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In the 1960s and 1970s avant-garde architects and theorists such as Reyner Banham, Francois Dallegret, Ant Farm
and Archigram established themselves as a counter-cultural opposition to the Brutalist-dominated midcentury ar-
chitectural movement. Influenced by such disparate sources as the work of Buckminster Fuller, writings by Marshall
McLuhan and The Whole Earth Catalog, the dissidents questioned the obduracy and rigidness of the architecture of
modernism. They rejected what had become the formalism of modernism, instead of siding with nomadic, infor-
mal alternatives to regnant consumerism.

Much of the work of the alternative theorists and practitioners was concerned with the often humorous and witty
transformation of technologies. In particular, the focus was on the creation of ephemeral experimental structures
with no fixed form. This mobile architecture, that allowed users to take control of their environment, was symboli-
cally and physically antithetical to Brutalism.

The Environmental Bubble (Un-House) built in 1965 by Banham and Dallegret as an inflatable domicile for hyper-

technological, nomadic youth encompassed all the essential conveniences of contemporary living, such as food,
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shelter, energy and television. Yet the pneumatic structure, inflated by air conditioning, repudiated the convention-
al home in favour of satisfying idiosyncratic and personal desires. It was an architecture that encompassed sustain-
ability and technologically-led design.

Archigram’s Cushicle and Suitaloon is a pair of theoretical designs. The Cushicle is a self-contained nomadic unit
that a person could carry. It comprises two elements: the first is a spine chassis carrying all appliances required for
living and a helmet consisting of a radio and mini-TV. Food and water are transported in pods attached to the chas-
sis. The second element is a habitable inflatable enclosure. Archigram proposed optional additional service nodes
and apparatus, allowing the Cushicle unit to become a part of a larger, widespread urban system of small personal-
ized enclosures. Subsequently, Archigram conceptualized the Suitaloon as an inflatable suit for habitation, a space
in which the body occupies in a sort of natural choreography with the structure.

While many of Archigram’s concepts lived only on paper, Ant Farm published “Inflatocookbook”, a guide to the

construction and realization of inflatable architecture. The group experimented with pneumatic designs, which
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Fuji Group Pavilion by Yutaka Murata, Osaka Expo,
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were deployed at music festivals and university campuses to host lectures and workshops, or used simply as tem-
porary pavilion spaces in which to hang out - a type of narrative performative architecture.

In late 1960s, the Austrian practice Coop Himmelb(l)au conceptualized Villa Rosa, a pneumatic structure composed -
of eight balloons, varying in size. The proposal explored the experience of space through projections of colour,
sound and smell, a complete sensory experience that altered the occupiers’ reading of themselves in relation to
their surroundings. Subsequently, during the 1970s, Coop Himmelb(l)au produced a body of wd&thatﬁs’e‘d new
technologies to initiate initial conceptions of responsive interactive environrﬁents. Soft Space (1970), a proposal for
the city as a space for speculative inhabitation, filled a street with soap bubbles and deployed pneumatic struc-
tures to interact with the public space, creating architecture that was encompassing, light and ethereal.

At the Osaka Expo in 1970, organized by Kenzo Tange and Nishiyama, the largest air-supported structures in the
world were presented. The Fuji Group Pavilion by Yutaka Murata is celebrated as the leading technological concep-
tion for its period. .

During this decade also, Haus-Rucker-Co, another Viennese architecture collective, installed a pneumatic eight-me-
ter diameter orb, the experimental bubble Oase No.7, on the facade of the Fridericianum public museum in Kassel,
Germany, as part of the Documenta contemporary art exhibition. Haus-Rucker-Co were early pioneers of the use of
pneumatic structures, performance and audio visual experimentations to challenge the orthodoxies of contempo-

rary architecture. s

-~

In the 1990s and 2000s, inflatable architecture reemerged with realization of Serpentine Pavilion 2006 by OMA,
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ERBFTZHYEBEHRERRE, 20105 Serpentine Pavilion 2006 by OMA, London, UK
“Oase No. 7, Documenta 5" by Haus-Rucker-Co,
reinstalled for an exhibition in Museum fiir Kunst
und Gewerbe Hamburg, Germany, 2010
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the concept proposal for the Smithsonian’s Hirshorn museum'’s seasonal inflatable extension designed by Diller
Scofidio & Renfro and colloquially known as the “Bubble”, as well as varied pneumatic architectural installations by
the German temporary architecture platform Plastique Fantastique and DOSIS.

Inflatable installation for Loud Shadows (p.10) presented an ephemeral performative and multi sensorial experi-
ence enclosed by a light and airy alien-like structure which mutated into a new hybrid typology. The design was a
fluid, see-through organic structure; the interior and the exterior. Plastique Fantastique'’s surface enticed people to
interact and break down spatial limits through performance and multi-sensory social interaction. The outer envi-
ronment became part of the performative expression of the skin of the building to create a complex, lightweight
geometry.

The architecture was segmented into four contrasting stages and arranged to reflect the particular geography of
every single tree in an area located within the Formerum forest on the island of Terschelling. Each element of this
site-specific project was integrated into its environment: the first transparent spherical stage was pierced by a tree,
while the second milky, translucent stage was squeezed between tree branches and came under the projection of
their shadows. The ring connecting the two stages looped around pine and oak trees, creating the third stage in
its void. The fourth stage was the forest around the installation.

The structure was activated by the life of the surrounding forest and the architecture became somewhat amor-
phous, playful and nihilistic, creating public interchange and a synergy between environment and user. Light,

ethereal and elusive, Plastique Fantastique’s installation was an instrument that played with its territory by intro-
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Second Dome, UK
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ducing different layers of performance, sound, light and projections — by hybridizing construction with something
epic and atmospheric. Occupiers were viewed both by others and by themselves, inside and outside of the skin.
This allowed people from outside to see the somewhat opaque impressions of people trying to negotiate their
way through the structure, illuminated by natural light seeping through the soft membrane tissue. The experience
of anyone inside the structure would be akin to being a cocoon in the expanse of absoluteness of space. This is an
intimate architectural acupuncture which activates space, but not through occupying, possessing or controlling it.
What it does is to provide space for meditative reflectivity.

Another example of a recent inflatable pneumatic living structure is Second Dome (p.18), designed by Spanish
studio DOSIS as creative workspace for Second Home, a community workspace and venue in London Fields, East
London. Second Dome was designed as a reconfigurable space that can transform from a single 65m? bubble
into a multi-room structure 400 metres wide and eight metres high. The polymer-enclosed structure consisted of
a bright yellow base and a transparent upper layer covered in yellow polka dot patterns — a soft geometry with
continuous lines and undulating polymer surfaces.

Second Dome’s fluid and malleable structure consisted of alternate membranes that were secured with zippers,
and which could accommodate numerous configurations. The yellow colour was chosen for its poise and warmth,
in contrast to the usual diffused British light. The structure was surrounded by natural elements and directly con-
nected with the environment through a transparent skin. This organic and curvaceous volume was inspired ‘by

nature and animated by a technology which allowed it to respond automatically to its environmental conditions
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such as wind and air pressure.

Diminishing the limits of contact between nature and structure, the artificial and the natural, Second Dome cre-
ates a largely értiﬁcial environment that is somewhat alien. It is not a solitary experience, but a connective one,
encompassing others who are contained within the structure and also the air contained in it and around it. It is an
architecture that encourages visitors and inhabitants to engage with one another in a series of playful extroverted
spaces. It leads a questioning of one’s experience and understanding of urban space, and presents a new way of
rationalizing architecture. The structure presents an architecture that is flexible, interactive, and which molds the
space in a cellular membrane to stimulate the cognitive as well as the sensorial experience.

The Dome's occupiers sit, wonder and absorb the atmosphere of space. They stay for a long time, experiencing the
space throughout the day. Because of its locality and the surrounding trees, the shifting daylight forms a shadow
play on the surface of the structure and creates an ambient light within it, giving it life. The architecture becofnes a
rhythmically breathing cellular structure; there is a free-flowing interconnection within interior and exterior.
Despite the fact that much inflatable architecture was never realized or commercialized, experimentation and the
deployment of theoretical framework and concepts in academia and by avant-garde pioneers of the '60s and '70s
made a huge impact on the architecture of the computational, parametric age. Architects now want to not just
preserve the spirit but also realize the poténtial of these temporary, mobile and subversive structures — an architec-

ture for the contemporary nomad. Gihan Karunaratne
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Loud Shadows

Loud Shadows is a collage made by artists coming from dif-
ferent backgrounds: dance, music, architecture. The team has
been assembled as an experiment by Kees Lesuis — artistic
director of the OEROL Festival — in order to give birthto a
unique performance on the occasion of the 2017 edition of
the festival.

The temporary space of Plastique Fantastique is monumental,
yet mobile, soft and transparent. Its ephemeral skin influences
the surroundings as much as its inner space offers a lucid view

outwards. It is a magical place to merge dance, music and

nature, challenging our perception.



