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Abstract

This research represents a new kind of critical investigation of the renowned Fun Palace as
a complex cultural project, one that exceeds its remarkable architectural significance. The
Fun Palace maps an extensive network of practices and agencies involved in the project’s
complex constitution and constant regeneration. Initiated in London 1961 as an
interdisciplinary collaboration between radical theatre entrepreneur Joan Littlewood and
architect Cedric Price, it engaged main personalities throughout its development up until
1975, such as cyberneticist Gordon Pask, engineer Frank Newby, journalist Tom Driberg
and trustee Buckminster Fuller, amongst other. It aimed to construct situations in which self-
directed, pleasure-led and open exchange could transform mass-audiences into active
citizens. By 1964 the Fun Palace had gained momentum, and a giant cybernetic
infrastructure featured within the Civic Trust’s plans for Lea Valley. By the end of the decade,
and under the leadership of Littlewood, the idea was reconstituted into local activism to
engage Stratford youth amidst violent redevelopment in the area neighbouring Theatre
Royal, where Littlewood’s Theatre Workshop was based. Over and above, the struggle for a
site in the institutional map of London prompted the realization of the Fun Palace as a media
event. Broadsheets, films, journals, grids and press cuttings, all these media actively
produced and disseminated the Fun Palace’s distinctive cultural agenda of emancipation
through pleasure in Britain in the 1960s and early 70s. Meanwhile, an excited architectural
scholarship celebrated the challenge that the Fun Palace issued to the determinism of

modern architecture and planning.

Paying close attention to the role of Joan Littlewood in the project, this research analyses the
conditions of production, circulation, storage and reception of these media as a way to
unpack the complexity embedded in the Fun Palace’s cultural agenda. On one hand, the
radical plurality, ephemerality and dynamism of the project reflects transformations in British
society from the immediate postwar period across the 1960s and 1970s and the pressures
that these exerted upon interrelated areas of cultural production — architecture, theatre,
education, leisure, (mass) media, and information and communication technologies. On the
other hand, the analysis of the distinctive periodization and the modalities of the Fun Palace
reception during its fifty-year long history and up until today, questions the agency of the
uneven Fun Palace archive. Ultimately, through the interrogation of all this situated activity
and agency, | argue for the central role that media plays in the constitution of the Fun

Palace’s complex cultural agenda.
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INTRODUCTION

What is the Fun Palace?

What is the “Fun Palace”?

If to play is to employ oneself in satisfying curiosity, vanity or pride,
exercising the imagination, attempting new skills and making new
decisions, then the Fun Palace is a playground. If it is acknowledged that
the failure to develop human potential is not due to inborn apathy in the
individual but lack of incentives and the overpowering effect of
environments & educational systems which were not designed to release
initiative but to stifle it, then the installation of testing grounds for more

subtle systems is an urgent requirement.

19" century society worked on the principle of “higher education” for a
minority, and that education designed merely to perpetuate the status quo;
museums & art centres were built “to form & promote a taste for the
beautiful...humanise, educate and refine practical and laborious people”.
These concepts have not changed and our society is perpetuating
obsolete forms in which human energy can no longer be contained. The
most important aspects of human development are still ignored by town
planners and the problem of alleviating human misery, despair and apathy
is so acute that every skilled teacher, cybernetician and artist must be

recruited for the war on dullness [...]

Fun Palaces aim to extend the range of everyday activity, human-reagents
will work on the sites to discover latent talents & qualities on which there
has been no value set till now. Games & toys for learning and playing will
be devised for people for all ages. Each site will arrange space for the
pleasure of the users rather than establish a static design. It is not possible
to create a proto-type, each site will soon prove a launching platform for

more subtle experiment [...]

Handwritten by Joan Littlewood, the rhetorical question ‘What is the “Fun Palace”?’ opens
this draft report for Camden Pilot Project, one of the various Fun Palace developments
aimed to — the report specifies - ‘use of an area of public open space as a pilot project - in

1
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content and operation — for some of the aspects of the “Fun Palace™." In this, the playground
is identified as the model for the Fun Palace’s cultural project, one aimed to the activation of
everybody’s human potential through play and discovery as an alternative to prevailing elitist

and static, and thus obsolete, forms of education for a minority.

What is the Fun Palace?

The Fun Palace had received its premier in the British weekly magazine New Scientist, 14"
May 1964. For ‘A laboratory of Fun by Joan Littlewood’, an invited contribution to the series
‘The World in 1984, the theatre producer Joan Littlewood and the architect Cedric Price
constructed the first public image of the idea. An axonometric line drawing of a spatial
structure is described in the caption as an ‘isometric diagram showing full width and two out
of the 14 bays in the length of the complex.’2 Mottos such as ‘a university of the streets’, ‘a
laboratory of pleasure’ and ‘a short-life toy’ animate the pithy statement that runs next to the
drawing to introduce the overarching social ambition of the project: ‘Politicians and
educators, talking about increased leisure, mostly assume that people are so numb, or
servile, that the hours in which they earn money can be made little more than hygienically
bearable, while a new awareness is cultivated during the hours of leisure. This is to
underestimate the future (...).” Joan Littlewood anticipates some glimpses of the Fun
Palace’s project: the ‘fun arcade’ with technologies diverted from industry or war, ‘a science
playground’ for lecture-demonstrations, ‘a plastic area’ for craft-making, ‘an acting area’.
However, she advises: ‘the essence of the place will be its informality: nothing is obligatory,
anything goes.’ In so doing, she extends a practice thoroughly cultivated in her ensemble
Theatre Workshop: 'there will be no rigid division between performers and audience — a

generalisation of the technique used in Theatre Workshop for many years.*

What is the Fun Palace?

Theatre Workshop, a touring ensemble directed by Joan Littlewood and Ewan MacColl and
founded in 1945, settled in the old Victorian Theatre Royal in Stratford, East London,
February 1953. Theatre Workshop’s productions drew on the tradition of intense

experimentation with avant-garde drama techniques — from Konstantin Stanilavsky’s

1 DR1995:0188:525:005:010, Cedric Price fonds CCA.

2 Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price, ‘A Laboratory of Fun’, New Scientist, 14 May 1964, 432.
3 Ibid, 432.

4 Ibid, 433.
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systemic psycho-physical approach to acting to Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre, amongst others
— to tackle live social issues. Theatre Workshop grew out of Theatre Union, MacColl's and
Littlewood’s professional theatre formed in 1935 around a more nuanced political agenda
than the agit-prop tradition in which MacColl was initiated and that still percolated through
Littlewood and MacColl's short-lived Theatre of Action of 1934. ‘The Theatre Union says’ —
as written in its manifesto - ‘that in facing up to the problems of our time and by intensifying
our efforts to get at the essence of reality, we are also attempting to solve our own theatrical
problems both technical and ideological (...) the future of theatre, a future which will not be
born in the genteel atmosphere of retirement and seclusion, but rather in the clash and

turmoil of the battles between the oppressors and the oppressed.’

In her autobiography, Joan Littlewood recalls the first impression of the East London
premises that they secured for £20 a week: ‘enormous gloomy space (...) dress circle, stalls,
four boxes, two on either side of the proscenium arch and gallery. Neglected, decaying, but
graceful.”® The first refusal of support through public funds arrived shortly, when the local
borough turned down the company’s proposition to become Newham'’s Civic Theatre.
Produced with the barest minimum of resources, Joan Littlewood’s radically experimental
theatre would often be acclaimed abroad, although it was less so at home. 1950s
productions of Shakespeare such as Richard Il were praised by Russian theatre critics for, in
this case, its ‘freshness, honesty and impassioned craftsmanship’.” Littlewood’s productions
of Volpone and Arden of Faversham represented Britain at the 2™ International Festival of
Theatre in Paris in 1955. Of the latter, the drama correspondent of The Tribune declared: ‘|
feel sure no English producer can surpass Miss Joan Littlewood at her best: the simplicity
and economy of the sets, the lucidity and force of the speaking, the avoidance of gentility
and prettiness — these are English virtues, though they be not much evidence elsewhere.’
Subtitled ‘A British People’s Theatre’, the Theatre Workshop'’s self-published manifesto of
1958 confirmed its social agenda: ‘Theatre Workshop is a company which survives critics
and crisis by having the courage of its convictions. Among these is the belief that the art of
theatre is still capable of development; that this art can and will be a necessary part of
people’s lives; that theatre should be grand, vulgar, simple, pathetic ... but not genteel, not

poetical.” The ambition to engage the local youth as part of Theatre Workshop’s cultural

5 Stanley Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price (London: Black Dog Publ.
Ltd., 2007), 54.

6 Joan Littlewood, Joan’s Book: Joan Littlewood’s Peculiar History as She Tells It (London: Methuen, 1994), 440.
7 Ibid, 454.

8 Theatre Workshop Manifesto, p. 5. TRSE Archive Collection.

9 |bid, Introduction.
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mission, would lead to the formation of a Children’s Theatre on Saturdays and a Supporters’
Club in 1954.10

While Theatre Workshop’s sparkling comedies on vital themes made their way to London’s
West End theatres, these productions didn’t arouse the sympathy of the Arts Council of
Great Britain nor their funding. The list is long: the life in prison of The Quare Fellow and that
of an English hostage in Ireland of The Hostage, both by playwright Brendan Behan; the
working conditions on the building site represented in You Won’t Always Be on Top by Henry
Chapman; the complicated life of a pregnant teenager in A Taste of Honey by Shelagh
Delaney; and the Cockney street-life musical Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T'Be by Frank
Norman. The transfers of these productions to West End theatres would shatter the
company and strain Littlewood’s efforts to keep the Theatre Workshop’s programme at the
Royal afloat. By 1960 she was claiming to have given up the theatre. However, after a
venture into film with an adaptation of Theatre Workshop’s Sparrows Can’t Sing, Oh, What a
Lovely War! was premiered at the Royal in February 1963. The musical, in which life in the
trenches was recounted through a choreography of clown-pierrots and backed by news reels
that reported the figures of World War | casualties, was internationally acclaimed. It debuted
in New York in 1964 and was adapted for film in 1969. However, in the early 1960s
Littlewood’s energy was channelled towards the developing Fun Palace idea as an

alternative to the shortcomings of institutionalised theatre in the Britain of the time.

1961 was the year | met Cedric Price’ — Littlewood recalls in her
autobiography — ‘the young architect with the keen mind and an interest in
accommodating change. When I'd blown off steam about the current
vogue for quaint old theatres, he hadn’t said much, but had gone away and
designed the “Fun Palace”.”" Littlewood goes on to describe her first
encounter with Price’s drawing. It was ‘almost inexplicable. | could make
out filigree towers, varied areas at different levels, there were galleries,
gantries and escalators — it looked airborne. “Can it be kept clean?’/ “It’s a
self-washing giant’/ “And those things?’/ “Moving walkways and catwalks.
No, you are pointing at the radial escalators. They can be steered’/ “It is
not easy to read’/ “It’s a mobile, not a water-colour. And | am rather busy’/
“Good. I'll be off’/ | wanted to tell him I'd found the ideal site for the Palace,
Glengall, on the Isle of Dogs (...) “There’s six acres of disused land on the

riverside”/ It was no use trying to tell the Arc. He was puffing at his cigar

10 |bid, 3.
" Littlewood, Joan’s Book, 701.
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with his head down, but the more | thought about it....land, by the tidal river

— and that river the Sweet Thames.?

Littlewood recalls how the name came up during a telephone call she made to Price in the
middle of the production of Oh, What a Lovely War!: “How are you?” / “Working, and | think |
have the name for your mobile”/ “What is it?” / “The Fun Palace. It's so wrong, it’s right” / “I'll
think about it, while you get on with it”. | hung up. When Gerry came home | wanted so much
to talk about the ideas behind the Fun Palace (I quite liked that name) but he was only

interested in his War play’."

What is the Fun Palace?

When | put the question to Theatre Workshop member and honorary archivist of Theatre
Royal Stratford East, Murray Melvin, in December 2014 he succinctly situated the Fun
Palace in direct response to the material and social conditions that surrounded Littlewood’s
daily life in the Theatre Royal Stratford East: ‘It's basis was science. Although it was fun. She
used many scientific things to educate, especially for mathematics. She was cybernetic-mad
[...] The Fun Palace came out of the children in this area, the poor children, you know, fifty
or so years ago. She started organising the children. She was doing street things with the
children [...] An out of that came the Fun Palace, as a bigger, a vast [...]. The Fun Palace

has always been there in the back of her brain. However, it started with these kids.’ 4

What is the Fun Palace?

In an informative obituary following the homage-symposium ‘Aiming to Miss’, held at the
Architectural Association, London, in November 2003, the architectural patron and collector
Niall Hobhouse framed the alterity of Price’s work within the architectural profession as the
‘the long-run Cedric Price project’.’s And at its apex he situated the Fun Palace. Hobhouse
defined the Fun Palace as an ever-expanding programme, whose restlessness wore out its
architectural edges and distributed its authorship. Its life sprang out of the range of ambitions
it united but never exposed in constructed form: ‘It seemed to me’ — claimed Hobhouse —
‘that the Fun Palace was famous because it was never built. Or rather that the almost infinite

broadening of the programme, and the relentless effacement of the designer that went with

2 |bid, 701-2.

'3 |bid, 675.

4 Authorised interview with Murray Melvin, 9 December 2014.

5 Niall Hobhouse et al., ‘Cedric Price Disappears’, AA Files, no. 50 (2004): 73.
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it, led, both in a sort of formal reductio, and also, in fact, to its not being built’.*¢ ‘Not-building’
was Price’s life-long radical form of practice, for the urge to build would always be
subordinated to providing a timely response, but one whose form was always an open-
ended process of inquiry. Thus, Hobhouse recalled how he and Price formally executed and
succeeded in his last commission: ‘together we built nothing (...) Like the Fun Palace, the
true originality of the project lay in its proceeding towards abstraction. It was always less of a
building than a diagram — an open structure for the display and orchestration of ideas, on
which its designer could hang new ones as he found them, and wherever it suited him. By
this familiar and tireless process the fabric nevertheless became denser and more solid by

degrees — and the figure of the architect beyond harder and harder to make out’."

What is the Fun Palace?

The Canadian Centre for Architecture (CCA) in Montreal is a renowned international
research centre and gallery committed to critically exploring architecture’s history and
cultures. In 1995, the Cedric Price fonds — which is currently reported as the most in-demand
collection amongst researchers and which includes the majority of the Fun Palace materials
— was constituted there. The archive’s finding aid’ describes the Fun Palace initiative thus:
‘the Fun Palace Project, an interactive and adaptable, educational and cultural complex to
be located in London, England. The project was commissioned by Joan Littlewood, to be
erected on disused public land slated for redevelopment and intended to be dismantled after
10 years.’"® Produced predominantly between 1961 and 1974, the archive provides as well
an alternative media-based description: ‘275 drawings; 228 reprographic copies; 20 panels;
1 artefact; 1 film reel; 1 roll; 1.13 I.m. textual records; 0.04 |.m. photographic materials.’*®
Such a range diversifies further when one meets the letters, minutes, draft reports, memos,
notes, telegrams, punch cards, questionnaires and press cuttings that crowd the project’s
textual records boxes. Not equalled in other projects, the Fun Palace media constitutes a

key indicator of the complexity embedded in its production.2°

16 Ibid, 71.

7 Ibid, 73.

'8 hitps://www.cca.qc.calen/archives/380477/cedric-price-fonds/396839/projects/399301/fun-palace-project#fa-
0bj-310194.

19 https://www.cca.qc.cal/en/archives/380477/cedric-price-fonds/396839/projects/399301/fun-palace-project

20 In particular, the film reveals itself as a singular feature of the Fun Palace initiative when looking at other main
projects of Cedric Price’s office. For instance, the ‘extent and medium’ of Price’s built Inter-Action Centre (1971)
is described as ‘403 reprographic copies; 219 drawings; 16 maps; 5 panels; 3 models; 2.43 I.m. textual records;
0.16 I.m. photographs’; Generator’s (1976) as ‘361 reprographic copies; 260 drawings; 10 artefacts; 6 models; 3
files; 0.65 I.m. of textual records; 0.03 |.m. of photographic materials’.
https://www.cca.qc.calen/archives/380477/cedric-price-fonds/396839/projects.
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Where is the Fun Palace?

The Fun Palace was wherever Joan was.?!

The reformulation of the opening question suggested by this comment of Theatre Workshop
member Ken Campbell, included in Peter Rankin’s biography of Joan Littlewood Dreams
and Realities, became a guide for me within the exuberance of the Cedric Price fonds. |
arrived at CCA on April 18t, 2015. During an intense three-week research visit, | could peruse
an important range of materials — from archival records related to a number of Price’s
projects, his lectures and sections of his library — in the centre’s comfortable and quiet
reading room and with the exquisite attention and support of the staff at the Collection
department. | was however far from exhausting the excesses of Cedric Price fonds by the
time | left. My scrutiny of the archive’s finding aid, in preparation for the research visit, gave a
first clue as to where the explicit and implicit presence of Joan Littlewood might be traced,
both in the ‘Fun Palace Project’ file as well as in other sections of the archive. For instance,
attention to several records related to Stratford Fair were identified in the Fun Palace
Project’s textual records’ box DR1995:0188:525:004: (...) draft notes on Children's Learning
Garden, financial record of Summer Fair 1974, planning application forms, sketches of
temporary project at Salway and Great Eastern Roads, grant application, questionnaire,
report on land redevelopment, “Bubble City” publication by Joan Littlewood, renovation
proposal for Theatre Royal, poster, kids village colouring book, and application for children's
playground.’? The finding aid also implied potential relations between the Fun Palace and
projects such as: “Donmar”, a rehearsal studio in Covent Garden, London, for the Fun
Palace Trust’, “Open Space Utilisation Programme E15 (OSUP)” for client Joan Littlewood’;
and ‘Tunisia (report on Tourism)’, the latter included in a ‘Early Work and Miscellaneous
Records’ section.? In fact, it would be those situations in which Littlewood evaded the finding
aid that her characteristic hand-writing would erupt and bring the nicest surprises to the daily
routine at the archive — for instance, a humorous handwritten memo in one of Price’s typical
pre-formatted office sheets from the Oxford Corner House project, which finding aid notes
‘drawings, correspondence, specifications, contract document, reports, feasibility studies,

sketches, diagrams, office memoranda, notes, minutes of meetings, list of files, and list of

21 peter Rankin, Dreams and Realities: The Official Biography. (London: Oberon, 2014), 252.

22 https://www.cca.gc.ca/en/archives/380477/cedric-price-fonds/396839/projects/399301/fun-palace-project.
CCA.

23 hitps://www.cca.qc.calen/archives/380477/cedric-price-fonds/396839/projects.
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FIGURE I.1: ‘REF.OL.CON.COME.HERE’ memo, Oxford
Corner House Feasibility Study, ¢.1965. Folder
DR1995:0224:342:002, Cedric Price fonds, Canadian
Centre for Architecture (CCA).
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consultants.’?. Addressed to ‘Le Grand Anti-Arc’ and referenced to ‘OL.CON.COME.HERFE’
— a play of words on the acronym for the Oxford Corner House — she warns of the parasitic
‘con’ built-in the brief ‘All Can Come Here’ and offers her timely critique of this
‘communications report’ commissioned by ‘Oh the lovely capitalists’. In it, Littlewood
appears to foresee traces of obsolete thinking in the misrepresentation of universally
accessible pleasures within the framework of a profit-driven enterprise of the tea company
Lyons & Co — ‘cake hole’, to which Price cannot but concur with his humble annotations ‘yep’
or ‘yes - first stage’?® [FIGURE |.1]. Littlewood’s distinctive calligraphy became soon a rubric
for the Fun Palace within Price’s archive. Among the lectures’ folders there is an uncanny
drawing annotated by Littlewood in the reverse. Titled ‘Stanley Tiegerman & Richard Haas’,?
apparently it relates to the visionary project Great American Cemetery, the outcome of the
collaboration between architect and muralist and commissioned for the centennial project of
the Architectural League in New York, March 1981 [FIGURE 1.2].28 ‘Worried that you missed
this masterpiece of architectural necrophilia’ — writes Littlewood to Price to share her hesitant
attendance to a forthcoming hearing. She adds: ‘J.L, not as Ga-Ga as presented’. The
drawing situates her note in 1981. On 24 March, 1981, Cartoonist Richard Cole had
portrayed her energetic figure protecting a standalone Theatre Royal for The Telegraph
Sunday Magazine article ‘Where is Joan Littlewood?’ [FIGURE 6.6].The note to Price
reckons Littlewood’s personal struggle of preserving Theatre Royal amidst ongoing
redevelopment plans in Stratford and after the death of her partner and Theatre Workshop
manager Gerry Raffles in 1975. She closes the note ‘Fear + dread having to appear
personally on the 13" [June]. Shall I, Shan’t I? It's just what these 2 wretches want — it might
terminate this expensive nightmare but — publicity — | hate it’.2 Encountering such an
archival record is an event in itself and elicits further interrogation about her ambivalent
attitude towards media, a key institution that she grudgingly accepted as constituent of
British society. Meanwhile it also registers the enduring collaboration between Littlewood

and Price, initiated with the Fun Palace.

The search for Littlewood’s archival records would also lead me towards other institutions. A

revelatory compilation of heterogeneous footage related to Joan Littlewood held at the

24 DR1995:0224:342:002, Cedric Price fonds, CCA. https://www.cca.qc.calen/archives/380477/cedric-price-
fonds/396839/projects/402952/och-feasibility-study

25 DR1995:0224:342:002, Cedric Price fonds, CCA. https://www.cca.qc.ca/en/archives/380477/cedric-price-
fonds/396839/projects/402952/och-feasibility-study

26 Folder DR1995:0224:342:002, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

27 ‘Sub-series: Lectures, conferences (Inc. T.V & Radio) 1955-2003’, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

28 Paul Goldberg, ‘Design Architecture; a Meeting of Artistic Minds', New York Times Magazine, 1 March 1981.
29 Folder DR2004:1430, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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British Film Institute conveys the main role local children played in the whole Fun Palace
project [FIGURE I.3]. In it, an interesting edit-out scene shows three children dressed in
pierrot costumes improvising with a suitcase and drum in a waste ground. They are first
shown sitting on a pile of rubble and watching — the cameraman briefly pans to them.
Apparently cast as extras, they mime the scene scripted for the Fun Palace film, one in
which three Fun Palace clowns — Victor Spinetti, Barbara Windsor and Brian Murphy — play
with the props. The compilation includes as well excerpts from a television broadcast related
to Bubble City — the Fun Palace related fund raising event that Littlewood organised for the
City of London Festival in 1968 — showing Londoners of all ages bouncing at their leisure

amidst inflatables in Tower Square.3°

| scheduled several visits to Theatre Royal Stratford East between 2014 and 2015. Even if
the body of archival material found there was, to my surprise, significantly shallower than the
robust collection held in Cedric Price fonds at CCA, the whole research experience was
permeated by alternative, live stimuli. After a brief introduction in December 2014, Murray
Melvin received me on February 2015, when he led me through the intricate premises before
leaving me with the four folders of the Fun Palace that this archive holds and a nice cup of
tea. The following day he attended my questions and showed me photographic material from
Theatre Workshop and its booklet manifesto. The conversation run next to ‘The Joan
Littlewood’s Library’, a three column full-height wooden structure with books arranged in
over 26 thematic categories — topics are as varied as ‘dance’, ‘philosophy’, ‘science’, ‘folklore
& English customs’ or ’art, architecture & design’, alongside ‘theatre’, ‘plays’ and ‘literature’.
The direct experience of the place that triggered the Fun Palace idea situated many
preoccupations of Littlewood. The Victorian Theatre Royal, with its fixed stalls and
accessible stage, reverberated the struggle for a more fluid audience-actor interaction, one
that she overcame with her programme of ‘rolling entertainment’, as friend and biographer of
Littlewood Peter Rankin has argued.3' Rather than a mecca, Littlewood’s stage was a
hallway where actors would first meet their audience on their way to the dressing rooms —
and they could catch up after the show in the lively bar at ground level. Running with an all-
day licence during the 1970s — as Murray Melvin noted — the bar offered locals in distress
due to redevelopment, a place to cobble together their identity.32 A generic shopping mall
wraps today Theatre Royal and shelters your way to the underground station. | stayed
around for the evening show Oh What a Lovely War! which mis-en-scene brought to life the

beginnings of the Fun Palace.

30 ‘Joan Littlewood Compilation’, 27/08/2008, 92 min, 16/35mm, col/bw, pos/neg mt/com, British Film Institute
National Archive.

31 Rankin, Dreams and Realities, 174.

32 Murray Melvin, authorised interview with the author, 3 February 2015.
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Even in this small sample, the range of descriptions and reflections orbiting around the Fun
Palace reveal a differentiated material production. Historically situated, the Fun Palace maps
an extensive network of practices and agencies involved in the project’s active constitution
and constant regeneration. Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price are main protagonists, but so
are institutions such as Theatre Workshop [since the 1950s], the British Press [during the
1960s] and the CCA [since the late 1990s], amongst others and alongside many individuals.
The Fun Palace, as the title of my research claims, is an intricate cultural project that
operated in London between 1961 and 1975, which is not reducible to any building
programme. The noun ‘project’ refers to a systematically designed and dynamic set of
practices and associated events that resist unification, while their ‘cultural’ quality embodies
the radical complexity on which the initiative thrived, one that expanded its still significant

architectural expression.

A keyword for the British cultural theorist Raymond Williams, this conceptualization of
‘culture’ problematizes the aesthetized domain of the arts in favour of a more porous system
of reference grounded in the whole way of life in a particular society. In studying the
complexity of meanings historically attached to the word ‘culture’, Williams differentiates
three usages: (i) the independent and abstract noun which describes a general process of
intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development, from C18; (ii) the independent noun,
whether used generally or specifically, which indicates a particular way of life, whether of
people, a period, a group, or humanity in general (...); (iii) the independent and abstract
noun which describes the works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity’.3
Williams points out the restrictions that attend the latter, modern, sense — restrictions to do
with its elite connotations that imply a superior kind of knowledge, one that differentiates high
art from popular entertainment. Instead, Williams insists upon culture as ‘a constitutive social
process’,** one compounded by general responses in human thought — which are driven by
certain intention — to changes in specific and real material (physical) social practices. The
central questions for Williams’ understanding of culture are, on the one hand, the connection
between these real practices and ‘symbolic’ (or cultural) production and, on the other, the
dynamic quality of that connection, for culture is always a complex of lived relationships. And

it is that complex that cultural analysis sets out to uncover. In articulating its method of

33 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (London: Fontana/Croom Helm, 1976), 88.
34 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, Marxist Introductions ; No. 392 (Oxford: University Press, 1977),
19.
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research, Williams claims: ‘we should not look for the components of a product but for the

conditions of a practice’.?®* He turns research on culture into a cultural practice itself.

Following Williams’ notion of culture, the understanding of the Fun Palace as a complex
cultural project invites a critical investigation of the nature of its practices, their means of
material production and related forms of social relationship, which are themselves situated in
the field of British social experience of the 1960s and 1970s. For all this situated activity and
agency constitutes the Fun Palace. The radical plurality, ephemerality and dynamism of the
project inscribes in its practices the mobility of that society, and the pressures that this
mobile quality exercised upon the interrelated productive realms of architecture, theatre,

(mass) media, information and communication technologies, leisure and education.

This research turns towards the archive of the Fun Palace in order to unpack the multiplicity
of its cultural practice, one that resists rather than facilitates the reduction of the Fun Palace
into an architectural initiative. The central role that Littlewood played in the constitution of the
complexity of its cultural project is crucial in situating this research within the ever-growing
scholarship on the project. In re-opening the question ‘what is the Fun Palace’, my ultimate
aim is to keep the research alive — as is the Fun Palace. Taking the array of media that
inhabit the archive of the project as object of study, the analysis looks into the conditions in
which these were produced, stored, selected, circulated and received — as well as those
conditions under which they continue to be reanimated. Furthermore, the mode of
inhabitation of these media objects in the archive is itself productive, for they turn the archive
into a site of representation of the Fun Palace. The archive of the project is an uneven
territory, however. The dominant role of the Cedric Price fonds at the CCA has no
counterpart on Joan Littlewood’s side, for her legacy is only partially accessible and subsists
distributed across collections in several institutions, such as the Theatre Royal Stratford
East, the British Film Institute, the Arts Council of Great Britain Archive at the Victoria &
Albert Museum Collection, the Michael Barker Collection of Joan Littlewood and the Theatre
Workshop at the Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin, and private collections
such as Peter Rankin Estate and Clive Barker Personal Archive. This research investigates
the way in which the form of a selection of the Fun Palace media inscribes interrelated
material social practices and agencies, all of which constitute the complexity of the Fun
Palace project. The media-specific analysis attempted in the pages that follow interrogates
the ways in which medium and work are relationally constructed,?¢ yet with the particular

understanding of ‘medium’ as an active social practice, with specific intentions and agencies

35 Raymond Williams, Culture and Materialism: Selected Essays (London; New York: Verso, 2005), 48.
36 N. Katherine Hayles, Writing Machines (Cambridge; London: MIT Press, 2002), 6.
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that are historically situated, as Williams has argued.®” The question addressed to the corpus
of media held in the archive of the project, and to the institutions organising it, is concerned
with relationships between its form and the structure of the social milieu within which it

emerges, develops, circulates and is received.

Research context

Over a hundred scholarly events, in formats as diverse as exhibitions, symposiums,
conferences, even competition and course briefs, consolidate the increasing popularity of the
Fun Palace since 1999. Largely architectural, scholarship works to sharpen Cedric Price’s
role in the project and informed by historically situated preoccupations of the discipline.
Thus, during the late 1960s and 1970s, British historians such as Reyner Banham and
Royston Landau hailed the alterity that the Fun Palace’s brought to institutionalized British
postwar architecture and planning, still buttressed to modernist canons, by means of the
under specification of its program and the heuristic expediency of its method. By 1976, the
project reached international reputation as a visionary megastructure in Banham’s
recollection and was likened to utopian propositions by Japanese Metabolists, Archigram’s
Plug-in urban imagery, Constant’s situationist New Babylon, Yona Friedman’s spatial cities,
etc. These associations have endured in architectural historiography with a renewed interest
in the Sixties culture of emancipation.3® Others focus on specific critical propositions of the
Fun Palace such as its programmatic flexibility and formlessness,? and on the criticality of its
process-driven rhetoric.4 Recurrent exhibitions reproduce parts of Cedric Price fonds,*' even
some attempt to revitalize its smell.#2 Meanwhile, the project’s cybernetic core increasingly

excites scholarly contributions to digital design cultures.*?

37 Williams, Marxism and Literature, 163.

38 See for instance Simon Sadler, The Situationist City (Cambridge, MA; London: MIT Press,1999), 135;
Christoph Grafe, Architecture, Culture and Democracy in Two European Post-war Cultural Centres, (Architectura
& Natura Press, 2014), 322.

39 Adrian Forty, Words and Buildings: A Vocabulary of Modern Architecture (London: Thames & Hudson, 2000),
146; 170.

40 Tim Anstey, ‘Architecture and Rhetoric: Persuasion, Context, Action’, in Architecture and Authorship (London:
Black Dog Publishing, 2007), 25.

41 Bernabas Calder, ‘Cedric Price: Thinking the Unthinkable’ (The Lighthouse, Glasgow, 2011); Hans Ulrich
Obrist, Lorenza Baroncelli, 'Lucius Burckhardt and Cedric Price - A Stroll through a Fun Palace' (Swiss Pavilion,
Venice Biennale, Venice, 2014; Obrist, H.U., ‘A Prelude to the Shed’ (The Shed, New York, 2018). .

42 Stefanie Hessler, Rebecca Uchill, Carsten Holler, ‘Pattern Recognition. A Background for Carsten Holler's
Smelling Dots (Portrait of Cedric Price).Future Anterior 13, no.2 (2016) 44-55.

43 See for instance Molly Wright Steenson, Architectures of Information (PhD, Princeton University, 2014) ;
Arianne Lourie Harrison, Architectural Theories of the Environment: Posthuman Territory (New York: Routledge,
2013),14; Antoine Picon, Digital Culture in Architecture. An Introduction for the Design Professions, (Boston, MA:
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Within this broad range of scholarly events, there are a number of close studies of the Fun
Palace project, such as the monographies The Work and Radical Visions of Cedric Price by
Swiss scholar Tanja Herdt (2017),4 Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded
Retrospective (2016) by Samantha Hardingham (2016),% Stanley Mathews’s From Agit-Prop
to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price (2006),* the paper Mary Lou Lobsinger’s
‘Cybernetic Theory and the Architecture of Performance: Cedric Price's Fun Palace’
(2000),*" and the exhibition curated by Mark Wigley ‘Out of the Box: Price Rossi Stirling +
Matta-Clark’ at CCA in 2003.4¢ Both extensive and intensive, a certain kind of consensus
emerges within this range of scholarly discourse which relates to the contexts and sources
nurturing it. The Fun Palace is actively discussed by architectural scholars with an interest in
Cedric Price’s practice and his archive. Such scholarship develops mostly within European
and North American institutions, in which the CCA plays a crucial role, for it is not only
custodian of the most extensive body of material resources of the Fun Palace project, but it
also actively stimulates study of it through scholarly events such as exhibitions, publications

and symposiums. This institution constantly makes time high to speak about the project.

Herdt’'s The Work and Radical Visions of Cedric Price is particularly illustrative of how
architectural scholarship frames the significance of the Fun Palace within Price’s design
practice and how Cedric Price fonds becomes disseminated. It discusses thoroughly the Fun
Palace as a plural initiative consisting of the major Fun Palace project, the pilot development
for Camden and the community playgrounds in Stratford, along with other main projects of
Price, with the ambition to unpack Price’s systemic design approach — one in which design,
technological, social and environmental conditions operate as an integrated and dynamic
whole. The specific technological, cultural and urban-infrastructural agendas of the Fun
Palace extend seamlessly in contemporary and later projects of Price, such as the
infrastructural educational complex Potteries Thinkbelt, the architectural education network
Polyark, the speculation on an alternative to British planning of Non-Plan, the policy-aimed
improvement of health and safety conditions on the building site of the McAppy project, the

structural investigation of the London Zoo Aviary, and that of the control technology of

Birkhaeuser, 2010) 36; Andrew Pickering, The Cybernetic Brain: Sketches of Another Future (Chicago, ILL:
University of Chicago Press, 2010) 367-368.

44 Tanja Herdt, The City and the Architecture of Change: The Work and Radical Visions of Cedric Price (ZUrich:
Park Books, 2017).

45 Samantha Hardingham and Cedric Price, Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective
(London; Montreal: Architectural Association; Canadian Centre for Architecture, 2016).

46 Stanley Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price (London: Black Dog Publ.
Ltd., 2007).

47 Mary Louise Lobsinger, ‘Cybernetic Theory and the Architecture of Performance: Cedric Price’s Fun Palace.’,
in Sarah Williams Goldhagen and Réjean Legault (ed.), Anxious Modernisms (Canadian Centre for Architecture,
Montréal, 2000) 119-39.

48 Mark Wigley et. al., ‘Out of the Box: Price Rossi Stirling + Matta-Clark’ (Canadian Centre for Architecture, 23
Oct. 2003- 6 Sept 2004) https://www.cca.qc.ca/en/events/2715/out-of-the-box-price-rossi-stirling-matta-clark
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Generator, amongst others. A significant range of Fun Palace media illustrate the
discussion, including initial sketches, charts, a sample punch-card and questionnaire, and
publicity drafts — along with well-known images of the project such as the Lea Valley site
photomontage, the 1964 broadsheet, and the typical plan and section. Herdt offers a
focused investigation of Price’s contribution to the Fun Palace project — and conversely, the
Fun Palace’s contribution to Price’s life-long project. In so doing, she reinforces the Fun
Palace’s architectural image, albeit one that is significantly stretched by the systemic form of
Price’s practice. The material is questioned from a Price-centred locus that vaults over the
range of the Fun Palace’s media offerings, and thus overlooks the nuances that this material
affords to reconstruct the Fun Palace’s cultural agenda and to discover the crucial role that

Littlewood played in it.

Stanley Mathews’s From Agit-Prop to Free Space unpacked Price’s social vision through the
study of a narrower selection of his projects than Herdt. Alongside Price’s Potteries Thinkbelt
project, Mathews offered the first historical account of the Fun Palace. Drawing on archival
sources and a series of interviews Price in 1999 and 2000 amongst others, Mathews’
reconstruction is a thorough but linear chronicle of events in which the Fun Palace initiative
emerged, developed and waned. Its biographical departure is valuable in situating the agit-
prop origins of Joan Littlewood’s theatre and the popular Theatre Workshop productions that
followed, alongside Price’s own idiosyncrasy and early career as contextual reference for the
project. An important commentary by Mathews on the community-oriented origins of the Fun
Palace, which is most revelatory of the project’s cultural ambition, draws on an unpublished
sketchbook note from Theatre Workshop member Harry Greene, dated December 1953. As
Greene records, ‘we often talked about a more rounded education for kids to encompass ‘life
skills’ and to encourage community centres to extend all activities for the whole family,
including drama, music, dance and ‘family’ skills ... [Joan] wants to discuss an extension of
the idea for a communal area or building for not only drama, but inter-sports, games, to
explore science and technology, and communication skills.’#® Mathews contextualizes the
note within Littlewood’s early efforts to engage local children in Theatre Workshop
productions - for instance as extras for the adaptation of Stevenson’s novel Treasure Island-
as a way to explore the agency of theatre to connect with the Stratford community. Yet, such
an insightful observation and archival material is kept in the notes section. Furthermore, the
absence of Littlewood in the conclusions confirm the study’s Price-centred focus - only Jude
Kelly’'s ‘What the Dome Could Have Been Like’, New Statesman, 17 January 2000, invites

briefly Littlwood’s name in the closing discussion.5® The account is weighted towards the

49 Harry Greene, unpublished sketchbook, December 1953, in Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space, 263.
50 |bid, 256.
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major Fun Palace architectural project and Camden Pilot, although he also gives space to a
few architectural projects that cluster within the shadow of the Fun Palace project. The study
mentions in passing Joan Littlewood’s Stratford Fair, and elaborates upon two of Price’s
projects: the feasibility study for Oxford Corner House, 1966, an iteration of the investigation
into the electronic servicing of media for entertainment and learning that the Fun Palace
initiated; and the Inter-Action Centre, 1973-1977, a built kit of parts and open framework that
served as a community arts centre, commissioned and run by the related activist group
under the leadership of Edward Berman. Along with Price positioned at the argument’s
centre of gravity, it is important to note how the story is built around an interest in what
happened and when, but not in the media forms that tell that story. Mathews draws on a
significant number of press cuttings held in Cedric Price fonds to reconstruct the increasingly
critical reception the initiative accrued in press as the end of the project. However, the kind
of questions raised to this material deviate from the significance of their form. For their mode
of existence as a collection is the outcome of a specific critical cultural practice orchestrated

by Littlewood and Price aimed at activating British mass readership.

Alongside Mathews, a key reference for Fun Palace scholarship is Mary Lou Lobsinger’s
‘Cybernetic Theory and the Architecture of Performance: Cedric Price's Fun Palace’.
Published in 2000, the paper draws on records from Cedric Price fonds to reassess the
culturally inflected technological mediation in the project, and in particular its encounter with
the cybernetic principle of self-organization, and to point at the analytical tool of the diagram
as its most relevant contribution to architectural theory. It is the paper’s assortment of
diagrammatic representations of the Fun Palace, most of these published for the first time,
and how these media resonate the technological culture of the project what has been

particularly insightful for specific sections in this research.

Complementary to these major architectural studies of the Fun Palace, scholar Juliet Rufford
explores the gap that Fun Palace’s radical idea of fun as interactive performance opened
with Arts Council cultural policy in “What Have We Got to Do with Fun?”: Littlewood, Price,
and the Policy Makers’.5" Similarly close to Littlewood, theatre scholar Nadine Holdsworth
has situated Joan Littlewood’s Stratford playgrounds and fair events that followed the Fun
Palace project - alongside her theatre practice in Holdsworth’s succinct Joan Littlewood
(2006),%2 part of the Routledge performance practitioners series, and expanded in later

papers.5® In so doing, she helps to dissolve the dominant presence of the Fun Palace’s

51 Juliet Rufford, “What Have We Got to Do with Fun?”: Littlewood, Price, and the Policy Makers’, New Theatre
Quarterly 27, no. 04 (2011): 313-28.

52 Nadine Holdsworth, Joan Littlewood, Routledge Performance Practitioners (London: Routledge, 2006).

53 Nadine Holdsworth, ‘Spaces to Play/Playing with Spaces: Young People, Citizenship and Joan Littlewood’,
Research in Drama Education: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance 12, no. 3 (2007): 293-304.
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architectural image in the plurality of this community-driven initiative that Littlewood
facilitated, in the mobility of her theatre practice, the zest of her personality and the

sharpness of her criticality.

Supported by CCA and Architectural Association (AA), London, the encyclopaedic two-
volume Cedric Price Works 1952-2003: A Forward-Minded Retrospective (2016), edited by
Samantha Hardingham and the CCA, offers an ambitious and significant publication of a
selection of the Cedric Price fonds. An invaluable resource for further scholarship on Price, it
covers a comprehensive list of his projects and the series of talks and articles, both main
dimensions of Price’s life-long production.® It circulates an excellent range of Fun Palace
media — including sketches, diagrams, structural details, comparative site drawings and final
drawings, as well as promotional drafts, minutes, questionnaires, a section of the film script
and a photograph of the related working model, as well as several photomontages created
for publicity. Attention to such breadth of material had been foregrounded by scholar Mark
Wigley’s curatorial approach to Price’s section of the exhibition ‘Out of the Box: Price Rossi
Stirling + Matta-Clark’ at CCA in 2003. Indeed, associated to the exhibition, the article
‘Cedric Price’s Fun Palace. “Anti-Buildings and Anti-Architects”, Domus, January 2004, was
illustrated with a range of archival material not seen before, such as photographs of the
remains of an elemental model used for the Fun Palace film encased in a cigar box, the
model in flare-flames and the rusty film canister, alongside publicity material, a questionnaire
linked to the punch-card index and the activity affinity chart that it helped to build, sketches
of an unfinished perspectival space, a photograph of the model used to generate publicity-
related montages, and the self-declaration memo ‘Anti-Architect no. 1°.55 Wigley discusses
Price’s design practice as a form of research and the constituent role that the Fun Palace
plays in it. Ultimately, Wigley’s exhibition — and related article — opens up the archive in order
to challenge the image of radical, but yet, a physical structure, which the project’s scholarly
reception had constructed until then. However, the significance of the Fun Palace’s radical

endeavor remains tethered to Price’s research-led architectural practice.

Mathews’ historical account of the Fun Palace, its contextualization within Price’s life-long
design approach by Herdt, Lobsinger’s critical analysis of its organizational principles,
Rufford’s study of the project’s clash with cultural policy and Holdsworth’s on Littlewood’s
Stratford Fair, these are all most valuable studies of complementary aspects of the Fun
Palace. Additionally, Wigley and Hardingham have disseminated a plurality of media to cast

light upon the breadth and depth of the Fun Palace’s cultural agenda, yet to unpack Price’s

54A total of 112 projects, out of the 184 listed in the finding aid of the Cedric Price fonds, have been included in
Samantha Hardingham's publication.

55 Mark Wigley and Howard Shubert, ‘Il Fun Palace Di Cedric Price = Cedric Price’s Fun Palace’, Domus, no. 866
(January 2004): 14-23.
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complex architectural practice. However, opportunities to investigate the significance of the
Fun Palace’s manifold cultural practices from a position that focuses the main role of Joan
Littlewood in the project on the one hand, and does so through a close study of the range of

media that the archive of the project holds on the other hand, remain yet open.

This study selects a number of media objects and related practices to investigate the cultural
politics investing the Fun Palace’s production, circulation, storage and reception to argue for
the complex cultural significance of the project though a close understanding of Littlewood’s
role in it. In so doing, this study contributes to expand on the one hand, the Fun Palace
image constructed by architectural scholarship in the over fifty-year long reception of the
project, and on the other, the significance of Littlewood’s radical cultural practice as inscribed

in it.

Synopsis

Two sections structure my study of the Fun Palace’s cultural agenda. The first examines the
conditions of production and circulation of a selection of the project's media, namely, the Fun
Palace’s broadsheet, the pamphlet Bubble City and the existing footage and scripts for the
Fun Palace film, as radical publicity practices of the Fun Palace, the Stratford Fair’s journals
as distributed archive, and the ephemeralization of architectural form conveyed in the project’s
gridded diagrams. The second part explores the conditions and modes of reception of the Fun
Palace, by analysing the various media within which the project has been disseminated from

the 1960s up until today, and by questioning the rule of the archive in reception practice.

The first section is made up of four chapters. The first examines two ‘ludic’ media — Alexander’s
Trocchi’s Sigma Portfolio and Joan Littlewood’s Bubble City pamphlet — within which the Fun
Palace project evolved. The analysis of these media examines, on the one hand, the
transference of qualities from content to format, and from site to idea, and on the other, the
role of play in defining what Trocchi calls a ‘metacategorical method’ in order to explore the

broader cultural agenda of the Fun Palace.

Based on archival material as yet untouched by scholarship, Chapter 2 reconstructs the Fun
Palace film and interprets it as a critical communicative model in which conditions of
contemporary leisure are dramatized. The analysis focuses on three key aspects of the film:
the juxtaposition of images articulated shot-by-shot; the structural opposition between the

main documentary of London pleasures and the part-improvised and part-scripted closing
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comic piece; and finally, its status as a media event intended to clash with the ‘flow’ (as defined

by Raymond Williams) experienced by commercial television audiences.

Under the auspices of the Fun Palace Trust, Joan Littlewood’s Stratford Fair — the later
development of Littlewood’s idea for the Fun Palace — aimed to reclaim public land
compromised by local government slum clearance in East London through community-led and
temporary playgrounds. Scholarship to date has discussed the Fair as a trigger for the political
imagination of local youth, but not the central role that media played in the constitution of its
public agenda. Chapter 3 explores the distributed form of Stratford Fair's media archive as an
active site of representation of the event. Recorded and circulated through monthly journals,
these fleeting events generated affects that fostered attachment and identity amidst locals,

while its archive maintains a latent regenerative potential and invites plural historiography.

Situated within the historical time of the punch card and animated by the idea of self-
organization, the Fun Palace took the form of an interactive and evolving system regulated
through feedback gathered from participants as the means to pursue the project’s
emancipatory ideals. Mediated by the figure of the grid — as service network, chart, index
and programme script — information and organization emerge as the new objects of design.
Architectural practice becomes reconstituted into systems design to incorporate uncertainty
in its brief. Crucially, embedded in the agenda of the Cybernetics Committee constituted to
design it, self-organization became realized within the material corpus of its work. Chapter 4
looks closely into the various deployments of the figure of the grid in the Fun Palace to
unpack the complex interplay between self-organization and under-specification in the 1960s

culture of emancipation.

The second part of the thesis addresses the dissemination of the Fun Palace and the history
of the project’s reception across public, professional and scholarly audiences. A Preamble
attends to the task of collecting and mapping the plurality of reception events for the Fun
Palace up until today and sets the structure for the chapters that follow. These events relate
to situations in which the project is discussed by agencies other than Littlewood and Price.
An index, which is included in the Appendix section of the thesis, classifies them attending to
the kinds of media, target audience, agencies involved and chronology. Based on the data
gathered in the index, a chart renders a visual expression of the quantity of the reception
events in chronological order for two kinds of audience, scholarship and wider public. The
index and chart that result from this first approach to the material gathered bring to focus a
general periodization rather than the detail of the multiple representations of the project,

descriptions that are unpacked in the remaining chapters.
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The collection of press cuttings — mostly from the 1960s — that is held in Cedric Price fonds
is examined in Chapter 5, to reflect upon this active practice of the Fun Palace as a way to
reach out to mass-audiences at the time. The dissemination of the Fun Palace in this
specific media form is an active production event. A carefully scripted publicity strategy by
the Fun Palace organization turns promptly the Fun Palace into news in British press to
activate its aesthetized mass public and challenge the increasing mercanilization of this

institution.

The next chapter delves into the abundant scholarship that exists on the project up until
today. Following the distinctive periodization that emerged from charting the field and
outlined in the preamble, Chapter 6 unpacks the distinctive valences and underlying
conditions informing the scholarly production of the Fun Palace in each of these periods.
Thus, during the 1960s and early 1970s scholarship heralded the alterity that the project’s
subscription to the idea of indeterminacy posed to architectural discourse. Following a dip in
circulation during the 1980s and 1990s, a renewed scholarly interest in the project since
1999 inscribes, | argue, the asymmetrical form of the Fun Palace archive, and more

specifically, the hegemony of Cedric Price fonds over Fun Palace discourse.

The final chapter addresses a number of mimetic images that, inspired by the spirit of
carnival, challenge the stable image of the project produced by architectural scholarship.
Prompted by the inaccessibility of Littlewood’s ephemeral and shattered archive, a series of
carnivalesque images set to imagine one. Crafted by independent agencies for wider public,
the emergent quality of these images hold open the regenerative potential of the project’s

cultural ethos.

A final note regards the way the structure of this thesis document accommodates different
modes of discourse and of media. Along the main body of text bringing my own voice to the
discussion of Fun Palace material, and the footnotes grounding it in their specific archive
and in other primary and secondary sources, the images to which the discourse often closely
refers to and cross-references are located on independent pages. The ambition is to
preserve a certain autonomy of this archival material in a way that allows for direct
engagement and independent interpretation by the reader. Additionally, the flow of the main
sections in the thesis is punctuated by a third voice, namely, that of the transcription of
selected excerpts from an interview former Theatre Workshop member Murray Melvin — the
full transcript of which is in the Appendix. Melvin’s musings tether the text to his living
memories of the Theatre Workshop years and contribute to the reconstruction of Littlewood’s

world within the pages that follow.
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Genesis

As student, practitioner and lecturer in architecture, | learned about the Fun Palace project
as part of Cedric Price’s body of work, along with other relevant projects of him such as
Potteries Thinkbelt. A versatile project easily encountered in architectural media since 2000,
Joan Littlewood was often presented rather neutrally as the Fun Palace client. Instead,
Stanley Mathews’ close study of the Fun Palace, alongside Littlewood’s scholars Nadine
Holdsworth and Robert Leach, offered a first introduction to this radical experimenter, the
ambition of her work and its landscape of references. With her eyes fixed on the struggles of
the common man, woman and child in Britain since 1930s, Littlewood produced a theatre
that promiscuously collected and tested ideas from masters — from the avant-garde theatre
of Konstantin Stanislavsky, Bertolt Brecht, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Erwin Piscator, to Rudolf
Laban’s modern dance theory and Emile Jaques-Dalcroze’s Eurhythmics, to Charlie
Chaplin’s slapstick cinema — bonding them with the popular traditions of the music-hall, the
agit-prop street theatre and the living newspapers. A direct sense of her vitality, humour,
determination and hectic life was only available via anecdotes in her episodic autobiography
Joan’s Book - first published in 1994, available in paperback since 2003 and in its 4™ edition
by 2016. A developing curiosity about Littlewood’s complex character and her critical role in
the Fun Palace project led theoretically and empirically the research process. As the
introduction outlines, Littlewood guided my archival work in a number of institutions, as well
as the complementary interviews conducted to TRSE archivist and ex-Theatre Workshop
member Murray Melvin, scholar Nadine Holdsworth and theatre producer, writer and activist
Stella Duffy. Through a constellation of concepts, questions, theories and methodologies the
range of key archival materials and insights gathered gained perspective. In the following
paragraphs | will outline my engagement with secondary literature, how Littlewood and Price
informed some of these choices, and ultimately, the contingencies that made the dialogue

between materials and references precipitate.

Early on, the study of the cultural dimension of play lent this research the term ‘ludic’. From
the conceptualization of play as a major civilizing force by Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens %
and by Jose Ortega y Gasset’s meditations on the vitality of an sportive life,* to the
taxonomy of games advanced by Roger Caillois to study modern culture,® these early

reading facilitated an understanding of play — and that of the playground of which the Fun

56 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture. (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955).
57 José Ortega y Gasset, Meditacion de la técnica (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1957).
58 Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and Games (London: Thames and Hudson, 1962).
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Palace is a case — as a mode of interrogation of dominant consumer culture and the locus to
test alternatives. Related to this, Mikhail Bakhtin’s analysis of the historical transformation of
laughter in Rabelais and His World,* conceptualized the universal, gay and regenerative
potential of carnivals forms and folk culture that so directly mobilised Littlewood’s work. But
also, there was the historical specificity of Bakhtin’s own text, written not only to expose the
dialectical mode of modern cosmology by showing how different the Reinassence laughter
was from the individualized, caustic tone of Romantic grotesque under Enlightened
authoritarianism. Ultimately, Renaissance laughter was for Bakhtin — as it was for Littlewood
— an uncompromised and open model, for the novel in Bakhtin’s struggle with the monotony
of Social Realism, and for theatre in Littlewood’s own struggles with British theatre

censorship and barred access to institutional funding.

A second line of enquire engages Bertolt Brecht's work, as a firm, direct ground for
Littlewood'’s social agenda. She had played some of Brecht's and Hanns Eiser’s songs for
Theatre of Action in 1930s and premiered Mother Courage in Britain 1955 — a year before
his death. Littlewood shared Brecht's anxiety ‘to teach the spectator a quite definite practical
attitude, directed towards changing the world‘, as muses one of Brecht’s notes on Mother
Courage.®® She adopted and adapted his epic technique — gestural, alienating, montaged,
and instructive. Moreover, just as Brecht would take up his revolutionary activity beyond the
stage — ‘at precisely calculated places in the desert of contemporary life’,6' as his intellectual
friend and critic Walter Benjamin notes on Brecht’s works for radio — Littlewood would roll
hers into the production of the Fun Palace and its public promotion. Thus, a number of
readings became key points of reference for this thesis, both Brecht’s texts - ‘Modern
Theatre is the Epic Theatre’, ‘Theatre for Pleasure or Theatre for Instruction’, ‘The Street
Scene’, ‘Masterful Treatment of a Model’, “The Film, The Novel and Epic Theatre’ among
others, part of the collection Brecht on Theatre edited and translated by John Willet in 1964
— and Walter Benjamin’s own readings of Brecht’'s work — ‘What is Epic Theatre?’ and ‘The
Author as Producer’, which circulated in New Left Review in 1970. Benjamin conceptualized
epic theatre as the model for a revolutionary literary practice, one that bonded literary
technique with political tendency. Just as Brecht introduced me the role of ‘montage’ in
Littlewood’s productions, Benjamin’s texts named ‘operative’ the quality of the Fun Palace’s

set of practices, and in particular its publicity. Benjamin introduced the kind of questions that

59 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1968).

60 ‘Indirect Impact of the Epic Theatre’, Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre : The Development of an Aesthetic
(London: Methuen Drama, 1964), 57.

61 ‘From the Brecht Commentary’ Walter Benjamin, Understanding Brecht: Walter Benjamin (London: New Left
Books, 1977), 27.

23
Architecture, Media and Archives



a materialist analysis pursues, namely, what is the position of a work within the social

production relations of its time?¢2

Crucially, | found in Raymond Williams’ cultural analysis of British society in the 1960s and
1970s a key companion to unpack this question further and to expand my vocabulary on
materialism. Importantly, Williams’ subjects lived in solution within the contemporary social
milieu in which the Fun Palace operated. Littlewood, Price and Williams were addressing
from complementary positions the struggle for growth of British ordinary citizens within the
expanding consumer culture as it penetrated the nation’s obstinately classist institutions.
Thus, William’s sociology of British mass media drew attentively the material conditions that
would dialectically speak to Fun Palace’s publicity practices. Communications (1962),53
Television (1975),%* ‘Means of Communications as Means of Production’ (1978),% all these
texts cast light upon the multiple ways in which the Fun Palace’s publicity was ‘operative’.
Marshall McLuhan’s texts didn’t — a position that Williams challenged as technological
determinism. Crucially, Williams’ model of cultural analysis built a number of key concepts -
‘hegemony’, ‘selective tradition’, ‘structures of feeling’ - that proved productive for the

analysis of the production and reception of the Fun Palace.

Alongside Williams, cultural readings of the riches of everyday life have aided the
development of an eye for minor forms, ordinary materials, trivial annotations, and subtle
tactics. Just as writer George Perec summoned us to question the ‘common things’, the
infra-ordinary,® | encountered in common media the seeds of the Fun Palace’s revolutionary
practice. Thus, readings on everyday culture were complemented with media scholarship to
build up specific arguments around Fun Palace’s archival material that was being retrieved.
For instance, Michel de Certeau’s scrutiny of ordinary tactics, and in particular those
associated with memory,®” alongside Aleida Assmann’s studies on cultural memory,s8
brought to focus the relevance of certain subversive journals — held both in Cedric Price
fonds and in the Theatre Royal archive — in consolidating the public memory of Stratford Fair
and in projecting questions upon our own present readings of the project. The concept of

‘cultural techniques’ by media theorist Bernhard Siegert,®® lend a versatile frame for the

62 ‘Author as Producer’ in Walter Benjamin, Brecht on Theatre, 87.

63 Raymond Williams, Communications (London: Penguin, 1962).

64 Raymond Williams, Television: Technology and Cultural Form (New York: Schocken Books, 1975).

65 Raymond Williams, Culture and Materialism.

66 ' Approaches to What?’', Georges Perec, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, Revised edition, (London:
Penguin Books, 1999), 209-11.

67 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, CA; London: University of California Press, 1984),
82-90.

68 Aleida Assmann, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization: Functions, Media, Archives, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2011).

69 Bernhard Siegert, Cultural Techniques: Grids, Filters, Doors, and Other Articulations of the Real, First edition..,
Meaning Systems (New York: Fordham University Press, 2015).
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selection and discussion of the agency of common media objects that the Fun Palace
produced. Not only Siegert deployed it in a range of case studies, he also situated it in the
lineage of the German media theory, yet one with a distinctive technical focus in relation to
Williams’ materialism. Ultimately, the conceptualization of mediation by French philosopher
Michel Serres’ ‘theory of the quasi-object’ opened a more general understanding of media as

a binding agent for the Fun Palace organization.”

At all events, what makes a story is often serendipitous. And so, the chapters in this thesis
crystallized as well through fortuitous encounters — the discovery of an uncharted archival
record, a timely call for papers, an insightful concept or reference found in a footnote, an
anecdote slipped in an interview. Chapter 1, and to some extent the whole thesis, is the
outcome of one of these complex coincidences. The finding of the Fun Palace’s broadsheet
within the situationist publication Sigma Portfolio by Alexander Trocchi while perusing the
National Library of Scotland’s catalogue — where | often worked — took a new significance
within the concurrent call for papers ‘Spaces of Information’ in the journal Architecture and
Culture, February 2015.7 The editorial project by Stephen Walker and Ruth Blacksell invited
papers that interrogated practices, materials and audiences of architecture understood as
media practices in order to construct the concept of ‘spaces of information’. The call laid a
context to explore the ‘ludic’ quality of some Fun Palace publicity, substantiated in the
circulation of the Fun Palace broadsheet just found and some marginalia recently gathered
during a visit to Theatre Royal archive. The call’s attention to media revealed a lens to select
and explore the bulk of archival materials that were being gathered as the research evolved.
Meanwhile, the paper became published, benefitting from the suggestions made through the
editorial process, as well as from its live presentation at the related symposium in the
Institute of Contemporary Arts in London some months later.”2 Similarly, the investigation of
Stratford Fair in Chapter 4 gained momentum when it was presented at the Architectural
Humanities Research Association conference ‘Architecture, Festival and the City’ in 2017,
organised by Christian Frost, Maria Jose Martinez and Jieling Xiao, and developed further

for publication in Architecture and Culture.™

On February 3, 2015, Oh What a Lovely War! was on stage at Theatre Royal Stratford East
— part of the London’s celebrations of Joan Littlewood’s centennial anniversary. It brought to

life the many anecdotes and insights of Littlewood’s life and work that Murray Melvin shared

0 Michel Serres, The Parasite (Baltimore ; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982).

71 Ruth Blacksell and Stephen Walker, ‘Architecture and the Spaces of Information’, Architecture and Culture 4,
no. 1 (2016): 1-8.

72 Ana Bonet Miro, ‘Sigma Portfolio and Bubble City: Ludic Sites for a Mobile Fun Palace Program’, Architecture
and Culture, Architecture and the Spaces of Information, 4, no. 1 (16 March 2016): 137-61.

73 Ana Bonet Miro, ‘On Playgrounds and the Archive. Joan Littlewood’s Stratford Fair, 1967-1975’, Architecture

and Culture 6, no. 3 (12 April 2019): 387-98.
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in an interview that morning. In the stalls, actors in pierrot costumes were chatting informally
with the public as we were taking our seats. ‘Songs, a few battles, jokes’ - was claimed the
show to be about. The play carnivalized the war struggle, for instance through the alliteration
of ‘s’ in the lyrics we sang. The Brechtian legacy of thinking through laughter and the use of
montage as well as a sense of Bakhtin’s festive, collective laughter, all resonated throughout

the show.

Soon after | had undertaken crucial archival work at Cedric Price fonds, CCA, | came across
raw footage of ordinary life London 1963 associated with Littlewood and the Fun Palace film.
It that had recently been made available online via the British Film Institute player. In Cedric
Price fonds | had seen some fragmentary footage showing three pierrots in costumes, along
with several draft scripts, a related drawing, and a few correspondence associated with the
film. One of these scripts — a catalogued record titled ‘Pleasure Film: Assembly’ — seemed to
be suggesting a sequence for Littlewood’s short films. The reconstruction of the Fun Palace
film and the discussion of its relevance became the focus of Chapter 2. This particular object
of study informed a number of additional readings, related to film theory among others, while
| got acquainted with Littlewood’s only feature film Sparrows Can’t Sing (1962), almost
contemporary to the Fun Palace. Crucially, William’s criticism of advertising and television
set the questions for the film records to speak materially. The film chapter found an audience
later on in the editorial project ‘Architecture and ephemerality’, ARQ: Architectural Research

Quarterly, coordinated by Adam Sharr.

The range of archival records of the project and library references found within Cedric Price
fonds, has been crucial to substantiate all sections of this research. The collection of press-
cuttings held in this, complemented by searches on newspapers’ online databases and by
physical records held at the National Library of Scotland, expanded further the argument of
the project’s operative publicity in Chapter 5. Equally important, the many drawings of the
project produced by Cedric Price’s office lent the occasion to discuss the attachments of the
project to the idea of technology at the time that were constitutive of the Fun Palace grids.
For their discussion in Chapter 3, Jean Francois Lyotard’s musings on the relevance of open
forms of knowledge production grounded the agonistic kind of conversation held within the

Fun Palace organization as it emerged from a number of uncatalogued notes by Littlewood.”

74 Ana Bonet Miro, ‘From Filmed Pleasure to Fun Palace’, Arq: Architecture Research Quarterly 22, no. 3 (2018):
215-24,

75 Jean-Frangois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1984).
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Ultimately, Caillois’ and Jean Baudrillard’s references to cultures of vertigo facilitated an

understanding of the cultural conditions at play in which the Fun Palace grids took part.”

Alongside the many archival holdings found, the final chapters of the thesis grew out of
reflections on the distinctive form and organization of the different sections of the Fun Palace
archive and its impact on the broad circulation of the project up until today. These reflections
are in debt to Williams’ theorization of how hegemonic forces shape selective traditions,”” my
own living experience in the archives and a few anecdotes gathered through interviews and
informal conversations on how these collections took shape. Resources for the
contemporary reception of the project have been patiently collected by tracking online
databases, word of mouth and casual encounters with the project’s images since the
research’s inception. The compilation of an index of the Fun Palace circulation up until today
and the use of diagrams to graphically analyse its patterns and situate historically these
media events in relation to the progressive constitution of the archive, these research grids
celebrate Cedric Price’s diagramming and indexing, a jolly practice that the Fun Palace set

in motion and still inspires architects today.
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PART 1: MEDIA PRODUCTION

29
Architecture, Media and Archives



Joan Littlewood, Fun Palace and Theatre Workshop: In Conversation
with Murray Melvin. Transcript of interview excerpt I, Theatre Royal
Stratford East, London, 9 December 2014

Murray Melvin: [...] The Fun Palace came out of the children in this area,
the poor children, you know, fifty or more years ago. She started organising
the children; she was doing street things with the children. An out of that
came the Fun Palace, as a bigger, a vast ... [initiative?].The Fun Palace has

always been there in the back of her brain, but it started with these kids.
Ana Bonet: Was it in the 1950s?

MM: Oh, yes, early 1950s. | came in 1957 [...] The company right from the
beginning always did. Joan is - in England we call - the mother of theatre in
education. It started here. Whereas every theatre now has a theatre-in-
education section, it is Joan’s. It started here with the kids out there.
Moreover, whenever they toured, they did things with children, always. She
was children mad. She thought that was more important because it was
passing back one's knowledge to the younger generation. She would not

care about us old ones; she was more interested in the young ones.
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Chapter 1: Marginalia as Anti-Publicity: Sigma Portfolio and Bubble City.

Ludic Sites for a Mobile Fun Palace Project

The Fun Palace was a complex cultural project that emerged out of the London scene of the
1960s as an interdisciplinary collaboration initiated by the radical theatre producer Joan
Littlewood and architect Cedric Price, which gathered together major personalities of the
time such as the cyberneticist Gordon Pask, the polymath Richard Buckminster Fuller and
the psychologist John Clark, amongst others. In it, advanced scientific systems thinking met
with contemporary critical and anarchic artistic practice and the hedonist mood of freedom of

the leisure society.

This ‘interactive and adaptable, educational and cultural complex’2 was animated by specific
conceptions of play. Indeed, ‘learning’, together with ‘pleasure and fun’, are the main
categories that would be used to classify the project in Price’s 1984 monograph?. Pleasure
and fun, according to Price, are a function of choice and of the ‘calculated uncertainty’ that
the project made available for the user*. However, this idea of fun and pleasure does not
exhaust the broader concept of play that was embedded in the Fun Palace, for play, in
Littlewood’s and Price’s vision, is driven by a critical intentionality. It is this essential mimetic
quality of the Fun Palace Project that | will refer to as ‘ludic’. According to Roger Caillois,
‘mimicry’ is the illusory display of fantasy and simulacra. And the role of its representational
effects in modern societies — which are governed by measure, effort and skill — is to provide
a mirror image through which the serious performance of society can be questioned. The
health of society depends precisely on the availability of mimetic situations through which

alternative possibilities can be critically rehearsed.?

' Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price conceived the Fun Palace as a comprehensive project — which occasionally
refer also as programme. It emerges, for instance, from her description of Donmar development, one of the
different initiatives clustered around the Fun Palace:’ it is essential that such a club is established in the near
future as part of the preliminary Fun Palace programme’. Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price, in ‘Proposed Use of
Donmar Rehearsal Rooms as Experimental Theatre & Late Night Meeting Place for Talk and Entertainment’,
c.1964, DR1995:0212:060, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

2 *Scope and Content, Descriptive Summary, File 46: Fun Palace Project, Series 2: Projects’, Collection Online
Cedric Price fonds, CCA. https://www.cca.qc.ca/en/search/details/collection/object/39930.

3 Cedric Price, Cedric Price: The Square Book (Chichester: Wiley-Academy, 1984).

4 Cedric Price, 'Autumn Always Gets Me Badly', (London: Architectural Association, 1989), 33’ 55", AA Photo
Library.

5 Roger Caillois, Man, Play, and Games (London: Thames and Hudson, 1962).
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The Fun Palace was a mobile project. Born as a 'university of the streets' in the early 1960s,°
it struggled to find a site in the institutional map of London, so by the end of the decade had
evolved into a set of educative and ludic activities linked to the construction of temporary
playgrounds in the open spaces of Stratford East in London. The broader scope of the
project was about the construction of situations where playful exchange could activate
audiences. And the role of architecture in it was to be defined and questioned, as Price
recalls from Littlewood’s brief: ‘you tell me whether architecture can help’.” According to
Price, ‘she wanted to see some situation which might have been a social situation, an
economic situation, a political situation, where the ability for random humour and beastliness
could result in a productive exchange which was not measurable, but just fun when it
happened’.2 From the ‘Fun Palace Project’ to the ‘Stratford Fair’, the whole project was
governed by the Fun Palace Trust, and took on different expressive forms along the decade.
The ‘Fun Palace Project’ evolved in parallel as the ‘Major Fun Palace’, the most ambitious
expression of the project in architectural terms, and the test-bed ‘Camden Pilot Project’,
which released the social and educational content of the idea in urban public spaces.® But
simultaneously to these, the less influential ‘Donmar Development’ — a combination of a
rehearsal room for experimental theatre, and a late night club for discussion and
entertainment —'° was as well supported by the Trust. Two more undertakings followed
these, and although the Trust was not involved in them, they were closely related to the Fun
Palace idea: Littlewood’s ‘Living Theatre’ summer course at Hammamet, Tunisia, and

Price’s ‘Feasibility Study for an Information Hive’ in the Oxford Corner House, London.

The Fun Palace project was materialized in an evolving set of representations distributed
across different publications during the 1960s. These published representations succeeded
in building a broad range of cultural ‘situations’, borrowing from a Situationist glossary of
terms. These were not only media, but critically engaged networks actively operating to
overcome institutional frames in search of a utopian freedom. Considered here as ‘sites of
information’, each of these activist contexts not only recorded the transformation of the Fun
Palace, but also fundamentally enhanced and informed its meaning in specific ways. It is

within this diversity of media that the mobile Fun Palace could expand beyond the object-like

6 Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood, ‘The Fun Palace’, The Drama Review, no. 3 (1968): 127.

7 Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space: The Architecture of Cedric Price,(London: Black Dog, 2007) 66.

8 Cedric Price, ‘Chat’, Architectural Design 41 (April 1971): 231-32.

9 Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood, ‘Fun Palace, Camden, London’, Architectural Design 37 (November 1967):
522.

10 Littlewood and Price, ‘Proposed Use of Donmar Rehearsal Rooms as Experimental Theatre & Late Night
Meeting Place for Talk and Entertainment’, ¢.1964, DR1995:0212:060, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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condition that its image had acquired in architectural discourse into a more critical event of

wider cultural significance."

This representational dissemination of the Fun Palace project resulted in divergent
outcomes. While official institutional culture succeeded in ignoring such an unwieldy
proposal, the idea positively evolved within alternative sites. By 1964 the Fun Palace Project
had gained momentum, and a colossal ‘laboratory of pleasure’'2 was depicted on the vacant
site of Mill Meads, within the publication A Lea Valley Regional Park produced by the Civic
Trust.” In the same year, the eleventh issue of the Sigma Portfolio, the editorial project of
the British writer and Situationist member Alexander Trocchi, referred to the idea under the
title ‘Joan Littlewood Presents’."* However, by 1969 the ambitious Fun Palace Project had
disappeared from the Civic Trust’s official Report on the Development of the Regional Park
with Plan of Proposals.' Instead, a little pamphlet entitled Bubble City,'s was to be the

vehicle through which Littlewood’s idea of the playground evolved.

This chapter examines the ludic quality of two of these alternative ‘sites of information’, the
Fun Palace broadsheet within Trocchi’'s Sigma Portfolio and the pamphlet Bubble City, and
relates these to broader cultural theories and events. On one hand the chapter looks into the
transference from content to format, and site to idea; and on the other, it assesses the role of
the ludic in defining a ‘metacategorical method’ to unveil the broader cultural scope behind

the Fun Palace’s ‘metallic laughter’- to borrow Italo Calvino’s description of Brecht's work.'”

" The key concept ‘site of information’ that starts developing here to analyse the Fun Palace’s media practices
grows out of an editorial project, namely Stephen Walker’'s and Ruth Blacksell’s ‘Architecture and the Spaces of
Information’, for the journal Architecture and Culture, February 2015. With an interest in the way art practices in
the 1960s moved away from the gallery to appropriate architectural and editorial space as site of critical action,
the call invited papers that interrogated practices, materials and audiences operating in the joint territory of
‘spaces of information’. Loose archival documents related to the Fun Palace’s multifaceted publicity practice
gained a particular relevance from this vantage point.

12 Price and Littlewood, ‘The Fun Palace’.

'3 Civic Trust and England Lea Valley Regional Park, A Lea Valley Regional Park, an Essay in the Use of
Neglected Land for Recreation and Leisure. (London: Civic Trust, 1964).

4 Alexander Trocchi, Sigma Portfolio: A New Dimension in the Dissemination of Informations [sic] (London:
Alexander Trocchi, 1964).

15 Lee Valley Regional Park Authority, Report on the Development of the Regional Park with Plan of Proposals
(Enfield: Lee Valley Regional Park Authority, 1969).

16 Joan Littlewood, Bubble City (London: The Fun Palace Trust, 1968).

7 In the obituary written in 1956, Italo Calvino praises Bertolt Brecht's Epic Theatre, for its ‘scientific passion’
together with his commitment to activate critical participation of the audience, in Italo Calvino and M Barenghi,
Saggi: 1945-1985 (Milan: Mondadori, 1995), 1301. Indeed, Brecht defined his critically driven Epic Theatre as
opposed to the prevailing dramatic theatre of his time as: ‘narrative’ (versus plot); ‘turns the spectator into an
observer’; but ‘arouses his capacity for action’; ‘forces him to take decisions(...)’; ‘argument’ (versus suggestion);
‘reason’ (versus feeling), (Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, 37). The sustained influence of the Brechtian legacy on all
Littlewood’s undertakings, including the Fun Palace as well as her theatrical experiments, went back to her
participation in Ewan MacColl’'s Theatre of Action in the 1930s, and consistently informed her productions
onwards at Theatre Union and the later Theatre Workshop. Their manifestos explicitly address a critically driven
approach to theatre, which dealt with real problems of its time and aimed to activate thinking in the working class
audience. While Theatre Union’s manifesto claims for a theatre which ‘in facing up the problems of our time and
by intensifying our efforts to get at the essence of reality, we are also attempting to solve our own theatrical
problems both technical and ideological (Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space, 54). Theatre Workshop’s
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‘Joan Littlewood Presents ....” within the Sigma Portfolio

The connection between the Fun Palace idea and Trocchi’s Project Sigma has not been
sufficiently attended to in architectural scholarship. Either the Fun Palace has been related
to other Situationist undertakings such as the utopian New Babylon,8 or - when explicitly
addressed - the link with the British Situationism of Alex Trocchi has been claimed to be
based on affinities that ‘grew from common ideological and artistic roots’.’*.However, the Fun
Palace was a major reference for Trocchi's Project Sigma, and its influence is specifically
detectable across the diverse set of folders bound as the Sigma Portfolio: Folder number 11
titled ‘Joan Littlewood Presents...’, contains a reproduction of the Fun Palace broadsheet,
which is defined as ‘an early impression of an idea (...) for a consciously constructed
environment’; Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price were part of Trocchi’s array of ‘pool
cosmonauts’ - we find their names within the list of ‘public relations’ of the Project Sigma, in
folder no. 17; In folder no. 5 titled ‘General Information’, Trocchi writes about the
‘metacategorical method’ of ‘Joan Littlewood’s experiments’, a method that is shared by the
Sigma network; And finally, Trocchi explicitly refers to his proposed university as ‘hav(ing)
much in common with ‘Joan Littlewood’s “leisuredrome” (if she will forgive my coining a
word).’® If the Fun Palace Project found a place in the Sigma Portfolio, then, an analysis of
this complex site of information might inform our understanding of both Sigma and Fun

Palace.

The Sigma Portfolio was an editorial project of international scope initiated in London in 1964

by Alexander Trocchi, a British poet and affiliate of the Situationists. ‘Sigma’, he explained,

supports a ‘not genteel, not poetical’ theatre in which ‘our critics and supporters were miners, cotton workers and
steel workers who haven’t much time for mere artistic experiment’ (Joan Littlewood, ‘Theatre Workshop. A British
People’s Theatre’, n.d., 1, Theatre Royal Stratford East Archive Collection). The material for Littlewood’s critical
approach was scientific- based, as Murray Melvin claimed: ‘Whenever you played with Joan there has to be a
reason, and it was usually knowledge-based (...) a scientific reason’ (Melvin, M., authorised interview with the
author, 9 December, 2014). Trocchi shares this interest in Brecht’s critical theatre, as he explicitly addresses ‘his
“distance-theory” of acting, a method calculated to inspire a more active and critical kind of participation’
(Alexander Trocchi, ‘Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds’, Sigma Portfolio, no. 2 (1964): 3).

8 New Babylon or the Fun Palace are examples of the utopian content of megastructures according to Reyner
Banham. Quoting the description of the former project by Constant as published in Architectural Design (June
1964), Banham suggests that ‘you could insert the word Fun Palace in it without making any injustice either to
this or to the Fun palace Project’ (Reyner Banham, Megastructures 1, ARTNET Public (London, 1974), min.
48:35, Lecture Series, AA Photo Library). Instead, Simon Sadler point at the differences between both: the Fun
Palace illustrate the ‘detail and practicality of British experimental architecture’ while New Babylon ‘seem to lack
that rigor’ (Simon Sadler, The Situationist City,133—134). However, in their studies there is not an explicit
connection between the Fun Palace and Trocchi's Sigma Portfolio.

9 Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space, 113-14.

20 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Sigma: A Tactical Blueprint', Sigma Portfolio, no. 3 (1964): 5.
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was ‘merely a word, a tactical symbol, a dialectical instrument’2' to refer to a ‘cultural attitude
(...) assumed by a vast number of men and women who have never heard of the sigma
project’.22 Under the sign of this summative mathematical function, an anonymous, inclusive
and invisible cultural revolt was anticipated. ‘Modifying, correcting, polluting, deflecting,
corrupting, eroding, outflanking’,? this underground tremor was progressively to transform
the consciousness of a million minds. As part of the project, an action-university was to be
among the first constructed situations for an invisible insurrection. Described as a ‘vital
laboratory for the creation (and evaluation) of conscious situations’,2* Trocchi’s proposal
bears many resemblances to the anti-institutional approach to education of the Fun Palace
project. The ultimate aspiration in both the Project Sigma and the Fun Palace, was to
stimulate personal and social growth as a major emancipatory force. And growth is, in both
projects, a function of the quality of the conversation initiated. The Sigma Portfolio was a
‘site of information’ designed to evolve this conversation, and therefore, part of the
realization of the Project Sigma itself. But, considering the inclusion of the Fun Palace in it, it

can be seen as well as a partial realization of the latter.

At the beginning of the 1960s, Raymond Williams'’s cultural critique was precisely linking
social growth to the quality of the conversation held within social institutions such as the
media. Since society is a form of communication where experience is described and shared,
media should go beyond the narrow frame defined by trade and power relations and offer
opportunities for learning and growth as well. Only within public and democratic fora, can a
free, independent and critical conversation evolve. However, in his diagnosis of the
institutional panorama of British communications, the concentration of power and the drive to
sell emerge as major impediments to growth. The resulting ‘synthetic culture’ - ‘one which
exploits indifference, lack of feeling, frustration and hatred’ - could only be combatted
through education for personal development and choice, under the proper institutional

support.?

Sites such as the Sigma Portfolio could be seen - following Williams’s argument - as those
for learning and growth in themselves. Indeed, the design of the Sigma Portfolio enacts the
resistance to this -in Williams’ terms- ‘synthetic’ condition by providing what Trocchi
describes as ‘an entirely new dimension in publishing, through which the writer reaches his
public immediately, outflanking the traditional trap of publishing-house policy’.2 His public

was an anonymous collective distributed across the globe, and therefore a mode of ‘effective

21 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Project Sigma: Cultural Engineering’, Sigma Portfolio, no. 22 (1964).
22 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Pool Cosmonaut’, Sigma Portfolio, no. 37 (1964).

23 Trocchi, ‘Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds’, 2.

24 |bid, 6.

25 Williams, Communications.

26 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Suscription Form’, Sigma Portfolio, no. 12 (1964).
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communication’ was needed in order to reach it. Sigma Portfolio was cheaply produced in
Trocchi’s house at St Stephen’s Gardens, London. Typed folio-sized papers, duplicated onto
coloured sheets of foolscap and stapled, they were posted to several hundreds of people.?
They reported ‘sigmatic’? activity through a multi-format collection of tactical pamphlets
which gave voice to manifestations of the international counter-culture. Included were letters
and poems from ‘Beat’ contributors; manifestos such as ‘“The Invisible Insurrection’ (Sigma
Portfolio .no. 2) or ‘Manifesto Situationiste: Sigma Edition’ (Sigma Portfolio. no. 18); personal
essays such as ‘Revolt: McClure’ from the American poet Michael McClure (Sigma Portfolio.
no. 21), or the ‘The Present Situation’ from the anti-psychiatrist R.D. Laing (Sigma Portfolio.
no. 6); as well as data related to the Project Sigma such as ‘Public Relations’ (Sigma
Portfolio. no. 17) or ‘Subscription Form’ (Sigma Portfolio.no. 12). Together with these, Sigma
Portfolio incorporated two other formats. One was ‘The Moving Times’ (Sigma Portfolio.no.
1), a title courtesy of the writer and Sigma contributor William Burroughs, whose format also
echoed his use of cut-ups [FIGURE.1.1]. It aimed to bring together world-wide contributions
‘relevant to our moving times’ in an A2 broadsheet format, a sort of ‘poster-perversion’ of the
official newspaper. It was to be posted within the advertising space of the London
Underground network, but also in certain alternative bookshops, coffee-shops and art
galleries, ‘wherever it can conveniently be exposed’ as Trocchi affirms.2 Indeed, due to its
public nature, a certain 'subtlety of subversion' was essential.® The other format was
‘Potlatch’ (Sigma Portfolio. no. 4), a folio-sized pamphlet which echoed the Lettrist
publication of the same name. It initiated an interpersonal polemic, ‘with all kinds of layers
and laminations and possibilities for satire’, and due to its private quality, there was ‘no limit

to what it could become’.3"

The Fun Palace’s broadsheet arrived in Sigma Portfolio no. 11 ‘hot from the writer’s pan’, in
its spirit of direct communication.32 The broadsheet had been produced for the Lea Valley
Press Conference held on July 20, 1964, when the report entitled A Lea Valley Regional
Park commissioned by the East London Boroughs to the Civic Trust was presented at a
public event amidst dignitaries, including the Duke of Edinburgh and the local government
minister. The broadsheet was designed to explain for the first time what the Fun Palace was

in a direct way to such an official culture, while simultaneously, its multi-format design

27 Andrew Murray Scott, Alexander Trocchi: The Making of the Monster (Edinburgh: Polygon, 1991), 126.

28 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Manifesto Situationiste: Sigma Edition’, Sigma Portfolio, no. 18 (1964): 4.

29 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Letter to C. Price’, July 1964, folder DR1995:0188:525:002:003, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
30 Alexander Trocchi, ‘Potlach’, Sigma Portfolio, no. 4 (1964): 2.

31 Ibid, 6.

32 Trocchi, ‘Suscription Form’, 1.
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FIGURE 1.1: Alexander Trocchi, “The Moving Times” broadsheet, p. 1, Sigma
Portfolio: A New Dimension in the Dissemination of Informations, no. 1, 1964. Special

Collections, National Library of Scotland.

37
Architecture, Media and Archives



reached alternative contexts such as Sigma. The archival record ‘pamphlets distributed to’,?
dated the same day of the Press Conference, registers this ambivalent intent within the Fun
Palace communications. A list of thirty-eight names represents the array of diverse actors
and agencies involved in the distribution of the Fun Palace broadsheet: here representatives
of London County Council (LCC), left-wing politicians and journalists share space with the
main authors and collaborators, but also with a plural set of contributors such as the
architectural critics Reyner Banham and Roy Landau, Theatre Workshop’s actor Brian
Murphy, and of course, Alex Trocchi. The distribution list of the broadsheet shows not only
the expanded conversation stimulated by the Fun Palace project at the time, but also more
specifically the Fun Palace network in operation. If intensity of commitment is indicated by
the number of broadsheets assigned to each name, Littlewood’s principal role is defined by
the 100 units that she received. Alex Trocchi appears to be a main agent, with *30 +36’
broadsheets assigned,** which are over the sixty of Theatre Workshop member Brian
Murphy, the thirty of Price’s chief assistant Stephen Mullin, and the twenty-four of the Labour
Party member lan Mikardo. The rudimentary delivery methods rely on ‘post’ or ‘hand’, which
Sigma had identified as ‘effective communications’, and evidence the close exchange, even
touch, within the Fun Palace network. The ‘confidential’ label written in many textual records
of the project, or warnings such as Price’s ‘no drawings of the (Fun Palace) project can be
issued before August 1963’,35 inform further the thesis of a slow, unmediated and stealthy
communication of the Fun Palace idea within the network. The Fun Palace broadsheet
emerges here as an inchoate ‘site of information’ in itself, intertwined with Trocchi’s Sigma
Portfolio.*® The shared interest in the stimulation of appetites for learning beyond formal
structures would lead to later encounters, such as the Anti-University in London in 1968.%" In

it, the Sigma network was fully operating (amidst new voices such as Gustav Mezger’s Auto

33 Littlewood and Price, ‘Pamphlets Distributed to’, c.1964, folder DR1995:0188:525:002, Cedric Price fonds,
CCA.

34 In an updated version of the record ‘pamphlets distributed to’ 30 pamphlets are added to Trocchi, which shows
the intensification of the collaboration between Sigma and Fun Palace networks. * Pamphlets Distributed to
19641205’, 5 December 1964, folder DR1995:0188:525:003, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

35 Description of the Fun Palace Project as part of Price’s proposal for the National Theatre and Opera House
Competition. Cedric Price, ‘Description of Relevant Work. Entertainment Centre Development, London, Sheet 8’,
19 June 1963, DR1995:0207:001:005, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

36 The intertwining of the Fun Palace and Sigma ‘sites’ goes beyond the publication of the broadsheet in Sigma
Portfolio no. 11. In a meeting between Price and Trocchi plans for ‘sigmatic Christmas Cards—some of which
could contain F.P drawings of written information’ are mentioned, as well as ‘forms of further co-operation agreed’
Alexander Trocchi, ‘Letter to C.Price’, 24 October 1964, folder DR1995:0188:525:002:003, Cedric Price fonds,
CCA..

37 Anti-University, as its manifesto claims, was a ‘revolutionary experiment’, which was ‘founded in response to
the intellectual bankruptcy and spiritual emptiness of the educational establishment’ of the Western World. It
offered a ‘meeting ground for discussion (and) discovery ‘to radical artists, activists and intellectuals in order to
foster ‘social integrity and commitment’. ‘Catalogue of Second Quarter. Anti-University of London’, 1968. Folder
DR1995:0320, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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Destructive Art), and Price became involved as visiting faculty, evidencing the sustained

interaction and growth between Sigma and the Fun Palace networks.

What the broadsheet successfully represented was the major architectural realization of the
Fun Palace idea, the ‘Major Fun Palace’. It is worth analysing the ludic quality of the Fun
Palace broadsheet as it relates to the broader context of the Sigma Portfolio to understand
the ‘metacategorical method’ operating here. What is evident is a playful transfer from
content to format, and ultimately to idea. Play, as the anthropologist Gregory Bateson
explains, is a form of ‘metacommunication’- or communication across different levels where
denotative and connotative meanings are exchanged simultaneously - whose principal
quality is paradox. Play, as happens with fantasy as well, is not an action, but a frame for
those actions which really do not mean what they appear to mean. Essentially, as Bateson
claims, human communication needs paradoxes to evolve, and the role of play (and fantasy)

is to provide the frame for this to happen.3®

Like the Sigma Portfolio, the Fun Palace broadsheet [FIGURE. 1.2] is itself a multiple
assemblage of information aimed at a plurality of audiences. A folded A2-sheet divides the
space into different sections which are allocated to a playbill, a double page drawing, a
narrative description of the experience, a programme of activities offered, and technical
information regarding the current state of the Project’s development as well as management
procedures and credits. Such a multi-layout media matches an environment itself designed
to be ‘multilateral rather than comprehensive’.® In the first section, a playbill advertises the
show: ‘Joan Littlewood presents the / FIRST GIANT / SPACE MOBILE/ IN THE WORLD/ it
moves in light / turns winter into / summer (...) toy (...) EVERYBODY’s / what is it?’.4° This
draws on the tradition of the fair and its ‘carnivalesque laughter’ — festive, universal and
ambivalent, in Mikhail Bakhtin's terms that lay at the core of the Fun Palace idea.*' The play
element knits together the festive content and ludic purpose of the experiment. On the one
hand, the colossal mechanism is ‘the first (...) in the world’ to offer such superlative fantasy
and accessible fun to everyone. On the other hand, it raises a sharp critique of the
institutionalized world, a world for which fun is nothing more than a ‘voluntary greed

marketable commodity’.42 On the reverse side of the broadsheet, a double-page

38 Gregory Bateson, ‘A Theory of Play and Fantasy’, in Steps to an Ecology of Mind: Collected Essays in
Anthropology, Psychiatry, Evolution, and Epistemology (Chicago, London: The University of Chicago Press,
2000), 177-93.

39 Cedric Price and Joan Littlewood, ‘Fun Palace, Camden, London’, Architectural Design 37 (November 1967),
522.

40 | jttlewood and Price, Fun Palace Promotional Brochure, 1964. DR1995:0188:001:023, Cedric Price fonds,
CCA.

41 Bakhtin’s thesis on ‘carnivalesque laughter’ would not reach English audiences until 1968. Bakhtin, Rabelais
and His World, 12—-13.

42 Price, 'Autumn Always Gets Me Badly' in ‘Cedric Price Talks at the AA'. AA Files, no. 19, Spring (1990): 27-34
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diagrammatic ‘cut-away view’ draws the field of play. In it, the programmatic zones such as
‘inflatable conference hall’ or ‘news panel’ overlap onto the line drawing, as instructed by
Littlewood.#? This diagrammatic communication can only express rules of the game, whereas
the play experience itself is communicated in a colourful narrative description that, in the
lower strip of the page, accompanies the drawing. ‘Choose what you want to do’ is the
essence of the fun-as-pleasure experience, according to Price.** An offer of 28 pleasures,
such as 'Battles of flowers’ or ‘Genius Chat’, leads on to what seems to be the summative
phrase of the playbill: ‘for your delight’.#* But the ludic critique is equally represented here:
The fun experience continues to evolve underneath a large fading title in art-deco red capital
letters, with the name ‘Fun Palace’ covering the whole strip.*¢ We can read here how the
ironic mood affects the whole experience inside this ‘giant space mobile’. Play, both as
pleasurable narrative and as critical mood, are the figure and ground map of the strip, and by
extension, the quality of the whole environment which the Fun Palace aims to build. It is in
this double sense of play which is a feature of many of Littlewood's theatrical productions,
where we find precisely the ‘metacategorical method’ upon which Trocchi plans to outflank

bureaucracies subtly to initiate their cultural revolt.

However, as with “‘The Moving Times’, the irony spread across the various messages
included in the Fun Palace broadsheet had to be carefully pitched due to its public nature.
The design had to bridge the gap between official and alternative audiences: As ‘The Moving
Times’ had to be accepted on the advertising boards of the London Underground network,
similarly, the Fun Palace had to satisfy the authorities overseeing the plans for Lea Valley
Regional Park Development. Here a first ‘sigmatic’ quality of the Fun Palace project emerges
in the need to be audience inclusive. Inclusiveness is fostered through the multi-format
communication strategy of the broadsheet, with its diverse set of sections on display.
Inclusive is as well the space announced as ‘everbody’s (...) toy’ in the playbill, designed to
be highly accessible ‘by train, bus, monorail, hovercraft, car, tube or foot’.4” Similarly, the
eclectic collection of texts gathered together in ‘The Moving Times’ and the varied formats
within Sigma Portfolio demonstrate Trocchi's inclusive approach as clearly distinct from Guy
Debord’s exclusive Situationist vision,* and helps us to appreciate the position of the Fun

Palace against the polarized field of Situationist polemics.

43 Ljttlewood and Price, ‘Draft Section for the Fun Palace Promotional Brochure’, ¢ 1964,
DR1995:0188:525:001:004, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

44 Price, 'Autumn Always Gets Me Badly'.

45 | jttlewood and Price, Fun Palace Promotional Brochure, 1964.

46 The name chosen: ‘Fun Palace’ is pregnant with mockery, as Cedric Price recalls: ‘Surely, we thought with
such a nonsensical, nauseatingly fey title, we could hide or hang any use on it we wished’, activities which he had
defined as ‘disparate, free-choice, free-time voluntary’. Cedric Price, ‘Cedric Price Talks at the AA'.

47 Littlewood and Price, Fun Palace Promotional Brochure, 1964.

48 Scott, Alexander Trocchi.
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A second property of the Fun Palace project that is closely linked to this inclusive ethic is the
accessibility of the communication and the space itself. Both the Fun Palace broadsheet and
the Sigma Portfolio aimed at a direct communication between author and audience, one in
which mediation could be minimized. As a media event, the Fun Palace broadsheet could
overcome bureaucratic organization through the subscription and postage model of
distribution within the Sigma network, or even be immediately handled within the Fun Palace
network. As a designed space, an unmediated environment emerges within the lines written
in the broadsheet. The narrative strip directly points at us with capital letters: “YOU’, while
claiming that the project had ‘no doors, foyers, queues or commissionaires’.*® It opens to us
a democratic space embedded in the ideal of freedom where there is 'no obligation to buy’.*
A subtle mediation is, however, present within the words describing the experience in the
broadsheet: an ‘artificial cloud will keep you cool or make rainbows for you'.5' Indeed the
idea of a cybernetic system underpins the design with the aim of indicating a means towards

effective social emancipation.

Two cultural references come to mind when discussing accessibility as direct and non-
mediated communication between authors and audiences. Immediacy is, via the Brechtian
legacy, part of the claim for a critically-engaged authorial agency, for which authors become
producers and argument activate thinking on the part of the audience about the relations of
production that underpin daily experience.?? Littlewood, Price and the Sigma network are
operative writers, as these ‘sites of information’ are operative media in accordance with
Walter Benjamin’s discussion of Brecht’s theatre. Alternatively, critical readings of the slow
and tactile mode of operation of these ‘sites of information’ emerge drawing on Paul Virilio’s
theorizations on media. In his view, the militarized speed governing new media actually
outpaces any resistant position, producing ‘an immobile spectator of action, not a mobile
participant’.s® It has been argued that such an immediate communication within Sigma’s ‘site
of information’ becomes an important part of the way experience was actively shared.* If the
highly technological appearance of the Fun Palace Project seems to imply an impersonal
and machinic relay of information, it was - on the contrary - the slow and covert ways in

which confidential information was stealthily handled and passed on that was crucial to the

49 | jttlewood and Price, Fun Palace Promotional Brochure, 1964.

50 ‘L ittlewood’s Handwritten Draft of Fun Palace Promotional Literature, Page 3’, ¢ 1964,
DR1995:0188:525:001:005, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

51 Littlewood and Price, Fun Palace Promotional Brochure, 1964.

52 Benjamin, Understanding Brecht, 88.

53 Sean Cubitt, ‘Virilio and New Media’, in Paul Virilio: From Modernism to Hypermodernism and Beyond (London
(UK), United Kingdom: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2000), 127—42.

54 Michael Gardiner, From Trocchi to Trainspotting. Scottish Critical Theory Since 1960 (Edinburgh University
Press, 2006).
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affective bonding together of the members of the network and the positive impact it

maintained throughout the decade.

Mobility is the third sigmatic property that emerges from the broadsheet. The giant space
mobile is actually inviting us to move with it, as with the similar claims of “The Moving Times’
in the Portfolio.5* Movement is used as a metaphor for the stealthy self-transformation
named ‘learning’ in the Fun Palace or ‘(r)evolt’ in Sigma. As Trocchi affirms in his Invisible
Insurrection manifesto ‘we must reject the conventional fiction of “unchanging human
nature”. There is no such permanence anywhere. There is only becoming’.¢ In spatial terms,
an environment designed to last no more than ten years stands for the temporary nature of
the design:* ‘it must last no longer than we need it’.?® The condition of perpetual
provisionality and contingency of the Fun Palace idea enacts Littlewood’s own mobile
condition, with her frequent changes of postal address as the internal memo ‘JL Movements
Autumn 1964’ manifests.® In the broadsheet this is reinforced by the constant lack of a
stable physical site for the palace’s construction. A sort of feasibility study included in one of
the sections, defines the ‘ideal site’, speculates about its location across the globe and lists
four possibilities ‘under investigation’ in London. But, of course, many equals none. Instead,
the materializations of the Fun Palace idea were to occur, in an ever-evolving state of flux, in
the imprints it left in different hosting media such as the Sigma Portfolio.®° In a sense, the
multiple representations included in the Fun Palace broadsheet extend to the non-structured
assemblage of the Sigma Portfolio, and testify to an irreducible plurality and mobility that
resists any representational stabilization of the idea itself, considered here in its broader

cultural scope.

55 Alexander Trocchi, ‘The Moving Times', Sigma Portfolio, no. 1 (1964).

56 Trocchi, ‘Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds’, 1.

57 Price and Littlewood, ‘The Fun Palace’, 130.

58 Littlewood and Price, Fun Palace Promotional Brochure, 1964.

59 ‘Internal Memo, JL Movements Autumn 1964°, August 11, 1964. Folder DR1995:0188:525:002:003, Cedric
Price fonds, CCA.

60 Together with the broadsheet, a seemingly unfinished film produced by Mithras Films, London in 1964 was part
of the promotional media designed to communicate the Fun Palace project within an expanded audience. Shot in
black and white on 16mm format, it consists of an intermittent documentary of scenes about everyday pleasures
enjoyed by ordinary men, intertwined by clownery. In line with Littlewood’s theatrical productions and the British
Free Cinema of the 1950s, the low tech and improvised assemblage of effective immediacy, reinforces the claim
for freedom for the ordinary man ‘Fun Palace Film’, ¢ 1964, DR2003:0006, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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Bubble City and the evolution of the playground idea

The withdrawal of the Fun Palace Project from the Lea Valley Regional Plan in 1966 is a
story carefully elaborated by Stanley Mathews.%' It occurred, not surprisingly, soon after the
publication in 1965 of the Labour Party’s White Paper ‘A Policy for the Arts: the First Steps’.
Despite its well-received intentions to democratize the living arts and activate public
participation in them, at the same time the proposal relied on the Arts Council for the
implementation of its ambitious programme. In Cedric Price’s view, such an ‘extraordinarily
conservative organization (...) is scarcely the ideal medium of patronage to achieve the
breakthrough to total enjoyment of the arts implied in the White Paper’.62 The lack of
institutional support, from the Arts Council as much as from the planning authorities,
constituted a moment of crisis for the Fun Palace project itself. But at the same time, this
brought more opportunity to renew it in alternative formats. A letter of ¢. 1965 from Joan
Littlewood to Mrs Peggy Jay, the Chairman of the Parks Committee of the recently-formed
Greater London Council (GLC), sets out the wide-ranging educational scope of the project,
assuring its ongoing active condition through renewed contexts outside London, and

Littlewood’s determination to keep developing it:

| have been occupied for the last 9 months 1. With starting a Fun Palace in
Tunisia, 2. With making enough money to support the work for this
experiment in London (...)/The need for street corner education-toys, like
the Fun Palace, is | think understood and | do not underestimate the virtue
of English democracy but | am sad that old infra-mafia-movement which
haunts bureaucracies should be holding up the chance of new systems of
education starting here. /London should have been the first place and our
brightest brains should be diverted to the problems of the future, while the
old Jesuits deal so cleverly with the mess made of the past. / Of course, |

have no intention of giving up the campaign here (...).%

From 1965 onward, the Fun Palace project would inspire a wide range of experiences
enhancing different assets according to the sensitivity of its leadership. The first opportunity
available for a pilot Fun Palace, in Littlewood’s view, took the form of a one-month training
course on ‘free, living and authentic theatre’ at the International Summer School, Le Centre

Hammamet? (...)The Fun Palace is necessary anywhere’.% On his part, Cedric Price could

61 Mathews, From Agit-Prop to Free Space.

62 Cedric Price, ‘Observations on “A Policy for the Arts” Government White Paper’, in Ellis Hillman ed., Essays in
Local Government Enterprise (London: The Merlin Press, 1965), 173—74.

63 Littlewood, ‘Letter to Mrs. Peggy Jay’, TRSE Archive Collection.

64 Littlewood, Joan’s Book, 727-28.
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FIGURE 1.3: Theatre Royal Stratford East in the 1970s. Theatre Royal

Stratford East Archive Collection.
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Culturel in Hammamet, Tunisia.® ‘We’ve no place for a Pilot/ | wouldn’t say no to test more
closely the Fun Palace idea in his Feasibility Study for an Information Hive in the Oxford
Corner House, London, between 1965 and 1966. However, according to the contract
extended by the developers, ‘your work with the Fun Palace trustees should be excluded
from this undertaking’.6¢ Despite the seriousness of this clause, an ironic and playful
handwritten document by Joan Littlewood on Price’s official paper, included in the same
archival folder, situates her in the scene. Littlewood’s non-official voice is addressed to ‘Le
Grand Anti-Arch’, in what could be the record of a relaxed conversation with Price
presumably some time in 1965.5” Her blue handwritten musings, such as ‘will people pay for
entry or activities?’ or her rants and raves about ‘clubs must go’ or ‘oh, the lovely capitalists’,
are supported by black ink ‘yep’ in what seems to be Price’s hand. A feeling of the mutual
understanding achieved can be sensed, although each would lead the Fun Palace project

through divergent paths.

Under the name ‘Stratford Fair’, Joan Littlewood set to develop her ‘university of the streets’
as a range of coordinated, tactical and self-organized temporary playgrounds and fairs in the
vacant sites near the Theatre Royal in Stratford East from 1967 to 1975 [FIGURE 1.3].
Helped by a broad team of collaborators from her ensemble Theatre Workshop, Price’s role
was focussed on gaining planning permission on behalf of the governing Fun Palace Trust, a
charitable body constituted in 1966. The overall aim remained the same - namely, to contest
the idea of progress promoted by top-down institutional structures of governance, and the
ludic form was maintained. But the focus now became local, the quality performative, and
the audience shifted more specifically to the youth of the Stratford community. Here, the Fun
Palace project moves to enhance continuous education for active citizenship through place-

making and community building, and achieves a more active socio-political efficacy.®

A new ’site of information’ captures this idea of playground in which the Fun Palace project
had been renewed. Bubble City is a small, concise and critical A5 pamphlet written by Joan
Littlewood, designed by Oscar Tapper, and published by the Fun Palace Trust in 1968
[FIGURE 1.4]. In line with the Sigma Portfolio and the Fun Palace broadsheet, the pamphlet
collates a heterogeneous set of information. Voices which include opening quotes from

Archigram and Max Born, pages from Littlewood’s diary, inserts from the local newspaper

65 ‘Littlewood, Rene Allio, Jan Kott, at Hammamet', International Theatre Informations Internationales, August
1965, 121, folder DR1995:0225, Cedric Price fonds CCA.

66 J. Lyons & Co. Ltd., ‘Letter to Cedric Price’, October 14, 1965, 3, folder DR1995:0224:342:002, Cedric Price
fonds, CCA.

67 Untitled handwritten memo by Littlewood and Price, n.d, folder DR1995:0224:342:002, Cedric Price fonds,
CCA.

68 Nadine Holdsworth, Joan Littlewood’s Theatre (Cambridge: University Press, 2011), 234.
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FIGURE 1.4: Joan Littlewood, Bubble City pamphlet, cover page, 1968.
Theatre Royal Stratford East Archive Collection.
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The Stratford Express and excerpts from legislative texts mix with photographs of the debris
surrounding Stratford East, child-like drawings of inflatables and ludic toys made by young
designers and artists. These are accompanied by practical information on activist groups in
East London and a questionnaire for volunteers. But unlike to the fragmented Portfolio, Joan
Littlewood’s words are intertwined here within the structured nineteen-page pamphlet to
develop a coherent and critical argument. In what reads like one of her theatre scripts, an
overall critique of top-down urban renewal processes grows steadily and rhythmically

through the sequence of dissonant scene-like pages.

Accompanied by the silhouette of a boy, an opening question initiates Littlewood's enquiry
about the educative role of the playground in the formation of the subjectivities of local young
people: ‘What will | be? Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, richman, spaceman, con-man, thief?’s°
Juxtaposed contradictory information follows in order to ironize the possibility of deriving a
liveable environment from ‘official’ rules. For instance, excerpts from the Civic Amenities Act
of 1967 about tree provision or prohibitions regarding the abandonment of junk, are
confronted with real photographs of a 'tree-less area’' or a 'dumped car' parked in the street
[FIGURE 1.5]. Such satire is a hallmark of Littlewood’s productions: in her acclaimed Oh
What a Lovely War! (1963) the dramatic data of the official war game, which is on display in
the backstage, becomes enacted through the festive atmosphere of the music-hall
performance, designed to present the ordinary soldier’s view and life through popular war

songs.™

Environmental deterioration is only one aspect of overall socio-cultural deprivation, in which
education emerges as a major issue. On page nine of the pamphlet, a diagnosis of the
negative effects upon children of a deficient educative service grows from data gathered
between 1952 and 1968 referencing the UNESCO conference on illiteracy held in 1966 in

Tunisia:

1968-(...) low standards in education, a run-down environment, the break-up of old
patterns of social relationship, leave children ill-equipped to face adult life; drifting
from one menial job to another, bored and semi-illiterate, no outlet for their natural
intelligence, no training in decision making, they burn up their energy in smash-ups,
in stealing and outwitting the adults who mostly hate and fear them; and a nation’s

prosperity depends on the educational level of its citizens.™

69 Littlewood, Bubble City, 2.
70 John Elsom, Post-War British Theatre (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1976), 114.
1 Littlewood, Bubble City, 9.
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It shall be the duty of the local planning L o i i
authqnly to ensure that in granting planning 1
permission, adequate provision is made for |
the preservation or planting of trees, {

Any person who, without lawful authority,
abandons on any land in the open air, a
motor vehicle, or anything which formed
part of a motor vehicle
or
abandons on any such land anything other
than a motor vehicle, being a thing which he
has brought to the land for the purpose of
abandoning it there, shall be guilty of an
offence and liable on summary conviction
to a fine of an amount not exceeding £100
or in the case of a second or subsequent
convietion to a fine of an amount not exceed-
ing £200 or imprisonment for a term not
exceeding three months or both,

Civic Amenities Act 1967 sections 12 and 19
Jour

FIGURE 1.5: Joan Littlewood, Bubble City pamphlet, p. 4, 1968. Theatre
Royal Stratford East Archive Collection.
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But beyond critique, Bubble City calls for action and draws a plan. ‘A no-mans land’ is
presented in page three to stimulate action: ‘what (...) to do’. The playground idea in the
form of the ‘Stratford Fair’, is the new implementation of the Fun Palace project. It retains the
focus — evident in the Camden Pilot Project or the Major Fun Palace - on the educative
potential of the open air and public spaces of London, although now in minor form through a
sequence of local events. It addresses the community with the main purpose of engaging
them in the urban re-generation process commencing in Stratford East: 'the young need to
participate in living'. And now, her collective action-oriented strategy is not anymore a
dream, but a reality, as the past tense of the verbs indicate: '1967— A team of local children
helped to clear rubble and dumped rubbish from a site in Salway Road, Stratford'.”2 Although
the ambitions are more restrained in this phase, the efficacy of such a guerrilla attitude has
proved to be immediately practical: ‘it's not a Royal Park / but a symbol / that their place will

keep on growing’.”® As Littlewood reports to the trustee Buckminster Fuller in March 1968:

These efforts are small in relation to the ideas set down for the “Fun Palace” but the
work of taking over strips of war-time debris and transforming them, to supply the

needs which assert themselves, has proved immediately practical.’

A ‘mobile fair’ - as Littlewood explains to Fuller - is among the plans for the immediate future,
for which ‘a team of designers’ will provide ‘piped learning’, a ‘brain-bank’ and ‘street corner
education toy[s]’.”® The toys include Bruce Lacey’s inflatable structure ‘Journey through the
Human Body / Humanoid’ [FIGURE 1.6], Michael Leonard’s audiovisual tower and the
‘inflatable fun structure’ of Simon Conelly, Mike Davies, Jonny Devas and David Martin.
Child-like drawings of the inflatables, next to a questionnaire titled ‘so mark the team you
fancy’, give expression to the overall intent to recruit for action.” The mobile condition of the
fair affirms the steady, if not increasing, provisionality and contingency of the Fun Palace
project, now far from the stable ten-year life span devised for its earlier realizations. This is
intimated in the changeability of the inflatables designed: ‘structures can be renewed,
duplicated or improved and left where they are needed most’;”” in the lack of a venue three
months ahead of the event while ‘many sites are being investigated’;’® and in the fluctuating

network of artists participating, with significant drop-outs like Peter Cook, but also with

2 |bid, 9.

73 Ibid, 9.

74 Littlewood, ‘Letter to Prof. R. Buckminster Fuller’, March 25, 1968, DR1995:0188:525:003, Cedric Price fonds,
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75 Littlewood, Bubble City, 17.

8 |bid, 19.

7 |bid, 19.
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CCA.
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FIGURE 1.6: Joan Littlewood, Bubble City pamphlet, p. 19, 1968. Theatre Royal Stratford
East Archive Collection.

51
Architecture, Media and Archives



additions such as Bruce Lacey. At the same time, the increasing diversification and
extension of the Fun Palace network evidences the growing efficacy of the communicative

outputs of this evolving site.

The overarching educational purpose of the playground idea is orientated by a concept of
personal growth as a function of engagement in the transformation of the environment
through collective action. In such a conception of education, performance takes a major role.
And the territorialization of the idea, both social and physical, is now part of a continuum that
starts at the theatre’s stage and unfolds onto the streets. Not only does action takes place
simultaneously ‘in theatre’ and ‘on the pitch’ under the leadership of the art-director of the
Theatre Workshop Robert Atkins,™ but actors and neighbours are collectively reconstituted

o

for action through team-work. Theatre Royal Stratford East, now transformed into a “’Learn-
and-Play” Club’, becomes the catalyst for the educative activities within its surroundings.8°
‘At its best (theatre) is the great educator, keeping our language alive, giving us the music
and poetry which seem to identify us and add some value to our brief journey’.®! Its principal
role, in Littlewood’s vision, is defined through a description of ‘the Posh Night’' at Theatre
Royal - providing a magic circle in which judgements about hopelessness of reality can be

suspended and despair transformed:

The day’s troubles (...) re-enacted; the boys (...)identifying themselves with the
"enemy". Then, as the evening wore on, fantasy would enter. Ambitions, hopes,
dreams and fears would be acted out (...)/The energy of violence can be channelled

into genius.®

The Bubble City pamphlet is itself street theatre. Not only does it take the form of a script for
what could be Joan Littlewood’s latest satirical production, but also the transference of
theatre resources into the street playgrounds is credited in the pamphlet through the dual
role of Una Collins, the stage designer for Oh What a Lovely War! and author of the child-like
drawings of the inflatables.8* Fundamentally ‘Bubble’, as a title suggests, seems to be the

master-image of Littlewood’s idea of theatre based on growth through performance,

9 Littlewood, ‘“1st Draft Programme of Fair on Salway Road. Bank Holiday, Monday 31st’ Box ‘The Fun Palace
Trust, The Fun Palace- Minutes’. TRSE Archive Collection.
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82 | jttlewood, Bubble City, 13.

83 The award winning Oh What a Lovely War! premiered at the Theatre Royal Stratford East on 19 March 1963,
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fresh nuclear threats of the Cold War were laid upon a city punched with bombsites. The clown imagery of
pierrots and songs brought to life the story of the ordinary soldier in the frontline against a backdrop of destruction
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according to the order in which questions are posed on pages thirteen and fourteen — ‘what
is theatre?’, ’is it a bubble?’, and the answer, ‘it very nearly was’.84 As performance conquers
the centre of Littlewood’s renewed Fun Palace, it also permeates inside the lines of the
Bubble City pamphlet. Again in the manner of William Burrough’s cut-up technique, we see
how the words themselves become ludic and metamorphic, themselves enacting the
intended transformation: ‘This very day, Funday 16™ July, beginneth the Falway Road Fun

Place (...)".s

Looking back to the first representation of the Fun Palace project within Sigma Portfolio, a
final comment on the relation with the earlier proposals of inclusiveness, accessibility and
mobility needs to be made. The Bubble City pamphlet does not share the ‘subtlety of
subversion’ that accompanied ‘The Moving Times’ section. It does not function as a bridge
between official and resistant positions, both located in any case in a cultured audience.
Instead, Bubble City is made for the ordinary youth of Stratford East. So communication
needs to be less polite and more accessible, since immediate action is a must. Accessibility
is achieved here through the simple and concise quality of the critical pamphlet, its well-
argued content, the intentionally unsophisticated but effective language and graphics used,
with photographs of derelict surroundings followed by child-like drawings of inflatables, and
the inserts of useful information when needed in the building of the overall critical argument.
And lastly, with regard to mobility, the ever-growing provisionality and contingency of the
idea is now manifested in the spontaneity and improvisation of the actions planned, now
struggling to last merely a few days. Bubble City’s fluctuating content depicts an uncertain

future very much dependent on the activity it manages to generate in the community.

Conclusion

The analysis of the publicity designed for these two episodes in the evolution of the Fun
Palace idea conveys the direction of its development during the 1960s. The general
movement was toward a progressive intensification of focus and specificity, and at the same

time, a loosening of design in favour of spontaneity and finally activism. This emerges

8 Ibid, 13-14.
85 |bid, 12.
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through the qualities of the sites, both the physical territories defined and the communicative

strategies devised within the mediating ‘sites of information’.

In spatial terms, the Fun Palace broadsheet depicts a democratic space par excellence — an
‘everybody’s’ toy — yet one that is directed to a generic audience. It takes the form of a
‘laboratory of pleasure’, and in doing so it defines a model of space detached from any
specific site. Indeed, the carefully designed palace proposes a generic infrastructure that can
be accommodated across the globe. Simultaneously defined as architecture-free, theatre-
free and education-free, the overall claim of the palace was about a general freedom from
any institutional context. At the same time, the big interior perspective shows the spatial
configuration of an instant in this ever-changing mechanism. However, its spontaneity is
governed by an invisible cybernetic system which ‘make(s) rainbows for you’. The audience
is directly acknowledged in capital letters — “YOU’ — but the play takes place in a
technological stage that is already prepared. Considered as a media event, the early Fun
Palace found many specific sites, both official such as the Lea Valley Development plan
reports, and alternative such as the Sigma Portfolio. The public character of the Fun Palace
broadsheet is evidenced in the need to reach such a diverse audience. So, in line with “The
Moving Times’ section of the Sigma Portfolio, a certain ‘subtlety of subversion’ was

implemented in its design.

By the end of the 1960s, and under the name of ‘Stratford Fair’, the Fun Palace idea evolves
into a more informal and site-specific activity of place-making and community building. The
new territory is now a continuum which starts at the theatre and unfolds in the ‘as-found’
neighbouring streets of Stratford East. The spatial model shifts into an event-model — self-
organized and highly temporal playgrounds made by the local children. And the overall
purpose becomes more focussed: education for active citizenship. In it, theatre plays a major
role, and improvisation is now its rule. Meanwhile design and technology assist the overall
performance, with the provision of inflatable toys when necessary. The specificity and
spontaneity found across the pages of the little pamphlet Bubble City enhances the renewed
Fun Palace idea. The audience and distribution is now localized in the ordinary community of
Stratford East, so the upper-case "YOU' of the broadsheet shifts to a lower-case 'us' in the
pamphlet. Accessible and direct communication is devised to engage its young readers in
action through a concise and coherent script-like pamphlet, which mixes visual and textual
information of critical and practical intentionality. Contradictory information is not only
juxtaposed to satirize the specific failures of ‘official’ culture in the neighbourhood, but also a
play with words is located in the description of specific events- ‘Funday 16™ July’. Since no
one ‘makes rainbows for (...)'us on the street, the desperate closing call for action: ‘get your

skates on!” unpacks the ever-growing provisional condition of the Fun Palace project.
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Chapter 2: From Filmed Pleasure to Fun Palace

The Fun Palace articulated a response to the ‘increased leisure’ affecting British post-war
society. A critical model for cultural production in which civics met pleasure, the Fun Palace
project aimed to construct situations for playful exchange in self-directed actions as a way to
activate audiences. Pleasure for all — a ‘breakthrough to total enjoyment’* as opposed to
existing commaodified leisure — was its overarching critical agenda set against the elitist and
interventionist Labour Government White Paper ‘A Policy for the Arts. The First Steps’.
Enforcing class-based distinctions between the high arts and popular entertainment, state
arts policy failed to address the key role played by media in the rise of the leisure society. In
analysing British communications in the 1960s, the cultural critic Raymond Williams argued
that, rather than fine art versus popular entertainment, social growth could only be achieved
through the circulation of public and independent information, opportunities for which were at

the time limited within the corporate structure of British media.2

Extensive scholarship to date grounds the significance of the Fun Palace as a visionary and
emancipatory architecture?, while the constant circulation of its images inflects this stable
conceptualization with values such as situationist undertaking,* ‘educreative’ megastructure,s
public park of tomorrow,® experimental,” indeterminate & and future-responsive mobile,® to
cite just a few. However, the history of the Fun Palace reception does not exhaust the
complexities of this cultural project. Crucially, it is the role that media plays in the production
and communication of the Fun Palace’s democratic ideals that demands closer attention.
Struggling to find a site in the institutional map of London, the Fun Palace was disseminated
through publicity. In constant search of support and funding, the need to reach broad
audiences led to an evolving set of representations during the 1960s. Crafted through
montage, a technique central to Littlewood’s theatre, to convey the idea to certain audiences

through specific media, these images involved a strategy of ‘calculated omission' — as Price

' Price, ‘Observations on “A Policy for the Arts” Government White Paper’, 173.

2 Williams, Communications.

3 Particularly, Mathews’ From Agit Prop to Free Space and Hardingham’s Cedric Price Works 1952-2003, have
thoroughly developed the argument..

4 ‘Joan Littlewood Presents...", Folio number 11 Trocchi, Sigma Portfolio.

5 Reyner Banham, Megastructure: Urban Futures of the Recent Past (New York: Harper and Row, 1976), 86-88.
6 George F. Chadwick, The Park and the Town: Public Landscape in the 19th and 20th Centuries (London:
Architectural P, 1966), 369.

7 Peter Cook, Experimental Architecture (London: Studio Vista Universe Books., 1976), 141.

8 Royston Landau, New Directions in British Architecture (New York: G. Braziller, 1968), 74—75.

9 Alvin Toffler, Future Shock (New York: Random House, 1970).
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put it —'[...] that makes for rather a disjointed reading’.’® Each representation-in-its-context
defined a site of information, within which the Fun Palace was constituted and circulated.
Among these, the unexplored Fun Palace film was key, for it most effectively intimates the
social aspirations of the project. Drawing on a set of short films shot by Littlewood for the
project, which have been made available only recently, as well as on additional archival
records, this chapter reconstructs the shattered Fun Palace film as a montage which
dramatizes the conditions of contemporary leisure production. Aimed to affect British
consumerist audiences with pleasure, the film, this chapter argues, stands as a critical

communicative model that sets the scene for a socialist alternative to modern urbanity.

The idea of a promotional film for the Fun Palace can be traced back in the archives to the
beginnings of the project in 1962, when hopes were linked to the derelict banks of Glengall
Wharf, Isle of Dogs, East London docks. The idea grew under strict confidentiality while the
overall publicity strategy was being devised by Littlewood and Price, in close collaboration
with the journalist and Labour politician Tom Driberg. It was 28 April 1963 when Joan
Littlewood had first made the Fun Palace public in the BBC programme Monitor. A week
later, Driberg further expanded the message in his column in the Sunday Citizen. However, it
was not until 1964 that the Fun Palace gained momentum and the idea circulated in diverse

editorial projects.

On 14 May 1964, ‘A Laboratory of Fun’, the first comprehensive description of the project
written by Littlewood and Price, was published in the magazine New Scientist [FIGURE 2.1].
As Price commented for the occasion, ‘since this was in a series called 1984, we avoided
mentioning both the proposed sites and the practical completion dates’.' In it, the very first
public image of the project was unveiled. The single drawing accompanying the text was an
‘isometric diagram showing full width and two out of the 14 bays in the length of the
complex’.’2 The elusive ethos of the whole article permeates this image. Beyond the
indication of scale, it shows an abstract assemblage of components detached from any
contextual reference. The isometric drawing bears close correspondence to the plans and
sections of a drawing titled 'Film Model Information', which was produced to guide the
construction of a model that would appear in the film.'? In this, a double bay of the complex
holding a range of suspended components such as auditoria, screens, escalators or ‘speed

ramps’ that are operated by a high-level mobile gantry crane, is defined as the mobile set for

10 Price, ‘Letter to John McMichael’, 8 August 1963. Folder DR1995:0188:0525:002:001, Cedric Price fonds,
CCA.

" Price, ‘Letter to Norman Fisher’, 15 June 1964. Folder DR1995:0188:525:002:001, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
12 Littlewood and Price, ‘A Laboratory of Fun’, 432.

'3 Price, ‘Film Model Information. Drawing Number 51/38’, 18 February 1964. Folder DR1995:0188:302-321,
Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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FIGURE 2.1: Joan Littlewood and Cedric Price, ‘A Laboratory of Fun’, New Scientist,
14 May 1964.

57
Architecture, Media and Archives



the ‘end of film sequence’. Hand-written comments in red ink over the simple-line sketches
give instructions regarding how the ‘model should break in half to enable camera to "pass
through" the complex’.* The selection of the film set for the first public graphic
representation of the Fun Palace idea, rather than the Fun Palace on its intended site,
situates the production of the film as a priority in the ‘publicity’ agenda of the Fun Palace
project. But also, it anticipates how film techniques permeate the communications of the Fun

Palace idea.

ARK, the student-led magazine of the Royal College of Art in London, also published the
Fun Palace in its spring and summer issues of 1964, dedicated to Utopian thought.
Considered as ‘important’ by Price,'s the split form of the article bears close correspondence
with the two-part film. Under the heading of ‘the necessity of the Fun Palace as a temporary
“valve” in late 20™" century metropolis’,’s a short description introduces the social relevance of
the Fun Palace project in the first issue. In the second, a visually engaging sequence of
diagrammatic vignettes with captions explains the Fun Palace’s technological methods of
operation to ‘provoke active and passive pleasure’ [FIGURE 2.2]."” These schematic
drawings resemble the frames sketched in the archival record ‘storyboard for the film and
sketches’."® In the article, while site plan drawings aim to locate the Fun Palace idea within
the existing ground conditions of the Lea Valley site, the section conveys the imagined site
of pleasure proposed by the Fun Palace. Lifted from the ground, a landscape of open
geometries connected by dotted lines within a light open frame closely corresponds to the
intermittent events that animate the structural framework section repeated across the
storyboard. Captions in the storyboard document note the ‘explosions’, ‘blurs’ and other
artifices mobilised to construct the transitions within events. If the encounter up in the air
between human and technological bodies following random movements would bring
occasions for pleasure, the film enacts it through the movement of the camera plunged

inside the model frame and through the special effects that the medium affords.

Whether the film was ever finished remains uncertain. It exists today as a set of records of

different material scattered across various archives. Together with the record ‘storyboard for

4 Price, ‘Film Model Information. Drawing Number 51/38'.

15 ‘Articles of the Fun Palace’. Folder DR1995 0181 525 003, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

6 Royal College of Art, ARK: Words and Images : From the Royal College of Art : Magazine, 1950-1978 (London:
Royal College of Art, 2014), 134-35.

7 Royal College of Art, ARK, 135-36.

18 ‘Storyboard for film and sketches’, object number 1235.2000, Gift of The Howard Gilman Foundation, MOMA,
https://www.moma.org/collection/works/8467?locale=en.

19 |ts interminably provisional condition was indicated in an undated memo signed by the playwright Shelagh
Delaney which read: ‘the filming commences June 24th / filming finishes whenever it does’. In Shelagh Delaney,
‘Internal Memo “Regarding the Fun Palace Partnership” on Filming’, undated, DR1995:0188:0525:002:001:032,
Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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FIGURE 2.2: Cedric Price, mock-up of article ‘Fun P —
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the film and sketches’ held at Museum of Modern Art in New York, there are over 60 reels
of 16mm black-and-white silent footage, at the British Film Institute in London. Catalogued
as ‘Joan Littlewood Pleasure Rolls’ or ‘Fun Palace outtakes’, footage from 2 to 3 minutes
long freely accessible on British Film Institute player as part of the ongoing project ‘Britain on
Film’,2" offers quick glimpses of London’s urban life in 1963. In addition, the Cedric Price
fonds at the CCA in Montreal holds the main records for the ‘End of Film Sequence’ —
namely, some studio footage, several drafts for the scripts, a few photos of an early working
model that was presumably used as a set, and some textual records dated between 1963
and 1964.

Several considerations regarding the material have to be noted. Firstly, the model of the
typical two-bay section of the Fun Palace held at the Cedric Price fonds differs substantially
from the rough version photographed and apparently destroyed during the shooting.
Secondly, the preserved footage might well warrant the caption ‘Fun Palace outtakes’, if it is
indeed made up of material edited-out of the ‘Pleasure Film'. And if this is in fact the case, it
is precisely the complementarity and amplification that this material offers with regard to the
edited-in but seemingly lost footage that allows us to better understand what counts as sites
of pleasure for Littlewood and how she investigates existing conditions through the camera
eye. Thirdly, the low-budget 16 mm technology used to shoot the films reflects both the
independence of the production but also a certain directness in relation to real conditions
that the film achieves. And finally, what this loose assemblage of material essentially
embodies is the mobile condition that marks the whole production of the Fun Palace project,
through its fragmentary, increasingly provisional and always open-ended material quality.
Ultimately, the unedited material for the film conveys what Reyner Banham called the ‘clip-

kit' culture of the 1960s, which seemingly announced ‘the future architecture of democracy"‘.?

The undated record ‘Fun Palace: pleasure film assembly’, held in Cedric Price fonds, sets

out the plan for the film as a two-part production [FIGURE 2.3].22 According to this document,

20 ‘Storyboard for the film and sketches’, object number 1235.2000, Gift of The Howard

Gilman Foundation, MOMA, https://www.moma.org/collection/works/8467?locale=en, accessed 16 Aug 2017.

21 ‘Britain on Film’ aims to build ‘a moving and intimate portrait of the diversity of British life (as) revealed by
professional and amateur footage’ (BFI news July 2015). It is an ongoing project of the Unlocking Film Heritage
programme [2013-2017], funded by National Lottery and with additional support of the Esmée Fairbairn
Foundation.

22 Reyner Banham, ‘Zoom Wave Hits Architecture’, New Society 7 (3 March 1966): 21.

23 Littlewood and Price, Fun Palace: pleasure film assembly, DR1995:0188:525:003:003, Cedric Price fonds,
CCA.
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PLEASURE FILM: ASSEMBLY
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the film would open with a documentary sequence of London’s street life and would close
with a part-scripted and part-improvised shorter drama piece advertising the Fun Palace
idea. This archival record is key, for it possibly preserves an edited version of the
loosefootage catalogued as Joan Littlewood’s ‘Pleasure Rolls’. From the collection of
material available in the different archives, this chapter attempts to reconstruct the Fun
Palace film as a montage that critically examines the conditions of contemporary leisure
production. The analysis that follows will consider firstly, the shot-by-shot juxtaposition in the
opening documentary; secondly, the structural opposition constructed by the part-improvised
and part-scripted closing comic piece; and finally, its status as a media event clashing with
the broadcast ‘flow’ — as defined by Raymond Williams —offered by British commercial

television in the 1960s.

Stage One: Documenting Pleasure

The archival document ‘Fun Palace: pleasure film assembly’ builds a story about how people
actually produce themselves in leisure situations ‘as found’ in London’s streets 1960s.
Passive consumers instead of active creators, leisure instead of pleasure, is what Littlewood
finds. The montage grows through a sequence of 81 shots grouped in 7 thematic areas.
‘Catholic christening’ is the title of the sequence that Littlewood chooses to open the inquiry
on pleasure. It proceeds with a longer sequence of twenty ‘random shots taken in streets
which show conditions in which children play and young men and women lay about-linked by
tracking and panning shots of the streets as if the observer (was) making the journey’.2* A
focus on children’s activities follows through a five-shot ‘sequence of boys and girls going to
dance at Rose Garden Hall, liford’, and proceeds through a two-shot sequence referred to

as ‘education bit? Schools’.2s

The active tracking by the camera wanders around the pleasures available. According to
Brecht, ‘a dramatic plot will move before my eyes; an epic seems to stand still while | move
around it [...]. If a circumstance moves before my eyes, then | am bound strictly to what is
present to the senses; my imagination loses all freedom [...]. But if | move round a
circumstance which cannot get away from me, then my pace can be irregular. | can linger or
hurry according to my own subjective needs’.?® The action-oriented subject matter, the non-

poetic quality of the rushed footage, and the repetitive quality of the social commentary, are

24 bid, 1.
25 |bid, 2.
26 ‘Masterful Treatment of a Model’ in Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, 210.
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all qualities that Littlewood borrows from her Brechtian inspired theatre to construct a critical
insight into the existing conditions of leisure. However, significant differences arise between
a live play and the filmed subject that concern the audience’s participation. While in a play,
the eyes of the audience wander freely around the stage, the film medium is constrained to
fabricate its epic through the camera and to flatten it in a celluloid, for an audience which
cannot affect its performance. Raymond Williams’ definition of film as ‘total performance’?” or
Susan Sontag’s claim for ‘the camera (as) an absolute dictator’,2¢ both make the point that
the film medium, as distinct from a live play, restrains the vital participation of audiences.
How then does Littlewood use film conventions to ‘dialecticize’ the conditions of pleasure in
urban life 1963, as a way to mobilize audiences? In other words, how does she release

pleasure from the flatness that the medium imposes?

Apparently, nothing extraordinary happens in her random selection of life. However, the
position and movement of the camera transforms plain observation into an active and roving
subjectivity. A frontal camera identifies the loss of motivation as the conflictive matter in
society to be urgently tackled: ‘2 small boys throwing stones by Stratford canal’.2® Conflict
leads the unconventional shooting angles and the movements of the camera, tracking,
panning and cutting at will, to dissolve the unity of the familiar into semi-abstract clashing
fragments of a new estranged narrative that shake us from our habits. In an illustrative ‘shoe
shine’ sequence,® the camera stands by the kneeling shoe polisher, and after making eye
contact with him, tilts around to show the world view from his position. Pinned down at the
doorstep of West End theatres, the client’s legs obstruct leisure time for the worker.
Momentarily the camera tilts up, and the oblique perspective of the city that looms above him

appears to dissolve any hope to ever enjoy it.

Close-ups afford the intermittent subjectivization and slow pace through which Littlewood’s
intimate commentary progressively grows. Conflict goes into close-up to interrogate the
gestures of the leisure society. The subtle smile of a male observer of a strip-tease talent
show, a bouncing young face at a record shop or the busy working hand of the shoe
polisher, the camera scrutinizes pleasure - or the lack of it - through the micro-gestures that
ordinary actions provoke. As Bela Balasz claims, ‘in the isolated close-up of the film we can
see to the bottom of a soul by means of such tiny movements of facial muscles which even

the most observant partner would never perceive’.?! In manipulating the distance with the

27 Film and the Dramatic Tradition, in Raymond Williams and Michael Orrom, Preface to Film (London, 1954), 7.
28 ‘A Note on Novels and Films’ in Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation: And Other Essays (London: Penguin
Books, 2009 (1961)), 242—43.

29 Littlewood and Price, Fun Palace: pleasure film assembly, 2.

30 ‘Talent Contest II' Joan Littlewood, Pleasure Rolls (Fun Palace outtakes), 1963 no. 50, British Film Institute.

31 Bela Balasz, ‘The Close-up’, from the Theory of the Film, in Leo Braudy and Marshall Cohen, Film Theory and
Criticism: Introductory Readings, (Oxford University Press, 2004), 308.
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object, close-up defines ‘privileged points’ from where the subjective side of a complex, deep
and mobile reality is revealed. Linked by tracking and panning, they add definition to the
texture of the urban mood in affluent London and convey its tactility to the audience.
According to Paul Virilio, it is precisely through such a tactile and slow, rather than visual and
distant, communication that experience is shared and a resistant position in audiences can

be activated.32

The intimate documentary of familiar pleasure locations and specific faces starts to lose
definition throughout the following 18-shot ‘waiting sequence’, which present how ‘most
people spend most of their lives bored, sleeping, waiting’,® and the 11-shot ‘Fun
arcade/Present pleasures’. The subject matter increasingly becomes distant and
generalised, as evidenced by the inclusion of an aerial view of ‘Battersea fun fair’ (shot 51),
and the plural form used in some of the captions such as ‘theatres’, ‘strip clubs’, ‘cinemas’ or

‘schools’ (shots 50, 52, 53 and 54 respectively).

At this point, the film reaches its climax. The estrangement increasingly gained by the
removal of the camera from the action sustains the critical question that drives the whole
inquiry: ‘Who has all the fun?’ The actors? The planners? Do they live in these [...].3* A
transitional sequence of 21 shots shows ‘pictures of politicians mixed with actors’ (shot 63),
and ‘plans for new Alcatraz blocks and roads’ (shot 64) after presenting a funny ‘robot doll
walking computer singing as background’ (shot 62) approaching the camera [FIGURE 2.4]. It
closes by blurring London’s reality into the abstract alternative of the Fun Palace. A quick
sketch, single line ‘white on black’ (shot 71), appears on scene after ‘helicopter shot over
London and river to last frame of mudflat’ and shot ‘dissolves mud to blackness’ (shot 70).
The creation of the Fun Palace and of its surroundings, including the river and even the sun,
is then celebrated with ‘fireworks drawn falling into the river’ in the last shot. The film
assemblage closes with a surprising acted piece. A brief dialogue initiated by ‘square shape’
characters introduce the activities offered. After claiming ‘I want my money back [...].They
push buttons. Change the whole place’, while the ‘backward movement’ film technique

enacts the in-built flexibility of the complex.

The transitional sequence makes use of film conventions to construct an idea that aims to
transcend reality. While close-ups transform the general into the intimate, the helicopter

shots radically detach us from it and impose a fictional stillness in the observation. In

32 Paul Virilio, Speed and Politics: An Essay on Dromology (Columbia University, 1986).
33 Littlewood and Price, Fun Palace: pleasure film assembly, 2.
34 |bid, 3.
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FIGURE 2.4: Robot doll shot, min 2:16, 'London from the Air 1’ (Fun Palace

outtakes), 1963; Joan Littlewood, 3 min. British Film Institute National

Archive.
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discussing the aerial view as a cultural product, Mark Dorrian has argued how the departure
from the terrestrial surface estranges the observer from the newly abstracted image that
increasingly opens below his feet, and mentions how Malevich’s suprematist manifesto, The
Non-Objective World, had already intimated that the transition from the figurative to abstract
might be understood in terms of the fading away of the world as experienced by an aviator.3®
If abstraction is estrangement radicalized, Dorrian claims, then the aerial view becomes an
agency of abstraction. Aided by the helicopter flight, the narrative in the film moves from the
specific to the abstract. From departure to landing, the estrangement of audiences increases
until we no longer recognize what we see: the robot doll or the square shape. The particular
experiences evolve into a general social problem: ‘human misery, despairs and apathy’.3¢
Radical abstraction, through estrangement, becomes the way to mobilize audiences. The
realist tone of the opening footage is increasingly substituted, when it comes to present the
radical novelty of the Fun Palace, for an abstracted spontaneity of Russian avant-garde
inspiration. The magnified robot-doll that heads towards us singing, the elemental white-on-
black drawing of Glengall's mudflat as stage — in which even the sun is drawn anew — and
the spontaneous square-shape chosen to present the Fun Palace, all these resonate with
Malevich’s 1913 stage set for the Futurist opera Victory Over the Sun.? In this, lumbering
robot-like figures voicing words beyond human logic in front of cubist backdrops, portrayed
the apocalyptic fervour of modern city’s dynamics, a new mechanized world liberated even
from the sun. Abstraction was, in Lyubov Popova's words, of ‘transitory nature’: It ‘rejects
object-ness and the related conventions of formal representation [...] in order to listen
carefully to the nascent need and take a different look at the object’s form, which will emerge
from this work not only transformed but in fact entirely new’.2¢ The abstracted materiality of
the Fun Palace publicity, conveyed in all its diagrammatic images, becomes the expression
of the transitory nature of such a ‘short-term exploratory social toy’ named the Fun Palace.*
It shares the optimistic mood of the 1920s avant-garde, for in defining its temporal
usefulness the project, it also anticipates the time when the hopes for a full realization of art
in life will dispense with its services. If the avant-garde stage became the public arena where

new aesthetic ideas were communicated to illiterate audiences in the 1920s, the film would

35 Mark Dorrian, ‘The aerial view: notes for a cultural history’, Strates. Matériaux pour la recherche en sciences
sociales, no. 13 (31 December 2007): 11.

36 Littlewood and Price, ‘What is the Fun Palace’, n.d. Folder DR1995:0188:0525:005, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
37 While this first draft for the end of film and Malevich’s Victory Over the Sun are analogously related here, this
interpretation grows from the explicitly acknowledged grounds of Russian Avant-Garde for Joan Littlewood
theatre.

38 Nancy Van Norman Baer et al., Theatre in Revolution: Russian Avant-Garde Stage Design, 1913-1935 (New
York; San Francisco: Thames and Hudson ; Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, 1991), 154.

39 Cedric Price, ‘Public Space Programme’, in Ellis Hillman (ed.), Essays in Local Government Enterprise. Vol. 2.
(London: Merlin Press, 1965), 159.
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be the site of information devised to bring the question of creative pleasure to mass

audiences of consumers in the 1960s.

The unexpected appearance on screen of the robot doll is particularly alienating, and raises
questions about the role of technology in the conditions of affluent Britain. A large rounded
and tuneable lithographed tin screen-as-belly transported by articulated legs on wheels, is
surmounted by a radio-head of electronic components mimicking a face. In the background,
Joan Littlewood has just landed from a helicopter in an empty dockland plot. The shot is
strongly constructed. A low angle of the camera magnifies the scale of the toy and its stiff
movement towards us, while the oblique capture of the background enhances its dynamism
and instability. The interruption effected by the robot-toy shot seems to enact the claims
made by the Fun Palace’s promotional literature about the active role that technology could
play in the production of pleasure to activate mass-audiences in Sixties Britain: ‘When it
comes to enjoy ourselves, we think, feel and behave as we did a hundred years ago. We just
haven’t learned how to enjoy our new freedom: how to turn machinery robots, computers
and buildings themselves into instruments of pleasure and enjoyment [...] We must start
discovering how to do so’.#° The robot-toy appears to be a personification of the Fun Palace
itself, while its clumsy movements anticipate how its technological core acts just ‘for your

diversion’ in the closing comic piece of the film.#

Stage Two: Releasing Pleasure

A significantly early letter from Joan Littlewood to Cedric Price, dated January 2, 1963,
anticipates the production of the film to the very beginnings of the Fun Palace idea. In it,

Littlewood outlines the key elements for the end of the film:

Re: Pleasure Film/ Suggest at the end of film, after a long shot of Glengall Site, pan
to model. Your voice explaining in your way. Your fingers pointing at it. / Cut angle
shot to Vic Spinetti, Barbara Ferris and maybe of child poking model and smashing

or overturning part of it, maybe flooding or setting fire to it.*?

40 ‘A Message to Londoners / WE COULD ENJOY OURSELVES. All about Joan Littlewood’s Palace of Fun’.
Folder DR1995:0188:0525:001, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

41 ‘Draft. London Now London Now’, Promotional literature of the Fun Palace, DR1995:0188:0525:003:023,
Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

42 DR1995:0188:525:002:07, Cedric Price fonds, CCA
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Between 1963 and 1964, the preliminary sketch of ‘square shapes’ on black and white
backdrops evolve into a part-scripted and part-improvised comic piece in which some
pierrots borrowed from the Theatre Royal, acted — with the aid of a model — the pleasures
offered by the Fun Palace. The key role of drama in Littlewood’s vision of the Fun Palace is
evidenced in it. Drama is, according to Raymond Williams, a performance with the intention
of representation. ‘Drama is a precise separation of certain common modes for new and
specific ends (...). It is specific, active, interactive composition’.#? Historically active in those
periods of crisis when experience surpassed the existing order, drama offered the ‘possibility
of what might be done with what was known to have been done, and each could be present,
and mutually, contradictorily potent, in specific acted forms [...]. Drama broke from fixed
signs [...] for precise historical and cultural reasons into a more complex, more active and
more questioning world’.# If that was the case of avant-garde experimental drama, by the
1960s — Williams argued — it had been appropriated by capitalist forces to aid the
organization of society into a market.*s Williams’ arguments invite us to explore the end of
the film’s dramatic form, with a view, in the closing section of the chapter, to analysing its
critical position with regards to the broadcasting context within which it would have been

transmitted.

Within less than thirty frames — a number that varies among the several scripts held in the
archives — a choreography of clowns who mimic the architect's description, presents the
delights of the Fun Palace. The humour of the vignette progressively grows from
contradictory gestures and distorted measure to challenge the logic of reality. A black
suitcase with a big white question mark on it opens in front of the three clown faces [FIGURE
2.5]. ‘On opening the box the clowns should be looking down on a model of extreme
complexity and confusion’.#¢ An irresistible toy suddenly becomes available for intense ‘use
and misuse’, to the point that it is consumed in the action. While the architect’s voice
describes at length the ‘content and reason for structure’#’, the quick hands of the clowns
‘move it around a bit’ (no 6) or get ‘cramped in structure’ (no 7). Price had claimed that
‘conditionally, there would be no cutting back from model to live sequences but that human

scale and mass and individual movement of people as well as objects within the complex

43 ‘Drama in a Dramatized Society’ in Raymond Williams, Raymond Williams on Television: Selected Writings
(New York: Routledge, 1989).

44 |bid, 7.

45 |bid, 8.

46 ‘Discussion on nature of F.P sequence of film’ meeting, dated 06.07.1964, attending Joan Littlewood, Cedric
Price, the engineer Frank Newby and Price’s collaborator Stephen Mullin, DR1995:0188:525:002:003:004, Cedric
Price fonds, CCA

47 DR1995:0188:525:002:003, section no 6, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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FIGURE 2.5: Still from Fun Palace film ca. 1964, digital image from | e e

16mm negative. DR2003:0006, Cedric Price fonds, CCA. C s e—
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should be shown’.#¢ So grotesque scenes of clown faces crowding the model sets the film
apparatus to work for the production of self-evident scale tricks. In front of what seems to be
a one-way gate to an alternative reality, the scripts suggest the use of ‘modelscope’ and
‘superimposed photography’ to allow Barbara Winsor to entry into the complex through the

optical illusion of ‘shrinking or expanding (her)’.#°

Two undated pictures held in the Price archives show a low-tech working model of a double
bay of the complex,® which differs from the mobile device depicted in the document ‘Film
Model Information’. A central wire truss spans across the whole section supported from the
two towers of the interior row of the lateral bay, suggest a modular construction. The space
is occupied by ordinary domestic utensils, such as the colander hanging from a wire grid and
acting as a ‘large enclosed suspended auditorium’ or some folded plain white paper in the
role of a ‘high level suspended umbrella’. The place appears static in these images.

However, one of them shows the model under fireworks.

The clown-as-hero and the model-as-toy emerge as the essential components in
Littlewood’s gestural representation of the Fun Palace. Gestures, which according to Brecht
are derived from the technically visible, repetitive and deadpan construction of characters,
provoke estrangement of both actors and audiences: ‘Everything to do with emotions has to
be externalized; that is to say, it must be developed into a gesture [...] Special elegance,
power and grace of gesture bring about the A-effect’.5s* The mime episodes itemized in
Littlewood’s scripts share this Brechtian gestural form, for which Cedric Price and Frank
Newby — the engineer of the project — agreed: ‘In general, it is felt that all actions can be
mimed and where equipment is required to further occasion or condition an activity — e.g
Iltem 10: Vic on Ramp; Item 17: Acoustic Hood- then the equipment should be pointed at and
then investigated in close-up by “modelscope” in model after it being questioned by clowns

as to its use — then miming follows’.52

It is through the sequence of gestures laid by the evident inadequacy of the model-clown
interaction, that Littlewood dramatizes the insurmountable gap between real London’s
leisure and the imagined pleasures offered by the Fun Palace. But crucially, these gestures
bring a paradoxical corporeality to the project, one that — contrary to its necessity of actuality

— grows from the uncertain outcome of such interaction, as announced by the big question

48 Meeting Cedric Price, Tony O’Leary, Anthony Shaffer, Simon Gutman, Robert (Model Maker), dated
06.03.1964, DR1995:0188:525:002:001:009, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

49 Meeting Littlewood, Price, Stephen Mullin, dated 06.07.1964, folder DR1995:0188:525: 002:003, Cedric Price
fonds, CCA.

50 DR1995:0188:0525:002:003:005 and DR 1995:0188:0525:003:007, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

51 ‘Short Description on a New Technique of Acting’, Brecht, Brecht on Theatre, 139.

52 ‘Djscussion Film Sequence & Script’, internal meeting, Cedric Price and Frank Newby, 09.07.1964.
DR1995:0188:525:002:003:023, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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mark printed on the black suitcase. If the film operated to actualize the Fun Palace and
reach mass audiences, how could then Littlewood’s desire become a reality through drama?

How could it gain corporeality through these filmed gestures?

The answer seems to revolve around the pleasure that the film and its production are able to
release. Two unrelated references might be helpful here in casting light upon the
significance of Littlewood’s comic sketch. In the first, Roland Barthes discusses toys as
literal representations of objects of bourgeois society.® The social effect of these toys is, as
Barthes argues, ‘to produce children who are users, not creators’, for they involve ‘actions
without adventure, without wonder, without joy [...] Their very material introduces one to a
coenaesthesis of use, not pleasure’.>* The Fun Palace model, in its readiness to be misused,
appears as a critical inversion of such myth-toys. If pleasure mediates between use and
creation, the model becomes an agency of pleasure. Indeed, the possibility of an open-
ended interaction was irresistible, not only for the clowns, but for whoever encountered it.
The photographer Richard Lubblock declared to truly having felt ‘a strong urge myself to
have fun with the palace. I'm compelled to wonder out loud whether it would be at all

possible to play with it on my home ground’.>®

On the other hand, it is worth considering Jose Ortega y Gasset's argumentation about the
agency of desire within his Meditations of Quixote, written in 1914. The reality of the main
character Quixote, Ortega claims, is not that of his adventures — his single reality is the
desire of adventure. It is the real desire which activates the hero to master his perpetual
resistance to the habits and consensus that he is part of. The hero, Ortega argues, becomes
whoever is capable of making up the project of an adventure to command his or her own
miserable existence.* In the end of the Fun Palace film, we see three clowns playing, not
with ordinary reality — as mimes do — but with Joan Littlewood’s project of adventure. Victor,
Barbara and Brian present the mechanism as a ‘self-washing giant toy’s” and, while voicing a
range of ‘technical jargon‘,s8 they play with it to the point of destruction. The incongruous
interaction between the clown and the model becomes the gesture that iteratively tests and
destabilizes Joan Littlewood’s project of adventure. In the vulnerability that these critical and
hilarious operations inflect, the anticipatory image of the Fun Palace becomes more human,
imperfect and real. It is real because it has been already subject to the criticism by the

clowns. As the model-toy becomes consumed in the action — and celebrated with fireworks —

53 Roland Barthes, Mythologies (Grant& Cutler, 1994), 53.

54 |bid, 54.

55 Letter from Richard Lubblock to Cedric Price, dated 19.08.1964, folder DR1995:0188:525:002:003, Cedric
Price fonds, CCA.

%6 José Ortega y Gasset, Meditations on Quixote (Urbana, lll: University of lllinois Press, 2000 (Spanish, 1914)).
57 DR1995:0181:525:003:021, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

58 DR1995 0181 525 003 020, Cedric Price fonds, CCA.
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pleasure is released to affect and activate audiences. If humour was Littlewood’s strategy to
actualize the Fun Palace, for it offers a shortcut to charge reality with hope and to release

action from desire, the film would then be its medium.

The end of film sketch seems comparable to that comic treatment of the mundane made by
the minor form of drama during the Spanish Renaissance named the ‘entremes’. Familiar to
Littlewood, as scholarship acknowledges,® the ‘entremes’ was a short, funny and mocking
representation played during the interval of a comedy to enhance variety or to amuse the
audience. Beyond shared qualities with the film such as its looseness, its gestural form and
weightlessness , the interest in the ‘entremes’ lays in the fact that, in being a minor and
parasitic form, its intensity and effect depended on the contingent position within the overall
drama: the interlude. The ‘entremes’ brought an arrest to the overall programme in which the
title character, in landing in a grotesque and hilarious situation, becomes more human,
vulnerable and real. Similarly, the full significance of the end of film springs from the
contingent position it occupies as an interval within the broadcast programming of British TV

at the time, where it was intended to be shown.

Epilogue: Broadcasting Pleasure

An unnumbered but key archival document about the Fun Palace’s ‘situation to date’, dated
August 28, 1964, mentions that ‘the Fun Palace film is nearing completion and will be shown
on commercial television eventually.’® From the robot doll shot closing the documentary
part, to the carnivalesque tone of the acted closing piece, the film stands as a critical
communicative product within the context of the newly established independent commercial
TV stations in London 1960s. In Television, Raymond Williams problematized the
understanding of communications technology as an independent force to society,' and
argued for the necessary consideration of the purposes and practices that made these
technologies emerge and be used, not as marginal, but as direct social needs. The
technology of broadcasting was, Williams explained, functional to an increasingly mobile and
expanded society. It was the social product of the ‘mobile privatisation’ that, having started in

the 1920s, created the need to provide the private living room with news from outside at the

% Gwynne Edwards, ‘Theatre Workshop and the Spanish Drama’, New Theatre Quarterly 23, no. 4 (2007): 304—
316.

60 Internal memo from Pain to JL, copied CP, lan Mikardo dated 26.08.1964, folder DR1995:0188:525:002:003,
Cedric Price fonds, CCA.

61 He refers to ‘technological determinism’ and what he named ‘technological symptomatism’. Williams,
Television: Technology and Cultural Form, 6.
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same rate as the public realm would disappear.52 By the early 1960s, broadcasting shaped
the ‘dramatized society’, a term Williams coined to refer to the dependence of society on
broadcast drama.s® Advertising, constituted in new dramatic forms, colonised the media
through its undeclared and intermittent programme of ‘interruptions’. ‘Flow’ was the quality of
this broadcast drama, which became the expression of the consumerist social
consciousness and the active method for its reproduction.®* ‘What is “being seen” in what
appears to be a natural form is, evidently’ — claimed Williams — ‘what is actually “being made
to be seen™.% ‘Advertising’ — argues Williams — 'is the consequence of a social failure to find
means of public information and decision over a wide range of everyday social life. This
failure, of course, is not abstract. It is the result of allowing control of the means of

production and distribution to remain in minority hands’.

It is against this scenario that Williams studies the effect of corporate control of
communications in public and independent initiatives that the film — and the overall Fun
Palace project — would react. In this light, the film montage emerges as a critical advert
designed to be an interlude within the broadcast flow of commercial television in 1964. The
film offers a model of communicative production aligned with William’s alternative
democratic, autonomous, self-managing and multi-way interactive communication.®” On one
hand, it inverts the sponsorship formula devised by broadcasting at the time. As Littlewood
recalls in her autobiography: ‘All we needed was publicity. | decided to make a film and, to
raise the cash, wrote and directed half a dozen TV commercials’.®® So while scripting the
film, she directed the commercial series ‘Sheila and Eggs’, commissioned by the British Egg
Marketing Board. Despite its announcement in Television Mail with a mock theatre poster, it
is an ironic reversal of the funding formula of corporate TV production. Littewood's
independent labour for these TV commercials, was, through the film, only bonded to the
promotion of the altruistic Fun Palace project. On the other hand, considering William’s
claims about modern advertising techniques, which guarantee as if by magic the satisfaction
of a specific human need while constantly deferring it,®® the broadcast film crucially aims to
suspend these techniques precisely by satisfying the social need for active pleasure in mass

media as a route to citizenship.

62 |bid, 10.

63 |bid, 3.

64 Williams defined flow as ‘programmed series of timed sequential units are replaced by a flow series of
differently related units in which timing, though real, is under declared, and in which the real internal organization
is other than the declared organization’, in Williams, Television, 93.

65 ‘Means of Communication as Means of Production’, in Williams, Culture and Materialism, 61.

66 ‘Advertising: the Magic Circle’, in Williams, Culture and Materialism, 193.

67 ‘Means of Communication as Means of Production’, 61.
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Despite the resistances that this unfinished initiative might have encountered in its
production or distribution, the film material awaits in the archives for the Fun Palace’s
reactivation. In casting some light upon the significance of the film’s scattered records, this
chapter may open paths to further interpretations of the Fun Palace’s complex cultural

initiative.
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Chapter 3: Grids: Self-organisation and Excess

The Idea of Self-organisation in Britain 1960s

We haven’t learned how to enjoy our new freedom: how to turn machinery, robots,

computers, and buildings into instruments of pleasure and enjoyment.”

In February 1960 the architectural critic Reyner Banham initiated a five-part editorial project
in Architectural Review to contest the stasis in which he perceived late modern architecture
stood. Opening the series, the manifesto-like paper ‘1960-Stocktaking’ conveys what
Banham saw as two irreconcilable modes of architecture. Headed by the keyword
‘technology’, a bold plea for a science-based architecture was set against the architectural
lore that Banham referred to as ‘tradition’, and that he argued through specific aims,

techniques and key designers.2

‘Technology’ became a map-word in the Sixties’ culture of emancipation. Associated with a
general systematic logic