THEORY & EXPERIMENTAL

BACK-POCKET ARCHITECTURE
OTHERNESS, EXCESS AND PETER COOK

TEXT BY LILIAN CHEE
IMAGES COURTESY OF PETER COOK & CRABSTUDIO

PETER COOK, SPEAKING TO A PACKED CROWD AT THE URA
AUDITORIUM, IS A CAPTIVATING SPEAKER WHO IS AT ONCE
IRREVERENT AND PHILOSOPHICAL. LILIAN CHEE REPORTS ON
THE LECTURE AND COOK'S LATEST PROJECTS.

“1 do believe that architecture
is bullshit. | believe in it. It is
my church. But I can’t rely
on it.!

For two hours, two lecture
rooms packed with believers,
sceptics, disciples, critics

and punters encountered the
complex politics of British
architect, writer, award-
winning educator, royal
academician, and RIBA gold
medallist Sir Peter Cook. The
lecture, mystifyingly titled
“From Archigram through to
CRAB: A Question of Hard

or Soft,” was a combination

of the architect/educator’s
philosophy, beliefs, dreams,
frustrations, drawings and
buildings. It had a trajectory,
which started somewhat
chronologically — from Cook’s
top childhood fascination with
Peter Cook, Forest City (2008) castles and cathedrals in his
ma Engl.ish hometown of Norwich,
RERECTT, Vg Hourse to his irrevocable conversion
(1996, 2001) to modernist aesthetics

when seduced by an image

of Gunnar Asplund’s café,
which he chanced upon in the
Bournemouth Public Library in
his youth.

The Asplund encounter

was a crucial turning point.

It signalled a tonal and
atmospheric shift in the
lecture (which could have
conversely carried on in a
more agreeable, if altogether
mundane way), where Cook,
as it were, emerged fully of
his own as the enigmatic

Pop architect, visionary,
performer, reformer, joker,
provocateur, superhero,
entertainer, educator, maverick
and superstar. This “Eureka
moment” must have mirrored
Cook’s personal experience
in the library. He describes
Asplund’s café as something
quite “other,” identifying in
the image a sense of modern
temporality — encouraging

in the viewer a belief in the
positive potentials of the
present. It was, for Cook, an
architecture which encoded
the speculative, the romantic
and the magical. Such premise
would become this architect’s
“religion.”

Yet, before this statement
is misread as puritanical, it
is important to emphasise
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THE ARCHITECTURAL ASSEMBLY OF ARCHIGRAM’S
“KIT-OF-PARTS” ARCHITECTURE PREDATED

THE UBIQUITOUS IKEA FLAT PACK, WHILE

THE INTRODUCTION OF THE USER INTO THE
ARCHITECTURAL EQUATION FAR PRECEDES RECENT
RESEARCH AND EMPHASIS ON OCCUPATION AS
INTEGRAL TO ARCHITECTURAL PRODUCTION.

that Cook, and the famous
British Pop architecture group
Archigram (active until 1976)
which he co-founded with
David Greene and Michael
Webb in 1961 (later joined by
Ron Herron, Warren Chalk and
Dennis Crompton in 1962),
believed in the principles and
experience, rather than the
formal elements of modernism.
In that sense, Cook’s (and
Archigram’s) architecture

is idealistic, puristic — not

in a stylistic sense but in its

definition of what society
wanted or needed — and
sometimes apolitical and
individualistic. Significantly
too, 1961 was in many ways,
a watershed year. It “saw Yuri
Gagarin, John F. Kennedy,
and the “pill” open the “new
frontiers” of space, social
policy, and the body.” It was
also the Swinging Sixties of
free love, miniskirts, Mary
Quant and the Beatles.
Archigram staked its claim in
that milieu. And its fantastic

projects — sometimes serious,

often playful and otherworldly
- should be evaluated against
this context.

At the core of Archigram’s
brand of modernism was a
fascination with technology.
Rather than representing
technology through specific
forms and materials, the

idea was to fabricate a new
fangled modernism which
literally drew on the “post-war
technologies transferred from
the chemicals, electronics,
and aeronautics industries.”?
And so, “machines for living
in” began to proliferate as
radical experiments, shocking
questions and bewildering
provocations on how to live,
love and work, were posed to
consumers and practitioners
alike. These productions took

various scales such as Peter
Cook’s Plug-in City (1964), Ron
Herron’s Walking City (1964),
and David Greene’s Bottery
and Mowbot (1970) — the latter
being a robot lawnmower.
Totally attuned to the emerging
consumerist society of the
1960s, the group extolled
libertarian values albeit
through caprice, freedom to
choose and change, and an
advanced understanding for
the future of expendability.

Tents, space-suits,

caravans, inflatables, pods,
billboards with wires and
projections, “plug-ins”

(cars, scooters, washing
machines, refrigerators, home
computers) and “pop-ups”
were unabashedly co-opted
into architecture. While

these components already
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top left

Peter Cook and Colin Fournier,
Kunsthaus (2003), aerial view
with Baroque buildings as
context.

top right
Kunsthaus, from the street.

middle
Kunsthaus, at night.

opposite

Peter Cook and Christine
Hawley, Museum for Roman
Remains in Bad Deutsche-
Altenburg.
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OPERATING INITIALLY FROM A MIDDLE-CLASS
KITCHEN TABLE IN A NORTH LONDON FLAT,
ARCHIGRAM WAS ONCE, AS SIMON SADLER,
AUTHOR OF THE RECENT ARCHIGRAM MONOGRAPH
DESCRIBES, “THE IRRITANT, NOT THE TOAST, OF THE
ROYAL INSTITUTE OF BRITISH ARCHITECTS.”

existed, their entry into the
architectural realm was
wholly unconventional and
we suspect that although the
group’s aims was earnest, its
ambitions were revolutionary.
Still, we can only say all this
in retrospect. The architectural
assembly of Archigram’s “kit-
of-parts” architecture predated
the ubiquitous IKEA flat pack,
while the introduction of the

user into the architectural
equation far precedes recent
research and emphasis on
occupation as integral to
architectural production.
Archigram’s “propositional
architecture”* was sometimes
misread as fantastic, unserious
and apolitical. As Cook
himself explains, writing
belatedly on this kind of
architecture, “(it) carries with
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it the conscious wish to state a

position, almost always distinct
from the commonplace, the
vernacular, or that which

the public is familiar.”*
Visionary beyond their years,
many of these projects were
unsurprisingly, never built or
realised. However, central to
their output was a series of
amazingly seductive images,
drawings and collages, which
remain unrivalled in their
appeal, and which constitute
the basis of Archigram’s and
Cook’s cult status.

Thus, although it is Cook’s
2009 lecture tour which is
ultimately reviewed here,

it would not be possible to

productively discuss these
present attempts without
understanding his long

and illustrious history in
collaboration with Archigram.
Operating initially from a
middle-class kitchen table

in a North London flat,
Archigram was once, as
Simon Sadler, author of the
recent Archigram monograph
describes, “the irritant, not
the toast, of the Royal Institute
of British Architects.”® Its
anti-establishment position
endeared it to students,

who became the collective’s
strongest following. Many
Archigram members, including
Cook (who taught at the
Architectural Association
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may actually be the kind of
ar nmgun that Cook relishes.
Thus, for the many who
d the lecture halls to
‘ind out “what Peter Cook |
about,” my guess is that quite
a few went home altogether
amused, confused, inspired
and befuddled.

Highly energetic with
the stamina of someone
less than half his age, the
architect provoked and joked,
punctu ating his lecture with
stories and %mmd effects, all
ho while struggling to stay
put at the rostrum as either
the man or his laser beam
incessantly leapt from one
int 1o am}th{-}i‘ on stage
Th e kinetic performanc
complimented the pace of
the talk which was speadily
woven together, in a way that
could only be descr ibed as
“Archigram-ish” — a shorthand
for the surreal.
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may be broached only through
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THE DRAWING, ACCORDING TO COOK, HASTHE
POTENTIAL TO TRAMSPORT THE ARCHITECT YINTO A
FORM OF SEANCE,” THUS GIVING ONE THE FREEDOM
TO BELIEVE INTHE UNBELIEVABLE, RATHERTHANTO BE
HELD BACK BY THE ORDINARY AND THE REALISABLE.

As part of his s argument,
KH()“MM% fabricated fantastic
of arc images such as the Fmg’ ire
DIOpC .j' State Building in bed with the
Chrysler Building, and men
“gating oysters with boxing
ﬂif}\f{ naked, on the nth
floor” 1 These images were
stipped in between extant
scenarios, building plans,
sections and photographs
with intended slippages
between what was possible
and what was existing. In
Advertisements, Tschumi re-
appropriates the format of the
newspaper headline and s
accompanying full-page ima
replacing these with equs i
tional titles, for exar m}%v
“Architecture is Murder” In one
instalment, w % ich shows the
decay of Le Corbusier’s Villa
Savoye, Tscmsm% reminds us
that, “architeciure only survives
when it ne the form that
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faculty of recogni ition, An
example of this technique
siven by ((}U% description

of a painting he made while
on Christmas holiday in Oslo
recently. Like so many of
Cook’s drawir ings, Forest Cily
(2008 is an incredible piece,
overflowing with sinuous
forms, lines and colour.
Distinctively too, the drawing
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is opaque in its subject matter.

| find myself intrigued but fail

the 31?5 r but a prescient and
intuitive wpement with
Hne's m"wl ate surroundings.

Cook emphasises the
importance of the architectural
subconscious as a storehouse
of ideas and forms, In many
ways, the architect i‘hm gh
sstensibly ahistorical, |
mi@na{z[y reverent of hi :»i()?'\j,
tHis propositions such as
the Ve House (1996,
2001, Kunsthaus Graz (in
collaboration with Colin
Fournier, 2003) and Museum
for Roman Remains in Bad
Deutsch-Altenburg (with
Christine Hawley), are rigorous
re-workings of contextual
traditions including the
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Writing about an axonome
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higram for Plug-in City
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o read it as 1 would a normal
drawing. t want to know what
the a‘{haiiv{i was thinking of
when he made the drawing.
The am@mt of detail deters
passive consumption. The
effort to take in the drawing
is almost haptic — requiring

Lo

a vision %‘m ¢ gm{‘i
touches the urface
in slow a nd * Moves,
Cook explains that after he

nished the drawing, he
flew over the mountainous
pe and was struck by
» semblance of the aerial
pers pm tive to the drawing’s
>;’>(>gra§ hv Yet, tiw

English Picturesque and the
Barogue. Cook elaborates
how architecture such as
Richard Turner and Decimus
Burton’s Palm House at Kew
Gardens (1844-48) and lakov
Chernikhov’s Architectural
Fantasies: 101 C ()177;)(}%;1‘/01%
119333, subconsciously seeps
into hs& work saying that,

“all these stuff goes in and

of pockets,” And while
many of Archigram's projects
were never realised, i hey are
sly stored in Cicmk"g “hack

ints out how 1h£>
;;;f‘ in Living City (1963)
an mple, in the
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which were a favourite of
Archigram, gets another go in
a recent proposal with Gavin
Robotham for the Skopje
footbridge, in which a kiosk
with a bar moves across the

bridge'.

Building consistently only in

his fifties, Cook’s perspective of

the discipline is complicated,
contradictory and contentious.
He has few hang-ups about
building in conformity with
rules, of the divide between
academia and professional
practice, and of the tension
between speculative ideas
and buildability. Iconoclastic
and very much shaped by a
defiant generation of 1960s
Britain where the austerity

of war was being replaced

by libertarian aesthetics and
values, the architect is openly
sceptical about the variety

of “finger-wagging” green
architecture, which sways
towards the moralistic and

the pious. For Cook, who

was for the most part of his
early career a paper architect,
architecture is inextricable
from life itself, demonstrated
in the way he describes

as “scribbling, drawing,
designing, building, critting,
bullshitting, tweaking, eating,
sleeping” all in one breath.
Now, as an architect (with
Robotham, Cook started up
CRABstudio based in Islington,
London) sweating through
tight budgets, demanding
clientele, technical limitations
and insane timelines, Cook is
working out (between madcap
suggestions and serious téte-a-
téte) how idealism and realism
may become bedfellows. These
lectures, | suggest, also offer a
conduit to think about and talk
through an evolving modus
operandi.

At the end of two hours, Cook
asked his audience: ‘Where

is the edge of the building?'
One may also summarise the
afternoon encounter with

Sir Peter Cook by subtly re-

framing his question: ‘Where
is the edge of building? While
this former paper architect
(now national treasure) may
not have given us an answer,
he has cast architecture wide
into the open, throwing us
towards its expanded field, and
drawing into the picture social,
technological, historical,
political and imaginary webs,
so that a building’s edges
become — and necessarily

so — multiple, excessive and
other. @

Notes

1. Peter Cook, in a lecture given at the
URA Centre, Singapore, 12 May 2009.
The Australasian lecture tour (which
included other cities like Brishane,
Hong Kong and Kuala Lumpur) was
sponsored by Populous, the rebranded
HOK Sport Venue Event, for whom
Cook serves as projects advisor.

2. Simon Sadler, Archigram:
Architecture Without Architecture
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2005}, p.5.

3. Sadler, Archigram, p.5.

4. Peter Cook, Drawing: The Motive

Force of Architecture (Chichester:
Wiley, 2008), p.28.

5. Cook, Drawing, p.28.

6. Sadler, Archigram, p.3.

7. Reyner Banham in 1960, quoted

in Nigel Whiteley, Reyner Banham:
Historian of the Immediate Future
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press,
2002), p.163. Cited by Hal Foster,
“Image Building,” in Anthony Vidler
(ed.), Architecture: Between Spectacle
and Use (Williamstown, Massachusetts:
Sterling and Francine Clark Art Institute,
2008), p.165

8. Martin Pawley, “Peter Cook —
Archigram or anarchist?,” Building
Design, 15 May 1970, pp.6-7. Cited by
Sadler, Archigram, p.4.

9. Rem Koolhaas, Delirious New York:
A Retroactive Manifesto for Manhattan
(New York: The Monacelli Press, 1994,
€.1978), p.241. Emphasis mine.

10. Koolhaas, Delirious New York,
p.155. These two images were done by
artist Madelon Vriesendorp, who is also
Koolhaas wife and co-founder of OMA.
11. Bernard Tschumi, Advertisements
for Architecture, “The most architectural
thing about this building is the state

of decay in which it is,” advertisement
placed in the New York Times, 1976.
12. Cook, Drawing, p.132, p.177.

13. Cook, Drawing, p.21.

14. Forest City is influenced by the
Norwegian landscape. At first it appears
to be a coastal area and its hinterland
rapidly develops out of small valleys,

ravines, gullies and cliffs. On closer
inspection some of the gullies are
actually covered by glass and are,

in fact, buildings. Then one notices
various cone-shaped outcrops: these
mark concentrations of building: mostly
internalized but peeking out into the
landscape. Further scrutiny reveals a
variety of built elements: some clearly
dwellings, some clearly connectors.
Layers of ambiguity and scrambled
referencing are the essence of the
project: it is a test of the conventional
wisdom of stated built form and of
the assumed contiguities of a city. The
place of “recognition” and the status of
“objects” is questioned. (Text by Peter
Cook, 2009)

15. The competition for a footbridge in
Skopje to connect a major shopping
centre to the opposite bank of the
river prompted CRAB to suggest that
the bridge be enlivened by having

a kiosk on it. They then added the
notion of movement to the idea ...
(and) a bar to the kiosk. Thus, you

can sense the passing of time as the
kiosk moves slowly across, twice a
day. The retractable steps give (or
deny) access to the Slivovic bar, kids
can still get an ice-cream below. As
illustrated, its real benefit to the Skopje
scene is appreciated at night! (Text by

CRABstudio, 2009)



