watching the 

film  The Naked City, M. Christine Boyer has noted, 

one has the impression of an urban space recon

structed, of a c ity  that was otherwise on the brink 

o f disappearance, "no longer experienced directly 

by pedestrians" as it became "abandoned for the 
suburbs, fragmented by urban renewal, and tor

mented by the autom obile ."141 Debord and Jorn's 

Naked City conveyed much the same effect.

Each case study of the subsequent redevel

opment of the Parisian "Naked City," it seems, 

illustrates the verity of situation ist claims that 

urbanisme represented a drive to rationalize, 
homogenize, and commercialize the socioeconomic 

diversity of Paris. The right-hand edges of the 

Guide psychogeographique and The Naked City 
showed the Gare de Lyon, now surrounded by the 

office developments tha t were encouraged near 

main railway stations by the strategic plan fo r Paris 

in the early 1960s.M2 Across the Seine, in the 5th 

Arrondissement, the maps included the old Halle 

aux Vins (the wine market, bu ilt in 1664 and 
rebuilt 1808 -1819). Only five years after the  maps 

were made, the serried wine stores, separated by 

tree-lined avenues tha t bore names as romantic as 

Rue de Champagne, Rue de la Cote d'Or, and 

Preau des Eaux de Vie (Champagne street, Gold 

coast street, Courtyard/playground of the waters of 

life), would be evicted fo r the University of Paris’s 
Faculty of Sciences on the Rue Jussieu (fig. 1.33).
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The attentive pedestrian can s till find  pieces of 

the walls of the Halle aux Vins on the fringes of 

the new Universite, where the cash to fin ish  the 

dem olition of the old and construction o f the new 

dried up. Here is old Paris ravaged by Cartesian 

excess. Exactly as the s itua tion ists seemed to  be 
warning us, the social is im plicated in the aes

the tic : Jussieu's nightm arish corridors, vertig i
nous stairwells, and campus deserts, fashioned 

from beton brut to meet the demand for popular 

higher education, barely conceal an indifference 
fo r their users.

In 1959 it was offic ia lly  decided to preserve 

the "urban and social tissue" of the core, but in a 

way that was barely less distasteful to situationists. 
They were not the only critics sickened by the poli

cies of Andre Malraux, De Gaulle's new M inister of 
Culture, whose passion for sanitizing and gentrify- 

ing the old as a complement to the new presented 

an offic ia l image of the c ity  just as surely as 

wholesale reconstruction.143 And then there was 

the issue of what was "o ffic ia lly " historic. Since 
opinion over the role o f historic build ings tran

scended party division and was only part of a wider 

debate tha t concerned tra ffic  and social manage

ment, the authorities' hesitation over the, extent of 

renovation and conservation cannot be taken as 

evidence of a properly conservationist strand in the 

1950s, and situationism  constituted a lone and 

ignored voice in the debate. By the 1960s main
stream French conservationist opposition was a lit

t le  more coherent— consternation over the possible

excesses of modernism was fe lt in the debate about 
the height and location of Parisian tower blocks, for 

instance— but as late as 1965 the influential coun

c ilor and journalist Alex Moscovitch would exploit 
the obsessions with hygiene that dominated French 

modernization, carrying the day with a lecture 
im patiently titled  w ith the rhetorical question "Are 

the slums of Paris sacred?"

To confuse the old with the ancient, to shed crocodile 

tears over those dilapidated tumbledowns, stinking and 

without character, on the pretext thatthey are two hun

dred years old, and that during those two centuries they 
have sheltered generations of scrofula sufferersm  and 

consumptive children, is that to create a work of cul
ture, of spiritual elevation, and of good taste? Must it 

confer the right to treat as “ destroyers”  and “ vandals”  

all those who are not snobs of restored slums, all those 

who prefer modern comfort, hours of sunshine, any

where that authentic masterpieces of architecture are 

unlikely to be put in peril?'45

The Marais, a fabulous and historic slum 

composed o f rotting aristocratic hotels particuliers  

(residential mansions), and briefly home to situa

tion ists Guy Debord and Michele Bernstein, 

appeared as chunks floa ting in th e  northeast cor

ners of the situa tion ist m aps.^6 Unlike, say, the 

Halle aux Vins, the Marais was generally recog
nized as worthy of conservation, its fate being 

debated w ith in the Conseil Municipal from as early 
as 1946. The president of the Conseil Municipal
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"Internal currents and external communications of Les 
Hailes," figure from Abdelhafid Khatib, "Essai de 
description psychogeographique des Halles," 
Internationale situationniste, no. 2 (1958). Khatib's 
report was one of the few psychogeographic accounts to 
be published in Internationale situationniste.

Figure 1.34

in 1 9 4 6 -1 9 4 7 , a self-proclaimed admirer of 

Haussmann, had suggested that historic build ings 

could be simply moved out of the way, rebuilt, per

haps, around the Marais as a sort of open-air muse
um, precisely the sort of solution dreaded by the 

situationists, who complained of the tendency "to 

restore a few old urban spots as sights of touristic 

spectacle, a sim ple extension of the princip le of 
the classical museum by means of which an entire 

neighborhood can become a m onum ent” 147 No 

such offic ia l patronage extended to  the Marais's 

neighbors, the decrepit Beaubourg (lite ra lly  trans

lated it means "beautifu l village," an irony that 

doubtless delighted situationists) and the market

place of Les Halles, placed at the very centers of 

the situation ist maps. At the time, the spectacle of 

modernization had bypassed th is  part of Paris. It 

was a recognizably working-class area, where 

pedestrians rather than motorized tra ffic  had priori

ty  on the streets, and where commercial exchange 

s till took place over transitory market stalls, or in 

small shops, rather than in th e  ch ic  boutiques or 
monolithic department stores a litt le  further north 

and west. Here in the center of la te-fifties Paris, 

Debord and Jorn correctly identified a gap in the 

Parisian spectacle.
Its vulnerability merited its celebration. 

Since the 1930s the Parisian authorities had been 

determined to modernize the area. The Plateau 

Beaubourg section of Ilot no. 1, once designated as 

the worst slum in Paris, was razed to the ground in 

the 1930s, much as Haussmann had flattened the

medieval quarter on the lie  de la Cite, on the pre

tex t that it was an unsanitary harbor of prostitution 

and tuberculosis. The Plateau was le ft as wasteland 

and used as a truck park during market hours for 
Hailes, which was scheduled to move out to the 

suburbs as part of the regional plan.148

Planners toyed w ith the space throughout 

the late fiftie s  and sixties. Les Hailes, they envis
aged, would be demolished and excavated for the 

central Paris interchange of the new RER Metro, 

with transformation of the area sure to follow 
through a combination of state and private capital 

providing fo r parking, shopping, and offices. By 
1966 a lobby of conservationists and left-wingers, 

opposed to the loss of low-rent housing and space 

fo r artisan trades as well as of historic buildings, 

was combining to throw the Halles plans into disar

ray, yet in a sense the battle was already lost. 
Nothing could save the unselfconscious atmos

phere at Hailes tha t the situationists had loved, 
scrupulously surveyed by Abdelhafid Khatib for
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"Numerous views of dawn at Les Hailes," still from Sur le 
passage de quelques personnes a travers une assez courte 
unitl! de temps, dir. Guy Debord, 1959, reprinted in Guy 
Debord, Contre le cinl!ma (1964). Despite their efforts to

Figure 1.35

make psychogeography into a reasoned method, Khatib's 
and Debord's representations of Hailes were really love let
ters to Paris. The market halls were demolished in 1971.

Internationale situationniste  and panned by 

Debord's camera in his 1959 movie Sur le passage 

de quelques personnes a travers une assez courte 

unite de temps ("On the passage of a few people 

through a rather brie f moment in tim e") (figs. 

1.34, 1 .35 ).149 The market itself, which had met 
on the site si nee the late tw elfth century, departed 

in 1968, its place taken for a while by the displays 
and happenings accompanying the revolutionary

May events, providing populist competition for the 
offic ia lly sanctioned Festival du Marais. The market 

halls were demolished in 1971, ingloriously 
cleared fo r  "le  grand trou ," the big hole tha t was 

eventually filled  in with the RER and a sunken 

shopping and entertainment center, the somewhat 

dismal outcome of a planning process that a ttract

ed the attention of the biggest names in urban 

th ink ing— Henri Lefebvre, Roland Barthes, Philip
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Bofill, de la Tour d'Auvergne, Vasconi, Pencreac'h, and oth
ers, Forum des Halles, Paris, c. 1976-1980, with the six
teenth-century church of Saint-Eustache in the background. 
The new park and sunken shopping and entertainment com
plex finally replaced the ancient market of Halles, bringing 
to an end a protracted and unsatisfactory struggle over the

Figure 1.36

Johnson, Tomas Maldonado, Bruno Zevi, Jean 
Nouvel, and Jean Baudrillard, among many others 

(fig. 1 .36).150 No amount of expertise in c ity 

surgery could put the heart back into Paris.
It was surely no coincidence that 1968 also 

found President Georges Pompidou personally 

throwing Beaubourg's fa te  open to an international 

architectural competition for a “ happening" library, 

gallery, and cultural center. Remarkably, neither of 

the w inning architects, Renzo Piano and Richard 

Rogers, was French. Yet the project as a whole was 
dedicated to the French conception of la g/oire, 

that special combination of personal and national 

vainglory.151 In fairness to  Piano and Rogers, the ir 

brillian t building was surely preferable, socially and 
aesthetically, to  most o f the megastructures that 

had competed fo r the site (fig. 1.37). Rogers even 

pleaded with the French president him self to pre
serve Baltard's old glass and green iron Halles mar

ket build ing, a structural exemplar to which 
Rogers's work paid homage, and no one should 

doubt the sincerity of Rogers's own radicalism at 

the tim e— his 1969 manifesto was the very embod

iment of sixties technological utopianism, claim ing 
tha t “ technology offers the possibility of a society 

w ithout want, where, for the firs t tim e, work and 

learning need only be done fo r pleasure, and the 

age-old capitalist morality of earning one's keep, 

the backbone of the existing power structure, would 
be elim inated. "152 But the plain fac t was that the 

Centre National d 'Art e t de Culture Georges 

Pompidou, a showcase for industrial design, canon

heart of Paris that had opened two decades earlier with the 
situationists' psychogeographic surveys. A chapel in Saint- 
Eustache houses Raymond Mason's elegiac sculpture The 
Departure of the Markets, 1969.

ica lly great modern painting, and information, 
sheathed in a brash functionalism, represented one 

of the purest and most refined form s of spectacle, 

an attraction more popular than the Eiffel Tower. 

Profoundly divorced from the sort of radical local 

in itia tive implied by situationist urbanism, 

Beaubourg seemed to  be one more piece o f territo

ry lost in the battle for urban space.
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Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano, Centre National d'Art et 
de Culture Georges Pompidou, Paris, 1977. There was a 
tremendous irony in the way the Pompidou Centre filled the 
Beaubourg void at the center of the psychogeographic 
maps: a building and piazza embodying the urban spectacle 
that situationists had fought, yet at the same time a struc
ture that paid homage to many of the principles of "flexibil
ity” and "participation" that they had promoted.

When w ritin g  about the  struggle against 

the  spectacle, the  s itua tion is ts  were fond of 
m ilita ry  metaphors, and at Beaubourg one can 

see why. Were i t  not fo r  t iie  au thorita rian  super
vision of the  Centre's construction  by Robert 

Bordaz, a state cou nc ilo r whose previous work 
inc luded  the evacuation a fte r Dien Bien Phu, 

Beaubourg would s till be a hole in the ground.153 

Or it m ight harbor the sort of rad ica lized popu

la tion tha t-h ad  put its head above the wall in 

May 1968 , ju s t prior to Pom pidou's announce

ment of the Beaubourg com petition . If, as the 

s itu a tio n is ts  c la im ed, the  May events were evi

dence o f a spontaneous popu lar w il I, then the  

Centre Pompidou looked like  a b la tan t a ttem pt 

to manage th a t wi 11. Even Rogers's biography 
noted tha t "the  police presence was sti II over

whelm ing in Paris in 1971— none of the Piano & 

Rogers team had ever seen so many armed police 

on the streets." ̂

In 1977 Jean Baudrilla rd, who as a mem

ber of the U topie group a decade earlier had 
been profoundly affected by Lefebvre and the 

S itua tion ist International, published a text on 

L'effet Beaubourg (The Beaubourg effect) to coin

cide w ith  the opening of the Centre. Dismissing 

the  Centre as "a monument o f cultura l dissua
s ion," Baudrillard cheerily offered the apocalyptic 

vision of the Beaubourg's steel frame buckling 
under the weight of the m a s s e s .^  W ithin the 

Beaubourg machine, he fe lt, humanism would 

fina lly  collapse into populism. Since the Second

Figure 1.37

World War the situation i sts and others had been 

demanding the space and technology for sponta

neous popular culture. In the wake of an attem pt

ed revolution, the state had, in effect, called the 

avant-garde's b lu f f .^ 6 In 1989 the Beaubourg 
hosted the retrospective exhib ition on the 

S ituation ist International.
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"Architecture is the simplest means of articu la ting 

tim e and space, o f m odulating reality, o f engen

dering dreams," stated Ivan Chtcheglov, a b rillian t 
and d isturbed n i neteen-year-old International 

Lettrist, in one o f the manifestoes of situationism , 

the “ Formulair^ pour un urbanisme nouveau" 

(Formulary fo r a View urbanism), a beautiful docu
ment written in 1953 .1 Situationists promised that 

the ir architecture would one day revolutionize 
everyday life  and release the ordinary citizen into a 

world of experiment, anarchy, and play.

In the meantime situation ist architecture 

remained largely in the mind, awaiting activation 

through revolutionary modes of production, and s it

uationists were left to draw the ir inspiration from 

the raw material of the existing city. "That which 

changes our way of seeing the  street," Debord said 

a t the inaugural meeting of the S ituationist 

International, “ is more important than tha t which 

changes our way of seeing a painting"; and psycho

geographic d rift altered the situation ists ' percep

tions of the street at the same ti me as it completed 

its'taxonomy of the modern city.2 Psychogeography 

was playful, cheap, and populist, an artistic activ

ity carried out in the everyday space of the street 
rather than in the conventional art spaces of the 

gallery or theater. “ The importance attribu ted to 

the street in French cu ltu ra l discourse conveys a 

sense of the general desire for a culture tha t is 

more open, fun-loving, and free-wheeling, as 

opposed to the allegedly stifling, pompous and 

■ enclosed world of high culture," Brian Rigby claims 

in his history of French popular culture; "the  street 

is the privileged site which unites the quotidian 
and the festive."3 Since the nineteenth century the 

c ity had been recognized as the absolute locus of 
modernity, sociability, and revolutionary change; 

now the city streets of Amsterdam, London, and 

above all Paris would double as situationist gal

leries, their meanings unstable and hotly contested.

Postwar modern architecture had been spell

bound by the slab block erected between 1947 and 
1952 by Le Corbusier in Marseilles. He called it the 

Unite d'Habitation. But situationists demanded a 
quality beyond tha t of mere habitat; they sought 

out the un ite  d'ambiance— an area of particularly 
intense urban atmosphere.4 The chunks of Paris 

represented on Guy Debord and Asger Jorn’s situa

tion is t maps, the Guide psychogeographique de 

Paris and The Naked City, were deemed to be such 
unities of ambiance, and in effect the situationists’ 

insistence on the special qual ities of these loci 

("singular places") w ith in the turm oil of the city



revived the French school of urban geography 
founded by Marcel Poete in the 1920s.5

Many unities were attractive fo r their social 

composition, supporting concentrated artisan, 

artist, or student populations, bu t social composi

tion alone was not enough. Nor was any particular 
architectural style. "The slightest demystified 

investigation," insisted Debord, "reveals that the 
qualitatively or quantitatively different influences of 

diverse urban decors cannot be determined solely 
on the basis of the era or architectural style, much 

less on the basis o f housing conditions."6 The uni

ties of ambiance were constituted by many things, 

especially the "so ft," mutable elements o f the c ity 

scene: the play of presence and absence, of light 

and sound, of human activity, even of time, and the 

association of ideas. The "hard" elements, like the 
shape, size, and placement of masonry, gently 

articulated the softnesses in between.

This sounds rather abstract, and i t  was 

barely fleshed out by the w ritten analyses offered 

by the s itua tion ists. In 1958  the S itua tion is t 
International dispatched Abdelhafid Khatib to 

fu lly  report on what made Les Halles such an 

exemplary unity of ambiance.7 Yet the  reader of his 

report slowly realized tha t in some cou pie o fth o u - 
sand of words, bolstered by a sprink ling  of 

Chombart de Lauwe-style maps, complex descrip

tions o f street patterns, and a carefu l survey of 
the  area's socioeconomic diversity, Khatib had 

not found the source of am biance after all. The 

report was no more and no less than what i t  said

it was, a "descrip tion " of Halles rather than its 

explication. [

Michele Bernstein's short description of the 
Square des Missions Etrangeres in the 7th 

Arrondissement, which appeared in Potlatch  in

1955, was as good an introduction as any to  the 
ineffable qualities o f a small unity o f ambiance, 

and the Square survives su ffic ien tly  in tact for 

today's visitor to sample something of its  subtle 

charm. Typically fo r  psychogeography, Bernstein 

paid scant attention to  function or style. She 

sketched in the  nineteenth-century mansion fla ts  

bordering one side of the square as being "o f fine 

appearance," while the  impressive, sheer c liff  wall 

of the  terrace, sliced through to  make way for the 
Square, was summarily described as being "b lack" 

and "ten  meters high" (figs. 2.1, 2.2).8 And 
though near to the bohemian havens o f the Left 

Bank, the area in which the Square des Missions 
Etrangeres was to  be found was bourgeois, endow
ing the place w ith no obvious socioeconomic com

plexion other than its unfashionableness. Yet there 

was something here to haunt the visitor. Missions 
Etrangeres was a term inal point in the city, 
presided over by "a bust of Chateaubriand in the 

form  o f the god Term inus."9 Spatially the place 

was intriguing, forking so that, as Bernstein noted, 

one branch was overshadowed by the d i f f  wall, 

while the  other branch seemed to  penetrate i t  ( fig. 
2 .3); and to in tensify the sense of confusion, 

Bernstein advised us tha t Mission Etrangeres had 

to be "besieged at n ig h t."10 The situation ist c ity
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Figure 2.2

Square des Missions Etrangeres, looking southeast. The 
high wall of the terrace, sliced through to make way for the 
Square, provides a backdrop to the bust of Chateaubriand. 
On the left is the back of the park shelter (see fig. 2.9).

Square des. Missions Etrangeres, 7th Arrondissement, look
ing north. Michele Bernstein's analysis of the Square gave 
us one of the few and brief insights into situationist aesthet
ics. Nineteenth-century mansion flats border one side of the 
Square.

Figure 2.1

Figure 2.3

Square des Missions Etrangeres, looking south. On the right 
is the terrace wall, breached by the small park’s branch to 
the left, creating an unusual space now occupied by games 
courts.



Claude-Nicolas Ledoux, Rotunda tollhouse, Barriere de La Bassin de La Villette/Canal de I'Ourcq, viewed from the
Villette, Place de Stalingrad, Paris, 1786, with the overhead Ledoux Rotunda. Guy Debord invited us to compare the
Jaures-Stalingrad Metro line (and passing train) in the view with Claude Lorrain's imaginary views of sfjiports.
immediate background. Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman, who '
discovered the place on a drift through Paris in March
1956, were haunted by its complex effects of space and 
architecture.

Figure 2.4 Figure 2.5

was a constant play of contrasts, between confined 

and open spaces, darkness and illum ination, circu

lation and isolation.
Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman, meanwhile, 

were delighting in the ir “ discovery" of the Ledoux 

Rotunda. Claude-Nicolas Ledoux's 1786 tollhouse 

at the Barriere de La Villette, Place de Stalingrad, 

is an outstanding neoclassical essay in pure archi
tectural form which opens out onto the deep 

spaces of the Canal Saint-Martin, Boulevard de la 
Chapelle, Rue d'Aubervilliers, and the Canal de 

l'Ourcq (figs. 2.4, 2 .5 ).11 Debord compared the 

composition of the view to Claude Lorrain’s harbor 

scenes, in which the artist depicted imaginary clas
sical ports and landscapes, the ir foregrounds 

packed with the details of port life, their back
grounds recessed into deep seascapes, and the

whole suffused by the mysterious golden light of 

early morning or late evening (figs. 2.6, 2. 7). And 

indeed, once brought to  m ind, Debord’s favorite 

paintings, the two seaports by Claude Lorrain hang

ing in the Louvre (Seaport with Setting Sun, 1637, 
and Seaport with Ulysses Returning Chryseis to Her 
Father, 1644), could virtually superimpose their 

contents onto one’s own view down the Bassin de 

La Villette.12 Debord, encountering the  disused to ll

house as “ a virtual ruin l e ft in an incredible state of 

abandonment, whose charm is singularly enhanced 
by the curve of the elevated subway line that pass

es at close distance," loved the massing of archi

tectural variety a t Place de Stalingrad, comparing 
the scene to  ‘ ‘the clearly psychogeographic appeal 

of the illustrations found in books for very young 

ch ildren" where “ one finds collected in a single 
image a harbor, a mountain, an isthmus, a forest, a 

river, a dike, a cape, a bridge, a ship, and an archi
pelago" (fig. 2 .8 ).i3
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Claude■ Gellee (called Lorrain), Seaport with Setting Sun, 
1637, oil on canvas, Musee du Louvre, Paris.

Figure 2.6

Significantly, then, the unities embraced 

eclecticism  and a sense of the picturesque, and 

th is  oddly corresponded to  the in fluentia l appeal 
for picturesque townscaping then issuing from 

B rita in ’s Architectural Review. The Architectural 

Review  and P otla tch  basica lly  concurred tha t 

the ideal tow n would be one where humane, 

pedestrian social spaces, endowed w ith  mixed 

arch itec tu ra l com positions and curios, would 

take prio rity  over any abstract, C lAM-ish princip le  

for purely “ rational" planning. On the other hand, 

th e  journals were polarized not only by ideology, 

bu t by th e ir  rad ica lly  d iffe r in g  in te rp re ta tion s  
o f beauty and o f the value o f the p icturesque. 

For the  A rch ite c tu ra l Review, the p ic turesque 

was a byword fo r the ly rica l and the pleasant, 

whereas s itua tion  ism was a ttrac ted  by the more 

troubled side of the p icturesque— meditative,

Claude Gellee (called Lorrain), Seaport with Ulysses 
Returning Chryseis to Her Father, 1644, oil on canvas, 
Musee du Louvre, Paris. "I scarcely know of anything but 
those two harbors at dusk painted by Claude Lorrain—which 
are at the Louvre and which juxtapose two extr^wly dissim
ilar urban ambiances—that can rival in beauty the Paris 
Metro maps," Debord wote in his "Introduction a une cri
tique de la geographie urbaine" (1955). Debord's compari
son was less visual than conceptual, encouraging his readers 
to explore the city both real and imaginary. The two paintings 
also featured in Debord's 1973 film La society du spectacle.

Figure 2 .7

exotic, expressive. The Architectura l Review's no

nonsense judgm ent of beauty and ugliness would 

have found few  followers among the situa tion

is ts .14 As Jorn put it, “ an era w ithout ugliness 

would be an era w ithout progress. "i5  “ All of us 
agree," the Lettrist International once announced, 

“ to repel aesthetic objection, to silence the admir
ers of the portal of Chartres. Beauty, when it is not 

a promise of happiness, must be destroyed"; and 

where the picturesque was too contrived it  was sim

ply dismissed as “ annoying."i6 Situationism sought 

something more demanding in its aesthetics, 
Bernstein taking a de ligh t in “ a kiosk of great
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Didactic map for children, representing a wide variety of 
geographic features. Illustration for Ivan ChtchegloVs 
"Formulaire pour un urbanisme nouveau," Internationale 
situationniste, no. l  (1957). Debord compared the massing 
of effects in such maps to the experience of exemplary 
urban spaces like the Ledoux rotunda.

Figure 2 .8  (top)

Shelter at the Square des Missions Etrangeres, looking 
west. Bernstein'.s admiration of the structure typified the sit
uationist acceptance of ugliness.

Figure 2 .9  (bottom)



Giovanni Piranesi, Carceri, plate VII, second state, 1760, 
etching. Piranesi was a vital source for the situationists' psy
chogeographic sublime, and his vision would later be invoked 
in Constant's renderings of New Babylon (see fig. 3.26).

Figure 2.10

d ign ity which looks for all the world like a station 

platform and has a medieval appearance" sited 

slap in the m iddle of the Square des Missions 

Etrangeres (fig. 2 .9 ).17
It was, for Bernstein, a sort of latter-day 

folly. For the original picturesque planners of the 
eighteenth century, the allusions of the fo lly  "were 

meant to move the viewer to salutary states of 
awe, melancholy, joy or te rror"— in other words, to

"Le Facteur" Ferdinand Cheval, Palais Ideal, Hauterives, 
France, 1879-1905, with a portrait of the architect. 
Cheval's self-built marvel was a situationist icon.

Figure 2, 11

an experience of "the  sub lim e ."18 Potlatch consis

ten tly  recommended sources for the sublime, sug

gesting visits to the  two best surviving examples of 

picturesque gardening around Paris, the Desert de 

Retz and the Parc Monceau, and inviting readers 

to compare two recognized masters of the sub
lime, Claude Lorrain and the printm aker Giovanni 

Battista Piranesi (fig. 2 .10) .1 9 "P iranesi," the 
journal announced, "is psychogeography in the 

staircase. Claude Lorraine is psychogeography in 

his presentation of a palatial quartier and the 

sea ."20 By a neat turn, the poetic and awesome 

architecture depicted by Piranesi in the Vedute 

(Views) of ancient and modern Rome, and his te r

rify ing and dram atically lit  Carceri d'invenzione  

(Imaginary prisons), had fascinated Claude-Nicolas
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Guy Debord with Asger Jorn, page from M6moires, 1959, 
screenprinted book. M6moires ' collage of text, maps, and 
illustration evoked the sense of reverie appropriate to psy
chogeography.

Figure 2 .12

Ledoux, Charles Baudelaire, and another situa

tion is t hero— the English romantic w riter Thomas 
De Quincey, who had "d r ifte d " through London in 

his 1821 Confessions o fa n  English Opium-Eater. 

Potlatch's  lis t of sublim e sources carried on, rais

ing Le Facteur Ferdinand Cheval—the French 

postman who bu ilt a personal exotic palace in his 

spare tim e— to the supreme honor of "psycho

geography in architecture" (fig. 2 .11). Edgar Allan

Poe, pioneer of the macabre and of the detective 
story, and flaneur, was deemed psychogeographic 

"in  landscape."21
Eighteenth-century theorists had advocated 

the picturesque and sublim e as stim ulants to 

reverie. Then the intention had been to overcome 

the excessively ordered universe envisioned by the 
Enlightenment, so it seemed to follow tha t the 

sublim e could induce new fligh ts  of fancy in a 

m id-twentieth-century c ity reshaped by the 

Enlightenment's progeny, modernism. Psychogeog

raphy directed us to obscure places, to elusive 

ambient effects and partial artis tic and literary 

precedents for the sublime. If we fe lt frustrated at 

the effort required to put them all together, we had 

missed the point. Psychogeography was a reverie, a 

state of mind conjured up in Debord and Jorn's 

Memoires, which left readers w ith the task of nego

tiating Jorn's inky dribbles through Debord's collage 

of text, maps, and illustration (fig. 2.12). It repre
sented a d rift from the ideal and the rational to the 
extraordinary and revolutionary

Making sense ofpsychogeography

The eighteenth-century picturesque and sublime 

had paid homage to nature, depicting it as a force 
poised to subsume or overwhelm humanity, at odds 

with the pastoral vision of people at ease in an
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Le Corbusier, drawing of the Cite Contemporaine pour 3 
Millions d'Habitants, 1922. In this classic image of mod
ernism, Le Corbusier presented the ideal city as uncannily 
clean, unpeopled, and ordered, as if time itself could be 
arrested. Situationists found the image chilling; Constant's 
zestful renderings of the situationist city conveyed a very 
different sensation of the urban future (compare fig. 3.3).

Figure 2.13

ideal landscape. By analogy, the s ituation ist city 

was at odds w ith the Corbusian vision of people at 

ease in an ideal urban landscape, a place where 

the struggle w ith nature, with the body, w ith space, 

and with class had inexplicably come to an end. Le 

Corbusier's Ville Contemporaine (Contemporary 
city) was forever contemporary only by freezing 

tim e and ending history (fig . 2.13). In psychogeog
raphy all the struggles were acute again, making a 

nonsense of the Corbusian fantasy of the c ity  as 

something abstract, rational, or ideal. Debord 
reported tha t “ the primarily urban character of the 

drift, in its  element in the great industria lly trans

formed cities— those centers of possi bi I ities and 

meanings— could be expressed in Marx's phrase: 

‘ Men can see nothing around them that is not their 

own image; everything speaks to  them  o f them 
selves. Their very landscape is alive. 1 "’22

As its name implied, psychogeography 
attempted to combine subjective and objective 

modes of study. On the one hand it recognized that 

the self cannot be divorced from the urban environ

ment; on the other hand, it had to pertain to more 

than just the psyche of the individual if it was to be 
useful in the collective rethinking of the city. The 

reader senses Debord's desperation to negotiate 
th is paradox in his “ Theorie de la derive" (Theory of 

the derive), a key document firs t published in the 

Belgian surrealist journal Les levres nues in 1956 
and republished in Internationale situationniste  in 
1958. The drift, Debord explained, entailed the 

sort of “ playfu I-constructive behavior" that had 

always distinguished situation ist activities from 

mere pastimes. The d rift should not be confused, 

then, w ith “ classical notions of the journey and the 

stro ll"; drifters weren't like tadpoles in a tank,
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"stripped . . .  of intelligence, sociability and sexu

a lity ," but were people alert to "the attractions of 

the terrain and the encounters they find there," 

capable asa  group ofagreeing upon distinct, spon

taneous preferences for routes through the city.23

One of Debord's priorities in hedging the role 
o f spontaneity and chance in the d rift was to  create 

d istinctions w ith its better-known surrealist prece

dents. "An insuffic ient awareness of the lim itations 

of chance, and of its inevitably reactionary use, 

condemned to  dismal fa ilure the celebrated aim

less ambulation attempted in 1923 by four surreal
ists, beginning from a town chosen by lo t," he 

noted.24 Debord had some tolerance fo r surrealist 

methods (he was amused by a friend who "had just 
wandered through the Harz region of Germany 

while blind ly following the directions o f a map of 
London"), but while situationists made it their 

business to disrupt the bourgeois worldview, they 

had no wish to problematize all instrumental 

knowledge and action. Surrealist automatism was, 

they fe lt, creatively and po litica lly exhausted, "a 
genre o f ostentatious . . . ‘weirdness.” ^ 5

Debord was resigned to the  fact tha t " in  its 

infancy" d r ift would be partly dependent upon 

chance and would have to accommodate a degree 

of " le ttin g  go. "26 The psychoanalyst Jacques 

Lacan had claimed that surrealist play oscillated 

between intention and automatism, and much the 

same could have been said about psychogeo
graphic d r ift.27 Debord and Wolman themselves 
decided tha t the d rift was a combination of

chance and planning that reached various stages 
of eq u ilib rium .28 In his concern tha t " le tting  go" 

m ight collapse back into surrealist automatism, 

Debord overlooked the fact tha t d rifters could not 

com pletely " le t go" even if they wanted to. 

Psychogeography was formed and validated by a 
situationist group discourse and culture that could

n 't be just blanked out at w ill. In fa c t Debord pre

sented the situation ist maps of Paris and the 
"theory of the derive" precisely in order to ratify 

group activity, codifying all sorts of overblown psy
chogeographic techniques.29

The result— an organized spontaneity— was 

something of an oddity, and it certainly d idn 't col
late much real data. "A-bar, fo r example, which is 

cal led At the End of the World at the lim it of one of 

the strongest unities of ambiance in Paris, is not 

there by chance," Potlatch pleaded. "Events only 
belong to  chance if one does not know the  general 

laws of their category." 3o With its detective-style 

iconography, Ralph Rumney's situationist photo

graphic record of Venice's streets, made as he 

stalked American Beat author Alan Ansen, looked 

suitably systematic (fig. 2.14). But it failed to yield 
anything remotely like "data," its  author struggling 

to  explain the  significance of his encounters with 

children and w ith old acquaintances, account for 

the romance of Venice, and identify "sinister," 

"depressing," and "beau tifu l" zones. Rumney 

clearly lacked seriousness, leaving us uncertain 

whether h is project was a fa ilure o r a wholesome 

pursuit of situa tion ist play. A t one point he a ttrib 
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Ralph Rumney. Psychogeographic Map of Venice (detail),
1957, photographic collage. The document was a rare, if 
flawed, visual record of a psychogeographic drift.

Figure 2.14

uted Ansen's eccentric behavior in the photographs 
to  the fact tha t he was "aware of the photographer 

and is showing o ff," and there was a note of capit

ulation to the im palpability of "psychogeographic" 

data as Rumney admitted that his report might 

have benefited from being conducted by "one more 

competent than the author."31 Announcing his 
expulsion shortly after, the Situationist International 

regretfully noted tha t Venice had "closed in on the 

young man."32

In fairness, psychogeographers recognized 

tha t theirs was a necessarily inexact science, deal

ing with imprecise data. Potlatch, discussing

recent tendencies in poetry, noted the failure of 
fixed literary form  and then implied a link to the 
failure of fixed political and urban forms.33 To seek 

fixed form  was folly, the journal noted, since it 

denied the serendipitous processes tha t create l i t 
erature, politics, and cities alike. And in any case, 

even if permanently fixed form could be discovered 

and isolated, it would be an impediment to the 

dynamics of creativity. So in the ir Memoires, 

Debord and Jorn cheerfully resigned themselves to 

urban relativity, noting tha t "these ambiguities do 

not owe anything to psychology— cities are born 

from interferences of situations— the influences
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follow each other surpassing each other while 

m eshing."34 "The sectors o fa  c ity are, a t a certain 

level, decipherable," Debord admitted in his 1961 

f ilm  Critique de la separation (Critique of separa
tion), as the viewer was shown aerial views of Paris. 

"B u t the personal meaning they have for us is 

incommunicable, like all tha t clandestinity of pri

vate life  regarding which we possess nothing but 
p itifu I documents. "35

The situationists wanted to keep a grip on 

reality nonetheless. The commentary of Debord's 

f ilm  Sur le passage de quelques personnes a tra

vers une assez courte unite de temps dreamily rec

ollected the experience of the drift: " I t  was a 
trom pe-l'oeil reality by means of which one had to 

discover the potential richness of reality," as if the 

special, unreal conditions of the d rift m ight 

occlude a more profound insight into the city; a 

page of Memoires complained about "false 

stonework— trompe l’oeil— never enough— never 
s a tis fy in g .'^  The Debordist element reacted quick

ly against those situationists for whom the myster
ies of the d rift were going beyond cool reasoning 

and heading down the same magic road as postwar 

Bretonist surrealism. In 1956 Potlatch attacked a 

"faction, comprising sometimes the most advanced 

in the search for a new behavior," which found 
itself "drawn to  the taste o f the unknown, mystery 

at all cost" and "to diverse occultist conclusions 

which border on theosophy." The article's tone 

became menacing: "The analysis and the represen

tation of th is  last tendency eventually brought us to

put an end to the relative politica l freedom which 

we had up t il l now m utually accorded ourselves."3?

As in the stoic tradition of the male artist 

presented w ith the female nude, a degree of resis

tance to the charms of psychogeography was 

applauded. From the outset psychogeography was 

regarded as a sort of therapy, a fetishization of 

those parts of the c ity that cou I d sti 11 rescue drifters 

from the clutches of functionalism , exciting the 

senses and the body. "We w ill play upon topopho- 

bia and create a topoph ilia ," the S ituationist 
International profligately promised,38 and the over

whelm ingly male-dominated group's penchant for 

g irlie  illustrations gave its architectural commen
tary an especially odd cast. A page of Debord and 

Jorn's Memoires drew upon the old metaphor of the 

landscape as a female body (fig. 2.15). The chunks 

of female bodies, disarm ingly chopped up, were 

"moving accidents"— "accidents" like the rolls and 

dips of the landscape, perhaps, or "moving" in the 

emotional sense, or in the way that they were 

encountered on the move, on the drift. The experi
ence of delving bodily into the urban landscape 

was like being "half-buried between the mounds of 

Easter Island.1̂ 9 Another of Debord's metaphors, in 

d is tinctly  poor taste, suggested that the drifter 
could rape the night streets of London’s East End—  
" Jack the Ripper is probably psychogeographic in 
love."40 The linkage o f sexual prowess to  th e  c ity 

and to revolution was completed by a famous piece 

of situationist-inspired May '6 8  gra ffiti: " I came in 
th e  cobblestones.'^1
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Guy Debord and Asger Jorn, page from Memoires, 1959, 
screenprinted book. “Detourned" soft porn pictures of 
women were a frequent motif in situationist work, usually 
drawing attention to capitalism’s ghastly capacity to make a 
spectacle even of the human body. The “detourned" images

Figure 2.15

So psychogeography offered a sense of vio

lent emotive possession over the streets. Exotic and 

exciting treasures were to  be found in the c ity  by 

those drifters able to conquer her, able to overcome 

the exhaustion and euphoria of the drift. “ In 
1 9 5 3 -1 9 5 4 ,” Chtcheglov boasted, “ we drifted for 

three or four months; that's the extreme lim it, the 
critica l point. It's a miracle it d idn 't k ill us.”42 In 

th is w ill to possess the city there was something 

more than mere fetishization. Like the imperialist 
powers that they offic ia lly  opposed, it was as if s it

uationists fe lt that the exploration of alien quarters 
(of the city rather than the globe) would advance 

civilization. More poignantly fo r the handful of 

female or non-European psychogeographers, the 

d rift could momentarily defy the white patriarchy of 

urban space-time, the likes of Michele Bernstein 

and Abdelhafid Khatib “ reclaim ing the night” : 

Khatib was tw ice arrested for breaking the police 
curfew imposed on Algerian residents.43 Reports on 

psychogeography were presented as if they were 
produced by a m ilitary rather than an artistic avant- 
garde.44 As well as having a nautical derivation, 

Debord borrowed the idea o f d rift from m ilitary tac

ticians, who defined it as “a calculated action 
determined by the absence o f a proper locus.” 45 

For Clausewitz it had been an “ art of the weak,” for 

von Bulow a maneuver “ w ith in the enemy's fie ld of 
vision. ’ ”46 The power of psychogeography, it seemed, 

lay precisely in its intoxicating combination of sub

jective and objective— fetish istic and m ilitaris tic—  

approaches to urban exploration. Psychogeography

nonetheless conferred their capacity to titillate onto situa
tionism, adding to its peculiarly risque and seductive quali
ty. In this page from Memoires, the female body is 
compared to the cityscape, effectively appropriating the 
body for situationist psychogeography.

was merely a preparation, a reconnaissance for the 

day when the city would be seized fo r real. The 

drift, Debord explained, “ takes on a double mean

ing: active observation of present-day urban 

agglomerations and development o f hypotheses on 

the structure o f a situationist city. ” 47
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A passion for maps

Now that the d rift offered a new way of surveying 

urban space, a new means of representing space on 
paper would have to be found. The 1956 Guide ,:sy- 

chogeographique de Paris (fig. 1.5) and 1957 Naked 

City (fig. 1.32) served as alternative maps of Paris, 

Debord and Jorn representing the surreal disorienta

tion of their drifts around Paris by scattering the 

pieces of map and the arrows showing the ir 

routes.48 Maps had traditionally been made by those 
wishing to impose order upon the city: "without extra

ordinary assistance, how do you think that a private 
person could have emerged from this labyrinth?," Louis 

XIV’s engineer had demanded to know as he intro

duced the new "scientific" survey of Paris in 1652.49 

In their maps, by stark contrast, Debord and Jorn 

attempted to put the spectator at ease with a city of 

apparent disorder, exposing the strange logic that lay 

beneath its surface.

The maps that situation ists stared into 

became aids to reverie, suggestive of possible living 
environments. Potlatch's editors imagined "the 

inviting aspect of certain localities in Ireland and 

elsewhere, which are shown on general geography 
maps in color or on partial Ordnance Survey maps 

w ith scales and cross hatchings; the determination 

of a passionate organism destined to  function in 

th is  environm ent."50 S ituationist maps accordingly 
declared an intimacy w ith the c ity  alien to  the aver

age street map. The narration to the opening 
sequence of the 1948 film  The Naked City, an aer

ial view of lower Manhattan tracking northward, 

must have summed up the mood, the penetrating 

realism, and the sense o f humanity that Debord and 

Jorn sought in maps: "As you can see, we’re flying 

over an island, a city, a particular city, and th is  is 

the story of a number of its people, and the story, 
also, of the c ity itself. It was not photographed in a 

studio. Quite the contrcry . . .  the actcrs played out their 

roles on the streets, in the apartment houses. . . . 
This is the c ity as it is, hot summer pavements, the 

children at play, the build ings in the ir naked stone, 

the people w ithout m akeup.'^1 Rather than float 

above the city as some sort of omnipotent, instanta

neous, disembodied, all-possessing eye, situationist 
cartography admitted that its overview of the city was 

reconstructed in the imagination, piecing together 

an experience of space that was actually terrestrial, 
fragmented, subjective, temporal, and cu ltu ra l^2 

"One measures the distances that effectively 

separate two regions of a city," Debord noted, "d is

tances that may have little  relation with the physical 

distance between them."53 But although Debord and 
Jorn made the physically coherent depiction o f the 

city disappear their scalpel, they were not d isillu

sioned with mapping itself. They were just unhappy 

with the structures and imperatives mapped out in 

the  maps they chose to  sacrifice: the depiction o f a 

seamless Parisian spectacle by Blondel la Rougery’s 
magnificent Plan de Paris a vol d'oiseau (Bird's-eye 

plan of Paris)— source of the Guide psychogeo- 

graph ique-and  the banal indexing of the Guide 

Taride de Paris, sliced up to create The Naked City
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Blonde/ la Rougery. Plan de Paris a vol d'oiseau, 1956, 
draNn by G. Peltier. This huge and extraordinary map, the 
source of Debord and Jam's Guide psychogeographique de 
Paris, came complete with its own booklet. The back cover 
insisted that "no work of comparable importance has been 
accomplished, for a capital, since the famous Turgot plan 
published in 1739," doubtless a fair claim, though its 
unconditional celebration of "The Spectacles" of Paris, 
which it carefully li&ed, was ju& inviting trouble from the 
situationists. It was a brave man, even so, who finally set to 
work on the map with a scalpel.

Figure 2.17

Page from the Guide Taridede Paris, 1951, showing the 1st 
Arrondissement. The Taride street atlas became the source 
for Debord and Jorn’s The Naked City.

Figure 2 .16
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"The residential units of the sector," from Paul-Henri 
Chombart de Lauwe, Paris et I'agglomeration parisienne, 
vol. l  (1952). Part of a case study of the Wattignies district 
in the 12th Arrondissement, the map was made by Louis 
Couvreur, a researcher working with Chombart de Lauwe. Its 
striking appearance, and its attempt to isolate the compo
nents of the city at large, were emulated in Debord and 
Jorn's The Naked City.

(figs. 2.16, 2 .17).54 The disturbed grid lines of the 
Guide Taride, still visible in the fragments composing 
The Naked City, emphasized the incompatibility of 

Cartesian logic with the real experience of the city.
"With the aid of old maps, aerial photographs 

and experimental drifts, one can draw up hitherto 

lacking maps of influences, maps whose inevitable 

imprecision at th is early stage is no worse than that 
of the first navigational charts," Debord insisted, try

ing to sound confident that his intu itive passion for 

Paris could be usefully reconciled with more conven
tional geographies, sociologies, and cartographies.55 

It was a brave claim. Debord drew overambitious 
parallels w ith the work o f Paul-Henri Chombart de 

Lauwe and Chicago geographer Ernest Burgess: 

"ecological science— despite the apparently narrow 

social space w ith which it lim its  itself— provides 
psychogeography with abundant data."56 The 

Naked C ity  even adapted the rather abstract 
appearance of Chombart de Lauwe’s map of the 

Wattignies d istrict of the 12th Arrondissement (fig. 

2 .18).57 But Chombart de Lauwe’s map only looked 

fractured, and while its arrows had some relation to 

situationist arrows, both in appearance and in func

tion— showing flows in and out of the unite resi- 

dentielle  (residential un it)— they said little  about 
the relationship between the Wattignies unity and 

the c ity ’s other "un ities," an all-im portant relation
ship in psychogeography.58 Nor, fo r all its  fascinat

ing detail, did Chombart de Lauwe's geography tell 
situationists what the c ity  fe lt like: Khatib champi

oned situationist methods over "other means, such

Figure 2.18

as the reading of aerial views and plans, the study 

of statistics, of graphs or the results o f sociological 

enquiries," since these "are theoretical and do not 
possess that active and direct side" inherent in s it

uationist approaches. "The situationists seem 

capable . . .  not only of redeveloping the urban 

milieu, but of changing it almost at w ill,"  he noted, 

rejecting the notion o f a sc ientific  objectivity that 
would consider the c ity and its observer as discrete 
and disinterested .59

So Internationale situationniste  tried another 

juxtaposition, between an aerial photograph of 

Amsterdam ("an experimental zone for the d r ift" )  

and a 1656 precieux "map of the land of Feeling," 

alerting readers to  the possibility o f mapping states 

of consciousness and feeling during the d r ift (figs. 

2.19, 2.20).6° The precieux had mapped the ir ideal 

of tenderness as a debate between love and friend

ship; the situationists mapped the d rift as a "d is

course on the passions of love," the subtitle of the
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Figures 2.19, 2 .20

"Map of the land of Feeling, 1656" and "An experimental 
zone for the derive: The center of Amsterdam, which will be 
systematically explored by situationist teams in April-May 
1960, "  illustrations for anon., "Urbanisme unitaire a la fin 
des annees 50," Internationale situationniste, no. 3 
(1959). The juxtaposition emphasized the intimacy 
between environment and human emotion that was central 
to psychogeography.



Figure 2.21

Metro mapofParis, c. 1955.

Guide psychogeographique, reminiscent of the way 

Andre Breton had compounded his excursions 

through Paris and through a love affair into his surre

al novel Nadja.6i No map, it seemed, could be read 

dispassionately. When Debord drew our attention to 

the wonders of the Metro map of Paris, and when 

he collaged into Memoires an old map of London's 

railway network, he m ight have been construed as 

offering us some insight into the capital and social 
growth o f cities (figs. 2 .21, 2 .22).62 But he more 

likely enjoyed the way the d rifting  nets of track

reminded him of psycho-emotional meanderings 

generally— a little  like those tha t guided Jackson 

Pollock's drips— and resembled the courses of the 

d rift, which paid so litt le  regard to the internal 
boundaries o f the city. Debord took care to  use a 

map drawn before 1931, the year when London 

Transport rationalized it.

The d rift could cover an area as small as the 
Gare Saint-Lazare (a "sta tic d rift"), but the Guide 

psychogeographique and The Naked City mapped 
the drifts  at the ir grandest.63 The scale of Thomas

The Situationist City 86 >



Figure 2.22

Guy Debord and Asger Jorn, page from M6moires (detail), 
1959, screenprinted book, reproducing an early twentieth- 
century map of the London railway network. Debord compared 
the Paris Metro map to the seaport paintings of Claude Lorrain 
(figs. 2.6, 2.7) because of "the particularly moving presenta
tion, in both cases, of a sum of po^ibilities" Clntroduction to 
a Critique of Urban Geography, " 1955)—in other words, their 
stimulus to the urban imagination. Even though Debord insist
ed that the beauty of such maps was in their content rather

than their appearance, they reminded the viewer of the new 
trends in art informel and abstract expressionism, like 
Jackson Pollock's seminal Autumn Rhythm (1950), which 
were trying to break away from modernism '.s hard-edge geom
etry; and, in turn, they evoked the labyrinthine plans for clus
ter cities drawn by the Smithsons and Constant (figs. 1.6, 
1.12). The webs traced by both Paris Metro and London rail
way maps were of course akin to the routes taken by the situ
ationist drift through Paris and London.
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De Quincey's "d rifts " across London fascinated the 
situationists: "seeking am bitiously for a north-west 

passage, instead of circumnavigating all the capes 

and head-lands I had doubled on my outward voy
age, I came suddenly upon such knotty problems of 

alleys," De Quincey wrote in 1821, that "I could 

almost have believed . . . that I was the  first discov

erer of these terrae incognitae, and doubted, 

whether they had yet been laid down in the modern 

charts of London."64 The "northwest passage," like 

the "d r ift,"  was a nautical metaphor— the city 
imagined as a psychogeographic sea, pushing and 

pu lling the sensitive soul along its eddies and cur
rents. Nautically, there never was a northwest pas

sage to the eastern Pacific (since the Americas are 

a continuous land mass), but psychogeographers 

believed that enough channels existed in the capi

ta lis t land mass to perm it the d rift a clean sweep 

across the city.

In short, the situation ist maps described an 

urban navigational system that operated indepen
dently of Paris's dom inant patterns of circulation. 

The Naked City he lp fu lly explained itself on the 

reverse: "The arrows represent the slopes that natu

rally link the different unities of ambiance; that's to 

say the spontaneous tendencies for orientation of a 

subject who traverses that milieu without regard for 
practical considerations. 1 '65 A sense of the wealth 

of information included in these maps dawns only 
slowly. Admittedly, they cover a rather compact por

tion of the center of Paris, but the in fin ite care with 
which they were cut implies that every street inte

gral to each unity, and every street bordering it, was 
walked and considered. Here tru ly were examples 

of the general postwar mania for systems analysis, 

fo r modeling everything from tra ffic  to  the econo- 

my.66 The earlier of the two situation ist maps, the 

Guide psychogeographique, had, frankly, taken the 

situation ist interest in charting each unity's "exits 

and defenses" and "fixed points and vortices" to 

obsessive lengths.67 Its arrows restlessly danced 

between, in, and around specific streets, rendering 

the information almost impossible to absorb. The 

clean sweeps and sense of composition in The 
Naked City, the later of the two maps, were a 

resu It not only of a stylistic refinement, but also of 

an increasing confidence in psychogeographic 

judgm ent and o f the need to  clarify the shape of 

the situationist urban system.

It evoked beautifu lly the  way in which some 

unities of ambiance acted as stations on the drift, 

junctions in the psychogeographic flow of Paris. 

The situationists coined a term  fo r these junctions: 

plaques tournantes. The term punned on so many 

meanings that it is not possible to translate it 

straightforwardly. A plaque tournante can be the 

center of something; it can be a railway turntable; 

or it can be a place of exchange (in the same way 
that Marseilles is sometimes described as a plaque  

tournante tor trafficking, or that Paris as a whole 

has been celebrated as a plaque tournante of cul
ture). As a center for markets, drinking, prostitu

tion, and drugs, Les Halles was clearly a plaque  

tournante  in all these senses. Zola had described it
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as "the belly of Paris," an idea incorporated in 

Khatib's designation of i ta s  "the transition zone of 

Paris," a place not only of commercial exchange 
but also of "social deterioration, acculturation, [and 

al m ixing o f populations which is the favorable 

environment for cultural exchanges."68 The Plateau 

Beaubourg next door was shown on The Naked City 

as if it were almost literally a turntable for the 

drifter, arrows fanning out in seven directions.

Pantheon and Val de Grace, in contrast, 

floated almost freely, arrowheads positively recoil
ing from them. Pantheon is surrounded by an array 

of university and ecclesiastical build ings then out 

of favor w ith situationists, while access to Val de 

Grace does indeed require the pedestrian to  make 

an awkward two-step from the so-called "Continent 
Contrescarpe," virtually impossible without a prop

er street map, and therefore im practical for the 

purposes o f the drift. From any direction, in fact, 
it is tricky to access, its perimeter protected by a 

daunting complex of buildi-ngs and railings. Its sup
posedly psychogeographic qualities only yield 
themselves to  the pedestrian inside the buildings 

and grounds. If some unities were turntables, oth

ers were term ini.

The plethora o f arrows implied a massive 
number of permutations for drift, and Jorn and 

Debord's wish to  squeeze so much psychogeograph

ic information onto the map may account for their 
decision to explode the fragments, freeing room on 

the paper If situationists spent as much time d rift

ing as they claimed, then it is possible that all these

permutations were tested. And the precision of the 

maps was achieved only by some tough-mindedness 

about which streets were truly capable of transform

ing urban consciousness. "Today the different uni

ties of ambiance . . .  are not precisely marked o ff," 

Debord complained. "The most general change that 

the d rift leads to proposing is the constant d im inu
tion o f these border regions, u p to  the point o f their 

complete suppression. ” 69

So some unities of ambiance were lost 

between the making of the two maps, and many 

others around Paris did not appear at all. The 

Ledoux Rotunda (the "Centre Ledoux"), fo r i nstance, 

was nowhere to  be seen. One reason was surely the 
physical problem of psychogeographically mapping 

Paris right up to its boundaries, a vast project.70 
Arrows at the edges of the maps pointed into 

space, as if awaiting linkage with further unities. 

Wolman and Debord, although excited by their dis

covery of the Centre Ledoux, had been unable to 

find a satisfactory passage to link it to the rest of 
the system. S ituationists also revised the ir selec

tions in the light of changes in the fabric of Paris, 

for psychogeography was nothing if it was not 
responsive to such changes. In 1956 Potlatch 

regretfully announced tha t it was no longer worth 
making the journey to visit the ir beloved Square 

des Missions Etrangeres or Rue Sauvage: the for

mer because of the erection of temporary buildings 

in the square, the latter because it was being 
erased from the cityscape.71 In effect the maps 

represented psychogeographic work in progress.
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Because of its "annexation" by "the zone of Right 
Bank-style cabarets," the strip from Rue de la 

Montagne-Sainte-Genevieve, through Rue Descartes, 

to the Place de la Contrescarpe itself, headquarters 

of the Lettrist International, was removed in the 

second map as a diseased artery tha t was slowly 
k illing a unity of ambiance.72 Only its southern part 

survived, now linked directly to the Left Bank 
stronghold around Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre.

Debord and Jorn pasted down the chunks of 

map at some odd angles, as much as forty-five 

degrees from  the mean. Reorienting the chunks in 

th is  way helped to  represent th e  drifters ' passages 

across the c ity  as smooth flow s.73 In topological 

reality, the d is tric ts  down the left side o f the maps 

(from Banque de France through the Palais du 

Louvre and across th e  Seine to  th e  Place de 

l'ln s titu t, Carrefour de Buci, Saint-Sulpice, and 
Jardin du Luxembourg) lie along a straight north- 

south axis. But le ft like tha t, the reader o f the 

map would have gained litt le  sense o f the sup

posed vortex of psychogeographical flow  around 

the plaque tournante  o f the litt le  Carrefour de 

Buci. Debord and Jorn instead kinked the chunks 
around Buci, showing it as a carrefour (cross

roads) in a larger sense, a pivot for psychogeo

graph ic as wel I as tra ffic  flows. And Debord and 

Jorn ruthlessly split areas in order to  smooth them  

into natural passages. According to The Naked 

City, the  main body of the Jardin des Plantes 

showed a stronger tendency toward the River 

Seine than toward its own annex jus t across the

road, which was allowed to swing down to the bot

tom of the map.
The red arrows of the  d rift were left suspend

ed upon the white space of the paper. One might 
expect tha t navigating these blanks, emptied of 

landmarks, would be problematic. But an assump
tion of psychogeography was that drifters alert to 

the feel of the city would find the psychogeographi

cal "slopes" (pentes) meeting them as naturally as 

the ir last choice of book materialized to  them  in 

the Iibrary, or as emotions and relationships 
emerged to them during the ir day-to-day lives. Like 

Jorn's inky dribbles through Memoires, the strengths 

and durations of the psychogeographic slopes were 

suggested by the weight, shape and patterning of 
the arrows on the maps. The arrows connecting 

Beaubourg and Halles, fo r  instance, indicated an 

indissoluble bond between them. Debord advised 

drifters to allow themselves to be guided by those 

features of the street neglected by most pedestri

ans, like "the sudden change o f ambiance in a 

street w ith in the space of a few meters" and "the 

path o f least resistance which is automatically fo l
lowed in aimless strolls (and which has no relation 

to the contour of the ground)."7“ The determinants 

of drift, apparently, were alternations in emotional 

and ambient "in tensity"; "the appealing or 

repelling character of certain places"; and the 

drifte r’s tendency to "d ra in " along relatively unre- 
sistant paths, the "fissures in the urban network.'^5 

The Lettrist International even "envisaged a pinball 
machine arranged in such a way th a t the play of
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the lights and the more or less predictable trajecto

ries of the balls" would represent the "thermal sen

sations and desires of people passing by the gates 
of the Cluny Museum around an hour after sunset 

in November," as though drifters were like ball 

bearings, propelled through the city's channels by 

the energized “ pins" of the unities of ambiance.

"We have since, o f course, come to  realize 
tha t a situationist-analytical work cannot sc ientifi

cally advance by way o f such projects," Debord 

pronounced, s till anxious that psychogeography 

should develop into a serious d isc ip line.76 But in 

his Memoires- t h e  document tha t contained, in 

effect, his fina l reflections on psychogeography— 
Debord allowed a sense of the drift's  romantic, 

automatist undercurrent to  go on record. “ A new 
current carries us slightly toward the le ft," one page 

of “ detourned" phrases read. “ We are just coming 

across an extremely powerful energy field that infor

mation centers have been unable to identify— the 

earth with its sounds— One needs tim e to get used 

to these night walks— They te ll us tha t the conti

nents are solid— A singular place! It's here tha t the 
tangled paths pass— The location o f this castle is 

charming— But it's  in the interior o f the labyrinth, 

at once bland and beautiful, so sumptuous, d ilap i

dated, disorganized, untid ily stacked, luxurious and 

absurd, w ith rooms and hearts and gardens. "7?

This, evidently, was not an account of pedes

trian circulation that an academic town planner 

would have recognized. True, academic planners 
m ight have sympathized w ith psychogeography's

strenuous separation of the pedestrian and the 
motorcar— The Naked City showed the Rue Pierre 

et Marie Curie as a loose end with an arrow dou

bling back, warning drifters of the dire conse
quences of being swept away by the tides of tra ffic  

along the Rue Saint-Jacques. But while town plan

ning separated different forms o f tra ffic  fo r  the 

sake o f comfort and efficiency, psychogeography 
separated them as a way of refusing the mechanis

tic  functioning of the city. Those drifting  through 

the city backwaters would enjoy a sense of 

encounter w ith the city, while those being swept 
along by the crowds in the grands boulevards were 

bound by an artific ia l imperative of speed, making 

savings on capitalized time, rushing toward sites of 

alienated production or consumption.™

Drifting as a revolution o f everyday life

It was not tha t the d rift ruled out places of activity 
in the city. In fact, psychogeographic analysis care

fu lly  noted variations in degrees of urban bustle as 

it attracted and repelled the drifters through the 

city.79 But not any sort of spectacular “ sound and 

fury" was acceptable. Tourism, fo r example, with 

its  crass appetite fo r  ultravisible urban spectacle 
and nervousness in the dark spaces of the ambient 

city, was as “ repugnant as sports or buying on cred

it. "®° Most commerce was distasteful, Wolman and
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Debord complaining that "the upper section of the 

11th Arrondissement" was "an area whose poor 

commercial standardization is a good example of 

repulsive petit-bourgeois landscape."81 The rush to 
work was disgusting— "never work," the situation

ists instructed, unwittingly associating themselves 

with those who, in Reyner Banham's withering 

remark of the time, "s till gush on about the 'vitality' 

(i.e., crowds of unemployed) of south European city 

centres," and more wittingly with the radical geogra

pher Elisee Reclus, author of the Paris Commune 

slogan "Work to  Make Ourselves Useless. "82 

Situationists regarded the best urban activity as 
human, unmechanized, and nonalienating, and 

the ir texts, film s, and maps indicated some possi

bilities, variously idealizing the marketplaces, like 

Les Halles or the Rue Mouffetard, the traditional 

cafes, notably those around Saint-Germain-des- 

Pres, and the places of student congregation, such 
as those around the Pantheon 83

Psychogeography thus produced a social 

geography o f the city, especially important a t a 

tim e when social geography was s till struggling to 

emerge from the shadow of academic geography. 

Against academic geography's "sc ien tific " taxono

my of the physical factors tha t supposedly deter

mine the character of a space, social geography 
theorized space as the product of society84 It was 

an approach pioneered in the late nineteenth cen

tury by the form er Communard Rec I us, who recog
nized in geography "nothing but history in 
space."85 Situationists were naturally inclined

toward the goals of social geography, which opposed 

academic geography's reduction of the c ity  to "the 

undifferentiated state o f the visible-readable realm" 

(to use Lefebvre's d isdainful phrase) and to  the 
homogenization o f the conflic ts that produce capi

ta lis t space86 Fragmented yet tied together by their 
arrows, s ituation ist maps explored the very same 

"three orders of fac ts "— "class struggle, the quest 
for equilibrium , and the sovereign decision of the 

ind iv idual"— that Reclus claimed were revealed by 

the pursuit o f social geography87

But it was almost by default, creditable to 
the eccentricity, complicity, and tenacity of psycho- 

geographical technique, tha t situation ism yielded 
any worthwhile social geography, excavating a net

work of anti-spectacular spaces and discourses only 

by being part of it— cafe talk and shady goings-on 
in wastelands, parks, and alleyways. Nor would s it- 

uationism have had it any other way. The publica

tion in 1960 of The Image o f the City, w ritten by 

Kevin Lynch, a professor of urban studies and plan
ning at MIT, marked a rising interest in "cognitive 

mapping," in the ways in which citizens perceive 

and interact with the ir c ity by firs t "im aging" it in 
the ir minds. 1950s situation ist psychogeography, 

as it set out to study "the specific effects of the 

geographical environment . . .  on the emotions and 

behavior o f indiv iduals," m ight have anticipated 
th is  new interest in the cognitive city.88 But it was 

too busy campaigning for politicized and proactive 

citizenship to be greatly distracted by proper social 
geography and psychology, deemed o f greater
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interest to the social planners tha t situation ists 

reviled. And while Debord would have readily 

admitted that the c ity reproduced socio-psycholog- 

ical relations, he would have insisted tha t it was 
about a lot more besides, rejecting as he did any

th ing  sn iffing of determ inist vulgarity. The c ity  as 
the terrain of passion was endlessly nuanced, and 

while a unity of ambiance was partly the product 

of certain social and capital relations, it was also 

subject to freak arrangements, to the inscription of 

ideas, to disuse and misuse, so tha t it was some

th ing  idiosyncratic as well— rather as academic 

geography would have it.

S ituation i sts uncovered the social body of 
"the  naked c ity " by becoming streetwise. Drifters 

were effectively vagrants, on the lookout for 

refuge, and if the cla im s for three-m onth drifts  

were true, the unities of ambiance would have 

offered places to doss down, like discreet public 

gardens. The passages o f the  d rift were I ined with 

cheap shops and cafes; the ghettos offered not 

only an "am bient other" but also nonbourgeois, 
nontourist costs of I iving. Sent by the Lettrist 

lnternational's notorious "alternative travel agency" 

on a mystery tour through neighboring quartiers, 

one was reminded of tha t extraordinary sensation 
o f being abroad even when at home. Even in its 

own quartier the Lettrist International was close to 

nomadism: its headquarters were near the Place 
de la Contrescarpe, in the 1950s something of a 

no-man’s land where tramps from the banks of the 
Seine and from  the Montagne Sainte-Genevieve

could meet w ithout figh ting . The s ituation ists 

were a part of the bohemian youth hanging out in 
areas like the Pantheon and Saint-Germain-des- 

Pres, haunts of the transitory student and intellec
tua l population. As Kristin Ross has explained, 

the bohemian w ill to link poetic w ith literal 

vagabondage, to create a sense of being constant

ly depayse (out o f place), can be traced back to 

poet and Communard Arthur Rimbaud, who recog

nized in laziness a refusal of compartmentalized 

tim e, an intensity of physical sensation, and a glo
rious sense of weightlessness.89 Coupled w ith his 

adolescent impulsiveness, it made Rimbaud a 
venerable predecessor to the s ituation ists and the 

insurgents of '68 .

Wandering around the city, d rifting  without 

'destination, neither going to work nor properly con

suming, was a waste of time in the temporal econo

my, in a society where "tim e is money." If 

situation ist testimony is to  be believed, th e  d rift 
could consume monumental chunks of tim e; 

Chtcheglov put the lim it a t three or fou r months, 
and recommended a week as more satisfactory90 

Debord recommended a day, and even these small

er periods o f time, w ith  "an hour or two a t the 

beginning or end of the day" set aside "fo r taking 
care o f banal tasks," would barely be compatible 

w ith  a conventional sense o f tim e management: 

"The times o f beginning and ending have no neces

sary relation to the solar day. "91 Chtcheglov rashly 

looked forward to a society "where the principal 

activity is CONTINUOUS DRIFT," where the  main
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"Plotting of all the trajectories effected in a year by a stu
dent inhabiting the 16th Arrondissement," from Paul-Henri 
Chombart de Lauwe, Paris et l’agglom£ration parisienne, 
vol. 1 (1952): "the central triangle has for its apexes the 
domicile, the piano lessons, and the course ofpolitical sci
ence." The figure was discussed by Guy Debord in his

Figure 2 .23

occupation was unproductive of anything except 
encounters w ith other people and with places, and 

o f ideas about enhancing those encounters—those 
"s itua tions."92 At its best, d rift was an unconven

tionally sociable activity as well, its preferred small- 

group organization resistant to  organized mass 

circulation and sympathetic to the input of each 
group member.93

Drift therefore became a transgression of the 

alienated world. "A loose lifestyle and even certain 

amusements considered dubious that have always 

been enjoyed amongst our entourage— slipping by 

night into houses undergoing demolition, hitchhiking 

nonstop and w ithout destination through Paris dur
ing a transportation strike in the name of adding to 

the confusion, wandering in catacombs forbidden 

to the public, etc.— are expressions of a more gen

eral sensib ility which is nothing other than that of 

the d r ift ,"  Debord wrote.94 He suggested games of 

"possible rendezvous" that would provoke situa

tions, encounters in unfam iliar places in the city, 
games in which "the element of [spatial] explo

ration is m inimal in comparison w ith that of behav

ioral disorientation. ”95 Drift had to alert people to 

the ir imprisonment by routine. Debord cited 
Chombart de Lauwe's chart of the movements of a 

Parisian student as evidence of "the narrowness of 

the real Paris in which the individual lives" (fig. 
2.23).96 This chart, Debord reckoned, was "modern 

poetry, capable of provoking keen emotional reac
tions— in th is case, that it is possible to live like 

tha t," a pathetic inversion of Baudelaire's euphoria

'Theorie de la derive" (1956) and was reprinted in 
Internationale situationniste, no. 2 (1958). The habitual, 
repetitive journeys taken by the average citizen through the 
city were in stark contrast to the ideal of the drift suggested 
in the maps of the Metro and the London railway network.

at the "heroism of modern life ."9? Cutting freely 

across urban space, drifters would gain a revolu

tionary perception of the city, a "rational disorder

ing of the senses" of the sort demanded by 

Rimbaud, encountering both the city 's embarrass

ing contrasts of material wealth and its clandestine 
glories o f popular culture and history.

Situationists had become alert to the possi

b ilities o f d rifting  into the "h idden city" by reading 

De Quincey. Adm ittedly, the drama o f his "d r ifts "  

may have had something to  do with the fact that 

De Quincey was tripp ing  on opium, and the name 

of th is  drug, as wel I as those o f marijuana and 
cannabis, hung in the air on the pages o f Debord 

and Jorn's Memoires. Like the ir Beat contempo
raries, and the ir heroin-advocate friend Alexander 
Trocchi, the s ituation ists regarded "creative" sub
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stance abuse as another subcultural and con

sciousness-altering freedom. Drunkenness was 

routine, and the ir London haunt of Limehouse was 
a drugs ghetto, home to Chinese opium dens. The 

discovery of the c ity  sublim e was a serious busi

ness, De Quincey him self com plaining tha t he 

"paid a heavy price in d istant years, when . . .  the 

perplexities o f my steps in London came back and 

haunted my sleep.” 98

Language, time, and the city

Too much of the c ity had already been "w ritten ” in 
the language of spectacle, so psychogeographers 

unashamedly reread situation ist meanings into the 

streets, an old technique o f flanerie. Charles 

Dickens, former resident of Limehouse, had rest

lessly paced the streets of London and Paris, scour

ing the c ity  for insights into the human condition, 
and Baudelaire insisted tha t Paris was "rich  in 

poetic and marvellous subjects” for those sensitive 
observers drawn to the city 's margins.99 Walter 

Benjamin heard the call, asking "Who amongst us 
has not dreamt . . .  of the miracle of a poetic prose 

. . . supple and staccato enough to adapt to the 
lyrical stirrings o f the soul, the undulations of 

dreams, and the sudden leaps of consciousness? 

This obsessive ideal is above all a child of the expe

riences of giant cities, of the intersecting of their

myriad relations.” 100 Benjamin's attraction toward 

Baudelaire was partly an outcome of his associa
tion with Parisian surrealism; two decades later, sit

uationist writing on the city swung between 

essentially realistic, politica l analyses and w ild ly 

poetic inscriptions, a technique learned from Louis 

Aragon's 1926 surrealist book Le paysan de 

Paris.101 Ivan Chtcheglov's "Formulary” was partic

ularly nostalgic for such texts: "We are bored in the 

city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun. 

Between the  legs o f th e  women walking by, the 
dadaists imagined a monkey wrench and the surre

alists a crystal cup. That's lost.” ! ’2 '

The w ill to recover the surrealist imagination 

originated in the Lettrist lnternational's parent 

group, the lettrists. In a bizarre pictographic book 

of 1950, Saint ghetto des prets, the leading lettrist 
Gabriel Pomerand represented the bohemian Left 
Bank neighborhood of Saint-Germain-des-Pres as, 

to quote Greil Marcus, "a labyrinth, where every 
chance encounter w ith a word, a picture, a bu ild
ing, or a person seethes w ith  legend and possibility, 

opening into a secret utopia accessible to anyone 
capable o f recognising i t ” (fig . 2 .2 4 ).1’ 3 Breaking 

away from the lettrists, the Lettrist International 

fe lt  tha t the obsession w ith  language fo r  its own 

sake had been taken too far. Pomerand, the 

Lettrist International fe lt, had go t the equation the 

wrong way around. He was using his experience of 

the c ity  as a way of revolutionizing our conscious
ness of language. Situation i sts would use the ir 

experience o f language as a way of revolutionizing
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Gabriel Pomerand, page from Saint ghetto des prets, 1950. 
Pomerand's lettrist pictographs took the reader on a tour of 
Saint-Germain-des-Pres, Paris. Lettrism's fascination with 
language was inherited by situationism.

Figure 2.24

our consciousness of the city. "Poetry," the Lettrist 
International announced, "is  in the form of c ities."104

S till, Pomerand was right to focus upon the 

role of urban subculture in form ing language and 

consciousness. The extraordinary subcultural life of 

the Left Bank, centered around the cates, pointed 
both to new languages and new modes of living 

w ith in the city.W5 The punning tit le  of Pomerand's 
book, which could be interpreted as "our ghetto of 

lendings" when read out loud, played upon the 

notion that Saint-Germain-des-Pres had developed 

its own economy of goods and language. Saint- 
Germain-des-Pres was the sort of "provisional 

micro-society" that situationists looked to  as a fore

runner of the situationist city, and by celebrating 
the way that Left Bankers carved out the ir own 

space, language, and economy, situationism revived 

something of the spirit of the 1920s social semi
otics that had been suppressed under S ta lin is m .^

Ferdinand de Saussure, founder of the semi- 

otic analysis o f language, had concentrated atten

tion upon the role o f the individual utterance 
w ith in  the larger lingu istic system. Social sem ioti- 

cians, however, emphasized that language is 

formed socially, and through time.™7 For them, 

the individual utterance in itself was less interest

ing than its role w ith in an ongoing dialogue, reply

ing to preceding utterances and anticipating 

subsequent replies in a "d ia log ica l" chain.™8 
Language is thus a carrier for society's values, 

beliefs, and desires, conscious and unconscious—  

in other words, it is a vehicle fo r ideology. The

Marxist had then to regard language as another 
arena o f class struggle.

When Potlatch warned its  readers that 

Corbusian rationalism and its attendant "Christian 

morality" was poised to  "triumph without response," 

they were rallying the avant-garde to  fu lf il l its  "d ia 

logical duty. " 109 It seemed that the c ity and its 

interpretation had to be contested if it was not to 
become congealed by the dominant language of 

capitalism, rationalism, modernization, the "Puritan 
work ethic," and spectacle. The Lettrist International 

decided to  use chalk inscriptions to "add to the 

intrinsic meaning" o f selected Parisian street
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names. "These inscriptions w ill have to extend 
the ir impact from a psychogeographic insinuation 

to  subversion in its most simple form ," a tactic 

reminiscent o f the "heteroglossia"— the diversity of 
social voices— beloved by the exponent of subver

sive "carnivalization," the Russian literary critic  
M ikhail Bakhtin.110 Bakhtin had found heteroglos

sia in the novel; the situationists would write it into 

the city. Graffiti became regarded as a sign of the 

"p rim itive " energy of the everyday life  of the 

"masses. 1 ’m  "The chalki ngs on pavements and 

walls," Constant insisted in 1948 , "clearly show 

tha t human beings were born to manifest them
selves; now the struggle is in fu ll swing against the 

power that would force them into the straitjacket of 

clerk or commoner and deprive them of th is  firs t 

vital need."112 It was a sentiment echoed by 

Vaneigem in Internationale situationniste  some 

thirteen years later— "What sign should one recog

nize as our own? Certain graffiti, words of refusal or 

forbidden gestures inscribed with haste"— and in 
the compilations of gra ffiti published to  celebrate 

May 1968.113

The subcultural meanings of the proposed 

rei nscri ptions deliberately eluded the logic of the 

dominant discourse of the city. A t the Rue 

Sauvage, for example, Potlatch proposed to write a 
question— " If we don't die here wi II we carry on 

further?"— a macabre reference to the lettrist haunt 
of the Morgue tucked jtJst across the river. "The 

revolution at night" would be the simple epitaph 

for the radical sympathies o f the residents along

the Rue d' Au bervi IIi ers.U4 Thereafter, Lettrist 

International changes to the signification of 

Parisian streets only became more obscure and 

complex, Gil J. Wolman replacing the officia l street 

designations made by the Conseil Municipal with 

complete lines o f poetry.115

Language was the glue bonding individual, 

group, and environment together. The intensely per

sonal effect of the reinscriptions emphasized that 

total revolution starts with subjective feelings 

shared among associates. As Debord's 1961 film  
Critique de la separation had explained, "U n til the 

environment is collectively dominated, there will be 
no individuals— only specters haunting the things 

anarchically presented to them by others. In chance 

situations we meet separated people moving ran

domly. Their divergent emotions neutralize each 

other and maintain the ir solid environment of bore

dom. " n6 And so it was no use being half-hearted 

about the reinscription of the city; the casual 
passerby was unlikely to find great significance in 

the Square des Missions Etrangeres. Onewould first 
have to read Michele Bernstein's description of the 
place, be inspired by the desire to  reread the square, 

and become one of her "friends from abroad" (a pun 
on the name of the square— "foreign missions"). 

Bernstein avoided ascribing definite meaning or 

effect to the place, thus forcing us to become com- 

plic it with her in the making of meaning.117

Which was a neat turn, because attempting 

to ratify the meanings of the unities of ambiance 

would have made situationism seem even more
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ineffable and eccentric than it already was. If we 

wish to know more, we must descend to the streets 

ourselves. Khatib issued a questionnaire that invit

ed his readers to forward the ir own experiences of 

the c ity  streets and the ir own demarcations of the 
unities o f ambiance.m  On those pages o f 

Memoires that refer to the drift, Jorn's inky dribbles 

and scratches h in t at the indeterm inacy and effort 

entailed in rereading the city, as the pages mean

der through a de tritus o f novels, philosophies, his

tories, maps, illustrations, and le ttris t writings. 

Recalling his walks around London with Debord, 

Alexander Trocchi confirmed the situationist 

propensity to mythologize the city. "H e 'd  bring me 

to a spot he'd found, and the place would begin to 
live. Some old, forgotten part of London. Then he'd 

reach back fo r a story, fo r a piece o f history, as if 

he'd been born there. He'd quote from Marx, or 

Treasure Island, or de Quincey.” 119 Memoires's sud

den bursts of picture and tex t suggested the 

rewards of the drift: the flowerings of conscious

ness, the sudden "com ings together" of space and 
architecture, knowledge and social interaction. 

Chtcheglov le ft us w ith a cautious analogy: "The 

d rift (w ith its  flow of acts, its  gestures, its  strolls, 

its encounters) was to  the to ta lity  exactly what psy

choanalysis (in its best sense) is to language. Let 

yourself go w ith the flow of words, says the analyst. 

He listens, un til the moment when he rejects or 
modifies . . .  a word, an expression or a definition. 

The d rift is certainly a technique, almost a thera
peutic one. ’ ’ i 20

Very likely the d rift was an opportunity not 

just for observation and travel but also for thought 
and debate between the like-m inded, w ith long 

periods of silence except fo r the sounds of the c ity 
and the rhythms of the group's footsteps. "The 

revealing presentations o f the big c ity have come," 

Walter Benjamin believed, from "those who have 
traversed the c ity  absently, as it were, lost in 

thought or worry."i2i Occasionally the "rightness" 
of the place, people, and understanding would be 

like that moment when the reader of a complex text 

suddenly grasps the content of what is being read, 

only to descend again into the maelstrom o f words; 

it might be as sudden as that moment when the 
painter stands back from the canvas and realizes 
tha t the painting "works," only to succumb to the 

temptation to  alter it. In th is  way drifting am plified 

the sense of the dialectics of tim e pondered by the 

French philosopher Gaston Bachelard in 1950.122 

Bachelard felt that tim e is experienced not as a lin

ear continuum but rhythmically, in durations 

(durees) of more or less intensity and activ ity as 
mind, body, people, and society interact. It was a 

rhythm beautifu lly evoked by the comings-together 
of image, text, and ink in Memoires.

Drifts, as Debord and Jorn so graphically 

demonstrated, were radical rereadings of the city—  

what Michel de Certeau was to call "a pedestrian 
speech a c t." i23 They linked the city's "chunks" in 

new ways, creating a subcultural knowledge versed 
as much in radicalism and literature as in the d is

tilla tions of guidebooks and geography. City plan
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ners from antiqu ity to modernism have tried to 

make the city into a mnemonic (memory aid), map

ping into it chains of monuments or sites that 

would act as a sort of text, rem inding the pedestri

an of offic ia l history and knowledge.124 As Debord 

complained, "today cities themselves are presented 

as lamentable spectacles, a supplement to the 
museums fo r tourists driven around in glassed-in 

buses.1’ ^ 5 The narrative o f the d rift, however, 

remained open, contingent, and shifting. The mon

uments in situation ist Paris were not overt, often 

d ifficu lt to identify from situation ist maps. Statues 

compromised by the histories they signified could 

be reprieved only by their rei nscri ption.
The neat mnemonic of the c ity  would one 

day be disrupted by the detournement o f places 

and objects into the public realm. "U nlim ited 

access to all the prisons. The possib ility of making 

them into tourist stopovers” would foreground 

deviances tha t society has attempted to  suppress; 

there would be "no discrim ination between the vis
itors and the condemned." Meanwhile the "aboli
tion  o f museums, and redistribution o f artistic 

masterpieces to  the bars (the oeuvre o f Philippe de 

Champaigne in the Arab cafes o f the Rue Xavier- 

Privas; the Sacre, of David, to the Tonneau de la 

Montagne-Genevieve)” would completely undermine 

cultural imperialism and e litism .^6 The situationists 

were equally aware of the ab ility  of the planner to 
rewrite the meaning of the city through procedures 

of erasure as well as construction. Like Bataille, and 

later Foucault, they deplored modernism's tabula

rasa approach to the city, one that would effectively 

leave the city w ithout a memory. Urbanism could 

suppress incidents and places that contradict narra

tives of authority, just as Haussmann had turned the 
teeming lie de la Cite into an administrative desert, 

and just as reactionary fervor had eradicated any 

traces of the Commune.

But like revolutionaries before them, situa

tion ists had no compunction about using the same 

tactics as the authorities that they rebelled against. 

They were inspired by the most important act car

ried out by the Paris Commune's Federation of 

Artists, which, chaired by the painter Gustave 

Courbet, had demolished the Vendome Column, 
monument to  Napoleonic imperialism (fig. 2.25). 

"Monuments whose ugliness is irretrievable in any 

part (the Petit and Grand Palais genre) w ill have to 
make way for other constructions,” the Lettrist 

International resolved.^7 Its cal I for the destruction 

of the portal o f Chartres Cathedral invoked French 
socialism's tradition o f uncompromising contempt 

for organized religion. Situationists considered the 

church to  be an outmoded type not jus t aestheti

cally but socially and ideologically: "the  cathedral 

was once the  unitary accomplishment of a society 
tha t one has to call prim itive, given that it was 

much further embedded than we are in the miser
able prehistory of humanity.1’ ^  "W hile waiting for 

the closure of churches,” the Lettrist International 

complained about the continued religious conno

ta tions of many Parisian street names, and tried 

in the meantime to  avoid the use of the word saint
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Destruction of the Vendome Column, Paris, May 1871, 
illustration from Internationale situationniste, no. 7 (1962). 
The Column was demolished, as a monument to Napoleonic 
imperialism, under the auspices of the Paris Commune's 
Federation of Artists, chaired by the painter Gustave 
Courbet. Situationists applauded this brilliantly radical 
artistic gesture.

Figure 2.25

in its day-to-day denomination of places: “ The 
names of roads are only passengers," a fte r all, 

which encourage the “ cre tin iza tion" o f the public 

imagination. 129
Yet such was the im m anent violence of the 

Lettrist International's own planned erasure o f the 

signs of urban memory— extending to the names 

of municipal councilors and Resistance workers 

(favorite sources of street names in PCF-controlled 
d istricts, to accompanying the Party's staple d iet 

of festivals and newspapers), and to the “ total 

destruction of corpses and all headstones" (pur

portedly representative of a “ hideous survival of 
past a lienation")— that some within the le ttris t 

organization itself were unsettled.130 Debating the 

role of church buildings, Debord fla tly  declared 

him self “ in favor of the total destruction of re li

gious buildings, o f every fa ith . (No trace would 

remain, and the spaces would be used for other 

pu rp o se s j’ m  Others, however, wished to preserve 

the traces of a religious heritage, Gil J. Wolman 

proposing “ that churches be preserved bu t emptied 

of all religious s ignificance," Michele Bernstein 

offering the  compromise o f churches being only 
“ partially d e s tro ye d ."^

Situationism nonetheless remained fascinat

ed by build ings and places seemingly bypassed by 

religion, capitalism, and modernization. They 

served as visible reminders of the relentless 
processes of history, of class struggle, of the contin

gency and impermanence o f repressive regimes, 
destined to the same fa te as any other socioeco

nomic arrangement. “ The 'new towns' . . . clearly 

inscribe on the landscape their rupture with the his
torical tim e on which they are bu ilt," Debord noted; 

“ their motto could be: 'On th is spot nothing will 

ever happen, and nothing ever has.' . . . History, 
which threatens this tw ilight world, is also the force 

which could subject space to lived time."i33

All the unities of ambiance, since restored or 

renovated, were moldering in the 1950s. Some, 
like the Marais, Halles, and the lie Saint-Louis (iso

lated by the Seine and w ithout a Metro station, or, 
at the tim e, even a post office) were obstructive to 

the rational rezoning of Paris; others, like the 

Jardin des Plantes (replete w ith the decaying 

lnstitu t Geologique, closed in 1962 because o f dis

interest and the degeneration of the exhibits) were 

specters of past spectacular leisure. Many were 

memorials to nonfunctioning government. The 

ruined Ledoux Rotunda had been bu ilt to police 

and profit from  the Canal de l'Ourcq, marking the 
lim it of an ideal plan fo r Paris. Debord and Jorn’s 

psychogeographic maps mischievously included 

other state build ings of sublime dimensions whose 

signification had decisively shifted. The Pantheon, 

resting place o f France’s great men, was being 

crushed by its own dome; the Napoleonic HOpital 

Val-de-Grace was crumbling away as fast as France’s 
m ilitary reputation in Indochina and Algeria; the 

Louvre was a royal-court-turned-museum, housing 

Debord’s beloved Claudes; the Marais was a royal- 

court-turned-slum. To complete the effect, Debord 

and Jorn systematically purged healthy state bodies
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Giorgio de Chirico, Mystery and Melancholy of a Street, 
1913, oil on canvas, private collection. "It is easy to imag
ine the fantastic future possibilities of such architecture 
and its influence on the masses," Ivan Chtcheglov wrote in 
the "Formulary for a New Urbanism" (1953). ‘Today we 
can have nothing but contempt for a century that relegates 
such blueprints to its so-called museums."

Figure 2.26

Figure 2.27

Place des Vosges, 3rd Arrondissement, 1605-1612. Lying 
at the heart of Henri IV's palatial district, the Place was 
enjoyed by situationists for its de Chirico-like views, and 
prior to its steady regentrification the Marais as a whole was 
appreciated by situationists for its provision cheap, 
"authentic" city living.
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from the ir maps, from the Palais de Justice to the 

Halles Post Office.

"An empty space creates a fu ll- fille d  tim e,” 
Chtcheglov claim ed, prom oting the "b luep rin ts " 

of Giorgio de Chirico as "one of the most remark
able arch itectura l precursors. He was grappling 
w ith  the  problems of absences and presences in 

t im e  and space" (fig. 2 .2 6 ).134 The space of the 

seventeenth-century Place des Vosges, which 

boasted de Chirico-I ike arcaded views, was 

embraced by s itua tion ists as som ething of a 

retreat from the crush of major Parisian arteries 

nearby (fig. 2 .27), and the gap of the Plateau 

Beaubourg, at the heart of Debord and Jorn's 

maps, marked the passing of one quartie r while 
op tim is tica lly  looking forward to the bu ild ing  of a 

better one. At Halles, in the absence of spectacle, 

Khatib noted "a considerable d iffe rentia tion 

between daytime and nighttim e ambiances" (see 

fig. 1 .35); in the ir defense of the Rue Sauvage, 

the Lettrist International had deplored "the disap

pearance of an artery litt le  known, and therefore 
more alive  than the Champs-Elysees and its 
lig h ts ." !35 Breaking streetlights in 1789  had been 

the firs t act of revolution against the surveillance 

of authorities, and relentless a rtific ia l ligh t has 

histo rica lly functioned as an instrum ent for the 

extension o f the productive and consumptive day. 

In the spaces of unities of ambiance, on the other 

hand, drifters could witness the city 's codas, "the 

very border line o f two extremely d issim ilar urban 
ambiances" o f the sort tha t Debord found being

enacted in his favorite pair of Claude Lorrain sea

port paintings (figs. 2.6, 2 .7 ).i36
" I t  w ill be understood tha t in speaking here 

of beauty I don't have in mind plastic beauty," 

Debord went on, pondering his Claudes, "but sim

ply the particularly moving presentation . . .  of a 
sum o f possibilities. " i3 ? The absence of spectacle 

in the unity o f ambiance permitted the visitor to 

imagine it as a revolutionary social space. Even as 

Khatib gazed upon Les Halles, he projected into it 

a future situation ist social space, in which he 

would erect "perpetually changing labyrinths with 

the help of objects more adequate than the fru it 

and vegetable carts that are the material of the only 
barricades o f today. "i38
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A  N E %W B A B Y L O N I

T H E  C I  T' f  R E D  E S I G N E D

Constructing^}^

The situationists ' u ltim ate goal was to reconstruct 

the entire city, though even the ir im mediate am bi
tion'i:o “ construct situations" was daunting enough, 

and in 1957 they com m itted themselves to it as 

the S ituationist International's “ entire program." 

Constructed situations would be “ ephemeral, 

w ithout a future, passageways," syntheses of 
those sublim e moments when a com bination of 

environment and people produces a transcendent 

and revolutionary consciousness.1 This sense of 

situatio'n had been detected by Henri Lefebvre in 
his 'study of the Paris Commune and by s itua tion
ists in the ir practice of the d r ift .2 The situation ists 

assumed tha t some sort of “ form ulary" existed 

tha t would perm it situations to be produced on 

demand.

The situation construite, the  “ constructed s it

uation," is best thought of as a sort of Gesamtkunst- 

werk (total work of art).3 Each constructed 

situation would provide a decor and ambiance of 

such power tha t it would stim ulate new sorts of

behavior, a glimpse into an improved fu ture social 

life  based upon human encounter and play.4 In a 

paper delivered by Guy Debord to artis ts  prepar

ing to unify as the S itua tion is t International, the 

mission to construct situations was proposed as 
an honorable and revolutionary a lternative to the 
creation of trad itiona l artworks.5 It was, indeed, 

considered to be a historical necessity, an escape 

from the a lienating physical and social constric

tions of trad itiona l art practice— the separation 

o f audience and artist, o f production and con

sum ption, w ith in  the “ art space" o f the gallery or 

theater.

The ambition was admirable and preposter

ous, carrying no clear notion of how situations 
would work or what they should look like. The con

structed situation would clearly be some sort of 

performance, one that would treat all space as per

formance space and all people as performers. In 

th is  respect, situationism postured as the  ultimate 

development of twentieth-century experimental 

theater, the energies of which had been dedicated 

to the integration of players and audience, of per
formance space and spectator space, of theatrical 

experience and “ real" experience. “ The most perti

nent revolutionary experiments in culture have 

sought to break the spectator's psychological iden

tification w ith the hero so as to draw him into activ

ity by provoking his capacities to revolutionize his 
own life ," Debord declared.6

Futurist and dadaist evenings were famous 
for their attempts to provoke the audience into



active rather than passive participation— "Throw an 

idea instead o f potatoes, id io ts !," fu turist Carlo 
Carra once struck back at his agitated audience.7 

The s itua tion ists were well aware of the efforts to 

take theater beyond enterta inm ent and into revo

lution. "Pirandello and Brecht have already 

expressed the destruction of the theatrical specta

cle ," the firs t edition of Internationale s ituation

niste pointed out, and by its degradation of "the 
overrated cadaver of Antonin Artaud" the Lettrist 

International showed its awareness of Artaud's 

notion of a "Theater of Cruelty," which employed 

irrationality, spontaneity, and the evocation of 

prim itive rite to defeat theater as mere representa

tion .8 The constructed situation would plunge its 

participants into an examination of individual and 
collective consciousness: redeeming Shakespeare's 

famous dictum  that "A ll the world's a stage, And 
all the men and women merely players," the 

Lettrist International envisaged the construction of 

situations as a twenty-four-hour tragedy played out 

for real.9
The s itua tion is ts  would measure the ir suc

cess by the degree to  wh ich the ir avant-garde 

role was m in im ized. "The situa tion is made to be 
lived by its constructors," Debord exp la ined.10 

Conveniently, however, the exact point at which 

the s itua tion is t avant-garde would rescind the ir 

role as "auteurs" o f the  s itua tion , or a t which the 
s itua tion  would stop being an autonomous a rtis 

tic  event and become a revolution, escaped 
scrutiny. The s itua tion is ts  instead diverted c r it i

cism onto the m ultim edia performance art tha t 

was em erging elsewhere, refusing it any s itua 

tion is t s ignificance— in 1963 Internationale s itu 
a tionn iste  acknowledged "the  'happenings' 

produced by the New York a rtis tic  avant-garde" 

only as "a hash produced by throw ing together 

a ll the old artis tic  le ftovers ."11 The happening, it 

was argued, was not part o f a revolutionary 

process. A revolutionary transform ation of con

sciousness among its partic ipants was neither its 
prerequisite nor its  resu lt. Not only did it leave 

the spectacle unchallenged, it was itse lf a "spec
tacu lar" avant-garde activity.

The constructed s itua tion , on the other 

hand, was conceived solely as part of a cum u la

tive revo lutionary chain. In th is  it was a d irect 

outcome of COBRA, lm ag in is t Bauhaus, and 

Le ttris t In ternational theory: an investigation of 

art as a m edium for lived experience and social 
organization. "The new beauty w ill be o f s itu a 

tio n ,"  the le ttr is ts  had declared, "tha t's  to say 

provisional and lived. ” 12 But the s itua tion is t 
process envisaged can barely be claim ed to have 

occurred. There isn 't even any evidence tha t a 

s itua tion  was ever constructed as prescribed. 

The program tha t s itua tion is ts  set themselves 
was so am bitious and uncom prom ising tha t it 

condemned its e lf to fa ilu re . A t least happenings 
took place.

As for the look and feel of the constructed 

situation, the in itia l model of the household party 

was charmingly prosaic.13 The formula was
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straightforward, playful, and universal, making 

the  princip le o f the  constructed situation compre

hensible to anyone who had ever enjoyed a good 

night out. “ The greatest d iff ic u lty  . . .  is to con
vey through these apparently delirious proposals a 

su ffic ie n t degree of serious seduction," Debord 

com pla ined.14 The s im p lic ity  of the form ula was 

suggested again by the name of the cafe tha t 

Bernstein and Debord ran for a few weeks in 

1958  on th e  Rue Descartes— La M ethode.15 The 

ambiance of parties is born from  s o ft lights, 
records, and booze, but s itua tion ists hesitated 

over what arch itectura l forms, whether created 

from scratch or “ detourned," m ight be best in 
bu ild ing  a constructed situation for real. At least 

two perceptions of the s itua tion is t project were 
apparent.

One perception was held, fo r instance, by 

Constant (who announced him self at the First 

World Conference of Free Artists as an “ ex-artist," 

by way o f a declaration o f his com m itm ent to  the 

construction o f s ituations).!6 Constant's situationist 
city of New Babylon, looking like a cross between 

constructivism and abstract expressionism, was elas

tic enough to accommodate the spontaneous popular 

will of homo ludens, and so laden with adaptive tech

nologies that it would have to  be bu ilt from  scratch 

(see, for instance, fig. 3.3). Another perception of sit

uationism, most typical of the ideas imported from 
the Lettrist International, expected that an ambient 

architecture would be created through detournement, 

recycling the old city and existing artistic sources.

Even at the S ituationist International's founding 

conference in 1957, Debord seemed nervous about 

the sort of c ity envisaged by his colleagues from 

the Imaginist Bauhaus. “ The comrades who call for 
a new, free architecture," Debord warned,

must understand that this new architecture w ill primari
ly be based not on free, poetic lines and forms— in the 

sense that today's “ lyrical abstract”  painting uses those 

words— but rather on the atmospheric effects of rooms, 
hallways, streets, atmospheres linked to the gestures 

they contain. Architecture must advance by taking emo

tionally moving situations, rather than emotionally mov
ing forms, as the material it works with. And the 

experiments conducted with this material w ill lead to 

unknown forms.'7

Over tim e, creative differences were raised to 

the plane of political conflict. Debord and his allies 

would argue that the priority of the S ituationist 

International was to ensure the social and psycho

logical conditions tor the construction of situations. 
Morally, they fe lt that the actual construction o f sit

uations would have to be done by others, and that 

it was barely possible to predict, let alone dictate, 
what forms the constructed situation m ight 

assume. “ The tra c t 'Construct fo r yourselves a 

small situation w ithout a fu tu re ,” ' Potlatch had 

announced, “was actually posted on the walls of 
Paris, principally in psychogeographically favorable 

places," as if passersby would decide for them 
selves how best to  respond.18
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A "detourned" city

The acceptance of anarchy did not deter s itua tion

ists like Debord from imagining a "detourned" city, 

nor coveting the various architectural exemplars 

that were already to hand. His Memoires, for exam

ple, described a "project fo r a realist urbanism—  

replace the stairways in Piranesi with lifts—  
transform the tombs and build ings— align sewers 

with the planting of trees— recast dustbins in 

ivory— stack up the shanty towns and build all 

these cities in th e  form o f a m useum ."19 

Situationists paid particular attention to so-called 

prim itive architecture, returning to almost Hegelian 

interests in the origins of build ing. "The builders 

have been forgotten, but the inquietudes of the 

pyramids are resistant to the banalizations o f travel 

agents," Potlatch meditated, and Memoires fo l

lowed up w ith praise for architecture from "the 

Aztecs, to the delirious temples of India, to  Easter 

Island, to the great Indian totems of North 

America— without doubt the greatest architects of 

all t im e ."20 Another page was filled  with illustra

tions of such "exotic" exemplars, many of which 
had inspired the makers o f picturesque gardens 

two centuries before: the Chinese pavilion, the 

Tartar tent, the tomb, the thatched-roof cottage, 

the hermitage, the dairy, the philosopher's hut, a 

variety of defensive architectural forms, stacked 

and wonderfully ad hoc; and, to bring the ensemble 

into the twentieth century, the Flatiron Build ing 
from New York (fig. 3.1). If we wish to  build monu

ments, the situationists posited, then take the 

model provided by the follies o f the Desert de Retz 

or Parc Monceau, which attempted, as Monceau's 

creator Louis Carrogis put it, to "un ite  in a single 

garden all tim es and all places."21

Situationists were well aware that their disre

gard for any conventional sense of "h igh " and 

"low ," fo r architectural decorum or uniformity, and 
th e ir advocacy o f a free mixing o f architectural 

sources, had extraordinary aesthetic implications. 

Debord and Wolman predicted tha t "the architec

tural complex . . . w ill make plastic and emotional 

use o f all sorts o f 'detourned' objects: calculatedly 

arranged cranes or metal scaffolding replacing a 

defunct sculptural tradition. This is shocking only 

to  the most fanatic admirers o f French-style gar
dens," thus taking situation ist aesthetics into a 

realm beyond even the excesses of the pic- 
turesque .22 S ituationists claimed the analogical 

structure of images tha t occurs in advertisements 

and in the poetry of Lautreamont as the ir inspira

tion. "When two objects are brought together, no 

m atter how far apart the ir original contexts may be, 
a relationship is always formed . . . . The mutual 

interference o f two worlds o f feeling, or the bring

ing together of two independent expressions, super

sedes the original elements and produces a 

synthetic organization of greater efficiency. "23 So 

when detournement is considered in the context of 

more recent architectural history, a remarkable 

precedent fo r the eclecticism o f postmodernism 

emerges. Chtcheglov had understood particularly
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well tha t situation ism would have to supersede its 

modernist precursors not only ideologically but 
aesthetically as well. "Abstraction has invaded all 

the  arts, contemporary architecture in particular," 

he noted. "Pure plasticity, inanimate, storyless, 

soothes the eye. Elsewhere other fragmentary beau

ties can be found— while the promised land o f syn

theses continually recedes into the distance. 

Everyone wavers between the emotionally still-a live 

past and the already dead fu tu re ."24

True, the  surrealists had already tried to 

counter modernist abstraction. But the situationists

Guy Debord with Asger Jorn, page from Memoires, 1959, 
screenprinted book, celebrating exemplars of picturesque 
and "primitive" architectures.

Figure 3 .1

could fairly boast that detournement's  cool reorder
ing of the a rtis tic  "tex t" was an advance upon the 

grotesque distortions of the "tex t" perpetrated by 

surrealism. As if to demonstrate the difference, the 

Lettrist I nternational's "p ro ject o f rational embel
lishments fo r the city of Paris" began as a revision 
o f an old surrealist paper, Andre Breton’s 1933 

"Experimental Researches (On the Irrational 
Embellishment of a C ity)." Breton had effectively 

proposed more spectacle: "Notre-Dame? Replace 

the towers with an enormous glass cruet, one of the 

bottles filled  with blood, the other with semen. ” 25 
The Lettrist International, on the other hand, want

ed to alter the context and use of the existing infra

structure of the city. "Open the Metro at night after 

the trains stop running. Keep the corridors and tun

nels poorly lit  by means of weak, interm ittently 
functioning lights. With a careful rearrangement of 

fire  escapes, and the creation of walkways where 
needed, open the roofs of Paris for strolling. Leave 

the public gardens open at night. Keep them dark. 

(In some cases, a weak illum ination may be justi

fied by psychogeographic considerations)," the 
group suggested.26

These proposals both confirmed and refuted 

the old avant-garde excitement about the c ity of 

the  future. Walkways in the sky would indeed be 

made available, but the Metro would meanwhile 

be converted into a catacomb; museums would be 

abolished and the past eradicated, but they would 

be replaced not by a new order but by anarchy. 

The situationists wanted to reassert choice, chance,
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and humanist power: “ Put switches on the street 

lamps, so lighting w ill be under public con tro l."27 

It was th is  anarchic element tha t set situationist 

architectural theory apart. Detournement would 

provide a stockpile o f aesthetic elements from 

which anyone wishing to contribute to the revolu
tionary c ity could freely borrow. Once the d rift had 

iden tified choice features o f the existing environ
ment, they could be diverted for situa tion ist use 

as the “ mediocre beginning" of “ the complete 

construction of architecture and urbanism that 

w ill someday be w ith in the power of everyone." 

Anyone could set in train the “ displacement of 
elements of decoration from the locations where 

we are used to seeing them ," tak ing advantage of 

the capacity of avant-garde techniques to make 

everyday things strange. “ I f  detournem ent were 
extended to urbanistic realizations," Debord won

dered, “ not many people would remain unaffected 

by an exact reconstruction in one c ity  of an entire 

neighborhood of another. Life can never be too 

disorienting: detournements on th is  level would 
really make it beau tifu l."28

A technological baroque

The situationist city was not so much a place of 

nostalgia, then, as one of romance, dynamism, par

tic ipation, and passion. The Lettrist International

pointed to the amateur architecture of the dadaist 
Kurt Schw itters and of the Facteur Cheval as evi

dence that passionate architecture had a place in 

the twentieth century and beyond. Like the surre
alists, the le ttris ts  were thoroughly impressed by 

Cheval's Palais Ideal (fig. 2 .1 1 ). That the Palais 
had been produced by a postman as a continual, 

p layfu l, expressive outpouring on ly added to  the 

attractions of the bu ild ing 's  fan tastic  appear

ance. Moreover, it mixed its sources and refer
ences with utter indifference to precedent. It was, 

in Potlatch's opi nion, “ the firs t manifestation of 
an arch itecture of disorientation" in the way in 

which i t  “ ‘detournes' the forms o f diverse exotic 
monuments, and o f a stone vegetation.’^ 9 Cheval’s 

masterpiece was photographed and archived by 

the le ttrists, and Debord had him self pictured 
standing beneath the Palais's inscription “ Where 

the dream becomes reality," much as Breton had 
appeared in front o f the Palais fo r  his book Les 

vases communicants.30

Jorn, who acquired the Lettrist International's 

pictures of the Palais, took Cheval's lessons to 

heart when he modified his own house in Albisola, 

Italy, between the  l ate 1950s and the early 1970s. 
That Jorn produced the garden in collaboration 

w ith  his gardener, Umberto Gambetta, made it, in 

Debord's opinion, the microcosm of a situationist 

“ collective game." Above all, Debord enjoyed its 

massing of effects— “ The painted and sculpted 

sections, the never-regular stairs between the d if

ferent levels of ground, the trees, the added ele-
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merits, a cistern, vines, the most varied sorts of 

always welcome debris, all thrown together in 

perfect disorder, compose one o f the most com

plicated and, ultimately, one o f the best unified 

landscapes tha t one can traverse in the space of a 

fraction of a hectare. Everything finds its  place 
there w ithout d iff ic u lty ."31 Debord was w riting  in 

1974 , two years after th e  o ffic ia l disbanding o f 
the S itua tion ist International, when a melancholic 

sense o f "what could have been" was creeping 

in to his work. "For anyone who has not forgotten 

the conflicted and passionate relations" of the 
S ituationist International, wrote Debord, or for any
one who "has necessarily remained quite distant 

from  both Situationists and architecture, th is [gar
den] must appear to be a sort of inverse Pompeii: 
the relief of a c ity that was not bu ilt.” 32

The sense of the baroque running through 

their aesthetic preferences, from  the Palais Ideal to 

Jorn's garden, was recognized by the situationists 
themselves, who empathized with the "exemplary" 

work of "M ad" King Ludwig II of Bavaria, whose 
most famous work, the fantasy castle of 
Neuschwanstein in the German Alps, inspired the 

centerpiece o f Disneyland. Ludwig's architecture, 

Debord fe lt ,  had "a baroque character, tha t one 

always finds so marked in essays upon an integral 

art." " In  th is  respect," Debord went on, " i t  is sig

n ificant to note the relations between Ludwig of 

Bavaria and Wagner, who would him self research 

an aesthetic synthesis"— in other words, the 
Gesamtkunstwerk, the total work o f art.33

Maybe, then, Ludwig's fantastic Gesamtkunst

werk at his Grotto of Venus at Linderhof (1876-1877) 

was an appropriate prototype fo r the decor of the 
constructed situation (fig. 3 .2 ). Furnished with 

stalactites of cast iron coated with cement, it con

tained a lake fed by a waterfall and a stage hung 
w ith a drop scene representing the  firs t act of 

Wagner's dramatic opera Tannhauser. E lectric 

light could be controlled to change the colors of 

the set at w ill, includ ing the effect of a rainbow. 

On the lake, which could be ruffled by a rtific ia l 

waves, Ludw ig kept two swans and a cockle boat. 

In his survey of Ludwig's architecture, Michael 
Petzet has noted tha t "th is  ‘to ta l' theatre afforded 

the solitary v isitor the com plete illusion of stage 
and auditorium  in one, the u ltim ate improvement 

on the nineteenth-century peep-show stage; it did 

not separate the onlooker from the stage by the 

dark abyss o f the em pty audito rium ," a compres

sion suited to the aspirations of the constructed 

situa tion . Petzet describes how, "g lid ing  in his 

boat over the lake in the m iddle of the stage, or 
s itting  on the various raised seats at the side, the 
King experienced an ‘action ' tha t consisted only 

in the change o f ligh ting  effects and the change 

of scenery viewed from d iffe ren t points. . . . 
Through a peep-hole framed by the grotto wall, 

the King could even see the real scenery and a 
nearby castle outside."34 The editors of Potlatch 

understood com plete ly the to ta lity  of fantastic 
experience that had been sought by the mad 

king. "The subterranean river which was his
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Ludwig II of Bavaria, the Grotto of Venus at the Linderhof 
Palace, Bavaria, Germany, 1876-1877, with cockle boat. 
This fantastic excursion into the architectural imagination, 
inspired by the music of Wagner, was the sort of 
Gesamtkunstwerk that made the "construction of situa
tions" seem like a realistic possibility.

Figure 3.2

theater or the plaster statues in the gardens sig

nal th is  abso lu tis t enterprise, and its dram a," 
Potlatch  enthused. M

Chtcheglov considered that the new c ity  of 

situations “ would be the baroque stage of urbanism 

considered as a means of knowledge and a means 

of action. 1,36 It is in Constant's I ithographs that we 

come closest to  sensing the baroque atmosphere of 

the constructed situation, drawing upon the repre

sentation of sublime meditative spaces that 

stretched back to de Chirico, John Martin, Piranesi, 

and Claude Lorrain (fig. 3.3; compare figs. 2.6, 

2.7, 2.10, 2 .26 , 3 .2 7 ).37 Constant's depictions of 
s ituation ist space were loose, energetic, and sug

gestive of more than the sum of the ir parts by the ir 

incomprehensible algebraic notation, apparently 

representative of sound or motion. Some sketches 

were dissected by speed lines, fusing the baroque 

to  futurism . Constant's world was in perpetual and 

dynamic motion, its spaces and solids as insecure 

as those in a cubist painting— or, more specifically, 

in surrealist developments of cubism, especially 
the surrealist decor painted by Roberto Matta, like 

Asger Jorn a 1930s graduate of Le Corbusier's 

office and sometime participant at the lmaginist 

Bauhaus (fig. 3.4).

It followed from  the Matta influence tha t 
the surrealist inheritance would be a s ign ificant 

one. A decorative scheme suggested by the 

International Lettrist Jacques FilIon in 1955 was 

deeply rem iniscent of the metaphysicism of de 

Chirico, o f the great surrealist shows o f the

1930s, of Salvador Dalf's Happenings of 1939, 

and o f Frederick Kiesler's arch itectura l models 

and insta llations. Three-quarters o f a reception 

room should be elegantly furnished, FilIon 

thought, while the fina l quarter would be occupied 

by a barricade and chicane, protected by loaded 

guns; suitable lighting and background music 
would complete the w o rk®  Yet Fillon, in common 

w ith most situa tion ists, fe lt tha t surrealism was a 
v ictim  of its own success, devalued by overexpo

sure. It was tim e for situation ism to take the next 
step. Chtcheglov predicted tha t the new situa tion

ist arch itecture would not jus t be a matter of 

detournement, but u ltim ate ly of a new synthesis 

w ith technology and modernity. Referring to  the 

presence in fa iry tales and in surrealism o f “ cas

tles, endless walls, litt le  forgotten bars, mammoth 

caverns, casino m irrors," he explained tha t “ these 

dated images retain a small catalyzing power, but 

it is almost impossible to  use them  in a sym bolic  
urbanism  w ithout rejuvenating them by giving 

them  a new meaning. Our imaginations, haunted 
by the old archetypes, have remained far behind 
th e  sophistication o f th e  machines.1̂ 9

Chtcheglov groped instead toward a solution 

tha t was almost structura list in its  am bition to  dis

t i l l  the essence of architectural language. “ We 

know that a modern build ing could be constructed 

which would have no resemblance to a medieval 

castle but which could preserve and enhance the 

Castle poetic power (by the conservation o f a stric t 
minimum of lines, the transposition of certain others,
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Figure 3.3

Constant, Group Sector, 1962, phototype and ink on paper, 
Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. Constant's draivings sug
gested the baroque atmosphere of the constructed situa
tion, thrown into perpetual change by the frenetic energy of 
its makers.

Figure 3.4

Roberto Matta, Eleven Forms of Doubt, 1957, oil on can
vas. Matta, who worked at the Imaginist Bauhaus, depicted 
unstable spatial "situations" similar to those of New 
Babylon; Constant could also find contemporary explo
rations of the sublime in paintings by Maria Elena Vieira da 
Silva and stories by Jorge Luis Borges.
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the positioning of openings, the topographical loca

tion, e tc .)."40 Even Debord had been interested in 
forging th is  sort of proto-structuralist, technolog i

cal architecture, and in 1951 worked w ith Fillon 
on experiments in neon ligh t and electronic 
sound.41 Comparable experiments under the 

regime o f the S itua tion ist International included 
Walter O lmo’s music (rem iniscent of Luigi 

Russolo’s noisy contribu tion to fu turism ), and 
Maurice Wyckaert's " 'o rchestra l’ projects for 

assembly-line painting with division of labor based 

on co lou r."42 And of course there was the 

promised land o f Giuseppe P inot-G alliz io’s indus

tria l pa in ting (see fig. 1.14), already spun out in 

galleries in Turin, Milan, and Paris in 1 9 5 8 -1 9 5 9  

as the Cavern ofA n ti-M atte r, its  ambiance intensi

fied with mirrors, perfume, music, and female 

fashion models.

Industrial painting was a proposed medium 

for the construction of labyrinths, a key m otif in the 
situationist imagination. Legend has it tha t the 

Lettrist International was enthralled to discover an 
entrance into the catacombs on the embankment of 

the Seine, and the d rift had sought a labyrinthine 

quality in the c ity itself. Labyrinths seemed to  be 

the ideal environment in which to induce the social 

interaction necessary for situations, and in which to 
conjure up the pleasurable fear of the sublime. So 

in 1959 the S ituationist International drew up 

plans to  build a labyrinth in Amsterdam’s Stedelijk 

Museum, through which visitors would d r ift .43 

Supplemented by the Cavern o f Anti-M atter and

Wyckaert’s "detourned fences," the labyrinth sug

gested a sort of psychogeographic assault course. 

The s ituation ists seemed to have in mind the 

uncanny and paranoiac atmosphere o f the surreal

ist f ilm  and the th rille r, prescribing, fo r  instance, 

variable ceiling heights (fa lling  from five meters to 

a d is tinc tly  claustrophobic one meter twenty- 

two centimeters), variable a rtific ia l atmospheric 
effects (rain, fog, wind, sound and speech, light), 

and "a system of unilateral doors (visible or possi

ble to  handle from one side on ly)," opening onto 

rooms which would psychogeographically attract 
or repel.44

But perhaps the most in triguing feature of 

the Stedelijk plans was the provision of a concep

tual bridge between the experience of the gallery 

and tha t of the c ity  as a whole. " I ts  furn ishings," 

th e  group wrote of the  insta llation, "d o  not only 
relate to  interior decoration, nor to  a reduced 

reproduction of urban ambiances, but tend to con

s titu te  a mixed m ilieu, never seen, by the mixture 

of in terior characteristics (planned apartment) and 
exterior (urban)."45 This play upon the relationship 

between the  S tedelijk ’s space and the  c ity  space 

of which it was a part became something of an 

obsession. The psychogeographic course was 

designed so tha t it could in theory be extended 

from  its gallery scale of two hundred meters to  an 
urban scale o f three kilometers. It was fe lt that 

the small labyrinth w ith in  the S tedelijk  would 
have to  be supplem ented by th e  labyrin th in tr in 

sic to the c ity  as a whole; tha t the  "m ic ro -d rift
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organized in th is  concentrated labyrinth would 

have to  correspond to  the operation o f the d rift 

tha t traversed Amsterdam.' The situationists' 

refusal to recognize the architectural boundary 
posed by the Stedelijk bu ild ing was not merely 

artistic but ideological. S itua tion ist space would 

not be separated from c ity  space by segregated 

curatorial space. "The very act of utiliz ing a muse

um entails a particular d ifficu lty ," the S ituationist 

International admitted, "a n d th e  western facade of 

the Amsterdam labyrinth was a wall specially con

structed so as to open a gap in the guise of an 

entrance: this hole in the wall was required . . .  as 

a guarantee of nonsubmission to the perspective of 

museums."47
There were problems. Even though the three- 

day d r ift planned for the c ity  beyond the walls of 

the Stedelijk was to be particularly sophisticated, 

employing walkie-talkies to link drifters with "the 

radio truck of the cartographic team ," the situa- 

tion ists were merely refin ing their practice of d rift 

when the ir minds m ight have been more profitably 

focused on the creation o f an installation fo r the 
Stedelijk.48 It is in th is light that the reasons for the 

cancellation of the exhibition require scrutiny. The 

situationists blamed the Stedelijk's director, Willem 

Sandberg, for wanting to see the plans fo r the 

labyrinth in advance, a straightforward enough 

request which they deemed typical o f "specialists 

in the research of socioeconomic planning" and 

which they claimed would have destroyed the 
"spontaneity" o f the ins ta lla tion^9 Naturally the

museum had to be sure tha t the plans met stan

dard fire  and safety regulations. The situationists 

found highfalutin reasons for the ir fa ilure to meet 
th is  requirement. They would withdraw from "recu

perative" curatorial space, their journal said, so 

tha t any future labyrinth would be constructed on 

waste ground "in  direct function w ith urban rea li

t ie s ."50 Yet situationists regularly exhibited in con
ventional gallery space, both before and after the 

Stedelijk episode, which sim ply fe ll into a pattern 

of acrimonious and abortive attempts by the 

Lettrist and S ituationist Internationals to gain 

recognition on the ir own terms.51 Having been 

severely criticized in 1949 for hosting the enor

mously controversial COBRA exhibition, Sandberg 
was hardly an illiberal curator, and he was taking a 

fresh risk in offering space to a group as fringe as 

the Situationist lnternational.52

At best, then, the cancellation of the ins ta l
lation owed something to  insu ffic ien t material 

resources, and a t worst to  a fa ilure o f nerve or 

even creative imagination on the  part o f th e  s itua
tion is ts  themselves. The S tedelijk  plan as pub

lished by Internationale s itua tionniste  in 1960 
was far from  comprehensive or complete. Politico- 

artistic changes already taking place w ith in the 
Situationist International doubtless played the ir part 

as well, the schism over the role of artistic creativity 

becoming blatant soon after. And if the S ituationist 

International couldn't even decide how to construct 

a situation, it seemed uni i kely that they would agree 
upon how to transform the city itself.
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Unitary urbanism

The situation ist c ity was to be planned on the prin

cip le of "unitary urbanism." The situation ists fore

saw a city constituted of grand situations, between 

which the inhabitants would drift, endlessly.

Drifters so far had had to treat the city as a 

found object. The paths of the d rift were subject to 

obliteration by urban change, like tra ils  in the sand 

covered b y th e  wind. The drift, Internationale situa- 

tionniste noted,

furnishes only knowledge that is very precisely dated. 
In a few years, the construction or demolition of houses, 

the relocation of micro-societies and of fashions, will 

suffice to change a city's network of superficial attrac

tions, a very encouraging phenomenon for the moment 

when we w ill come to establish an active link between 
the drift and Situationist urban construction. Until then, 

the urban milieu w ill certainly change on its own, anar

chically, ultimately rendering obsolete the drifts whose 

conclusions could not be translated into conscious 

transformations of this milieu.53

In the c ity of unitary urbanism, however, 
urban dynamics would no longer be driven by capi

tal and bureaucracy, but by participation. Unitary 
urbanism was, then, the final stage projected by the 

situationist architectural project. In Chtcheglov's 

famous and idiosyncratic terminology, evoking the 
romance of life on the ranch, unitary urbanism 

would be "the hacienda."54 It was considered so

exciting by members of the lmaginist Bauhaus and 

Lettrist International tha t they joined forces at the 

Turin Cultural Uni on in 1956 to  demand that peo- 
. pie "demonstrate" in its favor, as if "the  future of 

your children depends on it."55

The new c ity  wou I d be "un ita ry " in several 

respects. It would prim arily be unitary as a social 

project, ending the cap ita lis t contest fo r  space 

and prioritization of circu la tion in order to orga

nize the c ity for the enrichment of everyday I ife. 
In th is  respect alone unitary urbanism was not 

actually breaking radically new ground— as recent

ly as 1950 East Germany (the German Democratic 
Republic) had launched its "Sixteen Principles for 

the Restructuring of C ities," replacing CIAM's 

urban princip le of "c ircu la tion " w ith one of "c u l

tu re ," insisting on the distinctiveness o f urban 
life, and rejecting the atomization of the c ity  cen

te r in favor of "the  'com pact c ity ' as a unitary 
structure effic iently integrating all urban functions 
and respecting the c ity ’s historical dim ensions.1̂ 6 

Of course, no self-respecting situationist was going 

to  own up to  being swayed by the directives o f East 
Germany— although it happened tha t the West 

German wing of the S itua tion ist International, 

SPUR, also started demanding a "com pact city. "57 

It made sense, after all, for situationists to negoti
a te  the propaganda war and "detourn" its  best 

arch itectura l products. As one commentary has 

explained, "desp ite the overtly propagandistic 
and rig id ify ing  effects o f East German urban poli

cy in these years, the effort to  re th ink the c ity  in
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Figure 3.5

Alison and Peter Smithson, Project for Berlin Hauptstadt, 
1958, ink, drawn by Peter Sigmond and published in 
Uppercase 3 (1960), shaNing the gr<:Mtth of pedestrian cause
ways above the old street grid. This development of Peter 
Smithson's Cluster City concept had considerable resonance 
with Constant's New Babylon, since it allowed the city to make 
a fresh start without wiping the slate clean. The layering of 
urban histo/y could be made manifest rather than suppressed.

symbolic and historical terms and to overcome the 

division between architecture and urbanism did 

produce a serious alternative to  Western plan- 

n in g -a t  least for a few years,” SPUR m ischie

vously adopting aspects of East Germany's 

“ Sixteen P rincip les” only after Nikita Khrushchev 
had reversed them back in favor of functionalism  

in 1954.58 And s itua tion ists appropriated aspects 

of West Germany's architectural propaganda as 
well. In 1958 the West German government's 

“ Hauptstadt B erlin” (Capital Berlin) com petition 

provocatively invited proposals fo r the restructur

ing of central Berlin— includ ing the East German 

sector of the city. Alison and Peter Sm ithson's 

entry to the com petition seems to have had a pro

found influence upon Constant (fig. 3 .5 ; compare 

figs. 1.12, 3 .24).
A more ideologically appropriate antecedent 

for unitary urbanism existed in the work of Charles 

Fourier, the nineteenth-century French utopian 
socialist who had campaigned fo r  the build ing o f a 
“ phalanstery,” a “ unitary arch itecture” (architec

ture unitaire) embodying a passionate social har

mony (fig. 3 .6). Like Fourier's unitary architecture, 

s itua tion ist unitary urbanism was a vision of the 
unification of space and architecture with the 

social body, and with the individual body as well.59 

“The imbrications of the passions" Walter Benjamin 

once remarked on the organizing principle o f the 
phalanstery, “ were prim itive analogies based on 

the machine, formed in the material o f psychology. 

This machinery, formed of men, produced the land

of Cockaigne, the primal wish-symbol, that 

Fourier's Utopia had filled with new life .” 60

Unitary urbanism was a social project, then, 
bu t also an artistic project, the  making of the 

Gesamtkunstwerk. “ Integral art, which has been 
talked about so much, can only be realized at the 
level of urbanism,” Debord lo ftily  declared.61 This 

revived a persistent trend in modern architecture, 
fashionable not least in CIAM circles .62 Full-blown 

situationism, however, regarded previous attempts 
at unifying the arts as partial, because they had 

interpreted the process merely in term s of form. It 

was an approach Debord redressed when he argued 

that unitary urbanism should be “ in fin ite ly  more 

far-reaching than the old domination of architec

ture over the traditional arts.” 63 Under previous 

schemes, architecture had mustered the other arts
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Victor Considerant, "Perspective of a phalanstery or palais 
societaire dedicated to humanity,"masthead of the late nine- 
teenth-centuiy Fourierist newspaper L’Avenir, depicting a mas
sive building employing rues-galeries (street-galleries), long 
covered arcades uniting the building's facilities and spaces, 
and, it was hoped, the society that inhabited the building. 
Constant retained a copy of the picture in his archive.

Figure 3.6

for a specific aesthetic program. Under unitary 

urbanism, however, architecture wou Id merge seam

lessly with all other arts, assailing the senses not with 

a single aesthetic but with a panoply of changing 

ambiances. Conventional notions of building science 
could hardly survive such a program. Unitary urban

ism, Debord pronounced, "must include the creation 

of new forms and the detournement of previous 

form s of architecture, urbanism, poetry and cine

ma," making ambient use even of food and drink.64 

"We do not recognize the existence of architecture," 

Jorn wrote. "Cologne Cathedral is nothing but an 
empty magic sculpture, whose aim is purely psycho

logical— just like a glass of beer is architecture.1̂ 5 

If th is  mass assault upon the senses was to 

completely revolutionize the life of the city, unitary

urban ism would have to orchestrate the c ity ’s con

stituent parts, its unities of ambiance. The unities 

of ambiance already discovered by drifting  situa

tion ists were regarded as ruins of a mislaid and 

superior social space, urban fragments seemingly 
bypassed by spectacular urbanism and awaiting 

reunification. "All cities are geological," Chtcheglov 

claimed, conjuring up the idea of a c ity resistant to 

rationalization by the layering of its pasts. "We 

move w ith in a closed landscape whose landmarks 

constantly draw us toward the past. Certain shifting 
angles, certain receding perspectives, allow us to 

glimpse original conceptions o f space, but th is 

vision remains fragmentary. "66 These urban frag

ments were intended to take hold of the reader's 
mind in rather the same way that ekphrases
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(descriptions of architecture from classical litera
ture) had once taken hold of the imaginations of 

students of antiquity. The build ing of unitary 

urbanism could be deferred while its possibilities 

were constructed in the collective imagination, and 

in the meantime the fantasy o f "detourning" cer

tain quartiers of existing Paris was considered to be 
an exercise in planning, not en idle pastime. 

Cutting up maps o f Paris, and the ir boring confir

mation of the city's current formation, was the first 

step in the creation of a new order.67 Unitary urban

ism was an urban future tha t would recover the 

lost, m ythic wholeness that had been shattered by 
capital and bureaucracy.

What, then, m ight be the nature of the new 
urban unity, composed out of fragments? The 

best-known precedents fo r a "un ita ry" city— Le 
Corbusier’s Ville Contemporaine, for example— had 

tended to be idealizing, classicizing, and rationaliz

ing. S ituationist architects, however, projected a 

c ity  based not on functional order but on purpose

fu l disorder. Other than the urban picturesque, 

there had been precious few m odels for such a city 
since the M iddle Ages.68 And not even the p ic

turesque had posited a plan quite so radically 

decentered as unitary urbanism. Like a biological 

body, unitary urbanism would be one organism, but 

w ith many organs, all w ith the ir own humors. The 

arrows on The Naked City had pointed the frag

ments both to separation and to unity, making 

them  both independent from and interdependent 

upon each other (as in more recent exercises in

architectural deconstruction). Debord explained, 

"In each o f its experimental cities unitary urbanism 

w ill act by way of a certain number of force fields, 

which we can temporarily designate by the classic 

term ‘quarter.' Each quarter w ill tend toward a spe

c ific  harmony, divided o ff from  neighboring har

monies; or else w ill play on a maximum breaking 
up o f internal harmony. "69 It  was Chtcheglov who 

had firs t suggested the adaptation o f the traditional 

quarter fo r synthetic psychological effect. He 
believed tha t the d istricts o f the future c ity  "could 

correspond to  the  whole spectrum o f diverse feel
ings tha t one encounters by chance in everyday 

life. Bizarre Quarter— Happy Quarter (specially 

reserved for habitation)— Noble and Tragic Quarter 

(for good children)— Historical Quarter (museums, 

schools)— Useful Quarter (hospital, toolshops)—  
Sinister Quarter, etc.” 7°

Unitary urbanism rejected the idealistic 
quest for fixed forms and permanent solutions that 

had been the basis of traditional town planning. 
Since situation ism regarded art as a playful means 

o f social organization, unitary urbanism would nat

urally envisage "the urban environment as the te r
rain of a game in which one pa rtic ipa tes.'^1 The 

c ity  would become a giant playground, its  quarters 
acting as stations for a perpetual Revolutionary 

Festival. On th is fundamental point situationists 

were agreed: the creation of the s ituation ist c ity  

would pass from  its avant-garde city fathers to its 

citizens. But as in all great revolutions, the nature 

of that transition was disputed. At what point
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should the situation ist avant-garde disengage? 
When would situationist agitation give way to anar

chic free play? What really would be the relation
ship between the architecture of the old c ity and 

that o f the situationist city?

When Constant began work on his New 
Babylon project, it was in the belief that unitary 

urbanism would require situationists to somehow 
start bu ild ing the ir new city, just as had utopians 

before them, like the Fourierists and Owenites and 

the garden city movement. “ The hacienda m ust be 

b u ilt,"  Chtcheglov had emphatically declared, and 

Constant was prepared to  rise to  the challenge, see

ing in the convergence of situationism  and the lat
est structural technology the chance fina lly  for 
architecture to escape the confines of rational

ism .72 He was tempted, perhaps, by Debord, who 

asked the preparatory conference o f the SI to  imag

ine the "m ost elementary un it of unitary urbanism" 
as being "the  architectural complex, which com

bines all the factors conditioning an ambiance, or a 

series of clashing ambiances, on the scale of the 
constructed situation. ” 73

In 1958 Debord and Constant could s till 
f in d  su ffic ien t common ground to  coauthor the 

"Declaration o f Amsterdam," a brave attem pt to 

summarize the principles o f unitary urbanism, 

though fo r all the certainty o f its tone it  was a rather 

schizophrenic document. One can see the tenets by 

which Constant set most store— the ones about 
"striv ing fo r a perfect spatial art," coordinating 

"artistic and scientific means" to the point of "com

plete fusion," and so on. Debord’s emphasis was 

different; for him, unitary urbanism, "independent 

o f all aesthetic considerations," was "the result of a 

new kind of collective creation," making revolution

ary sociocultural activity the firs t step— "the imme

diate task of today's creatively active people."74

And over the next couple of years Debord and 

his allies w ith in the SI began to  feel that unitary 

urbanism should never abandon the existing c ity in 
favor o f virgin territory. They would not be exiled to 

a New Babylon in the way that the Jews had been 
exiled to the old Babylon. It increasingly seemed to 

them tha t the ir role in the making of unitary urban

ism was as propagandists, not architects: Kotanyi 

and Vaneigem, who took over the situationist 

"Bureau of Unitary Urbanism" after Constant's res

ignation in 1960, described unitary urbanism as

a living critique, fuelled by all the tensions of daily life.
. . .  Living critique means the setting up of bases for an 

experimental life. . . . Such bases cannot be reserva

tions for “ leisure”  activities separated from society.. . .  
Situationist bases w ill exert pressure in the opposite 
direction, acting as bridgeheads for an invasion of the 

whole of daily life. U.U. [unitary urbanism] is the con

trary of a specialized activity; to accept a separate 

urbanistic domain is already to accept the whole 

urbanistic lie.75

Internationale situationniste  even proposed building 

a situationist base tha t could populate, "through 

the example of the stations in the Antarctic," the
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Allee des Cygnes, the long, narrow, uninhabited 

island on the Seine that connects the Pont de Bir- 

Hakein and Pont de Grenelle, whence situationists 

would make sorties into the inhabited city.76

Constant’s Ne w Babylon

Absorbing his energies for more than a decade, 

New Babylon was Constant's masterwork, a means 

to  realize his own and the situationists' architectur

al ambitions simultaneously. There was a conflic t 
between these ambitions, since the spirit of situa- 

tionism demanded that personal creative ambition 
and vision be subsumed to group w ill. As Debord 

had announced at the Si's founding conference, "It 

must be understood once and for all that something 

that is only a personal expression within a framework 

created by others cannot be termed a creation," and 

Constant's maquettes were always treated with a 

degree of caution by the Debordist faction, which 
greeted them in 1959 as "pre-situationist."77

Constant never failed to reiterate tha t u lti

mately New Babylon could only be a collective, 

social project, and tha t his work should be under

stood as nothing more than the projected frame

work for the construction of situations and the 

decor fo r a life of leisure. Yet in 1960 Constant was 
hounded out of the SI, accused of “ plagiarizing two 

or three poorly understood fragments of Situationist

ideas."78 Although he was a v ictim  in part of the 

group's abandonment o f any serious development 

of unitary urbanism, accusations of individualism 

were to be partly substantiated as Constant contin

ued to  work on New Babylon independently.

Constant introduced the label “ New Babylon" 

to  his works around 1958, drawing upon estab
lished comparisons of legendary old Babylon w ith 

the heady phenomenon of the modern city. 79 The 
metaphor of Babylon brought the architectural and 

cultural neatly together. Architecturally, modern 
cities have revived the fascination w ith elevation, 

engineering, and spectacle tha t made old Babylon 

famous. Culturally, Babylon and the build ing o f its 

tower have survived as a fable of common effort 

giving way to fragmentation and fina lly  to deca

dence®0 So Babylon, once a parable of the godless 

modern city, was on the contrary revived by 

Constant as an exemplar for the modern city—  

technological, universal, and playful. In 1870  a 
German newspaper denounced Paris as a modern 

"Babylon," and the Commune that Paris collapsed 

into the following year was celebrated as a New 

Babylon in the classic 1929 Soviet film  of the 

same name.®1 Babylonian decadence promised a 

spiral into social anarchy. "The Commune repre

sents the only realization of a revolutionary urban
ism to date— attacking on the spot the petrified 

signs of the dominant organization of life, under

standing social space in political terms, refusing to 

accept the innocence of any monument," the s itua

tionists wrote.®2 The Communards' tactics were
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concentrated less upon the appropriation of eco
nomic wealth than of urban space, joyfu lly annex

ing private space into the public sphere, 

demolishing the monuments of the old order, and 
barricading the circulation o f its troops.

Constant's interest in urbanism was a 
response to his observations as a flaneur in Paris 

and London in the early 1950s, where he had seen 

"people build ing, demolishing, removing. . . . The 

tra ffic  increased, man disappeared . . . mechanized 

technological environments emerged.1̂ 3 Worried 

about the aloofness of the artist from the new 

industrial revolution engendered by postwar recon

struction, Constant took advantage of the dissolu

tion of the raw expressionism of COBRA by giving 
his work a strongly architectonic flavor. Postwar 

construction work, permanently encrusted with 

scaffolding, crawling with people busied in bu ild 

ing, and apparently in a perpetual state o f becom

ing, had a continued resonance in Constant's 

architectural vision.

One curious piece of 1955 was suggestive of 
a sort of obstacle course across wasteland: in 

Ambiance de jeu  (Ambiance o f play), wooden 
shapes and copper rod, painted and mounted on a 

support, created a large geometric composition, 

designed to  be hung rather than viewed fla t, that 

fe ll in between hard-edge abstraction and architec

tural model-making (fig. 3.7). This transitory stage, 

like an El Lissitzky proun  (fig. 3 .8), was a “ chang

ing of tra ins" between art and architecture, or, 
according to a 1959 catalogue, "an experiment

with space."84 Likewise, the 1958 Model fo r a 

Gypsy Camp seemed to be only slightly more func

tional than the various neoconstructivist sculptures 

that Constant had been working on, belying the rel

ative stringency of the brie f (fig. 1.15). Yet the 

exercises were absolutely sincere bids at unifying 
art, architecture, science, and environment, spin

offs from  a "Spatiodynam ic" project tha t Constant 

developed with the ex-COBRA sculptor Stephen 

Gilbert and architect Nicolas Schaffer between 
1953 and 1956.85

Constant continued to address the problems 

of play, flexib ility, and nomadism in New Babylon, 
but as the project advanced the mass of models 

and illustrations became more expansive rather than 
more detailed. In attempting to  give visual form  to 

unitary urbanism, Constant explained, New Babylon 

was "not primarily a town planning project. Equally, 

it is not intended as a work of art in the traditional 

sense nor as an example of architectonic structure 

. . .  [but as] a creative game with an imaginary envi
ronment.1̂ 6 Constant had obviously learned the tac

tic of the situationist tract: inspire rather than 

prescribe. Constant's images were like visual equiva

lents for the situationist aphorism. The images 
could accordingly be found dropped casually into 
an editorial in Internationale situationniste,i? while 

Constant's 1959 catalogue strangely juxtaposed his 

sculptures with quotations from Paul-Henri Chombart 
de Lauwe. “To what extent can we freely build the 

framework of a social life in which we can be guided 

by our aspirations and not by our instincts?," one
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Figure 3.7

Constant, Ambiance de jeu, 1955-1956, wood and copper, 
Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. The piece, one of Constant's 
earliest excursions into abstract architectural model-

making, invoked Aldo van Eyck's Amsterdam children's 
playgrounds of the late 19400s, recognized at the time for 
making modernism feel more human and capricious.

Figure 3.8

El Lissitzky, Proun R.V.N.2, 1923, tempera and silver paint 
on canvas, Kunstmuseum Hannover mit Sammlung 
Sprengel, Hannover. Like Lissitzk/s prouns, Constant's 
Ambiance de jeu was originally hung rather than viewed 
flat, and represented a transition from art to architecture.
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Double-page spread from the catalogue Constant (Paris, 
1959). Constant's abstract sculptures are juxtaposed with 
aphorisms on architecture and life. The catalogue was pub
lished by the situationist press, the Bibliotheque d'/lJexandrie.

Figure 3.9

quotation asked. The elegant sculptures, presum
ably, were part of Constant's answer (fig. 3 .9 ) “

Pragmatic readers disturbed by New 

Babylon’s lack of detail m ight overcome the ir frus

tration if one day they could participate in the 
bu ild ing of the new world envisaged by Constant. 

Even as th is  was endowed with an elaborate theo

retical framework, the gap between Constant’s texts 

and images remained to be filled  by the imagina

tive reader, since Constant was intent upon explain

ing the context rather than the content of his work. 

Readers could more easily discover the position of 

New Babylon w ith in  the history of utopia and 

recent social theory than how New Babylon's mov
able partitions or atmospheric conditioning sys
tems m ight actually work.89 In the meantime the 

projections of New Babylon became ever more 
ambitious in design and site. Constant's celebra
tion of build ing technology and of the great public 

bu ild ing paid homage to  the trad ition o f visionary
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Figure 3.11 (below)

Ivan Leonidov, Design for the Lenin Institute, 1927, maquette.

Figure 3.10 (above)

Etienne-Louis Bou/lee, Monument to Sir Isaac Newton, c. 
1785, engrwing.

Figure 3.12 (facing page)

Constant, Space Furrow with Base Plate, Concert Hall for 
Electronic Music, 1960, metal, perspex, and wood, Wilhelm 
Lehmbruck Museum, Duisburg. Constant's architecture 
drew upon a great utopian tradition of fantastic visionary 
public buildings, while consciously addressing the contem
porary age: his maquettes were l<l'gely made from industrial 
waste, a fact announced by their rough-hewn finish. The 
space furrow was apparently formed from the windshields of 
an /so lsetta bubble car, endowing the piece with connota
tions ofsmart engineering, fun, and mobility.



design from Etienne-Louis BouIlee to constructivism 

(figs. 3 .10 , 3 .11 , 3 .12). New Babylon was shown 

precariously suspended over entire cities and coun
tries, making literal Debord and Jorn's invocation in 

the pages o f their Memoires o f ‘ 'a floating c ity ."90

The structure o f New Babylon

New Babylon was an important part of the boom in 

experimental design during the 1950s and 1960s,

and may well have influenced other projects: the 

firs t maquettes fo r New Babylon were exhibited at 

the Stedelijk as early as 1959.91 Experimental 
designers o f the period were trying to drive beyond 

rationalism by advocating free forms, mixed use, 

and functional flexib ility. They expected to create 

new senses of meaning and place in the city, sym

pathetic to human ludic and social need.

With his 1958 maquettes for New Babylon, 

Constant aligned him self with the vanguard of 

thought on megastructure, inasmuch as the 
structures th a t he proposed would house some o f 

the  m ultip le functions tha t the traditional city
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Constant, Hanging Sector, I960, aluminum and steel, 
Gemeentemuseum, The Hague, profile.

Figure 3.13

accommodates individually.92 By designing struc

tures tha t could cut a ten tacula r swath through 
the existing landscape or cityscape, megastruc
tura lis ts  like Constant sought to supersede the 

constrictions imposed through the separation of 

function  between build ings and between city dis

tricts. A typical New Babylon “ sector," at 2 0 -3 0  
hectares “ much bigger than . . .  any present build

ing," could handle leisure, transport, and shelter, 

and so could go some way toward addressing situa

tion is t worries about the separation of activities by 
rationalist urbanism 93

With in practice, New Babylon had overtones 
of “ metabolism" (the design of long-term structures 

to support short-term components) but related 

specifically to what had become known by 1963 as 

spatial urban ism {urbanisme spatiale).94 Constant's 

work was comparable to tha t of architect Yona 
Friedman (figs. 3 .13 , 3 .14). Friedman, frustrated 

by the vagaries of Team lO ’s ideas about “ m obili

ty ," “ development," and “ growth and change," had 

become the best-known advocate o f spatial urbanism, 
founding his GEAM— Groupe d'Etudes d'Architecture 

Mobile (Mobile Architecture Study Group)— in
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Yona Friedman, Urbanisme spatiale, New York, 1960-1962, both Friedman and Constant envisaged the remaking of the
ink on paper. As colleagues in the Groupe d'Etudes city as taking place in space frame structures suspended
d'Architecture Mobile (Mobile Architecture Study Group), over old cities and open land.

Figure 3.14

1957; as a pa rtic ipan t in GEAM, Constant was 

immersed in the  sophisticated spa tia lis t theories 

of the  likes of Eckhard S chu lze -F ie litz  and Frei 

O tto.95 Friedman and Constant a like  proposed 
supporting  the c ity 's  systems w ith in  a space 

fram e, raised on a p ilo tis  (a grid of supporting 

colum ns) above nature and old c itie s , thus  pro

vid ing  a clean sheet for "th ree-d im ensiona l" 

urban p lanning and growth. “ The ground 
remains free fo r motorized transport and agricu l

tu re , w ild nature and historica l m onum ents," 

Constant explained. New Babylon sectors, f lo a t

ing “ 16 metres above the ground," would “ rep

resent a sort of extension of the Earth's surface,
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Alex Moulton, Moulton Standard Bicycle, 1962, pictured on 
a brochure cover designed by Colin Banks with John Miles, 
1964. The Moulton, with its small wheels and full suspen
sion, was as conscious an attempt to reinvent the bike as 
New Babylon was to reinvent the city (and as the Austin

Figure 3.15

a new skin th a t covers the earth and m u ltip lies  
its liv ing  space."96

Here again, a s itua tion is t was adopting a 

solution tha t originated in the much-maligned Le 

Corbusier, pioneer of pilotis  and deck structures.97 

Nonetheless, one would hardly mistake Constant's 

work for tha t of Le Corbusier. The spidery chaos of 

New Babylon eschewed Corbusian monumental- 
ism, reviving instead an am bition long since 

shelved b y  mainstream modernism. A 1943 essay, 
“ Nine Points on M onum entality," by Sigfried 

Giedion, Jose Luis Sert, and Fernand Leger, had 

foreseen the precepts of Constant's architecture: 

“ Today modern architects know that build ings 

cannot be conceived as isolated units, tha t they 

have to be incorporated into vaster urban 

schemes. There are no frontiers between architec
ture and town p lanning," the authors declared. 

They went on,

Modern materials and new techniques are athand, light 

metal structures . . .  panels of different textures, colors, 

and sizes; light elements like ceilings which can be 
suspended from big trusses covering practically unlimit

ed spans. • • • Mobile elements, changing positions and 

casting different shadows when acted upon by wind or 

machinery, can be the source of new architectural 

effects. During night hours, color and forms can be pro

jected on vast surfaces. . . . Man-made landscapes 

would be correlated with nature's landscapes and all 

elements combined interms of the newand vast facade, 

sometimes extending for many miles, which has been

Mini, which Moulton also helped engineer, was to reinvent 
the car); they were statements of faith in the boundless 
capacity of technology to mobilize everyday life. Reyner 
Banham, for instance, appreciated the sense of fun and 
mobility embodied in them all.

revealed to us by the air view. This could be contem

plated not only during a rapid flight but also from a heli

copter stopping in mid-air.98

Yet Giedion, Sert, and Leger's sentimental 

attachment to  the traditional role o f the master 

plan and the monument was anathema to 

Constant, who was attuned to a newer, postwar 

vision for design, one tha t preferred the transitory 

form ations of technology to the permanence of 

“ good form. "99 A nice set of juxtapositions was 
created when Constant's 1964  artic le about New 

Babylon was sandwiched by the British magazine 

Architectura l Design between reviews o f two very 

d iffe ren t design icons of the period, a Le 

Corbusier Unite d 'Habita tion at Briey-en-Foret and 

an Alex Moulton small-wheeled bicycle, as cham

pioned by freewheeling Reyner Banham (fig. 
3 .1 5 ).100 The “ good form " of the Unite, however 

impressive and megastructural, was founded upon 
older ideas about materials, housing, and society,
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Constant, Ambiance of a Future City, maquette with model permitting an ease of circulation beyond even the wildest
cars, 1958, illustration from the catalogue Constant dreams °f mainstream modernism.
(Paris, 1959). The "sector" sweeps over the traffic below,

Figure 3.16

Figure 3.17

Konrad Wachsmann, prefabricated tubular space frame 
building system for airplane hangars, 1950-1953. 
Wachsmann's designs inspired a new wave of engineered 
architecture.
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while the Moulton was, A rchitectura l Design felt, 

“ th is  radical reth inking of conventional . . . 

design," herald for a new era of choice and m obili

ty .101 New Babylon was like a specter bridging the 

two, m onolith ic and overengineered. It was as 
assertively collective as the Unite, yet it also pro

moted an individualist m obility like the bike, fac il

itated by joyrid ing in pedal vehicles, cars, and 

fly ing machines (fig . 3 .16).

New Babylon’s space fram e was ideally 
suited to the creation of transitory, amorphous 

arch itecture , fan tastic  vistas and fecund space, 

ready for homo ludens to let his im agination run 

w ild. Any c ity  is a rtif ic ia l, bu t New Babylon 

would be an exquis ite ly fabricated environm ent 
where everything would tru ly  sing o f humanity. 

Constant, w riting  in Internationale s itua tionn iste  

against “ the idea of the green city, which most 

modern arch itects have adop ted," proposed tha t 

“ fa r from  being a return to nature, to the  idea of 

liv ing in a park, like the so lita ry aristocrats of 
tim es past, we can see in such immense s truc

tures [as New Babylon] the possib ility  of the con

quest of nature." 102

The anarchic possib ilities of a bu ild ing 

composed of movable partitions had been part of 

Chtcheglov’s “ Formulary," and was mentioned 

again by Debord, who admired the flex ib ility  of a 
1955 helicoidal ( “ snail she ll") house about which 

he had read.103 Constant embraced the idea, 
envisaging a system o f movable partitions w ith in a 
fixed framework, “a qu ite chaotic arrangement of

small and bigger spaces tha t are constantly 
mounted and dismounted by means of standard

ised mobile construction elements, like walls, 

floors and s ta ircases ."^4 Suppleness would be 

achieved through the use of the lightweight prod

ucts tha t were coming out of materials science: 

describ ing New Babylon’s Yellow Sector in 

Internationale s itua tionn iste  in 1960, Constant 
drew the reader’s a ttention to its  titan ium  floors 

and nylon pavements and pa rtition s .i°5 His 

cla im s for structura l technology were not as mav

erick as they m ight have seemed. They sim ply 

pushed the Zeitgeist to  its  lim its: in 1954 Konrad 

Wachsmann published his works on spatial bu ild 

ing systems, his space frame structure fo r  aircraft 

hangars emboldening a new generation of experi
mental architects (fig. 3 .17 ).io6

New Babylon's utopian fun

Comparisons between Constant’s s itua tion is t 
vision and the  work of other avant-gardists are 

teasing, because although New Babylon shared 

many of its structura l princip les with other arch i

tectura l experiments, its meaning was qu ite d is
t in c t. B rita in ’s Archigram group, for instance, 

aired ideas o f “ s itua tion " a t the ir seminal 1963 

“ Living C ity" exh ib ition at the Ins titu te  of Con
temporary Arts. The S itua tion is t Times, doubtless
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Peter Cook for Archigram, Plug-in City, Maximum Pressure 
Area, 1963-1964, section, ink. Thanks in part to their 
determinedly architectural rather than utopian solutions for 
modem living, Archigram's images gained a following 
among young architects that New Babylon did not.

Figure 3.18

noticing tha t Archigram had even collaged a frag
ment of the Guide psychogeographique de Paris into 

its display, discovered that situationism had itself 

become victim  to  the plagiarism that it advocat
ed.107 For Archigram in its early days, “ situation—  

the happenings within spaces in the city . . . — is as 
important, possibly more important, than the built 

demarcation of space. . . . This time/movement/sit

uation th ing is important in determ ining our whole 
future attitude to the visualisation and realisation 

of city." 108

The Archigram group attended Constant's 

1964  ICA lecture in London, read his lecture 

notes, and invited him  to con tribu te  to Archigram  

no. 5, the “ M etropolis" issue of the ir increasingly 

in fluen tia l newsletter.™9 Yet s itua tion ism  was

conspicuous by its absence from Experimental 

Architecture, the key retrospective account pub

lished in 1970 by Archigram's Peter Cook. Perhaps 

New Babylon did not sufficiently impress Constant's' 

contemporaries. Through attention to detail, 
Archigram architects insisted on the buildabil ity o f 

their structures, however fantastic they might 

seem, evincing a rigor somewhat lacking in the 
work of Constant, artist-provocateur (fig. 3.18). The 

em piricism  of Britain's “ Meccano generation," in 

other words, was only partly compatible with 
Constant's continental existentialism. The detail 

and practicality of British experimental architecture 

almost invariably set it apart from Constant's work. 

The famous Fun Palace leisure center project 
(1 9 6 2 -1 9 6 7 ), for example, planned for the Lea
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Valley Regional Park in East London by arch itect 

Cedric Price (who was friends with Alexander 

Trocchi) and impresario Joan Littlewood, got as far 

as satisfying fire  regulations, more than Constant 

and the SI had managed w ith  their very much more 
modest installation proposed for the Stedelijk (fig. 

3 .19 ), And it was almost as ambitious as New 

Babylon, if not in scale then in its technical ser

vices, promising “ charged static vapour zones, 
optical barriers, warm air curta ins," and a "fog  dis

persal p la n t."110

Differences w ith in  the avant-garde, com

pounded by its raw competitiveness, were sympto

matic of an ideological chasm between 
situationism and contemporary movements. So 

while the Frenchman Yona Friedman was inspired, 

like Constant, by Huizinga's notion of a "lu d ic " 
instinct in humanity and Roger Caillois's theories of 

play and leisure, he also stressed the essential 

rationality o f his brand o f spatial urbanism, refer

ring to its adaptability not only to the existing city 

but to industry, business, and homes, sending 
appeals for endorsement to  figures as diverse as Le 

Corbusier and Buckminster Fuller.111 Constant, 

meanwhile, foresaw the need only fo r a few hotels 

servicing leisured nomads. Friedman sought the 

incorporation of convenience services: Constant 

preferred disconvenience.
Of all the megastructural projects, New 

Babylon was the most rad ica lly utopian, and 
Constant sought more than a structura l reevalua

tion  of the existing city. He introduced New

Babylon to his B ritish pub lic  by rem inding them  
th a t "since the beginning of th is  century there 

has been constant discussion about the creative 

facu lties  of the human race, and more than one 
avant-garde movement has declared itse lf in 

favour o f a poesie fa it par tous [a poetry made by 

all, the key refrain tha t the s itua tion is ts  inherited 

from  Lautreamont]. The realisation of such a 

mass-culture does obviously not depend on the 

intentions of artists only, and would demand thor

ough changes w ith in  society. " n2 As the sixties 

wore on, New Babylon emerged as a utopian icon, 

a phalanstery fo r  the love generation, as Constant 
tes ted  the lim its  of the Dutch state's repressive 

tolerance w ith the help of his colleagues from  
Provo. New Babylon fille d  a 1965 issue of Provo 

magazine, and by 1967 , when it was the focus 
fo r a rally in Amsterdam's Parkkerk, New Babylon 

served as a totem  fo r the arch itectura l empower

ment of the people.” 3 Constant's environ m ental- 
ism  and anticap ita lism  could hardly have been in 

starker contrast to  Peter Cook's assertion tha t “ it  
w ill often be part o f the  arch itect's brie f . . .  to 

explo it the maximum pro fit from a piece of land. 

In the  past th is  would have been considered an 

immoral use o f the ta len ts o f an artist. It is now 

sim ply part of the sophistication of the whole 
environmental and bu ild ing  process in which 

finance can be made a creative elem ent in 

d e s ig n ."!!4 Archigram 's libertarian ism  seemed to  

take a rightward tu rn , its  increasingly personal

ized “ arch itectures" isolating the citizen from  the
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Figure 3.19

Cedric Price, Arriving by Helicopter, rendering for the Fun 
Palace leisure center project, planned for the Lea Valley 
Regional Park by Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood, 
1962-1967. The Fun Palace project probably came closest 
to making the dream of a spontaneous leisure architecture 
for the 1960s into a reality.

festive crowd with inventions like Michael Webb's 

Cushicle and Suitaloon, bubbles of individual 

freedom (fig. 3 .2 0 ).115
In fac t, New Babylon was so fa r removed 

from  conventional concerns with p ro fit and loss 
tha t its economy remained som eth ing of a mys

tery. Constant jo ined Thomas More, Henri de

Saint-S im on, Charles Fourier, Karl Marx, and the 

like to investigate the poss ib ility  of a noncom

m odity socialism , a sc ie n tific  utopia where 
scarc ity  and su ffe ring  were confined to h isto

ry. 116 He ca lm ly asserted, “ The e ffects of 

m achine-production are leading slowly to a 

reduction in human labour, and we can state
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Michael Webb for Archigram, Cushicle Fully Opened Out 
and in Use, 1966-1967. "The Cushicleisan invention that 
enables a man to carry a complete environment on his 
back," Archigram announced. But, as with Banham's 
Environment Bubble (fig. 1.16), the individualism of this 
sort of "complete nomadic unit" was at odds with the col
lectivist notions underpinning the situationist utopia.

Figure 3.20

already w ith  certa inty, tha t we w ill enter a new 

era, in which production-labour w ill be autom at

ic. For the firs t tim e  in history, m ankind w ill be 
able to establish an a fflu en t society in which 

nobody will have to  waste his forces, and in 
which everybody w ill be able to  use his entire 

energy fo r the development of his creative capac

it ie s ."  Questions about fisca l economy were no 

longer valid. "The question," Constant insisted, 

" is  how the free man of the  fu tu re  w ill use his 
un lim ited energ ies."117

Chtcheglov's confident words echoed 

through the New Babylonian sectors: "The eco

nomic obstacles are only apparent. . . . This is 

demonstrated by the immense prestige of Monaco 

and Las Vegas— and Reno, tha t caricature of free

Michael Webb (later of Archigram), Sin Centre, 
1958-1962, metal and Plexiglas. Often aimed at the bur
geoning leisure industry, Archigram's "fun" architecture was 
actually based upon far less radical notions of leisure than 
those motivating the situationists.

Figure 3 .2 1

love— although they are mere gam bling places. 

Our f irs t experimental c ity  would live largely off 

tolerated and controlled tourism . Future avant- 

garde activ ities and productions would naturally 

tend to  gravitate there. In a few years it would 

become the in te llectua l capita l o f the world and 
would be universally recognized as such." 

Chtcheglov thought of fu n  cu ltu re as a historical 

necessity: "The appearance o f the notion o f rela

tiv ity  in the modern mind allows one to surmise 

the EXPERIMENTAL aspect of the next civilization 
(although I'm  not satisfied w ith tha t word; say, 

more supple, more 'fu n ') ."ns For Constant as 
well, the introduction o f " fu n " onto the agenda of 

experimental architecture was not something to  be 
treated as a s in fu l diversion from labor. Nor 

should fun be a commodity peddled in specialized 

leisure centers like Price and Littlewood's Fun 

Palace, or the Sin Centre planned by Archigram 's
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Constant, "View approaching sectors G and £" ("A high level of 
a typical structure, showing its surface, divided by ever-changing 
mobile elements"), illustration from Constant, "Description de 
la zone jaune," Internationale situationniste, no 4 (1960),

Figure 3.22
reprinted (cropped) in "New Babylon/An Urbanism of the 
Future," Architectural Design, June 1964. This detail of 
Constant's maquette for sectors G and E in New Babylon repre
sented the situationist city as a sort of pinball machine.

Michael Webb for London's entertainm ent area of 

Leicester Square (fig. 3 .21 ). Even Reyner 
Banham (the best-known apologist for Archigram) 

adm itted tha t the group's preoccupations with 

leisure "prove, in the last analysis, to be so trivia l 
as to  drive a serious historian to  despair. " u9 For 

the New Babylonian, fun would not be a break

from work and social normalcy. “ The new homo 

/udens . . . on the contrary, wi II rather be the nor

mal type of m an ."120
The elevated utopianism  of New Babylon 

condemned it to the lim bo occupied by those 
ideas tha t could be e ither abstract critica l p rinc i

ple or serious practical proposition. This, in the
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end, may be the reason why commentators kept 

New Babylon at arm ’s length. When it  ran its fea

ture on New Babylon, the editors of Architectura l 
Design po lite ly avoided in terpre ting the pho

tographs of Constant’s bizarre work in any detail, 

flu c tu a ting  between the giddiness of Constant's 

own cla im s and the secure ground of structure 

and m aterial: “ The I ines indicate trajectories of 

movements actually taking place or past. A ll of 

Constant’s models are made out of coloured ele
ments of Perspex and m eta l" (fig. 3 .2 2 ) .121 

Constant h im self struggled to negotiate the tricky  
utopianism  of New Babylon, downplaying the 

“ s itua tion is t team s" tha t would have been neces

sary to the running of New Babylon, yet which 

would have been a litt le  ou t o f keeping w ith  the 

anarchic ideologies o f s itua tion ism .i22 It was an 

anomaly present also in other contemporary 

leisure architectures. Littlewood and Price con

fined the ir army of technica l assistants to quar
ters in the Fun Palace's service basement, and, 

more sinister, Disney b u ilt a police station 
beneath Main Street USA, Disneyland. Constant 

spec ifica lly  separated “ technica l services" from 

the rest of the New Babylon sector, so tha t New 

Babylonians would have been as ignorant of the 
mechanical workings o f the ir environment as 

Ludwig II of Bavaria was ind iffe ren t to the weary 

e lectric ian and workmen stoking the furnaces at 

his Linderhof grotto. “ I don 't want to know how it 

works," Ludwig is reputed to have said. “ I just 

want to see the e ffec ts ."123

Disorientation

The sovereignty of fun and leisure generated the plan 

of New Babylon. It was a clear attempt to  model the 

d rift, to build passages and unities of ambiance 

and plaques tournantes in the style o f those 
opened up by the Lettrist International through 

Paris (see chapter 2). “ The principal activity of the 
inhabitants w ill be the CONTINUOUS DRIFT," 

Chtcheglov had predicted for the s ituation ist city. 
“ The changing of landscapes from one hour to the 
next will result in complete d iso rien ta tion ."^4 

Debord had reiterated the idea: “ W ithin architec

ture itself, the taste for d r ift tends to promote all 

sorts o f new forms of labyrinths made possible by 
modern techniques of p roduction ."^5

Adapting the 1958 Alison and Peter 
Sm ithson project for a pedestrian net suspended 

over the old street pattern of Berlin, the projected 

sectors of New Babylon tiptoed over selected 

European cities, echoing old street patterns, hover

ing above certain d is tric ts  and streets, keeping a 

respectful distance from historic c ity  cores.126 This 

“ open-city" thesis treated the modern c ity  as nec
essarily permanently “ ru ined," “ in the sense that 

accelerated movement and change in the 20th 

century were incapable of relating to  the pattern of 

a preexisting fa b r ic ." ^ 7 It was a concept tha t the 

situationists exaggerated when they described how, 

in the ir city, “ the new neighborhoods . . . could be 

constructed increasingly towards the west . . . while 

to the same extent the east would be abandoned to
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Constant, “New Babylon, overhead view, " from the New 
Babylon Atlas, 1964, ink on paper, Gemeentemuseum, The 
Hague. New Babylon had the capacity for almost infinite 
expansion or contraction, its sectors leaving the landscape

Figure 3.23
below apparently unaffected. In this rendering, strangely 
reminiscent of Le Corbusier, note the provision of air trans
portation bequeathed by a long line of modern utopias and 
science fiction cities.

the overgrowth of tropical vegetation" (fig. 3 .2 3 ).128 
New Babylon's overhead streets were I ike a revival 

of the "lateral piercing" developed, of necessity, in 
th e  Paris Commune, when new and elevated routes 

were opened up by knocking through as many 
adjoining houses as possible (fig. 3 .24 ).129

New Babylon sectors could be imagined as 
"abstractions" of the unities of ambiance discov
ered by psychogeographers in existing cities.

Chtcheglov had originally proposed that the quar
ters of the situationist c ity m ight correspond to the 

"Happy," the "B izarre," the "S in ister," and so 

forth, but Constant tended to  abandon attempts to 
prescribe ambiances so rigidly, preferring to identi

fy  his sectors by the ir physical features— " Hanging 

Sector," "Red Sector," "Yellow Sector" (fig. 3. 2 5). 

The predominantly "abstract" fac ilities  of New 

Babylon ("spatial color" and "movable elements")

139 > A New Babylon



Figure 3.24 Figure 3.25 (facing page)

Constant, New Babylonian Sectors Superimposed upon a 
Map of Amsterdam, c. J963. In a series of projections cov
ering European cities and regions, Constant paid careful 
attention to the ways in which New Babylon related to the 
topographies that it was superimposed upon. At 
Amsterdam, for instance, New Babylon respected the his
toric core, while at Rotterdam it had no hesitation in flying 
low over a city center almost completely destroyed by 
Second World War bombing—and partially reconstructed by 
Team lO's Jacob Bakema.

View of Constant's maquette for New Babylon's Yellow 
Sector, J958-J96J, wood, metal, and Plexiglas, 
Gemeentemuseum, The Hague, photograph by Victor 
Nieuwenhuys. Many of New Babylon's sectors derived their 
ambiance from a key sensory stimulation, here yellow light. 
Victor Nieuwenhuys's stunning photographs of Constant's 
maquettes almost gave the impression of New Babylon as 
real architecture.
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were in pointed contrast to the exemplars of deter

m in istic, “ figurative" entertainment architecture 

found at Disneyland.130 “ Every defin ition of form 

restricts . . .  the suggestion it projects," Constant 

w rote in 1948; “ the more perfectly defined the 

form, the less active is the onlooker. New 

Babylon's labyrinths provided for endless construct

ed situations. “ The inner spaces [of New Babylon] 

are fo r  collective use," Constant wrote, “ and are for 

no other function than to be an ‘artis tic medi- 
um .” 'i32 Life in New Babylon would be an endless 

chain of encounters between mind, body, space, 

and architecture. New Babylon was one vast site 

for an extraordinarily pure sort of d rift. “ Drifters" in 

th e  traditional c ity  traversed th e ir  passages through 
relatively fixed surroundings in the constant hope 

of encountering a situation, but in New Babylon 
the passage need not be something traveled

through: New Babylonians cou Id physically

rearrange the “street" they stood in.

When the architect Victor Considerant pro
duced his treatise for the Fourierist phalanstery, he 

emphasized the  importance o f c ircu lation along 

“ street-galleries" (rues-ga/eries) running through 

the entire complex, unifying every wing o f the 

giant structure, and symbolizing association found
ed upon “ passionate attraction" (fig. 3.6).i33 

Constant's New Babylon wou Id be a global pha

lanstery fo r the twentieth century, its  sectors 
joined “ in all d irections," a “ comprehensive 

m etropolis girding the earth like a network," a 

unitary urbanism of hallucinatory d im e n s io n s .^  

The fantastic spaces and vistas of New Babylon 
would be tru ly  rem iniscent o f the sublim e visions 

o f Piranesi and John Martin (figs. 3 .26, 3 .27, 

2 .10). Some corridors w ith in  New Babylon would
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Figure 3.26

Constant, Ode a l'Od6on, 1969, oil on canvas, 
Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. Constant's draivings, prints, 
and paintings consistently depicted ambiguous and infinite 
spaces articulated by multilevel, minimalist structures, 
evocative of scaffolding or modern set design. The ladder 
was a motif that tied New Babylon back to COBRA's iconog
raphy of aspiration (compare fig. 0.2).



John Martin, Belshazzar's Feast, 1821, engraving after the 
painting of 1820 (private collection). Depicting the downfall of 
Belshazzar. King of Babylon, offered Martin a fine pretext for 
imagining the "baroque" splendor of the ancient city—its

Figure 3.27

massive buildings, its towers, its gold and silver, and its deca
dence—in one of the most popular pictures of the day. 
Constant wrested such sublime atmospheric and spatial condi
tions from fine art into the "real world" of New Babylon.

even have lenses instead of windows to increase 

the panoptical qualities of the views over other 

sectors or, in old cities, across streets and water

ways.135 Occupants of those sectors b u ilt over the 
ground-level access routes would enjoy views of 

speeding tra ffic ; citizens taking advantage of the 

air transport available could m editate upon a c ity  
of in fin ite  dimensions. ̂

These sublime experiences were another 

"pleasure" provided by New Babylon, a reminder of

the forbidding degree of comm itm ent demanded 
from participants in situation ist fun. To enter into 

the New Babylon labyrinth was to submit to what 
Constant called its "p rinc ip le  of disorientation": 

"New Babylon is one immeasurable labyrinth. 
Every space is temporary, nothing is recognisable, 

everything is discovery, everything changes, noth

ing can serve as a landmark. Thus psychologically 

a space is created which is many tim es larger 
than the actual s p a c e ."^7 In other words,

143 > A New Babylon



Figure 3.28

Constant, New Babylon on an Historic Map of Middlesex, 
1967, ink on photograph, Gemeentemuseum, The Hague. 
The image wittily alluded to New Babylon as a transhistori- 
cal architecture, perpetually renovated by its occupants, 
and binding together the conservative commuter belts to 
the west of London.

Constant was engineering in to arch itecture the 

" tr ip p y " qua lities  tha t the Lettrist International 

had noted as occurring naturally during the drift. 
In New Babylon, "tim e  is va lue less."1̂  Existence

would be marked out not through the abstraction 

o f tim e but through the m utation o f situations; 

decisions about what to do next would be made 
not through the tyranny of the clock but through
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Figure 3.29

Superstudio, A Journey from A to B, 1969, pencil on pho
tomontage. Superstudio pushed situationist aspirations for 
the transcendence of the commodity to ironic lengths.

instinct, as at a party or carnival. In 1967 

Constant superimposed New Babylon over an 

antique map, creating a metaphor fo r atemporali- 

ty  tha t had parallels w ith  Marshall McLuhan's 

commentary on the c ity: in Understanding Media 

(19 64 ) McLuhan noted how, by com paring the 

c ity  to the unchanging functions o f the human 

body, James Joyce had established a "para lle l 

between ancient Ithaca and modern Dublin, cre
ating a sense of human unity in depth, transcend

ing history" (fig. 3 .2 8 ).139

Here in New Babylon was an architecture so 

powerful tha t it was working directly on the body. 

Occurring outside nature, the sensations of nature 

were being replaced by the ir synthetic am plifica
tion, the logical outcome of art's perfection of 

nature. New Babylonians would cross "cool and 

dark spaces, hot, noisy, chequered, wet," and, 

occasionally, "w indy spaces under the bare sky. ” i 40 
Like gamblers in windowless casinos, occupants of 

the sectors could choose to be undistracted by the 

passing o f the days and the seasons, enjoying 

instead an intensification and disruption o f nature’s 

cycles (as today visitors to Caesar's Palace in Las 
Vegas can experience sunset every half-hour).

Viewers unfam iliar w ith  situa tion ist fun may 

well have wondered whether New Babylon was an 

ironic comment on the megalomaniac ambitions of 

utopia, or whether it was simply ill conceived. The 

issues became stark when Italy's Superstudio group 

drew its  own "Endless C ity" in the late 1960s, 

partly in homage to the work of Constant and the

situationists (fig. 3 .29). "The destruction of 

objects, the elim ination of the city, and the disap

pearance of work are closely connected events," 
Superstudio explained. "When design as an 

inducement to  consume ceases to  exist, an empty 

area is created. " 14i Superstudio le ft its bearded, 

possessionless wanderers to  explore a c ity  w ithout 

spectacle and w ithout architecture as well.

Certainly, the sublime disorientation of New 

Babylon came at a practical and ideological price. 
There were risks, for instance, in the practice of 

continual d rift, as Chtcheglov eventually admitted. 
"Yes, continual like the poker game in Las Vegas, 
but continual for a certain period," he warned; "the 

continual d rift is dangerous to the extent that the 
individual, having gone too far . . .  without defens

es, is threatened with explosion, dissolution, disso

ciation, disintegration. And thence the relapse into 

what is termed ‘ordinary life. ” ’ i 42 Recognizing this, 

Constant scattered the sectors w ith  hotels as places 

for rest, so that the endless play and absorption 

into place could be suspended, at least fo r  a while. 

For the drunkard, or for children playing blind

145 > A New Babylon



man's buff, disorientation is temporarily amusing, 
but in the long term  it is profoundly distressing. 

New Babylon struggled to maintain a balance 
between the deprivation and enhancement of its 

citizens' faculties. Both the overorientation 

imposed by the rational c ity  and the disorientation 
imposed by the interrogation wing of the prison are 

instruments of power over the subject. Potential 
clients m ight be forgiven fo r wanting to  decline 

Constant's invitation to visit his "deaf rooms, lined 

with insulating materials, the screaming room dec
orated with bright colors and overwhelming 

sounds," and “ the  echo room (with radio-speaker 

games)." “ A long stay in one of these houses has 

the beneficial effect of a washing of the brain," he 

cheerily claimed, “ and it is practiced frequently to 

erase the habits of na ture."143 Not unlike partic i
pants in acts o f bondage, New Babylonians had to 

trust im p lic itly  tha t power s till u ltim ately resided 

w ith the self. Only then could the Babylonian live 

out the Nietzschean ideal of labyrinthian wander
ings, free from subjugation.m

The labyrinthian plan itself offered some 

reassurance, making the effective governance of 

New Babylon something of an impossibility. Like 

Piranesi's Carceri, the plan of New Babylon was 

absolutely decentered: “ In [the Careen]  etchings," 

Manfredo Tafuri has noted, “ the space of the 

bu ild ing . . .  is an in fin ite  space. What has been 
destroyed is the center of that space, signifying the 

correspondence between the col lapse o f ancient 
values, o f the ancient order, and the ‘tota lity ' o f the

disorder."i45 The mobile internal guts of New 

Babylon offered the citizen in fin ite  possibilities for 

cover, something w ithheld by the open spaces and 

transparency o f mainstream modernism.

Above all Constant wanted to  emphasize that 

the labyrinth could work supremely well as social 

space, contrasting his so-called “ dynamic 

labyrinth" with the “ classical" or “s ta tic" labyrinth. 

The disadvantage of the latter, he argued, was that 

the subject can potentia lly come into every space 

that the labyrinth offers, and is distracted by the 

fac t tha t there is a destination— the center (in 

much th e  same way tha t the  d rift would have been 

destroyed by flow toward a specific destination). 

The flow o f the dynamic labyrinth, however, would 

work centrifugally. Moreover, it would be deter

mined by the users of the labyrinth, since they 

could choose the ir trajectories at the macrolevel 

(between sectors), while retaining the option to 

reshape the labyrinth at the microlevel (using the 
“ mobile elements" provided w ith in  each sector). 

Constant argued that no matter how impressive the 

classical labyrinth may be, it could never match 

this “ creative" use of s p a c e d 6 In the dynamic 
labyrinth activities would not be constrained by 

spatial form.

That there was no tradition of dynamic 

labyrinths was sim ply an indictm ent o f social orga
nization, Constant argued, si nee the dynamic 
labyrinth could only be designed collectively, as an 

ongoing product founded upon degrees o f social 

freedom and creativity unimaginable in utilitarian
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society. The postcapitalist abundance that charac

terized New Babylon would, ironically, be achieved 

in part by its ingenious spatial economy. As 
Constant pointed out, the spaces of New Babylon's 

dynamic labyrinth could be constantly reused, and 

the  subjects of the labyrinth were in any case too 

disoriented to notice whether they had already 

encountered a space or not. For the firs t tim e in 

history, the spatial boundaries o f a utopian commu- 

n ity wou Id seem to  dissolve.

It is tem pting to th ink of Constant's dynamic 

labyrinth as an anticipation through real architec
ture of the possibilities offered by computerized 

cyberspace a few decades later.147 The comparison 

cannot be taken very far, of course; unlike the 

utopian impulses motivating s ituation ist architec

ture, the development of cyberspace was d is tinctly  

pragmatic. Most seriously, cyberspace represented 

a retreat into a virtual rather than a real space, and, 
therefore, an impoverishment o f situationist aspira

tion. Cyberspace has nonetheless enjoyed a suit

ably subcultural and even politica l cachet, and the 
rapid growth of Internet subscription has indicated 
the technology's social potential. Though history 

denied us the opportunity to spend our leisure tim e 

wandering around situationist space, we have been 
offered the chance to while away our free tim e in 

cyberspace, w ith its potential to  produce a version 
of social space with even greater finesse than New 

Babylon. Cyberspace has lacked a destination, a 

center, w ith just as much piquancy; despite its vig

ilant origins as a m ilitary and information technolo

gy, cyberspace has proven to be exceptionally dis

orienting, as short on reliable directories as New 

Babylon lacked road signs.

But in assessing the impact o f electronic tech
nology, it was Archigram rather than Constant that 

had the most prescience, such that their 1963 com

mentary on their own “ Living City" exhibition ended 

up questioning megastri.Jctural ambition itself:

this thing's come a long way since we started this 

exhibition

wasn't it a great floating city to begin with— a Europe 

city that spanned the channel 

why did we give that idea up? 
perhaps because of the purely visionary nature ofthe idea 
it 'll be years before there's a political set-up sufficient 

for this thing to come into being and anyway with 

communications, closed circuit TV we may not want to 
live in cities any more

yeah, I think that's where Kiesler and Schulze-Fielitz 

with his space frame city fall down 
as liberators of ideas they are tremendous but their 
technology can only answer today's problems'48

A cybernetic architecture

Constant created New Babylon at something of an 

intersection fo r avant-garde ideas about the possi

b ilities of art and architecture. Binding the cities of
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the world together, New Babylon woo kl literally 
have been the “ global village," tha t umbrella con

cept fo r ideas about the impact of media tha t were 
earning Marshall McLuhan cu lt status in the years 

tha t Constant was working on New Babylon.149

McLuhan's 1964 book Understanding Media 
epitomized the futurology of which Constant's work 

was also a part, however d iffe rently it may have 

been motivated ideologically. The key intellectual 

maneuver was to  th ink of architecture as a medium 
rather than as the art o f shelter. Architecture medi

ated between the individual body, the social body, 

artific ia l sensations, and nature.150 W riting on 

architecture, McLuhan outlined concerns that were 

highly pertinent to psychogeography, and renewed, 

albeit idiosyncratically, the traditional metaphors 

that link architecture to the human body— “ Cities 
are an . . .  extension of bodily organs to accommo
date the needs of large g ro u p s ."^1

This way of th inking about architecture was 

clarified and detailed by the conjunction of 
Constant with the likes of McLuhan. “ Clothing and 
housing," McLuhan wrote, “ as extensions o f the 

skin and heat-control mechanisms, are media of 

communication, firs t of all, in the sense that they 

shape and rearrange the patterns of human associ

ation and community. "152 Constant and McLuhan 

were influenced by a discourse on cybernetics that 
feels as quaint today as our own euphoria about 

cyberspace wi I I seem in the fu tu re .^ 3 Cybernetics 

was defined in 1947 by the MIT mathematician 
Norbert W iener as the comparative scientific  study

of “ control and communication in the animal and 

the m achine," and the extraordinary ram ifications 

of Wiener's ideas were noted by C o n s ta n t.^  

Wiener's indication tha t the principles of control 

are common to both organic and inorganic systems 

suggested an intimacy between man and machine 
that was the very stuff of technophilia. Much of the 

theory and practice pumped out by Banham, his 
Independent Group colleagues, and Archigram 

were by-products of cybernetic culture, but as a 
giant machine working directly w ith and upon its 

citizens' emotions Constant's New Babylon archi
tecture was pretty much unparalleled in its frater

nization with the human body.

By the situation ists ' own admission, the ir 
work heralded the “ science fiction o f u rb a n is m ,"^  

and cybernetic agendas served as a high-tech, 
quasi-science-fictional stick w ith which to  beat the 

sensibilities of mainstream modernism. Running 

against the version of modernism that promoted 

natural air, light, and volume, Constant promised 

“ the total suppression of volume," claim ing that 

th is would facilita te the creation of “ ambiances.” ^ 6 

Constant even boasted tha t the m etallic construc
tion of the Yellow Sector “ frees" its interior from 

the sun.

The stress placed by cybernetics upon the 

role of information was particularly appealing to  the 

avant-garde. Cybernetics identified the feedback of 
information as the determ inant for correcting or 

contro lling the future behavior of the system. The 
extreme refinem ent of the control systems of New
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Babylon would perm it a sym biotic, ever-evolving 
relationship between people and architecture. And 

the derivation o f the word cybernetics, from  the 

Greek fo r “ steersman," augured wel I fo r the gover

nance of New Babylon, im plying tha t adaptive 

control would be more like steersmanship by all 

than dictatorship by the  s itua tion is t few. New 

Babylon came as near as any other contemporary 
piece of experimental architecture to meeting 

McLuhan's pseudo-cybernetic agenda: “ An imme

diate sim ulation of consciousness would by-pass 

speech in a kind of massive extra-sensory percep

tion, just as global thermostats could by-pass 

those extensions of skin and body tha t we call 

houses. Such an extension of th e  process o f con

sciousness by electric stim ulation may easily 

occur in the 1 9 6 0 s ."157 Constant's ambitions fo r a 

cybernetic architecture were never more exp lic it 
than when he provided a chart tha t broke arch i

tecture down, via “ arch itecton ics," “ clim atology," 

and “ psychology," into its relations w ith the five 
senses.158 As an experiment in the Rotterdam 

B uild ing Centre in 1966 , Constant and his team 
bu ilt a labyrinth that would fu lly  tes t the body and 

its  senses, w ith  rooms tha t exposed the ir occu

pants to  sounds, colors, and smells, as well as 

rooms tha t compressed them so tha t they had to 

crawl the ir way through (fig. 3 .30 ). Constant w el
comed the resultant disorientation as an instru

ment for lateral experience and th ink ing  (though, 

having wired the labyrinth w ith  telephones as a 
way of canvassing visitors' reactions, he was dis

appointed to find tha t behavior remained “ condi
tion ed " and “ ra tio n a l").^9

Working the body and senses, Constant's 

architecture tended to bully as well as encourage—  

some New Babylon maquettes seemed to refer to the 
Lettrist International's analogy o f the ambient city 

as a pinball machine, pushing its disoriented inhab

itants from one obstacle to another (fig. 3 .2 2 ).i60 

But other studies set up more positive tests for the 

body, a sort of gym lesson, as figures clambered 

across frameworks and through passageways (fig. 

3 .31). For better or worse, th is was an architecture 

tha t celebrated the able body. And occasionally, at 

least, New Babylonians would be reminded of the ir 
freedom by the way in which the bu ilt environment 
yielded to the ir w ill.i6 i

More to  the point, architecture would become 
a medium for social contact, providing New 

Babylonians with something to do together. That 

m ight even have turned architecture into an alter

native to verbal language, in much the same way as 
inflatables in a swimming pool or balloons at a 
party become the media for play and interaction. 

The competition for space that alienates individu

als forced together in the commuter crowd would 

be superseded by a w illing association through 

objects. One historian has rightly been concerned 
tha t Constant's work “ fe ll far short of the flexible, 

festive space he imagined," but while it was conve

nient (and doubtless disappointing) for Constant 

tha t New Babylon remained untested, there seems 

no absolute reason why his intentions cou Id not
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Constant, plan for Experiment Studio Rotterdam, 1966, 
reprinted in Constant, New Babylon (1974). The construc
tion of the Experiment Studio was the nearest that Constant 
came to testing his theories of direct sensory stimulation 
through architecture. The areas were designated l , docu
mentation room, 2, sound room, 3, bending-aver room, 4, 
metal space structure, 5, door labyrinth, 6, canary floor, 7, 
mirror room, 8, crawling hallway. 9, smelling room, 10, 
module hallway. 11, workshop.

have succeeded under the right social and techni
cal conditions.162 The superfic ially brutal appear

ance of New Babylon was no more a hindrance to 

festivity than the raw look of a warehouse is an 
impairment to  the mood o f a warehouse party.

Indeed, at present a burgeoning club culture 

represents the best analogue (and, arguably, a par
tia l vindication) of Constant's precepts.163 Could 

Constant's systems have been engineered, his 

architecture would have had a level o f ta c tility  and 
sensory stim ulation suffic ient fo r  the most restless 

consumer of the drug Ecstasy. "The situation ist 

considers his environment and himself as plastic," 

th e  S ituationist International announced in 

1960.164 McLuhan claimed that modern engineer

ing, which offered exactly such wonders as "large 

buildings with inside walls and floors tha t can be 
moved at w ill,"  created a " fle x ib ility  [which] natu

rally tends toward the organic. Human sensitivity 
seems once more to be attuned to the universal 

currents tha t made of tribal man a cosmic skin- 

diver. "165 In this, both Constant and McLuhan were 

in harmony with an epoch much concerned with 

the liberation o f the mind and body. New Babylon's 
promises of glass grottoes, cinematographic plays, 

water games, erotic sports and dances added up to 
a hedonism truly evocative of a latter-day Cockaigne 

and anticipative of the 1960s rock festival, making 

"the body an instrument o f pleasure rather than of 
labour," as Herbert Marcuse was to demand .166 By 

the 1960s Marcuse, W ilhelm Reich, and Erich 

Fromm had successfully inflected le ftist th inking

Figure 3 .30 (facing page, top)

Constant, Ladder-Labyrinth, 1967, wood, brass, and 
Plexiglas, Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum, Duisburg. Living in 
New Babylon would have demanded extraordinary energy.

Figure 3.31 (facing page, bottom)

with hopes for a modern "eupsychia," or psycholog
ical utopia, hopes anticipated in the situationist 

city: Chtcheglov promised that it wou Id include 

"rooms more conducive to dreams than any drug, 

and houses where one cannot help but lo ve ."^7

The debate over technocracy

"New Babylon is the product of the non-utilitarian, 

creative technocracy," Constant admitted, 
unashamedly.168 The swing away from the essential 

"p rim itiv ism " and expressionist individualism  of 
COBRA to an embrace of the machine became a 

subject of heated debate in early issues of 

Internationale situationniste, which came to a 

head by the journal's f ifth  issue at the end of

1960. Constant, who wasted no tim e in getting 

technology onto the situation ist agenda, seemed to 

conceive of situationism  as a new forum for the 
sort o f socialist, material experimentation once 

associated with the Dessau Bauhaus.169 Situationists 

had long realized tha t "when freedom is practiced 
in a closed circle, it fades into a dream, becomes a 

mere representation of i t s e l f , '^ 0 and Constant 
argued that the seizure of industrial culture and its 

technologies was the only means by which situa- 
tionism  could meet the demands of the masses. 

"W ithout it the integration of art into the construc

tion of human habitat remains as chimerical as the
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propositions of Gilles Ivain [the pseudonym of Ivan 

Chtcheglov]," Constant claim ed.171 Giuseppe Pinot- 

Gallizio was s till more w ild ly in favor of a technolo

gy turned over to  “ the people." “ The planet w ill be 
transformed into a Luna-Park w ithout frontiers, pro

ducing new emotions and passions," he foresaw, 
conjuring up a quasi-futurist vision of a civilization 

that at its least ambitious painted its motorways, at 

its  most ambitious supplanted architecture with 
synesthetic communications technology. “ There in 

th e  future are our works w ithout surface and w ith

out volume. We are near to the fourth dimension of 
pure poetry."i72

Constant's im p lic it critic ism  was that the 

activ ities at the Imaginist Bauhaus, despite Jorn's 

demands tha t artis tic  research “ be carried out by 

artists with the assistance of scientists," were 

more nostalgic for craft than responsive to the 
technologies of the “ situa tion ist fro n tie r ."^3 

Initially, the Situationist International's official line, 

set by Jorn, was one of compromise. Real social 

change would have to  pu t the  brakes on a headlong 
rush into the machine world. But as Constant and 

the Dutch section became more dogged, the S i’s 
reaction began to bear a severity more characteris

tic of Debord. When Constant claimed that, in the 

absence of conditions fo r revolution, an evolution
ary struggle against suppressive material conditions 

was better than no struggle at a II, Debord accused 

him of a naive reformism that failed to comprehend 

the “ recuperative" capacities of capitalism. 

Constant's proposals, it was true, had a w h iff of

reformism about them. By 1964 he would be 

announcing that his scheme “ reckons with facts 

like the rapid spread of the world population, the 

perpetual growth of tra ffic , the cultivation of the 

whole planet, and total urbanization. Thus the 

project takes account of the purely functional prob

lems of current town planning, tra ffic  and housing 
and strives fo r extreme so lu tio n s ."^4 Debord's fac

tion instead demanded that unitary urbanism be 

understood as “ not a doctrine of urbanism but a 
critique of urbanism."i75

If Constant was not paying proper regard to 

the critica l principles of unitary urbanism, it was 

also true that Debord and his allies were tinkering 

w ith them. Throughout the  1950s they had written 
as if the construction of the situation and of unitary 

urbanism was a realizable proposition, that utopia 

could indeed be built. Internationale situationniste  

retreated from th is  modern, socialist, and techno

logical ambition to  a notion of utopia much closer 

to its sixteenth-century origins in Sir Thomas More, 

who conceived of utopia as the perfect society that 
is nowhere, a critica l, politica l, and moral standard 

by which to judge the institu tions of actual 

European s o c ie tie s ^6 This fastidious attitude was 

persistently, hypnotically reiterated by the SI after
1961. “ It is not a matter of . . .  suppressing a few 

deviationist seeds that have since blossomed into 
gross resu Its (e.g., Constant's technocratic concept 

of a s ituation ist profession . . . ) but of correcting 

and improving the  most im portant o f our theses," 

Internationale situationniste  declared . m  It was
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now easier to pretend that situation ism was an ana

lytical metaphor than to promote it as an ongoing 
experiment in living; Internationale situationniste  

admitted in 1963 that experiments “ in matters of 

behavior" had “ barely begun," blaming a “ consid
erable absence o f means."1™

The best tha t Internationale situationniste  
could suggest for those wishing to carry on envisag

ing the situation ist c ity was tha t they return to the 

principles o f detournement. It was more a matter o f 

colonizing the material fabric o f history than of cre

ating new structures. “ The employment of 

detournement in an architecture for the construc

tion of situations marks the reinvestment of prod

ucts that it is necessary to shield from the actual 

socioeconomic system, and the rupture w ith  the 
form alist concern o f abstractly creating the 

unknown." Situationists would have to  feel their 

own way around the situationist frontier. “We know 

of no desirable form or guarantee of happiness," 

Internationale situationniste  courageously adm it

ted .179 And by the later sixties, even Constant pri

vately expressed doubts about the possibility of 
build ing the situationist city. “ I see the danger of a 

new idealism that may arise in intellectual circles," 

Constant to ld  performance artist Sean Wellesley- 

M iller in 1966. “ I am very much aware of the fact 

tha t New Babylon can not be realised now, tha t a 

way of life the New Babylon project is based on 

depends on new conditions in the fie ld  of economy. 

Automation now does not mean freedom from slav
ery and to iling, but poverty and boredom for the

w orkers ."^0 “ You are the techno-social gu ilty  con

science o f our tim e," an exasperated Pierre 

Restany, founder of French nouveau realiste pop 

art, informed Constant in 1967, “ and I hope you 

stay that way. " ^

In June 1962 situationists opened the leading 

French architectural journal L'Architecture d'au- 

jo u rd ’hu i to find  a litt le  bit of New Babylon tucked 
cozily into the corner of page seventy-seven, along

side its GEAM stablemates.!82 Those situationists 

who had repudiated Constant's work were philosoph

ical. “ The S.i.'s element of fa ilure," Internationale 

situationniste  noted, “ is what is commonly consid

ered success— the artistic value tha t is beginning 
to  be appreciated in us; the  fact that certain o f our 
theses have come to  be sociologically or urbanisti- 
cally fash ionab le."^3 Card-carrying members o f the 

SI comforted themselves that it was they, not the 

“ technic ian" Constant, who “ held the key" to the 

effective use o f those situationist ideas merely rep

resented in New Babylon.m  After he left the SI, 

which now boasted an “ anti-public relations ser
vice," the group denounced Constant as a “ public 

relations man . . . integrating the  masses into capi

ta lis t technological civilization" with his “ models of 

factories" (fig. 3.32).
Its assimilation into a L’Architecture d'aujour- 

d 'hu i spread certainly proved New Babylon's reso

nance with trends from outside situation i sm. As 

Reyner Banham put it, “ In one sense they [the later 

SI] were right; once you begin to clothe the naked 
concept of homo ludens in usable equipment, and
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Figure 3.32

Constant, Collage View of a New Babylonian Sector, 1971, 
watercolor and pencil on photomontage, Gemeentemuseum, 
The Hague. The drama of such images was double-edged, 
anticipating high tech and deconstructivist architecture on 
the one hand, on the other alienating those situationists 
seeking a less brutal and more ineffable vision of the future.
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to connect the constructed situations to the power 

mains, the result is liable to look remarkably like a 

swinging affluent society and its mobile, leisure- 

seeking c it iz e n s ." ^  Which was a shame, because 

New Babylon was a sincere and heroic reaction to 

the Existenzminimum  standards tha t had domi

nated so much rationalist th ink ing about domestic 

space, and which seemed manifest again in the 
new mass housing developments o f Europe and 

America. New Babylon, which even looked forward 

to being sited in outer space, was an attem pt to 

deliver on Chtcheglov’s promise tha t “ everyone 

w ill live in his own personal ‘cathedra l,’ so to 

speak,'’ and situa tion ist urbanism, like the “ pop" 

projects of Archigram, could not help being a by

product of the atmosphere of postwar boom and 

leisure.187

In any case, by the m id-sixties progressive 

architectural culture generally was subm itting to 
some situation ist demands of its own accord. 

Christopher Alexander's key 1965 essay “ A City Is 
Not a Tree" showed tha t even a logician had to 
adm it to the poverty of rationalism. “ The city is not 

only a series of incidents but a network of inci
dence," Archigram’s Peter Cook wrote.

Christopher Alexander . . .  in his cool mathematician's 

logical way, said what we had all been trying to think. 

Is it a coincidence that [Archigram's] Plug-in City, 
[Yona] Friedman's scheme -and the Japanese [Metabolist] 

helicoidal scheme were all concerned with the potential 
of the multilayer cage and the diagonal to respond to

situations rather than to incarcerate events in flat, 
defined boxes? And now McLuhan . . . .  No, Professor, 

we didn't say it first or anything, but it's more than coin

cidental. We are subject to the same pressures as the 
rest, after all.166

The absorption of the situationist c ity into architec

tural fashion was its death.
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I

The sorts of doii!bt about p,lanning*and modernism 

expressed by situationists have since met with 
spectacular consensus. The celebrated demoI ition 

in 1972 of the Pru itt-1,goe estate in St. Lou i s, 
Missouri, bu ilt along Athens Charter principles, was 

spectacle itself, broadcast on television, and emu

lated by municipal authorities around the world.1 

Orthodox modern ism came to be regarded as prac- 

tica I ly inhuman. S trict zoning lost favor to mixed 

use, and many city centers became dominated by 

leisure use. It was of course a commercial rather 
than an anarchic leisure, since larger situation ist 

demands remained marginalized by capitalism —  

which always seemed likely to be the case, except 

perhaps for a few heady days in May 1968.

But for all the propagandist brilliance ofs itua- 
tion ist critique, virtual incomprehensibility was an 
inherent feature o f the situationist architectural 

project. Situationists were nearer the mark than they 

realized when they said that "situationi sm" did not 
exist.2 At the center of the project was a method

ological vacuum, a groping for the nonspectacular, 

some kind of everyday "other." The situationist c ri

tique of existing society was made up of givens in an 

apparently comprehensible relationship to one 

another: a functionalist environment, it seemed, 

bred functionalist behavior, and vice versa, through 
the grand anti-situation constructed by the state and 

its agente _ 5 l|t no such neat formulation was avail

able by which to  constitute "situation i sm" itself.
Situationists were certain that they had a set 

of revolutionary devices— psychogeography, drift, 

detournement, situations, and unitary urbanism—  

but were unable to arrange them into a coherent 

program (fig. 4.1 ). It was never made clear, for 

instance, whether unitary urbanism was a project 
for the here-and-now or for postrevolutionary soci

ety, nor indeed whether it was simply a metaphor 

fo r a better world. The same sorts o f questions 

hung over the situation, caught in a troubling e llip 

sis, constructed situations creating the revolution

ary s ituation which in turn produces the world in 
which the creation o f situations is possible.

The open-endedness o f situationism  might ' 

have been its great strength, but this was belied by 

the S ituationist lnternational's posturing as a tigh t

ly organized revolutionary group, characterized less 

by free play than by a pattern of expulsions. 
Through their experiences of the city, o f art, and of 

revolutionary, collective social activ ity situationists 

believed that they shared the same fragments of a 

single revolutionary consciousness, and that th is 

consciousness extended to the population a t large. 
This was at best only partially true. Debord, for 

instance, strikes one as a le ftis t theorist attracted



Figure 4 .1

French Section of the Situationist International, New 
Theater of Operations within Culture, 1958, leaflet showing 
the nexus linking the "construction of situations" to “unitary 
urbanism," “experimental behavior," “drift," “psychogeog
raphy, " “situationist architecture," “permanent play," and 
the "detournement of prefabricated aesthetic elements."

through his romanticism to the cachet of the avant- 

garde; Constant strikes one as the opposite, an 

avant-gardist attracted by the fervor of the left. 
That there should eventually have been a sp lit 

between such differing revolutionary perspectives is 

hardly surprising.

Differences were not merely ideological but 

probably personal as well, and one has the impres

sion that Debord and Debordists, with an increasing 

stranglehold m  the movement, conflated personal

ity w ith ideology, expelling people that were not 

considered to have the correct attitude. The strug

gle to prioritize various elements of the situationist 

program— art versus politics, technology versus 
expressionism versus the conceptual, corporatism 

versus specialization— cut at strange lines across 

situation ist loyalties. Debord expelled Wolman; 

both had expelled Chtcheglov, though Debord later 

rehabilitated him; Jorn and Debord, with w ild ly d if

fering priorities, remained friends, when Constant
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and Debord could not; Constant rounded upon 

Jorn, a long-standing associate, but did not offer 

his resignation as his colleagues from the Si's 

Dutch section were being expelled.3

Contestation over the direction of situation- 
ism was most likely permitted merely in order to 

find any direction at all for the movement. “ It is too 

late for the making of art; a litt le  too early for the 

concrete construction of situations of some magni

tude," the penultimate edition of Potlatch lament

ed.4 This helps to explain the otherwise curious 

decision, made by Bernstein and Debord, to take 

the remnants of the Lettrist International into a 
broadly based, art-oriented movement like the early 

S ituationist International, even though concerns 

were being expressed in the same breath about the 

role w ith in lettrism o f "devia tion ist" artis tic and 

mystical elements. The exclusions of Gil J. Wolman 

and Jacques FilIon were announced, schizophreni- 

cally, alongside Debord's defense o f a certain liber

alism— "we must reunite specialists of very diverse 
techniques; know the latest autonomous develop

ments of these techniques . . . experiment with a 

unitary employment of means that are actually 

scattered."5 He was desperately casting around for 

a way out of the impasse of five years of le ttrist 

activity. And about five years after that he was 

instrumental in escaping another impasse, redefin

ing situationism as a "non-art" movement.
Most of the architecture and spaces tha t 

were endorsed by situationists existed by chance 
rather than by design: back streets, urban fabric

layered over ti me, ghettos. Perhaps situationist 

exemplars could not adequately be synthesized, 

abstracted, or even “ detourned"— only preserved, 

the passing of tim e itself being an architectural 

agent, the fourth-dimensional a ttribute o f use, 

weathering, and legend that psychogeographers 

keenly noted. Probably most situationists realized 
the near-impossibility of constructing tru ly  situa

tion is t architecture.6 Asger Jorn apparently concen

trated upon the production o f situation ist theory 
rather than of genuinely situationist works, and 

hopelessly ambitious situationist projects rarely 

went much further than the written idea.7 Debord 

le ft his maps fractured and uncertain w ithout pro
ceeding to depict a unitary urbanism proper, so it is 

unsurprising tha t he considered Constant's projec

tions of an uncontested future space to be highly 

improbable. Significantly, perhaps, it is d iff ic u lt to  

trace anything tha t J121rgen Nash's Second 

S ituationist International might have produced 

toward the construction of situations or of a unitary 
urbanism.

In relating the ir visions the situationists 

relied, of course, on a sympathetic relationship 

with one another and with the ir audience. 

S ituationist exemplars like de Chirico, or the sub
lime magic of the lonely c ity street at night, could 

be neither explained lucidly to  a skeptical public 
nor converted into a s ituation ist method for the 

construction o f situations. Whereas the effects of 

alienation, itself a highly subjective condition, 

could a t least be demonstrated through sociological
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data or theorized w ith in a model of commodity cap

italism, the main attempt to explain its obverse was 

preposterous: psychogeography sits uncomfortably 

w ith the air of rigor that the situationists wished to 
project. Psychogeography comprehended buildings 

through the ir use, the ir history, and the ir collective 

and associative generation of meaning and mood, 

like words in poetry; it inferred a poetic rather than 
analytic response to  the environment. The romantic 

tradition of urban contemplation found in De 
Quincey, Baudelaire, Dickens, and Benjamin could 

proffer few  techniques fo r detailed architectural 
analysis, and even fewer fo r the establishment o f a 

new urban structure.8 In the effort to keep situation- 

ism as something distinctive and radical, situation

ists also avoided directly invoking disciplines that 

m ight have had a bearing upon the ir work— psycho

logical and psychoanalytic analyses of art and archi

tecture, for instance, or sociology, or structuralism.
Anyone who has really lived understands psy

chogeography, it was assumed, and anyone w ill 

understand i t  once they have experienced real life. 

This simply assumed that we all want the same 
things from  the city, and that our experience and 
knowledge are homogeneous; in short, tha t we are 

the sort of person who was attracted to the SI or, 
more to the point, that we should  be that sort of 

person. S ituat Jnist w riting was fu ll of such 
assumptions, a dacious considering the situation

ists' fa ilure even to agree among themselves. 
Potlatch openly admired a bit of Nietzschean deter
mination and "absolutist enterprise": "Ferdinand

Cheval and Ludwig of Bavaria bu ilt the castles that 

they wanted, to the size of a new human condi- 

t io n ."9 More than anything th is  high-mindedness 

revealed the social descent of the situationists—  

from the avant-garde, the flaneur, and the connois

seur— which they combined w ith the tiresome 

cockiness of youth.
Non-situationists may have wished to argue 

against the extension of urban "ambiances" in favor 
of a more ecological use of c ity space, for instance. 

The creation as well of personal senses of place, 
sheltered from  the endless energy of the public 

domain, was almost entirely refused by situationist 
collectivist dogma (a private use of space need not 

of course be synonymous w ith the capitalized use 

of space). Constant only allowed places for tempo

rary privacy and rest in New Babylon, denying us 

space for permanent private habitation and ritual. 

Early situationism  did  indeed threaten to  replace 

the totalitarian ideologies of capitalism  and com
munism with a new totalitarian ideology of situa

tion is t play, enforced by peer pressure and the 

situationist appropriation o f space. (One is remind
ed of Jean-Jacques Rousseau's opinion tha t we 

should be “ forced to be free.")
Viewed like this, the  artworks produced and 

projected by early situationism  seemed to  further 

the closure against a complex or contested revolu

tionary project. A voluntary mass defection to  a 

world constructed from Pinot-Gallizio's industrial 

painting was, frankly, unlikely. Ironically Debord, 

virtually the inventor of the constructed situation,
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obstructed most maneuvers to construct one, as if 
he suspected tha t it was of little  revolutionary 

value: that its realization would, indeed, be fa in tly 

ridiculous. Jens-Jl!lrgen Thorsen a t the Second 

Situationist International certainly thought so: "The 

Guy Debord theory stated that by rapidly passing 

through completely unknown surroundings of 
labyrinthine character, people should be forced into 

a . . .  situation [of] wanting to express new wishes 

for a new urbanism . . . .  To me th is theory always 

seemed nonsense."10 Constant's early neoconstruc

tiv is t sculptures were a charming escape into the 

"aesthetic dimension," and many o f his sketches 

depicted an unstable space and indefinite architec

ture into which viewers could imaginatively project 

themselves; but his detailing of New Babylon only 
confirmed that the  revolutionary vision of one situa

tion is t could be very different from that of another.

The response of Debordists was not to ques

tion directly the universalizing assumptions of the 

situationist project but to strike out the most visible 

reminder o f its fracture: the continued production 

o f art. The Debordist justification for narrowing the 
agenda o f situationism by the expulsion o f fellow- 

travelers and visionaries must constitute one of the 

most satisfying and anarchic statements ever 

issued by an avant-garde: "the SI can only be a 

Conspiracy of Equals, a general staff that does not 

want troops. It is a matter of find ing, of opening 
up, the 'Northwest Passage' toward . . .  the con

quest o f everyday life. We w ill only organize the 

detonation : the free explosion must escape us and

any other control forever." n SI hard-Ii ners, no 

longer interested in designing a unitary urbanism or 
the constructed situation, now regarded the situa

tion  purely as a revolutionary consciousness regard

less of its spatial location and decor, and the forms 

of the postrevolutionary world could, technically, be 

contested by its inhabitants (fig. 4 .2). But the 

denunciation o f the role of art and architecture had 

barely clarified the revolutionary processes o f situa
tion ism. Nostalgic references to the old devices 

persisted (the "Northwest Passage" and "free 

explosion"), and many of the theoretical problems 

of early situationism were s till present. Foremost 

among these was the avant-garde role of the SI, the 

group maintaining its unquestioning trust in the 

existence o f a common revolutionary consciousness 
tha t would autom atically take a "Northwesterly" 

(i.e., situationist) trajectory.

With the abandonment of early situationism, 

the SI abandoned its  imagining  o f utopia— a devas

tating decision, surely unprecedented in the history 
of the avant-garde, and yet at the same tim e surely 

the situation ists’ greatest contribution to that histo

ry: the recognition that in changing the world, 

avant-garde art cannot be a substitute for the popu

lar redistribution o f power. Marx him self had dis

missed calls for a detailed portrait of a future 

society: "I write no recipes for the cookshops of the 
fu tu re ."12 In 1961 Kotanyi and Vaneigem explained 

that they and the ir colleagues had "invented the 

architecture and urbanism that cannot be realized 

w ithout the revolution of everyday life ." i3
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Figure 4.2

"Critique of urbanism (supermarket in Los Angeles, August 
1965)," illustration from anon., "The Decline and Fall of the 
Spectacle-Commodity Economy," Internationale situation- 
niste, no. 10 (1966). Direct action, the later Situationist 
International argued, was the true expression of the situa
tionist city.
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Perhaps they realized that the ir interests in 

revolution and in art and architecture m ight beon ly 

complementary, inform ing one another but by no 

means mechanically linked. Later situationism con

firm ed the steady slide o f the "s itua tion" from  a 
revolutionary art project to a metaphor for a more 

fu lly  lived life— confirmed, because early situation

ism had always been a powerfully abstract and 

utopian set of concepts. S ituationists would of 

course have vigorously attacked such a suggestion. 

It undermined the sense o f revolutionary urgency 

they wished to project, and indeed utopianism has 

had pejorative connotations w ith in both the left 

and right. From the left, for example, Stewart 
Home has noted tha t "although the L. I., and later 

the situationists, planned a total transformation of 

the urban environment, they never advanced a 

workable plan of how to maintain a sense of human 

com m unity during and after this transform ation."14 

From the new right, the art c ritic  Peter Fuller has 
polemicized against new left "utopianism" generally: 

"There were of course those who, after 1956, con
tinued to promote the dream of socialism detached 

from  Stalinism (and indeed, from  any other 
instance embarrassing enough to be 'actually exist

ing’) . . . .  In other words, they pursued socialism as 

an abstract or psychological ideal.'45

Needless to say, it is too easy to be dism is
sive of utopianism in general and of situationism 

in particular, challenges from  which we can find 

ourselves running scared. Krishan Kumar, the his

torian of utopias, explains: "U topia has been a

subversive form: that is perhaps the firs t point to 

make in 'm apping' utopia. The very uncertainty 

over the intention of the author— is th is satire? is it 

w ish-fulfilm ent? is it a call to action?— has pro

voked authorities to blanket suppression."!6 jh e  
way that situationism flickered between deadly 

seriousness and an embrace of play made an effec

tive cover for the ultim ate situation ist aim of real 

social and cultural revolution. To its enemies it 

seemed flippant and facetious, while it appealed to 

those jaded with rationalism and the preaching of 

the traditional left. Internationale situationniste put 
it this way: "We are not completely devoid of 

humor; but our humor is of a rather new kind. If 
someone wants to know how to approach our the

ses, leaving aside the fine  points and subtleties, 

the simplest and most appropriate attitude is to 

take us completely seriously and lite ra lly."17

Utopianism soars over the entrenched m inu

tiae of the here-and-now, and the th rill of the fligh t 

may explain why the situation ist fa llou t scattered 
so widely, and so th in ly: onto Team 10; onto Ralph 

Rumney's "Place" exhibition at the ICA in 1959; 

onto Italian radical design; onto the  environments 

and happenings movement; onto Archigram, 

thence to  the  Architectural Association in London, 

and so onto, for example, Richard Rogers, Bernard 

Tschumi, Nigel Coates, and the NATO Group; and 
even into the art-historical syllabus itself, through 

the agency of British situationist-turned-historian T. J. 

Clark.18 A t best utopianism provides a critical 

benchmark, and even if the situationist vision o f a
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unitary revolution was flawed, it nevertheless main

tained an indefatigable belief in the possibility of a 

better organization of everyday life. Only the hard
est-hearted readers of Potlatch could have failed to 

be touched by the lettrist justification for “ drifting":

We want to believe that those people who sought the 

Grail weren't dupes. We have to see their DRIFT, their 

arbitrary promenades, and their unbridled passion as 

resembling our own. The religious make-up doesn't mat
ter. Those cavaliers of a mythical Western had every

thing for pleasure: a great faculty for getting lost as a 
game; for the wonder-filled journey; for the love of

speed; for a relative geography___ The Romance of the

Quest for the Grail prefigures in several ways a very 

modem behavior.19

Architecture was the key to th is  situationist con

sciousness: whether discovered in the c ity or the 

mind, architecture mapped out revolutionary desire.
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100 Harvey, "Afterword," p. 430. The superiority of the 
spatio-temporality of the "situation" over the pure temporality 
of Lefebvre's “ moment" was insisted upon in anon., "Thl§orie 
des moments et construction des situations," Internationale 
situationniste, no. 4 (Paris, June 1960), pp. 10-11.
101 See Ockman and Eigen, Architecture Culture, p. 427. 
Utopie's "interdisciplinary membership included urban his
torian Hubert Tonka, theorist Jean Baudrillard, feminist 
Isabelle Auricoste, and architects Jean Aubert, Jean-Paul 
Jungmann, and Antoine Stinco. . . . The group published two 
issues of Utopie: Revue de la sociologie de I'urbain, a jour
nal dedicated to a revolutionary critique of the city, culture, 
and power, illustrated with comic strip satires and 
‘detourned' images," very much in the vein of Internationale 
situationniste.

102 Ockman and Eigen, Architecture Culture, p. 427.

103 Kotanyi and Vaneigem, "Elementary Program of the
Bureau of Unitary Urbanism," p. 67.

104 Asger Jorn, "Une architecture de la vie," Potlatch, no.
15 (Paris, December 1954), reprinted in Potlatch 
1954-1957, pp. 84-86, trans. and extracted from lmmagine 
e forma, no. 1 (Milan, 1954), later trans. as "Image et 
forme," in Jorn, Pour la forme.

105 Anon., "Critique de l'urbanisme," p. 9.

106 See Ockman and Eigen, Architecture Culture, p. 427.

107 Even a critic as sensitive as Lewis Mumford was tempt
ed to pillory Le Corbusier. See, for instance, Mumford's clas
sic The City in Hitfory: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its 
Prospects (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1961), as read by 
Debord in Thesis 172 of The Society of the Spectacle.
108 See anon., “ Echec des manifestations de Marseille," 
Potlatch, no. 27 (Paris, November 1956), reprinted in 
Potlatch 1954-1957, pp. 211-213. The event was variously

referred to as the “ Festival de l'Art d'avant-garde" and 
"Festival de la Cit!§ radieuse." In fact, Le Corbusier's La ville 
radieuse (1935, trans. as The Radiant City [London and New 
York: Orion Press, 1967]) was something of a humanistic revi
sion of his more austere visions of the future.

109 Le Corbusier, VErs une architecture (Paris: Editions 
Gres, 1923), trans. Frederick Etchells as Towards a New 
Architecture (London, 1927; reprinted, London: Butterworth,
1987), pp. 269, 284.
110 Guy-Ernest Debord and Asger Jorn, Memoires 
(Copenhagen: Permild and Rosengreen, 1959), unpaginated. 
This collage book was assembled in 1957. The phrase, like 
several others from Memoires, is reiterated by Vaneigem in 
“Commentaires contre l'urbanisme."

111 Ballanche's city fitted into a history of Platonic and 
theocratic urban utopias, from Vitruvius to St. Augustine, 
Alberti, Campanella, and Calvin.

112 Internationale lettriste, “ Les gratte-ciel par la racine," 
Potlatch, no. 5 (Paris, July 1954), reprinted in Potlatch 
1954-1957, pp. 34-36; see Le Corbusier, Le modulor (Paris, 
1948; reprinted, Boulogne: Editions de I'Architecture 
d'Aujourd'hui), trans. as The Modulor (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1954). Similar arguments relating the grid to the 
Protestant spirit have reemerged in Richard Sennett, The 
Conscience of the Eye: The Design and Social Life of Cities 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1990).

113 Internationale lettriste, "Les gratte-ciel par la racine." 
Lefebvre's and de Certeau's preferred term forthis effect was 
"quadrillage," i.e., a tight military or police control of an area; 
it also refers to checkered material or paper, and by extension 
to the grid pattern of streets. See Rigby, Popular Culture in 
Modern France, p. 36.

114 See also the illustration for “ La fin de l'l§conomie et la 
realisation de l'art," Internationale situationniste, no. 4 (Paris, 
June 1960), p. 21, apparently depicting a monastery. The 
motif of the prison seems to have gained a certain currency: 
in 1962 it closed a documentary made by Chris Marker about

Notes to pages 47-51 176 >
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tual property, he suggested that his reader "take any books on 
any subject and custom-make your own book by simply 
Xeroxing a chapter from this one, a chapter from that one— 
instant steal! . . . people are less and less convinced of the 
importance of self-expression. Teamwork succeeds private 
effort" (p. 123).
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157 McLuhan, "Housing: New Look and New Outlook," p.
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158 See Locher, New Babylon, p. 58.

159 See "Experiment Studio Rotterdam," h ibid., p. 67.

160 Cf. Debord and Wolman, "Mode d'emploi du detourne- 
ment."

161 Arguing that the human subject requires some material 
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rian Richard Sennett believes that Revolutionary Festivals in 
Paris in the 1790s failed precisely because of the excess of 
empty space in the city's places of assembly. See Richard 
Sennett, "Citizenship and the Body: David's Revolutionary 
Festivals," paper delivered at the Association of Art 
Historians' 19th Annual Conference, London, 1993. 
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162 Vidler, The Architectural Uncanny. p. 213.
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164 Anon., "La frontiere situationniste," Internationale si
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Kotanyi, Nash, Sturm, and Wyckaert) were hostile to Constant 
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thought within situationism regarding the intimacy of environ
ment and body.

165 McLuhan, "Housing: New Look and New Outlook," p. 
128.

166 Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilisation (London, 
1969), p. 19, cited in David Mellor, "Bodies and Gender— 
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