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FOREWORD

Peter Cook

“For art to exist, for any sort of aesthetic activity to exist, a certain physiological precondition is
indispensable: intoxication...”
—— Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols

If curiosity stirs at the core of creativity, then it stirs ceaselessly — and fiercely — in Peter Cook. Peter has
an absolute inquisitiveness that | would locate to a perpetual petulance, a constant questioning. What
he finds compelling represents an almost infinite territory, which leads to his architecture and in turn,
permeates his writing, criticism, teaching, and even his daily conversations.

Peter’s influence in the field of architecture has been monumental. For me personally, he is a constant
source of revelatory ideas, prompting unexpected questions with his insatiability for exploring new
methods of interrogating, interpreting, and re-envisioning problems. This continual fascination with and
absorption of that which is around him speaks to his almost childlike wonderment, completely receptive to
and continually delighted in what he observes and absorbs.

Peter’s interests have continually been connected to the pluralism, multiplicity, and diversity that are so
much a part of contemporary practice and discourse. With Archigram in the sixties, he initiated a practice
rooted in a conceptual framework that hybridized the bio-morphological concepts in D’arcy Wentworth
Thompson’s On Growth and Form and the celebration of popular culture proclaimed in Richard Hamilton’s
writings and pop art that prioritized free association and expendable, everyday life.

The freeness and temporality of popular culture echoed in the oxymoronic, ephemeral collisions of
function and form in Archigram’s imagined cities. Originating from these investigations, the Kunsthaus
Graz (completed in 2003) and Peter’s new schemes for biomechanical towers are coherent continuations
of this trajectory of thought, developed in the configuration of his early conceptual departures. Projects
like the Taiwan Tower (2011) evince the endless exuberance with which Peter continues to approach
and redefine architecture. Yet, his oeuvre encompasses a still wider territory: works like the Vienna Law
School and the Bond University School of Architecture attest to the diversity and range of Peter's work
that enters new avenues of investigation, influenced by a more typological framework.

Peter has managed to delineate and thrive in the complicated territory of architecture with an unwavering
integrity of identity that speaks to his sense and strength of self. Archigram initiated an open model for
architectural practice in which the individual architect-artist was located within a collective, multidisciplinary
enterprise. - Within the configuration of his current practice, he continues to maintain the tenacity and
integrity of this project, with total disregard for the machinations within changing political and cultural
climates. His conviction and ability to charge an educational environment and enliven students with the
boundless exhilaration of his ideas are what make him an incredible teacher. It is with his expansiveness
of thought that Peter has long been provoking the larger conversation about and around architecture,
definitively shaping architectural practice and pedagogy through all of his outputs over the course of his
career.

Peter Cook embodies the indispensable intoxication — essential to art, architecture, and aesthetic activity-
of which Nietzsche wrote: “...Intoxication must first have heightened the excitability of the entire machine:
no art results before that happens.” It is this intoxication of Peter’s that is itself so intoxicating, that has
influenced so many architects, and that continues to — and | do not use this term lightly — inspire.

Thom Mayne
Los Angeles, 2012
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PREFACE

This book, the product of over two year’s research and investigation by the author,
is something of a pioneer: It is the first book - intended to specifically to reach
readers in China — to examine Sir Peter Cook’s multi-faceted, heterogeneous and
wildly unorthodox fifty year architectural and artistic journey.

In 1961 at the age of 24, Cook co-founded the London based Archigram group
with friends Warren Chalk, Dennis Crompton, David Greene, Ron Herron and

Michael Webb. The group went on to become a world-famous — a pop-cultural
phenomenon securing its members a place in the canon of Twentieth Century

architectural history.

Archigram — which began life as a self-published magazine — was devoted to
the discussion of revolutionary and new ways of thinking about architecture.
Members of the group soon went on to develop experimental projects many of
which were then exhibited at galleries and other venues worldwide.

Via a series of heroic and self-consciously avant-garde conceptual projects
including ‘Walking City’, ‘Instant City’ and ‘Plug-In City’ and smaller projects
envisaging capsule apartments or investigating floating pods, Archigram deployed
pop cultural tropes and emerging or imagined technologies in aid of a new
architectural language, a language in search of fun, stimulation and ephemeral
pleasure.

At the age of 27, Cook returned to the Architectural Association in London to
teach the school’s postgraduate diploma. The AA’s teaching culture was changed
for good via Archigram'’s interest in colour, audacious design and a cheerful
disregard of orthodox historiography, tradition and English good manners. Cook
has referred to his time at the AA during the 1960s as the ‘Electric Decade’.

Cook was made a life-professor of the Frankfurt Staedelschule art academy in
1984 in recognition of the work he undertook there - an achievement that he
repeated upon joining University College London’s Bartlett School of Architecture
in 1990. Cook led the school for a glittering period from 1991 to 2005,
transforming the Bartlett into an international architectural institution of significant
cultural value.

However, Cook is no book-addled academic. He is a gregarious interlocutor —
as Christine Hawley, Cook’s long-standing friend and colleague has it — he is an
interpreter of ideas produced in the cross-fire of discussion.

This willingness to engage across a range of disciplines has led Cook’s career
in evolve in often unexpected and exciting ways. In 1970 Cook became director
of London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts, the very place where Archigram’s
début exhibition ‘Living City’ had exploded onto the creative scene seven years
earlier. Cook remained at the ICA for two years before moving on to direct the
independent London gallery ‘Art Net’ until 1980.



In more recent years Cook’s contribution has been celebrated by a wide variety
of institutions and organisations. The Archigram group received the royal gold
medal for architecture from the Royal Institute of British Architecture in 2002. In
2004 Cook’s Graz Kunsthaus (designed with Colin Fournier) was shortlisted for
the Stirling Prize. Three years later in 2007, Cook was awarded a knighthood by
Her Majesty The Queen.

Rem Koolhaas wrote recently that there have been no new movements in
urbanism since Team X and Archigram. One might begin to hypothesise that true
novelty is now impossible given that Archigram was concerned with the creation
of an open-ended discussion of what architecture might be — and what it might
become.

As David Greene has commented, Archigram called for ‘both/and’ rather than
‘either/or’.

In the hands of Cook and his collaborators the architectural gesture has evolved
in opposition to the uptight and blandly ‘rational’ narratives of functionalists and
modernists. This opposition was formulated in circumstances of proximity:
Trained by Peter Smithson, Cook and other Archigram members feel themselves
part of a continuous chain of architectural experiment and discussion linking Mies,
Gropius, Taut and Corb, through to CIAM and TEAM 10.

Cook continues, via his teaching and work with CrabStudio to develop and
expand upon Archigram’s architectural legacy, exploring the value of the slithery,
the peculiar and the incidental - reveling in establishing analogues between
people’s quirks and the unexpected experience of architecture in our day-to-day
lives.

CrabStudio has won a number of international competitions including university
faculty buildings in both Vienna and Australia and a new theatre for the town of
Verbania in Italy. Worthy inheritors of Archigram’s particular brand of iconoclasm,
CrabStudio’s team of architects seek to deliberately challenge notions of
quietness and respectability associated with the architecture of ‘polite modernism’
so commonplace in contemporary Europe and elsewhere.

There are, therefore, any number of reasons to produce a book about Sir Peter
Cook — a life and career that spans the period from the first generation of pre-war
modernists to later generations of creative practitioners — Cook remains at the
centre of progressive architectural education to this day.

One of Cook’s inspirations is that peculiarly English comic illustrator of the
Edwardian period, William Heath Robinson. Cook explains that Heath Robinson
is and should remain ‘a reference for all who subscribe to the spirit of invention.
Not a little of the naughtiness that can be found in early English ‘High Tech’ comes
from his propositions. ' Cook’s love of Heath Robinson’s Englishness, his spirit

of invention, helps to explain why he remains fascinated by architecture to this
day and why it is he continues to question any limits imposed on the language of
architecture.
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Cook’s novel pedagogical approach to architectural questions make him a highly
relevant and fitting choice for this, the first in our series of monographs designed
to introduce to our Chinese readers some of the most significant figures in global
contemporary design.

This book is intended as a survey of Cook’s career — handpicking choice words
and images from amongst the huge range of publications, projects and lectures to
which Cook has contributed. The book also draws upon a series of conversations
with Cook and his associates initiated by the author. This book provides an
insight into Peter Cook’s architectural aims and his achievements; his individual
projects and collaborations with others; his discussions and his many, many
lectures.

Various parts of the book’s English language texts have benefited from the
generous help of Benjamin Farnsworth. | thank him for his contribution. Many
friends have provided encouragement. My thanks go particularly to the friendship
of Yang Tong. | should also like to thank Andrew Tynan for his support and insight
during the period this book has been in gestation.

On the institutional side, | thank the RIBA for providing relevant material and
giving me permission to publish a wide variety of images from their archive.
Finally, a big thank you to all at both the Bartlett School of Architecture and the
Architectural Association School of Architecture and, of course, the team at
CrabStudio.

Hongdi Li
2011, London

Many thanks to Benjamin Farnsworth for his contribution to re-organising English text.



