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Like other techno-optimistic works of architec-
ture from the 1960’s in favour of adaptable space, 
Price’s work has been criticised for anticipating 
budding neoliberal agendas.6 Pier Vittorio Aureli has 
previously problematised the concept of ‘free space’ 
employed in the proposal for Potteries Thinkbelt, a 
project Price conceived in the same year as Oxford 
Corner House, by demonstrating how its readiness 
to accommodate to any given situation pre-empts 
the goal of neoliberal policies today.7 Rather than 
reveal the ideological features of Price’s proposal, 
I aim to demonstrate how the feasibility study for 
Oxford Corner House shares the economic logic 
of today’s digital platforms by relying on feedback 
to sustain its programme. The term ‘platform’, 
originally used to describe a raised level or surface 
for people or things to stand on, now encompass 
any intermediate entity as an enabler of multiple 
networks.8 Evolved as a new type of business 
model, the digital platform extracts data as a new 
kind of raw material. By providing storage and trans-
mission paths, economist Nick Srnicek has argued 
that the platform typology is an economic model first 
and foremost, always looking for ways to expand 
its potential for monopoly.9 However, by facilitating 
networked meeting- or marketplaces, where users 
freely share their content, digital platforms have in 
turn become entirely dependent on user activity.10

The first part of this essay tries to understand 
the framework of ‘self-participatory entertainment’ 
by looking at the broader context of Price’s work 

Throughout his career as a practising architect and 
lecturer, Cedric Price (1934–2003) was attuned to 
the spatial and temporal relationships between infor-
mation, communication and location.1 Price argued 
that for cities to ‘continue to function’ they would 
have to adapt to changing styles of communication.2 
In a 1961 lecture at the Architectural Association, 
Price warranted the influence of communications 
systems on architectural reasoning by pointing out 
how information in early human settlement had trav-
elled by voice and foot alone, his central point being 
that as living conditions developed, communica-
tions technology would naturally adapt.3

Recently the work of Cedric Price has received 
renewed attention for forecasting the relation-
ship between technology and society.4 An essay 
published in the Journal of Architectural Education 
in 2015 suggests that Price’s spatial approach to 
digital technologies could inspire today’s archi-
tects and planners to ‘find agency in shaping the 
city through the active engagement with and 
empowerment of its inhabitants.’5 To challenge the 
perception that Price’s emphasis on active engage-
ment with physical surroundings is directly linked 
to social agency, I look at the feasibility study for 
Oxford Corner House. Carried out by Cedric Price 
Architects during 1965–66, the study serves as 
an example of how user participation, facilitated 
by post-war computational advancements, was 
intended to organise responsive space and in turn 
benefit society.

Capital of Feedback: Cedric Price’s Oxford Corner House (1965–66)
Nina Stener Jørgensen
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users in the planning stage, Price’s concept of 
‘self-participatory entertainment’ cannot entirely be 
understood as what has commonly been referred to 
as a participatory design practice. Instead, in Price’s 
feasibility study for Oxford Corner House, participa-
tion can be read in relation to the incorporation of 
communications systems as architectural means 
and as such, participatory activity may be under-
stood as an on-going planning process.

‘Self-participatory entertainment’ also appears 
as a concept in Price’s 1960s Fun Palace project, 
where users are referred to as ‘participants’.15 Here 
terms such as leisure, education, fun and knowl-
edge are related to the concepts of emancipation 
and transformation through learning.16 Price’s 
projects from the 1960’s respond to the situation 
created by the economic aftermath of World War 
II that prompted a social transformation in British 
society. As the automation of labour through tech-
nological advancement came to mean more free 
time, post-war workers were buying TV sets and 
going on holiday.17 Work was no longer restricted 
to ‘making a living’ and instead provided the 
means to individualise workers through what they 
consumed.18 However, due to the lack of industrial 
renewal, Britain’s work market was offering few 
opportunities for highly skilled workers. To Price 
this was above all a crisis in the education system, 
which he believed to be completely detached from 
any ‘economic usefulness’.19 The Fun Palace was 
the first project with which Price set out to tackle 
what post-war Britain’s was experiencing as a ‘brain 
drain’. Through ‘reimagining education and self-
learning through participation’ Price sought to solve 
the deficit in educated workers, who were leaving 
Britain in large numbers.20 For Price this meant 
encouraging citizens to spend their time away 
from work, their free time, and what was referred 
to as leisure time differently.21 Price’s programmes 
from this period are especially targeted at a new 
generation of deskilled labourers who were experi-
encing full employment and higher wages than their 

and the influence of cybernetics on his thinking. As 
Price’s clients for Oxford Corner House, J. Lyons 
& Co., invented the world’s first computer for busi-
ness management, the second part of the essay 
presents Price’s programme for Oxford Corner 
House by relating it to the features of business 
computing. The invention of LEO (Lyons Electronic 
Office) to meet society’s increasing demand for data 
processing, shows how the features Price sought to 
employ for participatory purposes were used else-
where for the automation of management and the 
anticipation of consumer choices. The third and last 
part considers why we might think of ‘self-partici-
patory entertainment’ as information indispensable 
to the architectural programme of Oxford Corner 
House. With this essay, I argue that what Cedric 
Price designed as ‘self-participatory entertainment’ 
for the users of Oxford Corner House, could instead 
be regarded as activities designed to generate infor-
mation without which Price’s broader architectural 
programme of anticipation and usefulness would be 
unsustainable.11

‘Self-participatory entertainment’
The feasibility study for Oxford Corner House was 
initiated in 1965 when Cedric Price was commis-
sioned by J. Lyons & Co. to envision a possible 
future for their failing Corner House restaurant in 
central London. Price proposed turning the space 
into ‘an urban information hub for city-dwellers 
to interact with’ and aspired for the space to be a 
‘unique metropolitan centre of self-participatory 
entertainment, information and learning.’12

During his studies at the Architectural Association, 
Price had engaged with the notion of self-organisa-
tion. Together with Colin Ward, Giancarlo De Carlo 
had introduced the concept of ‘bottom-up planning’ 
to the school’s educational programme.13 In her 
book on Cedric Price, Tanja Herdt argues that Price 
drew on these ideas for laying out the organisational 
framework in future projects that involved respon-
sive planning.14 However, by not directly involving 
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The field of cybernetics that emerged after World 
War II influenced Price’s work on circularity. In an 
interview from 2000, Cedric Price argued that, if 
realised, the Fun Palace would have been the first 
cybernetic building in the world.28

As a trans-disciplinary approach for exploring 
regulatory systems in machines and animals, 
cybernetics has influenced all disciplines concerned 
with feedback and circular causality. ‘Wherever 
the cybernetician looks he sees phenomena of 
control and communication, learning and adap-
tion, self-organisation, and evolution’ and in that 
sense, cybernetics can easily be adopted across 
disciplines.29 The field of cybernetics got its name 
from mathematician Norbert Wiener’s 1948 book 
Cybernetics or Control and Communication in the 
Animal and the Machine, which refers to the etymo-
logical origin of cybernetics, Kybernetes in Greek, 
meaning to ‘steer’ and the inherent possibility of 
gaining control.30 In computer science, the analo-
gous vocabulary of cybernetics illustrates the link to 
natural processes: storage is analogous to memory, 
data retrieval to remembering and computers to 
brains. Price’s proposal for the Olympic Village of 
the 1972 Olympics included a ‘Village Brain’, shown 
to be ‘thinking’ in figure 1, to serve as a ‘multi-
message totem capable of informing, delighting 
and responding to the activities of the inhabitants’, 
showing how he believed distribution of information 
to be circular.31

Price described how the structure of the Fun 
Palace would be able to ‘learn’ behavioural patterns 
and in that sense ‘plan’ for future activities by 
processing accumulated data.32 In addition to equip-
ping the users of the Fun Palace with new skills and 
experiences, encouraging uncertainty and sponta-
neity in the programme also served the purpose of 
supplying the ‘Pillar of Information’, a punch card 
storage system, with enough varied data to start 
forming anticipation of user behaviour.33 Using an 
IBM 360/30 computer to compile data in order to 

parents of the interwar years. ‘Unfettered by tradi-
tion – scholastic, economic, academic or class’, 
the programme for Oxford Corner House was, like 
the Fun Palace, designed for the socially restricted 
worker to overcome the control mechanisms and 
consumption of ‘free time’.22 As such, participation 
in Price’s vocabulary is associated with learning as 
a kind of re-learning, as he believed workers would 
have to adapt to changing conditions to benefit 
society.

Price stressed the importance of large degrees of 
‘indeterminacy’ in developing adaptability to accom-
modate economic uncertainties.23 ‘Try starting a riot 
or beginning a painting – or just lie back and stare 
at the sky’ wrote Price and theatre director Joan 
Littlewood, Price’s client, in the brochure for the Fun 
Palace in 1964.24 Littlewood envisioned the Fun 
Palace to be a place where ‘people could experi-
ence the transcendence and transformation of the 
theatre, not as audience, but as players and active 
participants in a drama of self-discovery’.25 Sensitive 
to the activities of the Fun Palace, Price limited the 
physical design to involve only a supporting struc-
ture made entirely from gantry cranes that would 
allow immediate flexibility in use. Over time, Price’s 
representational diagrams of the Fun Palace have 
instead come to be considered the ‘real’ architec-
ture of the Fun Palace. By meeting Littlewood’s 
brief, and showing the many possibilities of a space 
by including all facilities in organisational diagrams, 
Price established himself as an unusual architect 
in turn. Architecture critic Kester Rattenbury has 
emphasised that Price’s designs are ‘important in 
what they do, not in what they are’; she has argued 
that this approach distinguished Price ‘from the 
general run of architectural fetishism with its obses-
sive love of the highly refined building’.26

Favouring an interdisciplinary attitude, Price 
turned to systems theory to ‘find an approach 
to thinking about architecture that emulated the 
performative potential of the new technologies’.27 



28

Fig. 1: Price proposed a ‘Village Brain’ for the 1972 Olympic village. Cedric Price, ‘The village brain’ for Olympia, 

Munich, 1971. Red coloured pencil over positive photostat print on emulsion coated paper with ink stamp on paper 

label, 30.1×21.1cm. DR1995:0253:005:004 Cedric Price fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.
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Fig. 2: View of working electronic model for the Generator project between 1976 and 1979. Colour electrophotographic 

print (photocopy) adhered to pasteboard, 16.3x23.9cm. DR1995:0280:651:004:006 Cedric Price fonds, Canadian 

Centre for Architecture.
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start to listen for other frequency ranges or rhythms, 
lighting only when it encounters those’.39

In the Generator project (1976) Price initiated 
the design of the actual computational programme. 
[Fig. 2] It would, similarly to Pask’s MusiColour, get 
bored and ‘rearrange space’ unprovoked if users 
refrained from interacting. Programmed by John 
and Julia Frazer, the Generator was a constantly 
evolving ‘intelligent building’ wired to extract and 
demand interaction from its users, the employees 
of the Gilman Paper Corporation.40 According to 
John Frazer, the software was designed ‘in order 
to facilitate Cedric’s belief that an instantaneous 
architectural response to a particular problem is 
too slow’.41 Characterised as a kind of self-organ-
ising organism, the Fun Palace has been similarly 
described as ‘an abstract machine which, when 
activated by users, was capable of producing and 
processing information’.42 The same way Littlewood 
hoped to wake up ‘men and women from factories, 
shops and offices, bored with their daily routine’, 
so that ‘they no longer accept passively whatever 
happens to them, but wake to a critical awareness 
of reality’, Price was generating action in user and 
building by avoiding boredom.43

Other projects were also showing the influence of 
systems thinking. For the 1966 Potteries Thinkbelt 
project, Price envisioned a large-scale educational 
network for twenty thousand students. Emphasising 
the causal relationship between knowledge and 
production, the project linked education to human 
experience and ‘the capacity for interaction’.44 In 
a proposal for a livestock pen Price showed how 
physical space can be arranged as circuits, each 
unit depending on its relation to the adjoining one. 
[Fig. 3] Price also participated in the Federal Atomic 
Research Facilities project brief Atom which asked 
the architects to design a technology-based ‘self-
instructional education network’ for a new town 
called Atomia outside of Chicago.45 [Fig. 4] Price 

establish overall user-trends and set the param-
eters for the modification of spaces and activities, 
the computer was intended to start adapting to 
the form and layout of the Fun Palace according 
to changes in use.34 By including participants in 
its operational cycle, the structure and intentions 
of the Fun Palace describe the reflexive qualities 
of cybernetic methodology: ‘modelling the form of 
processes and their products, abstracted from any 
particular embodiment’.35

Stanley Mathews has linked the influence of 
cybernetic thinking on Price’s work to Norbert 
Wiener’s description of circularity as a way in which 
‘a cybernetic system [will] continuously adjust itself in 
response to unpredictable conditions by anticipating 
future behavioural patterns on the basis of feedback 
information from prior actions’.36 Meaning that any 
system sustains itself by constantly receiving self-
correcting feedback. Corresponding to cybernetic 
analogies, it seems Price and Littlewood under-
stood ‘system’ to broadly cover both the Fun Palace 
and society in general.

It was Gordon Pask, cybernetician, mathema-
tician as well as Price’s collaborator on the Fun 
Palace, who introduced the concept of underspeci-
fied goals to architecture.37 In 1953, Pask designed 
and constructed the MusiColour Machine, an elec-
tronic machine for stage performances that would 
light up when receiving instrumental audio input. 
The design demonstrates the need for human inter-
ference in order for systems, human or mechanical, 
to respond. MusiColour would change its coloured 
light outputs according to its two inputs, frequency 
and rhythm. Musicians who worked with the machine 
in the 1950s allegedly treated it as another on-stage 
participant.38 Usman Haque has identified the inno-
vation of this project as its disregard for certainty: 
‘if the input becomes too continuous – for instance, 
the rhythm is too static or the frequency range too 
consistent – MusiColour will become bored and 
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Fig. 3: Diagrammatic plan for Westpen, Hampshire, England between 1977 and 1979. Ink on pre-printed paper, 

30x21cm. DR1995:0285:062:002:010 Cedric Price fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.
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Fig. 4: Educational facilities network for Atom project, 1967; reprographic copy with caption in graphite on paper, 

45.7×69.2cm. DR1995:0233:017 Cedric Price fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.

Fig. 5: Sections for Oxford Corner House, London, 1966. Ink on architectural reproduction, 35.8×68.3cm. 

DR1995:0224:303 Cedric Price fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.

Fig. 4

Fig. 5
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Fig. 6: Communications diagram for Oxford Corner House, London, 1966. Ink on reprographic copy, 37.7×68.9cm 

DR1995:0224:278 Cedric Price fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.
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act accordingly’.54 In the mid 1960’s, LEO merged 
with the English Electric Company, leaving J. Lyons 
& Co. to focus on their core identity as a catering 
company and managers of the iconic but failing 
Lyons’ Corner Houses of central London.

Price imagined the adaptability of Oxford Corner 
House to reflect his approach to education and new 
technologies, as it would ‘permit and encourage 
self-pace exploration by the individual’ only driven 
or hindered by ‘his curiosity, skill and mental appe-
tite’.55 Price’s credo corresponded with LEO’s aim of 
‘freeing clerks to do more stimulating and rewarding 
work’.56 Moving on from the Fun Palace project, 
Price wanted to create a ‘system that evolve[d]’, 
making Oxford Corner House ‘open-ended and 
undetermined’.57 Oxford Corner House would 
transform from restaurant to leisure centre, with 
‘activities ranging from eating and drinking to self-
pace learning and involvement with world news’.58 
An internal memo at J. Lyons & Co. shows that they 
imagined that by hiring Price, they could be catering 
for ‘a new social pattern’.59

Provided with a seemingly open brief, Price was 
only constrained by the location and boundaries 
of the existing building: a four-floor restaurant in a 
busy part of the British capital. Unhindered by the 
physical constraints, Price wrote: ‘The equipment 
which we have centralised has no boundaries’. 
Setting the scene for ‘responsive architecture’ as 
well as illustrating the core-cybernetic idea of the 
city as a ‘nervous centre’, Price proposed turning 
Oxford Corner House into a communications 
system: ‘It can penetrate through walls, buildings, 
towns and countries provided the transmission 
paths are available’. Circulation and access was 
for this project unhindered by the human-centred 
features of the Fun Palace, leaving Price to concen-
trate on providing J. Lyons & Co with an information 
infrastructure.60 [Fig. 5, 6, 7]

responded by proposing a ‘Town Brain’; a databank 
and central hub for the production of educational 
material, as well as a ‘Life Conditioner’ box, a flexible 
structure that could provide educational facilities.46 
The idea of relying on civic information input for 
arranging spaces, was later vividly expressed in 
the statement for Non-Plan. A joint collaboration 
between Cedric Price, Peter Hall, Reyner Banham, 
and Paul Barker, Non-Plan scaled up Littlewood’s 
idea of Non-Programme to a national level: ‘serving 
the needs of a mobile society’ by ‘keeping all the 
options open’.47 Published in an issue of New 
Society in 1969, they wrote: ‘Why not have the 
courage, where practical, to let people shape their 
own environment?’.48 ‘Fed up’ with post-war plan-
ning,49 the group rhetorically asked: ‘why don’t we 
dare trust the choices that would evolve if we let 
them?’.50 Claiming that physical planning should 
instead ‘consist at most, of setting up frameworks 
for decision, within which as much objective infor-
mation [as possible] can be fitted’51 – assuming that 
with the principles of Non-Plan ‘at the least, one 
would find out what people want’.52

Oxford Corner House
J. Lyons & Co. had, prior to their financial decline 
in the 1960’s, been one of the largest catering 
and food manufacturing companies in the world, 
employing over thirty thousand workers, managing 
250 high street teashops, five restaurants serving 
up to two thousand visitors each, as well as their 
own tea and food production. After World War II, 
the company’s expanding infrastructure of supply 
and demand required increasingly large-scale 
calculations. The controller at J. Lyons & Co., John 
Simmons, initiated the development of a computer 
designed for the needs of the company and in 1951 
Lyons’ Electronic Office (LEO I), the world’s first 
business computer, was launched.53 The benefits 
of LEO business computing was explained in a 
1957 promotional film as meeting a vital need for 
management to ‘grasp the changing factors and 
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shortest distance from each station to the other four 
thousand, a job that otherwise would have taken 
‘fifty clerks five years to do’.65 Additionally, LEO 
would carry out calculations for the British Ministry 
of Defence – a task for which it would be sealed off 
from personnel.

Computer specialists later argued that LEO had 
been successful precisely because it relied on 
customer information to update its flow of input, 
anticipating more responsive kinds of computation.66 
Because multiple inputs and outputs were running 
at the same time, multiple but simple factors – such 
as weather forecasts and the amount of ice-cream 
in store – could be combined, making it possible 
for 250 shops to make last-minute changes to their 
orders. David Caminer, one of the computer engi-
neers of LEO 1, has explained the use of manager 
input as the first example of re-engineering: ‘For 
example, if there was a heat wave or a cold snap, 
we could have an upsurge in demand for beef and 
dumplings, or salads.’67

Apart from dining areas, Cedric Price and J. 
Lyons & Co. settled on the following functions for 
Oxford Corner House: exhibition hall (with changing 
displays), catering facilities, bowling alley, hobby 
shops, and sport centres. Price explored a wide 
range of technological devices that could function as 
educational and training aids inside Oxford Corner 
House. The Eidophor projection system that would 
project televised programmes onto large outdoor 
screens in full daylight, the Link System for Indoor 
Driving Tuition, a simulated driving machine, and 
recording cameras were all considered and included 
in the feasibility study portfolio. As computers had 
not yet been developed with display, and screens 
were only able to receive and project, CCTV was 
employed as a kind of interface, projecting live 
information on the various floors.68 Different elec-
tronic systems were dispersed throughout the 
building – the ground floor was designed to provide 

The LEO computer at J. Lyons & Co.’s headquar-
ters at nearby Cadby Hall, had first been intended 
to process the data for Oxford Corner House.61 
However due to lack of storage, Price considered 
IBM computers with a capacity of 844,000,000 
characters to ‘do the job’.62 By 1965, when the feasi-
bility study for Oxford Corner House was initiated, 
IBM computers were better equipped than LEO 
devices. This was largely due to the British govern-
ment’s apprehension in developing and continuing 
to support private initiatives of computer technology 
after World War II, when Britain had been at the fore-
front of computational development. Due to security 
risks, the British government overlooked the poten-
tial of business computing, leaving America to lead 
in the field of digital technology. The technological 
re-ordering of labour, not fully foreseen by the 
British government, resulted in the ‘brain drain’ that 
Price was concerned with.

Prior to their decline, J. Lyons & Co. had funded 
the completion of Cambridge University’s EDSAC 
(the Electronic Delay Storage Automatic Calculator) 
and as such the LEO 1 was largely modelled on 
computing for engineering, but with storage being 
the main advancement, it had twice the memory 
size of EDSAC, occupying five thousand square feet 
(465 m2).63 As Lyons’ management required many 
simple calculations compared to a few, complex 
calculations, business computing proved different 
from scientific computing and subsequently studies 
of how to optimise the influx of input were carried 
out in the development of Lyons’ Electronic Office.64

LEO quickly gained a monopoly over data 
processing; being the only business computer in 
Great Britain, it carried out all of the British General 
Post Office’s national transmissions, and later 
managed all of the PAYE tax code for the British 
government, as well as government payrolls and 
business management of multiple corporations. For 
the British transport company, LEO calculated the 
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Fig. 7: Communications diagram for Oxford Corner House, Cedric Price, 1965. Ink on reprographic copy. 

DR1995:0224:342:001:003, Cedric Price Fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.
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[the manager’s] telephoned revisions; teashop by 
teashop are fed in with the overriding variations 
on the paper tape’. Immediately, packing notes 
are printed out for both the clerks in the central 
storage and management. ‘After further electronic 
processing’ and by ‘means of discriminance built into 
the system, LEO will examine all the statistics, but 
only print those that require action’. In this way, the 
promotional film explains, the central management 
‘are given precise up-to-the-minute information and 
enabling decisions to be more closely related to 
trading conditions’.74

The film explains how it was ‘programmers, 
method-men and electronic engineers’ who would 
analyse the needs of J. Lyons & Co. and then ‘at 
the right time, crystallise them into a development 
plan’.75 This plan would then be transformed into 
a logical scheme of circuit diagrams much like 
Price’s diagram for the overall communications 
system for Oxford Corner House. [Fig. 7] Only for 
LEO designers, each unit would be treated as its 
own circuit. In comparison with Price’s diagram, 
that serves an architectural purpose by showing the 
entire building as a circuit, the drawings for LEO of 
each physical rack or circuit board had to be very 
detailed, as the switching devices were assembled 
and programmed by hand.

In a 1952 internal LEO publication ‘The Layman’s 
Guide to LEO’, the management’s new computer 
is referred to as an automated calculator and 
explained in those terms. LEO consisted of a 
‘store’ for keeping numbers, an ‘arithmetic unit’ 
for abstracting information, an ‘input’ for ‘putting 
information into the store’ and finally an ‘output’ for 
printed results. To carry out a computational job, the 
four basic units had to ‘operate in conjunction with 
one another in definite sequence’.76 A simple opera-
tional circuit for LEO was described as a feedback 
loop, involving all four basic units: Input, Storage, 
Output and Operator. A feedback loop can best be 
described as the circulation of a set of messages 

an instant news flow and information especially 
devoted to displaying transportation routes and 
timetables. Ten television-viewing rooms followed 
on the second floor and an information library on 
the third floor.69 These computer systems were then 
to be linked to the outside world, transmitting and 
receiving data to sustain information channels.70 
Moreover, the hydraulic moveable floors that Price 
had already designed for the Fun Palace would 
enable various interchangeable spatial entities, 
like a TV studio in the middle of the second floor. 
The floor slabs would be managed by London’s 
Hydraulic Power Co., ordered by fax sent via the 
GPO, to carry out the many possible floor plan 
rearrangements. As seen in the section for Oxford 
Corner House, the floors of the second and third 
levels would move according to the arrangement 
made by visitors, made possible by pneumatic 
lifting.71 [Fig. 5] The British General Post Office’s 
transmission lines shown in figure 6 as ‘GPO’, was 
only some of the national infrastructure relying 
on the programming of LEO computation. Price 
employed GPO transmissions as Oxford Corner 
House’s exterior communications system.

One of LEO’s central jobs was to carry out stock 
management. Every day, the manager at each of 
Lyons’ 250 shops would have to place an order at 
Lyons’ headquarters. As ‘understocking leads to lost 
sales’, when working with food, ‘overstocking soon 
becomes intolerably wasteful’ the 1957 promotional 
film for LEO explained.72 After lunch, each Lyons 
manager would consider her stock; the film shows 
how she ‘weighs up local conditions and decides 
what variations [to add to her order]’. The manager 
then proceeds to call the head office where her 
variations are noted quickly onto punch cards; 
‘there is no written record; what the [telephone] girl 
hears, she punches’ simultaneously a short paper 
tape ‘puts in last minute management decisions’.73 
Afterwards ‘the programme is fed first laying down 
the sequence for the multiplicity of calculations 
LEO will perform, next the standing orders from 
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overstocking and to eliminate imprecise planning.78 
In Oxford Corner House, form was influenced by 
information retrieved from users, in such a way that 
the floorplan would be arranged according to how 
users would access information. Like the use of 
LEO for management purposes, the programme for 
Oxford Corner House was organised as a facilitator 
of reliable flows of telecommunication for the design 
to constantly change according to the activity of its 
users.

Activity is information
Price’s vision to ‘strategically and with minimal phys-
ical means reorganise systems toward more socially 
productive ends’ was encouraged by clients who 
were eager to make use of the new digital technolo-
gies.79 Debates from the ‘Cybernetic Committee’ set 
up by Price for the Fun Palace, demonstrate how 
the ideals of realising ‘indeterminate space’ were 
essentially modulated over time as Price was hired 
to do similar, user-involved work by other clients, 
far from Littlewood’s left-wing and emancipatory 
ideology. The committee was set up in 1963 to 
debate the ramifications of the systems employed 
in Price’s projects. In the end, psychological reflec-
tions superseded the technical, and it became 
apparent that designing a code of conduct for a 
‘free space’ would be challenging, the committee 
concluded that enforcing social control would be 
necessary to prevent violence.80 However, for the 
commercially commissioned Oxford Corner House 
this concern was not an issue: social conduct would 
already be enforced by the social conventions of 
visiting a tea house or restaurant, and although, like 
Fun Palace, Oxford Corner House would be open 
twenty-four hours a day, security staff would tackle 
any unwelcome behaviour.

During the 1960’s, criticism of Price’s projects 
addressed elements of the designs considered 
controlling and pseudo-radical. As Price gradually 
capitalised the features of indeterminate free-space, 
the English situationist group King Mob encouraged 

that are exchanged without regard to their content, 
or as a kind of non-hierarchical information extrac-
tion only directed by its purpose.77

Gordon Pask’s diagram for the Fun Palace shows 
how engaging with information activities would 
provide the desired adaptability in the user. [Fig. 8] 
The diagram describes three procedural stages 
of a participant entering the Fun Palace: 1) data 
collection, 2) compilation, and 3) feedback, and 
the concurrent modification of spaces and activi-
ties in the Fun Palace, as feedback was effectively 
comparing people coming in (unmodified people) to 
people leaving (modified people).

In order to find agency in anticipation, we might 
imagine the Lyons manager from the promotional film 
as a participant in LEO computation. Able to make 
her own local considerations and alterations to the 
order, she provides the system with information that 
the managers at the head office would otherwise 
have no way of knowing. As such, her orders are 
presented as vital to overall sales, perceived cyber-
netically; she carries out an activity that generates 
information, without which the system, in this case 
the enterprise of J. Lyons & Co., wouldn’t operate 
or reach its goal of supplying all shops accordingly. 
Then if we imagine that the same Lyons manager 
had carried out enough information during a twelve-
month cycle, she would have provided enough 
variables for LEO to start carrying out its own arith-
metic abstractions and begin to predict the following 
day’s order. The manager would have automated 
herself out of a job. On the other hand, if LEO only 
relied on stored information, the argument against 
such automation would be that J. Lyons & Co. 
would be unable to adapt to local conditions and 
assessments, only visible to the manager. Her job 
as a participant is to provide input, while the over-
riding programme decides exactly what goods will 
arrive to her store the next day. With a programme 
‘liable to change at short notice’, the film argued 
that it enabled J. Lyons & Co. to avoid under- and 
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first waves of information would be valuable, if the 
experiments ran for five years, ten years, twenty 
years, more and more of use would emerge.’84 
Instead of planning, the ideal of Non-Plan to ‘set up 
frameworks for decision’ was aimed at ‘“knowing” 
instead of “imposing”’.85 Compared to planning, 
which the authors claimed ‘lurched’ ‘from one 
fashion to another, with sudden revulsion setting in 
after sudden acceptance’, the launch-pads would 
be provided with enough knowledge to anticipate 
responses by receiving information retrieved from 
participatory activity.86

That Price perceived ‘self-participatory entertain-
ment’ as a dynamic activity of information exchange 
between user and building seems to be inspired by 
the work of media theorist Marshall McLuhan. Price 
considered ‘the potential impact of different forms of 
media on the active participation of users; referring 
to the “hot” medium of film versus the “cold” medium 
of television’.87 In order to ‘sustain and maximize 
civic connections through information’, information 
entering Oxford Corner House would, according 
to Price’s diagrams, arrive through different chan-
nels and then travel according to purpose.88 Price 
noted: ‘So far people are involved simultaneously 
with: 1) The hot medium of film; 2) the cold medium 
of TV; 3) The hot medium of written word (which 
I suppose may be transformed to a cold medium 
when shown on a TV receiver); 4) The hot medium 
of radio & sound generally; 5) The hot medium of 
print on panels around the building’.89 McLuhan 
introduced the hot/cold distinction in his 1964 
study Understanding Media. ‘Cool media’ could, 
according to McLuhan, be perceived as organic and 
curvilinear whereas ‘hot media’ would ‘run’ linearly 
through a building.90 The temperature analogy 
would determine how much ‘brain work’ any given 
activity would require. A lecture would, according 
to McLuhan’s principles, be considered a ‘cool 
medium’ as it would require more ‘participation’ than 
a hot medium like television.91

the public to ‘occupy the Fun Palace’, as they viewed 
Cedric Price as the leading architect of ‘profession-
alized radicalism’.81 In 1969, George Baird wrote: 
‘Price’s idea of architecture as “life conditioning” 
rests on essentially the same view of human expe-
rience as Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon’.82 Public 
sentiment had shifted, and the inherent control 
mechanisms of cybernetics were perceived to be 
limiting. Royston Landau later argued that while 
Price’s aim does ‘[bear] a strong resemblance to the 
British philosophical concerns of Jeremy Bentham 
and to John Stuart Mill’s deep passion for personal 
freedom’ a closer examination of Price’s ‘version of 
enabling’ can be compared to Bentham’s idea of 
providing the individual with greater utility, or useful-
ness’, as the idea of ‘freedom to be useful’ Landau 
argued, ‘seems to lie very close to the surface of the 
Cedric Price production’.83

Almost ten years after the first initiatives to build 
the Fun Palace, and at the end of its so-called 
obsolescence cycle, Price and his co-authors main-
tained the importance of the idea by proposing the 
Non-Plan to see what would happen if people could 
‘decide for themselves’. By taking the features of 
the Fun Palace to a national level, Price main-
tained the societal importance of indeterminate 
and responsive architecture. As Non-Plan was 
intended to consist of geographically widespread 
zones of so-called launch-pads it would connect 
users and planners in the task of organising space. 
Cybernetically ‘wired’, like the Fun Palace or Oxford 
Corner House, Non-Plan’s launch-pads would be 
facilitated by the same mechanisms that J. Lyons 
& Co. would depend on for managing their supply-
chain. Precisely by relying on last-minute input, 
society would be freed from forecasting and be 
able to eliminate long-term planning altogether. 
By extracting information, the launch-pads, the 
authors claimed, would be able to provide citizens 
with what they wanted by letting them actively take 
part in producing their own environment. ‘Even the 
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Fig. 8: Gordon Pask and Cedric Price: ‘Organisational Plan as Programme’, from the minutes of the Fun Palace cyber-

netics committee meeting, 27 January 1965. Reprographic copy, 25.6x20.5cm. DR1995:0188:525:001:001:004 Cedric 

Price fonds, Canadian Centre for Architecture.
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demonstrates Price’s cybernetic understanding of 
the reflexive relationship between the two terms 
‘people’ and ‘technology’, and that focusing on 
one over the other seems to be only a matter of 
emphasis. Today the ethos of the digital platform 
equally claims that it is ‘people’ and their lives that 
are central to the smart city. Input is intended to be 
derived from sensors or produced by people’s mobile 
devices ‘acting as data “feeds” to predetermined 
central systems’ much to the benefit of established 
user networks of digital platforms.98 The visions of 
‘big, data-driven, smart urban systems rely on the 
power for large transactions of simple information’, 
as the smart city encourages people to ‘actively 
participat[e] in the shaping of environment[s]’.99

In a 2000 interview with Hans Ulrich Obrist, Price 
was asked about the future of participation. Obrist, 
who had just interviewed Giancarlo De Carlo, 
wanted to know if Price would agree with De Carlo 
that participation had become ‘kind of formalistic 
and a cliché’. Obrist explained how De Carlo had 
proposed that the ‘the only way to work with partici-
pation would be to make it implicit in a building, to 
make it almost invisible’.100 Price referred to radio 
shows that ask their audience for input: ‘which 
makes for rather cheap radio but very dull listening 
for the rest of the population’ as a way of agreeing 
with De Carlo, saying that ‘at the moment it’s almost 
a little dictum of right thinking people to allow 
everyone to participate’.101

How Price would have responded to the prospect 
of smart cities and invisible data monitoring, we 
cannot know, but in many of his projects, he pointed 
towards an inbuilt and planned ‘obsolesce’, in order 
to prevent his proposals to outlive their timeliness. 
Price provided his projects with lifespans of about ten 
years: for the Fun Palace, he stated that it ‘must last 
no longer than we need it’.102 However, throughout 
his career Price continued to be concerned with 
technology’s possibilities for human beings and it 
is for this endeavour that his work today is hailed. 

Following Price’s architectural reasoning, partici-
pation is thus what happens between the screen 
and the user, between stimuli and response. As 
such, for Oxford Corner House, the combination of 
programme and informational interfaces become 
the building’s architectural means.92 In turn, ‘self-
participatory entertainment’ becomes a matter of 
cognitive interpretation, of hot or cold media, of 
brain work and interaction and as such, by gener-
ating it, activity becomes information. McLuhan 
wrote: ‘The new patterns of human association 
tend to eliminate jobs, it is true. That is the nega-
tive result. Positively, automation creates roles for 
people’.93 Seemingly inspired by McLuhan, Price 
considered the degrees of participation required by 
the various roles that could be assumed in Oxford 
Corner House. Whether engaging with a hot or 
cold medium, the overall distribution of activities 
all served the same purpose; creating new roles 
for people in order to respond to the needs of a 
changing society.

Conclusion
Described as ‘unequivocal in seeing architecture 
serving the user’94, Price’s ‘desire to improve the 
human condition’ was mediated through respon-
sive architecture.95 The participatory ethos can 
be located in his reputation to have redefined ‘the 
ways in which the architect might enhance human 
life, extend human potential, and promote social 
change’.96 However, the feedback mechanisms that 
Price intended as architectural design also made 
him dependent on human action for creating respon-
sive environments. In order to anticipate choice in a 
building, Price needed input from its users through 
‘self-participatory entertainment’ that can be seen 
as a system’s self-regulating or conditioning activity.

Stanley Mathews recalls how Price had told him 
shortly before he died that the Fun Palace ‘wasn’t 
about technology, it was about people’, suggesting 
that followers and critics alike might have misunder-
stood his endeavours.97 However, the remark also 
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