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Abstract

Ever since CIAM and Le Corbusier pioneered the 
Functional City in 1933, city planners have been trying to 
design efficient modes of transport, housing, and working 
areas. As important as these are to a functioning city, life 
should be more than work and dwelling. The city should 
also offer unique cultural and social experiences, becoming a 
place to play rather than merely a place to work. However, 
housing and transportation problems have remained a focus 
for urban planners especially with the increased influence 
of the motor vehicle. Constant Nieuwenhuys, who is 
commonly referred to as Constant, is a Dutch architect and 
artist who belonged to the groups Situationists International 
and the Cobra Group. His project New Babylon has been 
inspirational to many architects who saw his complex 
geometries of play as an aesthetic to achieve. New Babylon 
is a utopian vision of the world that has been designed with 
ambiences, the movement between them, and people’s 
interaction with them and each other at the forefront.

Because New Babylon sought to show a world where play 
had now become the focus of life rather than work, it will be 
used as conceptual starting point for this project. Although 
New Babylon was worked on between 1956 and 1974, it 
is still relevant as many modern cities still repeat the same 
problems that New Babylon was concerned with. 

This project’s  main goal is then to enhance the city-scape 
by creating a series of spaces that introduce ambience, public 
space, and interaction with ones surrounding whilst also 
disrupting the machine-like aspects of a city. The project 
identifies areas in Auckland which have neglected public life, 
and intrude them by building over and reconfiguring them. 

Fig 1. New Babylon Sectors Drawing.
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Background

Since the CIAM and Le Corbusier declared that the city 
should be rationalised and structured, modern cities have 
been suffering from a lack of public space and an increase 
in motor vehicle influence. These modernist ideals of easy 
movement, mass housing and a separation of functions has 
led to cities neglecting public space and culture, either in 
parts or as whole cities. Auckland is no exception to this, 
with the city centre dominated by multi-lane carriageways 
and parking areas. For the most part, the public realm 
has been pushed to the sidewalks with cars receiving the 
majority of space. To worsen the situation, many areas have 
neglected the importance of ambience and atmosphere of 
place to the point that they become almost desolate and 
devoid of pedestrian life. 

Constant Nieuwenhuys, who is commonly referred to as 
Constant, is a Dutch architect and artist who belonged to 
the groups Situationists International and the Cobra Group 
in the 1950s. His project New Babylon has been inspirational 
to many architects who saw his complex geometries of play 
as an aesthetic to achieve. New Babylon is a utopian vision 
of the world that has been designed with ambiences, the 
movement between them, and people’s 

interaction with them and each other at the forefront. 
New Babylon was designed as a protest against the current 
state of urban design, which, as Constant pointed out, was 
more concerned with housing and traffic. New Babylon 
is unfortunately still relevant as a reaction against rigid 
town planning, with modern cities still sharing many of 
the shortcomings of the 1950s. This project seeks to use 
New Babylon as a design guide to repair a part of the city of 
Auckland which has neglected ambience, experience, and 
public life. 

Outline
This design project is a multi-functional complex that could 
potentially extend over multiple sites. These multiple sites 
are all on a band that ranges from Symonds Street to the 
back of Aotea Centre, with the latter of them being the 
main focus of the project. The sites all follow Mayoral Drive 
and encompass an area that suffers from wide roads, lack of 
public life, and un-inviting façades. The main site of this 
project, located behind Aotea Centre, includes a digital arts 
centre, a market area, housing, retail, and a variety of public 
recreation areas. The project also suggests to link all four 
of the sites, showing how the design might further spread 
through the city, both interrupting and repairing the entire 
CBD. 

Aims/ Objectives
The project’s main aim for the sites is to give back space for 
public life, while interrupting motor-vehicle traffic. The 
design aims to create ambiences and atmospheres within 
the city in areas that lack, in order to return those parts of 
the city to what the Situationalists and Constant declared 
as habitable public areas. Because New Babylon was mainly 
designated as public and social space, so will this project. 
By moving the public space off the ground plane, the 
building increases the physical amount of the site which can 
be public. Also, by moving the public realm upwards, the 
building complex becomes a beacon and centre of urban 
recreation and play. The intention of this project is to turn 
an area of the city that rejects social interaction, into an area 
that can become a social and public hub of a city. Also, by 
further spreading the project on other sites following a band 
of desolate areas, the project shows how other areas can be 
reclaimed and connected. 

Introduction
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Research Question

How can the concept of ‘New Babylon’ be used to repair a neglected part of the city?



Scope and limitations
The three main aims of this project are to create public space 
with areas for play or urban recreation, increase the general 
foot-traffic population in the area, and to also offer public 
areas of a slower or less playful environment.

Although this project discusses the layout and use of 
traditional public spaces, it is not concerned with the 
restoration of the history of the site. The project is 
concerned with the creation of ambience and public spaces. 
The project is therefore not concerned with vernacular 
architecture or re-instating the history of the site to a time 
before its motor-vehicle influence. 

Although the project seeks to learn from and use New 
Babylon as conceptual starting point, the final design is 
not a reproduction of Constant’s ideas. As important as the 
aesthetic side of New Babylon is to the ideas that back it, 
the human scale is more important to the design. Therefore, 
certain parts of New Babylon are not used in the design for 
the benefit of the site. An example of this would be how 
New Babylon is depicted as being lifted of the ground plane 
however, the improved street life of the site is an important 
aim for this project. For this reason, the design will interact 
with the ground plane, choosing not to follow New 
Babylon.

Fig 3. Model of a New Babylon Sector
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State of Knowledge
This project combines three research fields which are all 
linked with New Babylon, while also linked to the site. 
The first topic is New Babylon itself. New Babylon started 
in 1956 and ended in 1974. During this time Constant 
created drawings, paintings, models, and also wrote about 
his utopian world of New Babylon. The first main text 
written about New Babylon is Constant’s New Babylon: 
Hyper-Architecture of  Desire, written by Mark Wigley. 
The second book about New Babylon is Constant: New 
Babylon. To Us, Liberty, edited by Laura Stamps. Wigley’s 
book works in two parts, the first as a concise biography 
of Constant Nieuwenhuys and the different influences on 
New Babylon. The second part is a collection of texts and 
art works by Constant. The texts and art works combine to 
show the 20-year project as a whole. The book by Stamps 
works in a similar fashion to the first. However, it also 
includes secondary texts written by architects and theorists 
about New Babylon and its influence. One of these texts is 
a discussion between Rem Koolhaas and Pascal Gielen, one 
of the few criticisms of New Babylon for this project. In 
this text Koolhaas talks about the influence New Babylon 
has had on his architecture, as well as the points of New 
Babylon he finds irrelevant or out of date. 

The link between New Babylon and Rem Koolhaas as well 
as other Dutch architects, is the second research field. This 
research field documents the link between New Babylon 
and modern Dutch architecture, with Rem Koolhaas as the 
focus. The main point of this research field is the precedents 
study the architects provide. As New Babylon was never 
built, this creates a gap, and New Babylon turns into a 
precedent. The buildings of several Dutch architects fill this 
gap, becoming real-life interpretations of New Babylon. 
The main buildings used for the project are the Jussieu Two 
Libraries in Paris and Rotterdam Kunsthal by Koolhaas, 
as well as Expo 2000 by MVRDV. The Jussieu project is 
used for its interpretation of inhabited planes rather than 
buildings as masses. Jussieu works by creating a continuous 
ramp up through the building. The ramp acts like a street, 
with different groupings of built structures inhabiting it. 
MVRDV’s Expo 2000 pavilion continues this idea of the 
inhabited plane but stacks them on top of each other. Each 
plane has a different type of inhabitation on it, including 
different types of plant life. The natural inhabitation is an 
important precedent for this project as it offers an alternative 
to New Babylon’s idea of nature. In Constant’s idea of the 
future, technology has become the new nature, however 
MVRDV show how technology and nature have become 
intertwined. Rotterdam Kunsthal becomes a built 

interpretation of the labyrinths that are crucial to New 
Babylon. The circulation of Kunsthal creates a winding path 
that intentionally disorientates the user, much like New 
Babylon’s labyrinths.

The journal New Babylonians for Architectural Design 
documents the architects and designers who have all been 
inspired by New Babylon. One of the architects is Jon Jerde, 
who was an American architect who designed mainly malls 
and casinos with a strong sense of play and public life. For 
this reason, he is a good precedent for the role of play in 
architecture. The role of play is crucial to New Babylon, 
with Constant stating that most of the space is playground. 
The third research field focuses on Urban Planning critiques, 
focusing on the role of play or the lack of it in the city. 
The main two texts in this field are New City Spaces by Jan 
Gehl and Lars Gemzoe, and “Towards an Urban Design 
Manifesto” by Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard. These 
two texts are important because they both express important 
ideas on how the city should promote and create areas of 
playfulness. 



Methods
The first method of using New Babylon as a precedent is 
to create a series of interpretations of his artworks. Because 
Constant’s artworks are generally in perspective or elevation 
view, the interpretations try to analyse New Babylon in a 
plan view. The plan interpretation drawings and modelled 
interpretations of New Babylon work to show the relation 
and configuration of the labyrinth spaces. 

The next method is to combine individual interpretations 
with the precedents which act as built interpretations of 
New Babylon. The combination of these aims to create a 
sketch diagram which acts as an initial design driver. The 
diagram has been used to inform circulation routes and plane 
inhabitation techniques among other design techniques. 
This sketch has been applied to design, using it as a tool that 
the design refers to. 

The design’s aim is to combine the three research fields 
(New Babylon, Dutch Architecture, and Play Within 
Urban Design) to achieve a holistic approach to designing an 
intervention on the site. By integrating New Babylon with 
other theories about urban design, the project creates an 
accumulation of different ideas which it can then critically 
apply for the best results for the given site. The design of the 

site started with the re-routing and resisting of the major 
road network on the site. The next step was to design the 
new space that has become available from the removal of the 
road. 
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New Babylon: Constant Nieuwenhuys

Constant Nieuwenhuys, who is commonly referred to 
simply as Constant, is a Dutch architect and artist who 
belonged to the groups Situationists International and 
the CoBrA Group. His project New Babylon has been 
inspirational to many architects who saw his complex 
geometries of play as an aesthetic to achieve. New Babylon 
is an art project that merges architecture and science 
fiction to create a series of models, paintings, and drawings 
of Constants vision of the future. New Babylon was 
not another utopian project from the 50’s and 60’s, but 
Constant’s prediction of how life would and should end 
up. However, New Babylon was not just an aesthetic based 
art project, it was a project that he worked on for multiple 
decades which was powered by political and/or social ideas. 
New Babylon started in 1956 and ended in 1974, during this 
time he created drawings, paintings, models, and also wrote 
about his utopian world of New Babylon. 

CoBrA: Constant Before New Babylon
Before Constant worked with architecture and utopias, and 
before he was a member of the Situationist International, 
Constant was a member of the CoBrA movement. 
The group was established in 1948 and was made up of 
communist artists who saw creativity as something that 
could become a collective pursuit.1 The group started off 

1  Laura Stamps, “Cobra-War & Revolution : 1948-1951,” in Constant : 
New Babylon. To Us, Liberty., ed. Constant Nieuwenhyus and Laura 
Stamps (The Hague: Hatje Cantz, 2016).

with Constant, Karel Appel, and Corneille Guillaume 
Beverloo as the Experimentele Groep in Holland.2 The 
group later joined with Asger Jorn, Joseph Noiret, and 
Christian Dotremont to create the CoBrA Movement.3 
This collective creativity is a feature that Constant brought 
with him from CoBrA to New Babylon, along with other 
ideas which generally combined art and architecture with 
politics.4 The CoBrA movement ended in 1951, and it is the 
time after the group where Constant began his introduction 
into architecture.5 The main protagonist in Constant’s 
architectural education was his friend and Dutch architect, 
Aldo van Eyck.6 Van Eyck’s role was not just to introduce 
architecture to Constant, but the fact that van Eyck was 
against functionalist and rationalist architecture shows the 
link between himself and New Babylon. Van Eyck first 
started introducing Constant to the architectural world 
by bringing him to the De 8 meetings, which worked 
as the Dutch version of the CIAM.7 CIAM or Congrés 
Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (International 
Congresses of Modern Architecture) was an international 
group of architects whose aim was to pioneer and spread 
modern architecture.8 New Babylon was aimed, in part, 
as a reaction against the CIAM and the idea of rigidity and 
functionality in architecture and urbanism.  

2  Stamps. “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 70-85.
3  Stamps. “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 70-85.
4  Stamps. “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 70-85.
5  Stamps. “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 70-85.
6  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 21.
7  Stamps, “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 21.
8  OpenLearn: Open University, “CIAM (Congres Internationaux 
d’Architecture Moderne),” accessed September 8, 2019, https://www.
open.edu/openlearn/history-the-arts/history/heritage/ciam-congres-
internationaux-darchitecture-moderne.

Fig 5. CoBra Painting by Constant
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Fig 6. CoBra Painting by Constant Fig 7. Constant Nieuwnehuys with New Babylon Models



is then linked to show how the differing spaces within the 
city can be connected and explored. The situationists took 
this a step further stating that not only can these ambiences 
be mapped, but the city should actively be designed in such 
a way in that it is forever creating psychological experiences 
on a person.14

The dérive is the main way that psychogeographers map 
the cities atmospheres. The dérive consists of pointlessly 
or aimlessly wandering through a city, by doing so the 
participant surrenders themselves to the natural exploration 
of a city through curiosity.15 By mapping these moments 
within a city, an order and web of situations can be 
identified. The dérive is linked closely to the flaneur through 
no accident. Psychogeographers idolise the man that Charles 
Baudelaire first wrote of.16 This person was somebody 
who walked through the streets of the city, watching 
and acknowledging the unique ambiences and events of 
city life. The situationists believed that by understanding 
and analysing these instances, a city could be designed 
specifically for the dérive.17 New Babylon was a utopia which 
was designed for a world where human life was centred 
around creativity and ambience, with the dérive being an 
important driver of the project.18 However where the two 
separated was the interaction. New Babylon has its 

14  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17.
15  Wigley. Constant’s New Babylon. 17.
16  Siobhan Lyons, “Psychogeography: A Way to Delve Into the 
Soul of  a City,” The Conversation, 2017, http://theconversation.com/
psychogeography-a-way-to-delve-into-the-soul-of-a-city-78032.
17  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17.
18  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17.

Constant and the Situationists

In 1957, two art groups were merged together to create 
one group: the Situationist International. The group was 
unified under the search for a psychogeography, dérive, 
detournement, and a resistance against functionalism, all of 
which are encompassed by the idea of unitary urbanism.9 
Constant was a founder of this group alongside Guy Debord, 
who was the leader.10

In “The Amsterdam Declaration” by Constant and Guy 
Debord, Unitary Urbanism is explained as being the 
“activity which consciously recreates man’s environment”.11 
This Unitary Urbanism will become a type of collective 
creativity, with all people actively working to shape 
their surroundings. The ideas of psychogeography, the 
Dérive, and Detournement are all tools of creating and 
understanding the Unitary Urbanism. In the terms of 
Unitary Urbanism, the architect will become someone who 
designs for “complete ambiences”, taking into account all 
realms of art and culture and science. 

Psychogeography is the joining of two study fields; 
psychology and geography.12 The term is used to describe 
the act of mapping areas of cities that influence a person’s 
psychological state.13 The ambience or mood of these spaces 

9  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 21.
10  “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 21.
11  Constant Nieuwenhuys and Guy Debord, “The Amsterdam 
Declaration.,” in Constants New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  Desire, 
ed. Mark. Wigley (Witte de With, Centre for Contemporary Art., 1958). 
87.
12  Merlin Coverley, Psychogeography, New ed.. (Harpenden: Pocket 
Essentials, 2010). 10.
13  Coverley. Psychogeography, 10.

inhabitants either submit and observe the city or actively 
change the ambiences to their desires, whereas the flaneur 
was an observer.19

Detournement is the use of existing art or visual elements, 
as a form of propaganda.20 The reworking of these arts were 
usually points of an existing establishment which the protest 
sought to destroy.21 The reworked art then becoming a form 
of irony pointed at, generally, capitalist establishments.22 
The point of Detournement for Unitary Urbanism was its 
use to protest the establishments of the city which were for 
functionalism and rigidity of the city. Detournement was 
then one of the first steps to try and fight for the change of 
the world we live in. 

19  Constant Nieuwenhuys, “The Principle of  Disorientation,” in 
Constants New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  Desire, ed. Mark. Wigley 
(Rotterdam: Witte de With, Centre for Contemporary Art., 1998). 225-
226.
20  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17.
21  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17.
22  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17.
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Fig 8. New Babylon Labyrinth Painting Fig 9. Naked City Psychogeography Map



Labyrinth

Because the New Babylon project consisted of so many 
pieces of art over such a long span of time, there are a lot 
of themes that come through. The best way to understand 
the project through architectural terms is to find common 
ideas and identify other important ones. The labyrinth is one 
of the ideas that is less important yet is common in almost 
all his works. The labyrinth appears in many paintings and 
drawings, and is Constants answer for a way to interact with 
the built environment as a form of art. By looking at the 
labyrinth in terms of the Situationists, the mazes become 
ways of achieving collective creativity and the dérive.23 The 
collective creativity is achieved through the labyrinths 
being completely manipulated by the user and becoming 
an artform in themselves, and the Dérive is achieved by 
purposeful disorientation.24 The use and manipulation of 
ambience is common through-out all parts of the New 
Babylon, however the labyrinth has its own unique purpose. 
The ambience is achieved through the changing of the 
tangible and non-tangible parts of the structure as a form of 
creativity.25 However, this could be achieved through spaces 
that are the opposite of labyrinths, which can be seen in 
spaces like West 8’s Schouwburgplein. 26

23  Stamps, “Cobra-War & Revolution,” 70-85; Wigley, Constant’s New 
Babylon. 17.
24  Nieuwenhuys, “The Principle of  Disorientation.” 225-226.
25  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 9.
26  Julia Chance, “Connections Could Be Made There: Detecting 
Situationist Tendencies in Adrian Geuze and West 8.,” in New 
Babylonians: Architectural Design, ed. Iain Borden and Sandy McCreery, 
vol. Vol 71 (London: John Wiley & Sons Limited., 2001). 36-43.

Schouwburgplein is a public square in the city of Rotterdam 
by Dutch urban planners and landscape architects West 8. 
This city square allows users to alter the ambience of lighting 
of the space by controlling the robotic arm-like lamps that 
stand over the area. The area also allows for change and 
flexibility with plug in points on the raised ground, allowing 
temporary structures to be erected in an unrestricted way.27 
The square however does not offer disorientation, which 
was something Guy Debord and the Situationists said was a 
requirement of architecture and a fundamental part of life. 
It is this disorientation which is unique to the labyrinths 
of New Babylon, and which answered how to achieve the 
group’s goals of what life should be like. The Situationist 
believed that disorientation had been stripped away by 
functionalism and that the loss of this lessened the quality 
of life.28 In “The Principle of Disorientation”, Constant 
explains how organisation is a tool of the efficient city for an 
increase of output.29 The increase of ease to transport people 
from home and work has been an outcome of organisation 
and orientation. Anything other than the organisation of 
time is seen as “lost time”.30However Constant states that 
disorientation enhances creativity, and that the exploration 
of a seemingly disorganised space offers play and creation.31 
To combat this crime against experience, New Babylon has 
areas of labyrinths where users would become fully 

27  Chance. “Connections Could Be Made There: Detecting Situationist 
Tendencies in Adrian Geuze and West 8”,  36-43.
28  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 27.
29  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 9.
30  Nieuwenhuys, “The Principle of  Disorientation.” 225.
31  Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon: Outline of  a Culture.”163.

immersed and lost, loosing sense of time and space. In these 
spaces all that is important is the creation of ambiences. The 
disorientation is also key for the Dérive, the act of getting 
lost in the city. The goal of the Dérive is to roam the city, 
looking for unique atmospheres and experiences.32 By getting 
lost in cities, psychogeographers can set out to explore 
unfamiliar areas of the city with the hopes of discover some 
new pocket of ambience. By creating a labyrinth Constant 
almost forcibly initiates a dérive for any New Babylonian 
that enters, however he states that people enter with the aim 
to do so. These ever-changing spaces all work together to 
create vast spaces where people become lost, with the goal to 
immerse themselves in the ambiences created by others and 
themselves. 

32  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  Desire. 12.
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Fig 10. West 8 Schouwburgplein Square Fig 11. West 8 Schouwburgplein Light Cranes



Ambience

In New Babylon the entire built environment is meant 
to be interacted with and shaped by the users, delivering 
entire control to the inhabitants. Constant talks about 
how this interaction with the built environment is a way 
of declaring technology as the new “nature”, and like 
ancient civilisations, the people of New Babylon will 
manipulate nature to their desires.33 This not only includes 
the manipulation of tangible architectural forms like the 
movement of walls and floors, but also through the flexibility 
of the non-tangible ambience. The non-tangible aspects 
include light, sound, heat, humidity, colour and many 
more. Although many of these can be affected by traditional 
architectural forms, the continuing change of New Babylon 
is affected through the use of machines.

The changing of the size, space, and ambience of the 
labyrinth as a creative outlet for people achieves two 
Situationist goals at the same time, Unitary Urbanism 
and Psychogeography. By creating an array of ever-
changing ambiences, the users get to experience multiple 
psychological effects from architecture, which was one of the 
main hopes of the Situationists.34 In his essay “New Babylon: 
Outline of a Culture” Constant describes how the different 

33  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 9.
34  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon.

“sectors” of New Babylon are all structures made to increase 
the flexibility of the microstructure within35. All these sectors 
are mainly made up of “the playground” which is the social 
area or street of New Babylon.36 These areas are playgrounds 
through their everchanging ambience, the ambience which 
is controlled by the users. Constant states that the most 
important parts of this ambient design are climate, which 
consists of “lighting, temperature, the hygrometric state 
(humidity), and ventilation”37. The use of images, colour, 
and noise is the other tool New Babylon uses to vary the 
ambiences of spaces. Constant states that because these areas 
are forever changing the sectors have the ability for users to 
publicly create, share, and alter the different states of spaces. 
The public areas of New Babylon then start to become 
technological playgrounds, where altering the ambience and 
layout of spaces becomes a public art project where people 
seek to create and also experience situations.  

By reading and learning about the important parts of New 
Babylon, we can start to realise that his paintings were 
forms of essays which were describing certain situations 
of the design. In his paintings the idea of New Babylon 
comes to life as each one shows people inhabiting the 
labyrinths, changing the colour and mood of each space. The 
watercolour painting “Mobiel Ladderlabyrint” shows the 

35  Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon: Outline of  a Culture.” 162.
36  Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon: Outline of  a Culture.” 162.
37  Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon: Outline of  a Culture.” 162.

labyrinth area with warm yellow, orange, and red colours 
which suggest heat and vibrancy (fig 12). Another 
watercolour painting called “Schets voor een Mobiel 
Labyrinth” also uses yellow, except the colour is used 
sparingly which gives the art an emptier feel, whilst also 
making the splashes of yellow more prominent (fig 13).38 
“Ode á l’Odéon” uses aluminium paint to create a cold 
metallic feel that on first glance is void of ambience, yet 
it this coldness and lack of colour which creates its own 
ambience (fig 14). For “Ingang van het Labyrinth” the 
painting depicts the structure of the labyrinth in white, with 
the spaces being dark and ominous (fig 15). The opposite can 
be seen in “De Toeristen” which shows a playful mixture 
of yellow and turquoise (fig 16). The variation of colour 
schemes in Constants painting could be seen simply as him 
creating different moods for his paintings, however they are 
far more than that. Each painting represents New Babylon 
at a different point in time, and when they are looked at 
together as a whole it shows how the spaces of New Babylon 
are forever changing through tangible and non-tangible 
elements. 

38  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 21.
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Fig 12. New Babylon Ladder Labyrinth 

Fig 13. New Babylon Labyrinth 

Fig 14. New Babylon Labyrinth 

Fig 15. New Babylon Labyrinth Entry Fig 16. New Babylon “The Tourist”
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Rem Koolhaas: The Dutch influence.

Through coincidence or not, a pattern of architects who 
either influenced or are influenced by Constant are Dutch. 
This pattern could be extended to say that modern Dutch 
architecture itself has a shared style, and that what motivated 
Constant Nieuwenhuys to create New Babylon also 
motivates modern day architects. The main two protagonists 
in this topic are Rem Koolhaas and Constant Nieuwenhuys. 
Rem Koolhaas works as a sort of interpreter of Constant, 
regurgitating his aesthetic ideas into his own work. Not only 
do the two share physical connections through meetings 
with each other, but New Babylon’s ideas can be seen in a 
lot of Koolhaas’ work, which is why he is just as important as 
Constant for understanding New Babylon. The reason Rem 
Koolhaas is so important for understanding New Babylon 
is that Constant left the project on the fringes of art and 
architecture. All though it seeks to become an architecture 
design project, the artist in Constant left questions of 
structure, circulation, and other points vague. Rem 
Koolhaas’ works then become an interpretation as to what 
New Babylon would look like as a fully realised building.

Aldo Van Eyck to Rem Koolhaas

The first link between the two comes through Aldo Van 
Eyck. Van Eyck was a friend of Constant and his 

architectural mentor, first introducing him to architectural 
discourse through his De 8 meetings.39  De 8 was the 
Dutch version of Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture 
Moderne or CIAM, which as the name implies was 
a group of international architects pioneering for 
“modern architecture”.40 Van Eyck pioneered the ideas of 
structuralism which is a reaction against rationalism, an idea 
of CIAM that proposed large scale urban planning which 
often ignored the human scale and inhabitation needs.41 
This idea of structuralism was famously shown through his 
Amsterdam Orphanage in 1960.42 The building was designed 
to be a microcosm or small city in an effort to make a 
building which is comfortable and inhabitable for people43. 
The building is an inspiration to both New Babylon and 
Koolhaas as the labyrinth like architecture can be seen in 
their own designs. In the context of Dutch architecture, 
Rem Koolhaas states that structuralism has been one of 
the most prominent local doctrines of architecture in the 
Netherlands.44 In buildings like the Palm Bay Seafront Hotel 
and the Kunsthal II the labyrinth of path ways and human 
scale becomes apparent. 

39  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 21.
40  Eric Paul Mumford, Defining Urban Design : CIAM Architects and 
the Formation of  a Discipline, 1937-69 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2009).
41  Rem Koolhaas et al., Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large : Office for 
Metropolitan Architecture, Rem Koolhaas, and Bruce Mau, S,M,L,XL, 2nd ed.. 
(New York, N.Y.: Monacelli Press, 1998). 285-287.
42  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 285-287.
43  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 285-287.
44  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 285-287.

Figure 18. Aldo Van Eyck Amsterdam Orphanage
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The Jussieu Library is one of these designs which is tied to the 
design ideas of New Babylon. The main ideas the two have in 
common is the microclimate of functions, flexibility of built 
environment, and the psychogeographical influence of the 
flaneur.45 The Two Bibliothiques Jussieu was a competition 
entry for two libraries at the Jussieu University in Paris.46 The 
building was designed in 1992 as a never-ending street that 
wind its way upwards, rather than the typical plan of stacked 
floor plans.47 The ground floor serves as the library for science, 
and the ramps above are the humanities library. The ramps, 
and the subsequent inhabitation of them by people and 
functional objects, turn the library into a micro-city of streets 
and buildings.48 The most interesting part of the link between 
the library and New Babylon is the Flaneur, and how the 
two designs both interpret Charles Baudelaire’s wandering 
man in different ways. The Flaneur is a point of inspiration 
for psychogeography, which New Babylon turns into either 
an active citizen who interacts and controls his surroundings 
or someone who submits to the ambiences.49 Rem Koolhaas’ 
flaneur is closer to the original, with the walkers being more of 
a passive observer to the design. Both however are interested 
in the atmospheres of built environments influence people 
and how moving between them can enrich the experiences.

45  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 1307-1344.
46  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 1307-1344.
47  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 1307-1344.
48  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 1307-1344.
49  Lyons, “Psychogeography: A Way to Delve Into the Soul of  a City.”

Figure 17. Jussieu Library Model Fig 19. Jussieu Spiral Path Sketch

Fig 20. Jussieu Inhabited Plane Sketch Fig 21. Jussieu Inhabited Plane Sketch



The Kunsthal is another building which has elements of 
New Babylon within. The Kunsthal offers a unique view on 
circulation and organization within the built environment 
with its spiralling layout. The Kunsthal is a museum and 
gallery which consists of three different exhibition spaces or 
halls, an auditorium, and a restaurant.50 The series of spaces 
within the building all have their own individual ambience, 
but all use light and transparency to play with these moods.51 
There is a glass wall which separates two of the ramps, 
creating ghostly figures of people on the other side moving 
in other directions. The second hall has a ceiling made of 
transparent material which bathes the room in a stark white 
light.52 Through all the building’s beauty, there is one aspect 
that the architects set out to give it its character, which is its 
circulation. To get your way around this building the user 
winds their way either up or down a series of ramps or stairs. 
The building was designed this way intentionally to create a 
spiral of movement. By forming a spiral, the building links 
the possible differing experiences into a single journey. Many 
of Constants paintings and drawings of New Babylon show 
figures winding their way through multiple planes of space. 
The circulation that connects these spaces often skips levels, 
changes direction, and leads back onto itself. In this sense 
the organised spiral of Kunsthal transports people through 
the building much like how Constant envisioned people 
would move through the labyrinths of New Babylon. 

50  Koolhaas et al., Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 431-473.
51  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 431-473.
52  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 431-473.

Fig 22. Kunsthal Entry Fig 23. Kunsthal Circulation Diagram
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with variable functions, and moveable construction of the micro-structure.58 Rem Koolhaas 
differs from this as he says urbanism should not be concerned with the city, but rather the 
“manipulation of infrastructure”.59 

In his urban design scheme for La Défense, Rem Koolhaas opts to scrape away the 
infrastructure of the area only leaving buildings that are 25 years or older.60 This seems to talk 
about the same notion of urbanism as what he has written about. However, the next step for 
the plan was to then overlay an orthogonal grid on the newly made empty areas. The plan for 
Melun-Sénart more closely follows Rem Koolhaas’ writings than La Défense. The approach for 
this design started with the task of deciding what not do, rather than what the plan would do. 
By doing this they created two zones, one of areas they would control, and the other of one of 
areas they would noy.61 The areas they wouldn’t control would fall into the idea of “chaos” and 
the un-planned which Koolhaas wrote of in “Whatever Happened to Urbanism”.62  

58  Constant Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon - Ten Years On,” in Constants New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  
Desire, ed. Mark. Wigley (Rotterdam: Witte de With, Centre for Contemporary Art., 1998), 232–36.
59 Koolhaas et al., Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 958-971.
60  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 1090-1133.
61 Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 972-989
62  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 958-971.

Rem Koolhaas’ Urban Planning

By looking at Rem Koolhaas as an interpreter of New Babylon, a list of buildings that have the 
same ideas and aesthetics can be made. Rem Koolhaas not only designs buildings that can be 
seen as having similar goals or aesthetics as New Babylon, he also has similar urban planning 
critiques and wrote about Constant. In his talk on the topsy-turvy as architecture, Rem 
Koolhaas says that he disregards the part of New Babylon which aims to redesign entire cities53. 
This idea of Utopian cities is a thing of the past according to Rem Koolhaas as is not a feasible 
possibility in modern architecture.54 The idea of a predesigned city does not work, the city must 
be a series of islands working together to create the larger landscape. New Babylon and Rem 
Koolhaas works contradict each other then. The paradox is how big does an urban scheme 
become until we start city designing, and how do we design such large projects so that they 
don’t become city planning tasks.

In “What Ever Happened to Urbanism” Rem Koolhaas states that the move away from 
urbanism is from its own failures.55 Even though New Babylon aims to protest the functionalist 
cities of Le Corbusier and CIAM, Constant makes the same mistakes and falls into the trap 
of utopian urbanism. The failures of urbanism came through the idea that the city could be 
a pre-designed and controlled deity, something that could be drawn up and created from 
brand new.56 Even though the functionalist cities and New Babylon attack the idea in opposite 
ideologies, they both strive for the “new beginning”.  Koolhaas says that urbanism should 
instead aim to achieve a sense of looseness. Urbanism should instead be about the creation 
of spaces of uncertainty. Rather than designing a series of fixed buildings with predetermined 
uses, Rem Koolhaas argues that urban planning should allow for the temporary and diverse 
needs of the population.57 Urbanism in Rem Koolhaas’ mind should be much like how New 
Babylon is designed, by focussing on the transitory and temporary. In his essay “Ten Years 
On”, two of Constants points about what New Babylon aims to achieve is a built environment 

53  Rem Koolhaas and Pascal Gielen, “The Topsy-Turvy as Utpoian Architecture.,” in Constant : New Babylon. To 
Us, Liberty., ed. Laura Stamps (The Hague, Netherlands: Hatje Cantz, 2016). 64-67.
54  Koolhaas and Gielen. “The Topsy-Turvy as Utopian Architecture”, 64-67.
55  Koolhaas et al., Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 958-971.
56  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 958-971.
57  Koolhaas et al. Small, Medium, Large, Extra-Large. 958-971.

Fig 24. La Defense Model 



architecture. Although the link may not be as direct 
as architects directly referencing New Babylon, Dutch 
architecture at a general scale tends to be more playful than 
other countries. It is this playfulness that Bart Lootsma says 
gained Dutch architects’ recognition in the 1980’s.70 What 
this link between through the Dutch architectural style and 
New Babylon achieves is to help us what New Babylon 
might look like in-built form. Each of these projects that 
have been stated earlier become fully realised snap shots of 
certain aspects of New Babylon, and by looking at them 
they start to become what Constant wished to achieve. 

70  Lootsma, SuperDutch. 9.

Rem Koolhaas’ Influence

The book Super Dutch by Bart Lootsma writes about how 
Rem Koolhaas is an important part of forming the style of 
modern Dutch architecture. The link is based not only as 
Rem being a role model for young Dutch architects, but 
many of them being taught by and even working for him.63 
Willem Jan Neutelings, Winy Maas, and Jacob van Rijs 
of the firm MVRDV are all architects who have worked 
for Rem Koolhaas.64 The effects from New Babylon which 
has been filtered down to the group has resulted in an 
architecture that is still as close, if not closer to Constants 
ideas. The Design of the Expo 2000 Pavilion is striking in 
terms of concept and aesthetics in terms of its likeness to 
New Babylon.  

Constant references technology as being the “new 
nature”, and that the landscape of this is New Babylon65. 
By manipulating the built / technological environment, 
the inhabitants were manipulating their nature, just like 
early mankind and the primitive hut66. Because this was a 
prediction of the future written in the 1950’s, it could be 
stated then that the present day 2019 is the future in New 
Babylon’s context. In present day then it is worth noting 
that technology has not replaced nature, but it has in some 
instances been integrated. This integrated nature has been 

63  Bart Lootsma, SuperDutch : New Architecture in the Netherlands 
(London: Thames & Hudson, 2000). 19.
64  Lootsma. SuperDutch. 19.
65  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 9.
66  Wigley. Constant’s New Babylon. 9.

changed and manipulated, making it un-natural. MVRDV 
play on this notion with their Expo 2000 pavilion, with 
the vertical stacking showing the “new nature” and how it 
is shaped by technology.67 This pavilion works to show the 
linking of the two, nature and technology, as something 
uniquely Dutch.68 They complement and critique New 
Babylon, by showing technology as the “new nature” whilst 
saying that the two should not be separated. The building 
provides multi-level social spaces just like in New Babylon 
and the Jussieu Library, continuing the idea of the inhabited 
planes from them. The similarities continue into the 
ambience of the levels, with each one taking an individual 
and different atmosphere. What is interesting about Expo 
2000, and what holds itself apart from New Babylon, is the 
use of nature as a form of ambience as well as machine made 
or artificial atmosphere. The circulation of the project works 
by forcing the users to navigate through one floor to reach 
the next by placing stairs at opposite ends of each space. This 
forces users to move between ambiences in a way much like 
New Babylon and the psychogeographical journeys of the 
Situationist’s.69

This timeline of Dutch architecture shows how what first 
started off as Van Eyck’s structuralism, has been transformed 
through New Babylon into what is contemporary Dutch 

67  MVRDV, “Expo 2000,” 2000, https://www.mvrdv.nl/
projects/158/expo-2000.
68  MVRDV. “Expo 2000,”
69  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon. 17

Fig 25. Expo 2000

Fig 25. Expo 2000



33

Fig 26. Expo 2000 Interior Forest

Fig 27. Expo 2000 Tree Pots

Fig 28. Stacked Village Diagram

Fig 29. Stacked Village Diagram

Fig 30. Inhabited Planes Diagram
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The Human Scale and Play in the City

One of the main pillars of New Babylon was not the design 
of the city itself, but the type of person who would be 
inhabiting it. Constant stated that in the future, machines 
would have taken over all forms of production, leaving 
nothing for mankind to do except for play.71 This new 
mankind was based on Homo Ludens by Johan Huizinga, a 
text which explains how the idea of culture is linked directly 
with the idea of play.72 Huizinga’s idea/argument is that the 
activities of play in society are just as important as work, 
if not more important.73 This idea of play being crucial 
to society has been continued by many urban theorists, 
including Constant. In the book The Modern Functional 
Building, Adolf Behne talks about how this roll of play is 
as much a part of the home as it is the city.74 The modern 
movement in architecture pushed for buildings to fulfil a 
purpose, however as Behne states “the house is as much a 
toy as a tool”.75 This takes the notion of play being a central 
element of culture to a central element of architecture. The 
idea of play and culture has been used as basis for architects 
as well, with designers like Jon Jerde creating spaces with the 
main goal of inciting joy and play from their buildings.

CIAM and the Functional City
Many of the texts that are looked at for their writings on 

71  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon.
72  W Otterspeer, Reading Huizinga, ed. Beverley Jackson (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2010). 49.
73  Otterspeer. Reading Huizinga, 49.
74  Adolf  Behne, The Modern Functional Building (Santa Monica, Calif: 
Getty Research Institute for the History of  Art and the Humanities, 
1996). 87.
75  Behne. The Modern Functional Building, 91-146.

the role of play either criticise CIAM’s “functional city”, 
or the elements of present cities that have been influenced 
by CIAM. New Babylon also criticises Le Corbusier and 
CIAM’s town planning tactics, saying that the “functional 
city” stripped away disorientation and play from our cities.76 
Functionalism was a part of the modern movement of 
architecture which sought to combat the façade driven 
architecture of the late 1800’s. This resulted in the idea of 
form versus function, with the modern movement opting to 
design buildings that reject aesthetic doctrine.77 CIAM was 
founded in 1928 with the goal of defining and promoting 
modern architecture.78 

The point of focus for the first meeting of the congress 
included standardisation, hygiene, and urbanism.79 These 
points were carried on into later meetings and would 
culminate into the “functional city”.80 The functional city 
was based on city planning with the use of scientific data to 
lead design.81 The data was used to inform sizes and position 
of housing and transportation zones to supply workers to 
industrial zones.82 The functionality of the city came with 
the efficiency of travel and work, turning the city into a 
machine. In 1933 the fourth CIAM meeting took place with 
the main idea being the “functional city”.83 It was during this 
congress that Le Corbusier began working on his Athens 

76  Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  Desire.
77  Behne, The Modern Functional Building. 144.
78  Eric Paul Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 1928-1960 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge, Mass. : MIT Press, 2000). 9.
79  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 14.
80  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 59.
81  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 60.
82  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 60.
83  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 59.

Fig 32. Radiant City Model

Fig 33. Pruitt Igoe Housing Block
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Charter.84 What the “Functional City” hoped to achieve was the integration 
of the individual with whole, among other points like hygiene.85 The division 
of housing and leisure zones allowed for the individual and the community to 
co-exist, whilst the furthered separation of transport and work was to increase 
city hygiene. By allowing sun, wind, nature, and space into the city whilst also 
removing the dirtier functions from dwelling areas, CIAM were improving 
the conditions of post-World War One cities which Le Corbusier described as 
“Leprous”.86 It was also during CIAM 4 that minimum daylighting for houses 
became a point to be regulated, which is still a standard of many planning 
regulations including New Zealand’s own. 

With motor-vehicles becoming more available they were a focus point for 
CIAM as they realised the traditional city did not have the capacity for their 
speed or numbers. 87  With the new availability of the motor-vehicle came the 
access to faster travel to and from work, making it a new tool for the working of 
a city. The prospect of faster travel to work prompted the architects of CIAM to 
propose new cities with wider highways, whilst the importance of hygiene was 
re-iterated through the being separated and bordered by “green zones”. 

The points of the functional city congress can be observed in Le Corbusier’s 
Radiant City, with tall slab towers for housing, wide roads dedicated to cars, 
and a strict separation of the four functions. The same can be seen in Auckland 
with the widening of roads and motor-ways, along with the current planning 
zones. However, issues that lead to the Radiant City can also be seen with the 
proximity of apartment blocks within the city centre leading to streets and 
dwellings with little to no sunlight.

84  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 90.
85  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 79.
86  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 79.
87  Mumford. The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 90.

Fig 34. Radiant City Model



Countering the ‘Abandoned City’ 
One of the main points of this project is the resistance 
against the privatisation of urban space, including public 
space. The privatisation of space within a city, with the 
focus on revenue, hinders this crucial role of play within 
culture. The increased influence of the motor-vehicle along 
with the privatisation of the city has meant there has been a 
decrease in public space in urban life, resulting in less places 
for people to interact and play socially.88 This can be seen 
through the comparisons of old or traditional cities against 
modern cities.89 Architect and urbanist Jan Gehl and cycling 
expert Lars Gemzøe talk about this disparity between city 
types, and states there are three types of city, with “The 
Abandoned City” as the most relevant type of city for this 
project.90 This is the modern city which has been design in 
a way that has rejected the human scale. Such a city, much 
like areas of downtown Auckland, is designed with small 
sidewalks, wide roads, and many carparks.91 These areas do 
not cater for pedestrian and public life but rather that of the 
functional city. These cities are designed to move people 
from one location to the next, and recreational activities 
are seen as time lost time. Gehl and Gemzøe document 
the reclamation of cities for public life. Much like Constant 
through New Babylon, Gehl and Gemzøe explains how the 

88  Gehl and Gemzøe, New City Spaces. 16.
89  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 14.
90  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 16.
91  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 16.

city centre of Copenhagen is based around improvisational 
recreation.92 As well as the public life being based around 
enjoyment it is also social, working akin to the collective 
creativity of the CoBrA Group.

This trend of play being crucial and often central to 
urban life is linked with Constant Nieuwenhuys and the 
Situationist International group. Not only is New Babylon 
a world design for recreation on a social scale, but the 
Situationists played a role in the Paris student protests of 
1968.93 One of the particular issues they were protesting 
against was for the return of public space to the city. It was 
from these protest that the ideas of Détournement and the 
Dérive were born.94 This period shows how public space 
could transition from being centred around work, to being 
centred around play. Just like in New Babylon’s Labyrinths, 
people travel to city squares for the attraction of interacting 
with other people and having fun.95. 

Towards an Urban Design Manifesto
The article “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto” by Allan 
Jacobs and Donald Appleyard documents this idea of play as 
a crucial element within a city, whilst also criticising the city 
and what mistakes are generally made.96 The three main 

92  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 10.
93  Wigley, “Constant’s New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  
Desire;” Benjamin Heim Shepard, The Beach beneath the Streets Contesting 
New York City’s Public Spaces, ed. Gregory Smithsimon (Albany, N.Y.: 
Excelsior Editions/State University of  New York Press, 2011).
94  Shepard, The Beach beneath the Streets.
95  Gehl and Gemzøe, New City Spaces. 10.
96  Jacobs and Appleyard, “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”

points in this manifesto are “Giantism and Loss of Control”, 
“Large-scale Privatisation and the Loss of Public Life,” 
and “Access to Opportunity, Imagination, and Joy”.97 In 
their opening critique of the city, much like Guy Debord’s 
and Constant Nieuwenhuys’ own critiques, Jacobs and 
Appleyard begin by taking aim at Le Corbusier and the 
CIAM.98 For this idea of desire and pleasure within a city, 
the Athens Charter of 1933 seems to be the antithesis. Just 
like “Towards an Urban Design Manifesto”, the “Athens 
Charter” sought to critique the city and offer a solution to 
problems of hygiene and health, amongst others.99 However, 
as Jacobs and Appleyard state, what it was critiquing was 
sometimes not a problem, and that modern cities have 
new problems that the “Athens Charter” and other similar 
schemes like New Babylon were not concerned with.100 
The “Athens Charter” vouches for a separation of functions 
within the city, with the goal of the city become a machine 
of efficiency and order101. The problem with this idea of the 
city being a machine, is that it often doesn’t focus on certain 
aspects of the human scale. Constant and the Situationists 
state that this type of urban planning has removed the 
importance of disorientation, ambience, and the act of play 
from architecture. 

97  Jacobs and Appleyard. “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”
98  Jacobs and Appleyard. “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”;      
          Wigley, Constant’s New Babylon: The Hyper-Architecture of  Desire.
99  Jacobs and Appleyard, “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”
100  Jacobs and Appleyard. “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”
101  Mumford, The CIAM Discourse on Urbanism, 1928-1960.
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The first two main points from “Towards an Urban Design 
Manifesto” come under the topic of critiques. Giantism 
and Loss of Control critiques the creation of large scaled 
buildings in cities just like the Abandoned City that Jan 
Gehl and Gemzøe document.102 It is in this part of the 
manifesto that the criticism of motor-vehicles comes, which 
is common through multiple urban planning critiques 
including New Babylon. Constant wrote in 1960 that 
urban planning was generally concerned with “housing and 
traffic problems”.103. This problem is re-iterated in the article 
“Streets as Places: Using Streets to Rebuild Communities” 
by Project for Public Spaces (PPS). PPS states that “all 
over the United States today, there are more streets that 
function merely as conduits for motor vehicles than those 
that enhance our communities as vital places”.104 This is not 
just valid for the USA, but also for New Zealand: examples 
of this can be seen in Auckland’s suburbs as well as the city 
centre. Both the urban and suburban areas prioritise the 
separation of functions and the efficient transport between 
them. Jacobs and Appleyard highlight that with the size of 
buildings becoming bigger, pedestrian travel becomes more 
unlikely with greater distances to travel.105 

The other main point of the criticism of modern cities by 
Jacobs and Appleyard is “Large-scale Privatisation and the 
Loss of Public Life”. Such privatisation and loss of public life 

102  Jacobs and Appleyard, “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”
103  Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon: Outline of  a Culture.”
104  Project for Public Spaces, “Streets as Places: Using Streets to  
Rebuild Communities,” accessed September 2, 2019, https://www.pps.
org/product/streets-as-places-using-streets-to-rebuild-communities.
105  Jacobs and Appleyard, “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”

is what the protests of 1968 were directed against and what 
the Situationists were focusing to improve at the time.106 In 
the book The Beach Beneath the Streets, Benjamin Shepard 
and Gregory Smithsimon outline the struggle in New York 
between communities that wish for public and social spaces 
versus developers who use land for wealth. They explain that 
the need for urban spaces is generally linked with the need 
for a sense of joy and happiness within communities, and 
that the creation of large-scale private development takes 
this away.107

The third main point of the “Manifesto” is a part of the 
solution or guide for creative liveable urban spaces. The 
section “Access to Opportunity, Imagination, and Joy” 
focuses on the roll that play has on a city and asks the 
question of what a city should provide for people that is 
unique to its context108. In this section, Jacobs and Appleyard 
explain how the city has more to offer than housing and 
traffic alternatives but should be a place with its own unique 
culture and experiences109. The opening explanation of a 
city in this section describes it as a place for interaction 
and recreation, but excludes the functions of work, sleep, 
travel from the description110. What is important for a city in 
Jacobs’ and Appleyard’s eyes is the human factor. Cities are 
places where people live in high densities next to each 

106  Shepard, The Beach beneath the Streets.
107  Shepard. The Beach beneath the Streets.
108  Jacobs and Appleyard, “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”
109  Jacobs and Appleyard. “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”
110  Jacobs and Appleyard. “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto.”

other making interaction easier. The attraction of a city 
is then the ability to meet people. The city in Jacob and 
Appleyard’s view is much like the psychogeographic city of 
the Situationists; a collection of ambiences and experiences 
that can be explored with the intention to have fun. 



Fig 35. Mayoral Drive Looking East
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Jon Jerde
The architecture of Jon Jerde uses bright colours, piped in 
scents, and ambient sounds to create an array of different 
fantasies within each one of his designs. The ambient design 
of his architecture is also generally public focused, creating 
his atmospheres within public spaces to incite a playfulness 
that brings people together. Jon Jerde is loked at for this 
project as a precedent for architecturalising the idea of play. 
His designs are looked at for there forms as well as their 
materiallity. Both of these become visual representation of 
the idea of play which is the heart of Jon Jerde’s architecture.

In the text Cinema Builders, Edwin Hethcote describes 
how Jon Jerde applies post-modernist values, mainly ideas 
related to Robert Venturi’s Complexity and Contradiction in 
Architecture of 1966, to large scale urban designs which are 
bright, loud, and entertaining.111 His architecture employs 
the use of varying colours, sounds, and other sensory 
element combined with a varying architectural typology to 
create spaces which are full of energy112 113. Richard Koshalek 
summarises Jerde’s style, saying it comes from his attention 
to culture and the needs of individual people114. Just like 
New Babylon, Jon Jerde’s work seek to critique the overly 
functional architecture of modernism, whilst also showing 
what an architecture of joy and play should look like. 

111  Edwin Heathcote, Cinema Builders (Chichester, West Susses: Wiley-
Academy, 2001). 150-157.
112  Heathcote. Cinema Builders. 150-157.
113  Cathie Gandel, Jon Jerde in Japan : Designing the Spaces Between 
(Glendale, CA: Balcony Press, 2000). 91.
114  Richard Koshalek, “Introduction,” in Jon Jerde in Japan: Designing the 
Spaces Bewtween., ed. Cathie Gandel (Glendale, CA: Balcony Press, 2000). 
5-8.

Jerde’s Star City Complex in Birmingham is exemplary as 
it shows all of his ideas, many of which make the complex 
reminiscent of Constants writings and design for New 
Babylon115. The building features the psychogeographical 
properties of New Babylon, with the complex featuring 
multiple lobbies, each one with a differing atmosphere. 

Canal City Hakata by Jon Jerde is another example of his 
use of atmospheres to create a rich public experience. Canal 
City Hakata is a retail complex located in Fukuoka Japan, 
which was finished in 1996. The designs purpose was greater 
than to just merely bring in revenue for the owners, they 
desired a project that would revive the city centre116. Jerde 
has done this by creating an area of experiences, where the 
most important driver of the design was not the shops or 
cinemas, but instead the public realm117. Jerde does this again 
by creating a varying array of atmospheres and ambiences, 
which change as a person moves through the space. What 
is interesting about this design is the average time spent by 
visitors, which is three hours118. The reason for this is that 
the design is both interesting and exciting as it is safe and 
comfortable119. In “Jon Jerde in Japan; Designing the Spaces 
Between” Calthie Gandel states the design is a theatre with 
the buildings goal is to create a stage for as many different 
interactions from people as possible. This means 

115  Heathcote, Cinema Builders. 150-157.
116  Gandel, Jon Jerde in Japan. 11.
117  Gandel. Jon Jerde in Japan. 11.
118  Gandel, Jon Jerde in Japan. 95.
119  Gandel, Jon Jerde in Japan. 90.

Fig 37. Canal City Hakata’s Canal
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the atmospheres of the design are both the building and the people, 
and that creating a place for people to interact with each other 
was just as important as their interaction with the building. This 
building has many quality’s that are the same as New Babylon, the 
biggest quality however is the focus on creating a space of joy and 
playfulness. 

The architecture of Jon Jerde is similar to New Babylon in a number 
of ways. The first thing to notice is the two similarities in aesthetics, 
both of which adopt psychedelic colour and lighting schemes with 
shapes and layouts that are aligned with post-modernism, or in 
New Babylon’s hopes, non-modernist. In the AD Journal New 
Babylonian’s, Jon Jerde is linked to New Babylon stating that both 
Constant and Jerde work to create places of desire and pleasure 
rather than places of rationality and logic. By looking at Jerde’s work 
the element of play and joy within architecture becomes a crucial 
part of his work. What is the most important part of comparing 
Jerde’s work to New Babylon and other urban design critiques, 
is that his work is generally large private developments made for 
economic growth. However, Jerde resists the importance of revenue 
by making his architecture a public social space of play. What Jan 
Gehl and Gemzøe documented in Copenhagen’s city centre is the 
same for Jerde’s architecture, with the main attraction not being 
the retail stores or cinemas, but the attraction of recreation and 
interaction on a social scale120. 

120  Gehl and Gemzøe, New City Spaces.

Fig 38. Canal City Hakata’s Canal
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The McCormick Tribune Campus Centre at IIT is a 
University Hub in Chicago, USA designed by OMA in 1997 
and then opened in 2003. The hub’s aim is to re-urbanise the 
centre of the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT) through 
a singular building.121  The McCormick Centre does this by 
placing itself over the “desire lines” of student movement 
through the site.122 The lines can be seen in the hallways 
that cut diagonally through the building turning it into a 
market, meeting, and thoroughfare space, just like Gehl 
and Gemzoe’s observation on traditional public spaces.123 
The ‘desire lines’ are also intersected by rooms, blurring the 
traditional line between circulation and functional space. 
By placing activities on the paths, the circulation routes 
become energised, making the movement between places an 
event. At a macro scale, the hallways would become streets 
with buildings placed over or directly on top of them. The 
building also implements the use of colour through painted 
elements as well as tinted windows to create a series of 
differing ambiences within the single building. In one room 
a computer lab is painted red, whilst other rooms use either 
black or white materials. Along the West façade an orange 
tinted window bathes the adjoining spaces in a warm glow. 
The buildings use of ambiences as well as intersecting streets 
makes it a microcosm contained within a singular rectangle 
building. 

121  Richard C Levene, Fernando Márquez Cecilia, and Rem Koolhaas, 
OMA AMO Rem Koolhaas 1996-2006: Delirious and More, 1996-2006  
(Madrid: Madrid : El Croquis, 2006).
122  Levene, Márquez Cecilia, and Koolhaas. OMA AMO Rem Koolhaas 
1996-2006. 
123  Gehl and Gemzøe, New City Spaces.

McCormick Tribune Campus Centre

Fig 40, McCormick Centre Desire Lines
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Fig 41, McCormick Centre West Facade Interior Fig 42, McCormick Centre Computer Labs



The Palm Bay Seafront Hotel by OMA is a competition 
entry for a hotel and convention centre in Morocco 
designed in 1990. The complex is two slabs placed on top of 
each other with a void between them. The void is used as 
the main lobby of the complex with the hotel slab floating 
above it. The lobby becomes the main character of the 
complex, with the ground becoming a man-made series of 
concrete sand dunes. The slab above is supported by a forest 
of columns which change in size and material. The columns 
are arranged by grouping them with other sizes to create a 
landscape of dense columns and open space. Because there is 
no strict circulation paths or hallways on the lobby floor the 
movement is dictated by the movement around, through, 
and between the columns. The two diagrams show the 
column layout and the possible routes through the building. 
The forest of columns makes for an interesting comparison 
of New Babylon’s labyrinths. The open plan of the lobby 
is an opposite to the idea of the labyrinth however, the 
intersecting and almost infinite paths is reminiscent of the 
movement through mazes. 

Palm Bay Seafront Hotel

Fig 43. Palm Bay Deafront Hotel Column Layout Fig 44. Palm Bay Deafront Hotel Circulation Routes
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Fig 45. Palm Bay Deafront Hotel Model Fig 46. Palm Bay Deafront Hotel Model Ground Lobby



The Zentrum fur Kunst und Medientechnologie or ZKM 
by OMA is an art and technology centre compitition entry 
in 1989 located in Karlsruhe, Germany. The centre aims to 
achieve an architecture which highlights the relationship 
between art and technology in the digital age. To do this 
the building becomes a library, museum, and art gallery 
whilst digital aspects creates something new altogether. 
The building was chosen to look at for this project for 
its treatment of the façade. The East façade of the design 
becomes an oversized screen which displays images and/ 
or videos of the exhibition material. By doing this the 
traditional inwards facing building gets turned inside out. 
This makes the buildings function be articulated through 
the façade but also lets the public interact with the art. 
By making the façade apart of the exhibition the art work 
displayed becomes a part of the public urban realm. The 
building then is both influenced by its surroundings whilst 
also influencing and shaping its surroundings. 

The ZKM
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Fig 47. ZKM Projection Screen Facade Fig 48. ZKM Projection Screen Facade



Site

Fi
g 

 4
9.

 A
er

ia
l P

ho
to

 o
f A

uc
kl

an
d.



53



Site Choice

The choice of site for this project creates a decision-making 
loop: the site affects the design’s form and function, which 
then has an effect on the site choice.  Without a site the 
function of the building remains vague. However, without 
a program for the project, choosing a site becomes difficult. 
The site cannot be chosen based on what the building 
requires from the site, and yet without the site we cannot 
make a list of requirements of what the design needs. 

The question of what the building complex will do can be 
answered in part by where it is placed. By looking at New 
Babylon and other urban design critiques, the choice of site 
and any other questions that follow begin to be answered 
through a series of criteria. New Babylon was, in part, 
a reaction against overly functionalist architecture and 
urbanism.  Issues that Constant and the Situationists sought 
to address with their utopian world were: the rigid planning, 
automobile influence, and a disregard for ambience. 
These major issues for cities in the past are all discussed in 
“Towards an Urban Design Manifesto”, “Using Streets to 
Rebuild Communities”, and New City Spaces as still being 
issues in the contemporary city. For this project then to be 
able to properly use New Babylon as a tool for fixing and re-
imagining the city, the site chosen must first have the issues 
as discussed in these articles. This means the site must be 
somewhere that has a strong automobile influence, lack 

of pedestrian activity, lack of ambience, and a general lack of 
human scale among other issues.

The first task for identifying a site was to create a list of issues 
involved in cities that New Babylon was concerned with. 
The list is as follows:

- Little Variation in colour.

- No sound/smell/light.

- No historical influence.

- One or limited variation in functions.

- Major influence of motor vehicle-based 
transportation.

Business/ industrial area.

Little to no cultural identity.

- Not welcoming to pedestrians.

Based on these search criteria an area in Auckland city 
was chosen. It consists of multiple sites within it that need 
addressing. This area can be seen as a band which follows 
the path of Mayoral Drive from Aotea Centre to Symonds 
Street. This band can be understood as an area of separation 

between two lively zones, with the areas of Queen Street 
and Karangahape Road to either side being both successful 
urban zones with a public/social influence. The band is not 
only a separation zone between two lively areas, but it shows 
every one of the city issues from the criteria. The main 
problem of this area is that it is ignored in terms of activity. 
Queen Street, the Waterfront, Karangahape Road, and other 
areas in the CBD are busy areas for pedestrian activity where 
people can shop, eat, relax, and interact. Areas like Mayoral 
Drive become servants to these areas, existing mainly to 
transport people between them. Not only is there less to 
do in these areas but there is also less desire to go there, 
with buildings with blank and harsh facades and wide roads 
making these places un-desirable to the pedestrian. The 
band could become a lively space if the distance between 
the zones it separates was reduced. However, the ‘giantism’ 
of the buildings and the resulting distance between them 
has made the car the main mode of transport.  Therefore, 
the band has become a strong thoroughfare of cars along 
with no attraction. As well as having a criterion of what the 
design would focus on achieving, the area also has potential 
in the form that it contains open lots that could be filled 
with the design. The first step of choosing a specific site was 
too sketch concept designs onto the different sites. Thus, 
each individual site’s possibilities and potential can start to 
be realised.
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Fig 50. Mayoral Drive Band Sites

Fig 51. Mayoral Drive Band Sketches



The first site is the back side of Aotea Centre and Square. 
This site is unusual as the square is a hub of activity in the 
CBD, yet if one walks around the back of the centre it shows 
the complete opposite. Because of the site’s size, the design 
would become a series of smaller inter-connected nodes, a 
visualisation of the labyrinthian spaces within it. The site 
also has the strongest automobile presence out of the four, 
which means it has the biggest problem to solve. 

Fig 52. Aotea Centre Site Fig 53. Aotea Centre Site Sketch
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The Second site is the empty lot behind Q Theatre. The 
site is like the first one in that it is close to Aotea Square. 
However, this site has stronger pedestrian influence with 
the connection between Myers Park and Aotea Square 
along Greys Avenue. Where Mayoral Drive meets the road 
becomes an overpass. Because the overpass is a bridge, there 
are no buildings on either side of it, meaning it functions 
entirely for transportation. Because this site is smaller the 
building naturally wants to be taller. With the multiple 
points of entry and thoroughfare, the building spirals 
upwards and intersects these paths creating a sort of vertical 
labyrinth. 

Fig 54. Myers Park / Q Theatre Site Fig 55. Q Theatre Site Sketch



The third site is on the corner of Wakefield Street and 
Mayoral Drive. The site is an empty square lot that inhabits 
four street corners, making the site free from restrictions. 
The lack of restrictions has a negative effect as it does not 
allow the building to respond to the site, or let the site shape 
the outcome of the building in any creative ways. However, 
multiple smaller adjacent lots down the street could also be 
inhabited. This resulted in the sketch showing two buildings 
bridging over an existing building. 

Fig 56. Wakefield Street Site Fig 57. Wakefield Site Sketch
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The last site is surrounded by buildings on each side and 
serves as a car park. The site is accessed off Airedale Street 
but also has connections onto Symonds Street and Liverpool 
Street. Because the building has no street frontage the design 
consists of a series of ramps and bridges connecting into 
the centre, where they then weave together to create an 
interlocking mesh. 

Fig 58. Symonds Street Site Fig 59. Symonds Street Site Sketch



Two sites, the one behind Aotea Square and the other at 
Wakefield Street, have been chosen to investigate in more 
detail to decide which fits the brief best, whilst offering 
the best responses. One of the first questions proposed for 
the two sites was public movement. In the book New City 
Spaces, Jan Gehl and Lars Gemzøe write that public space 
is a mix of market, meeting, and traffic areas.  This means a 
good public area has space for exchanging goods, meeting 
and interacting with people, and also requires movement 
though the area. The idea of movement through the area 
can be used as a filter for the two sites as it shows possible 
foot traffic routes around and through the areas. Although 
the project brief wishes to enhance a neglected part of the 
city, people must already be using nearby areas or else the 
new design will remain un-inhabited. These criteria show 
the back area of Aotea Centre to be surrounded by civic 
and entertainment sites as well as having Myers Park to 
the South. This being surrounded by activities shows that 
although the area itself is dead, there would be a possibility 
for people to move through the site if the road-scape was less 
hostile, and then ‘stay and play’ if there was an architectural 
intervention. The Wakefield site however shows a smaller 
amount of these possible thoroughfare situations, with the 
Karangahape Road and Queens Street connection generally 
bypassing the area. Much of the area of the Wakefield site 

is student accommodation and some university buildings, 
which means there is people residing in the area at times, but 
generally not for urban recreation purposes. 

For these reasons the Aotea Square site was chosen as the 
main site for this project. However, as New Babylon was 
conceived as potentially being sprawled across the entire 
Globe, the remaining four sites of the selection process are 
still viable for the idea of the design spreading out from 
Aotea Square. 

Fig 60. Aotea Centre and Wakefield Sites 
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Fig 61. Aotea Centre Connections Fig 62. Wakefield Street Connections



Site Analysis

Surroundings
The first figure ground shows the grain of the city context 
for all four sites. This figure ground highlights the size 
change of building blocks from North to South, and the 
apparent open space. The open spaces in the figure ground 
however cannot be seen as public space, or even spaces 
that can be used by pedestrians. This is shown by the other 
two figure grounds, which show the influence of the roads 
on the city. The second figure ground shows how much of 
the open space is taken up by roads, especially in areas like 
the back of Aotea Centre. This figure ground shows the 
apparent open space for pedestrians; however, the majority 
of the spaces are actually private lots or carparks. The third 
figure ground overlays current public spaces including 
footpaths. This figure ground then shows how much of the 
city context around the site is currently allocated for public 
social life. The intersection of Mayoral Drive, Cook Street, 
and Vincent Street takes up the majority of the site. The 
size of the intersection is roughly the same as Aotea Square, 
showing how much potential space is currently controlled 
by motor-vehicles. The other potential spaces on the site 
include a car park on the corner of Cook Street and Mayoral 
Drive, as well as the front of the Grand Millennium Hotel. 

Fig 63. Extended Site Space Versus Building Footprints Fig 64. Extended Site Space Versus Building Footprints and Roads
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Fig 65. Extended Site Actual Public Space Fig 66. Site Space Versus Building Footprints Fig 67. Site Space Versus Building Footprints and 
Roads

Fig 68. SitePublic Space



The buildings immediately connected to the site are a mix 
of civic buildings, hotels, and offices. The Aotea Centre is 
at the lowest point of the site to the east, with the majority 
of the space being the loading bay. The Aotea Centre is a 
convention and events centre that has an auditorium for 
2000 or more people. The site for Aotea Centre has been 
flattened so that it is flush with Aotea Square, which means 
it is lower that street level on Mayoral Drive. The mayoral 
Drive side of Aotea Square has been retained to flatten the 
site creating a disconnect from Mayoral Drive to Aotea 
Square. The corner of Cook Street, Mayoral Drive, and 
Federal Street consist of three apartment buildings, two 
off which are both taller than 30 metres. On the corner of 
Cook Street and Vincent Street is a block of buildings, with 
the Auckland Central Police Station currently in the tower 
on the corner lot. The last building on the site is on the 
corner of Vincent Street and Mayoral Drive. The Grand 
Millennium Hotel is the biggest on the site both in terms of 
height and building footprint. 

The extended context for the site includes a series buildings 
and areas of importance, including a number of theatres. Sky 
City, Q Theatre, the Town Hall, and the Civic are all major 
theatres within 350 metres of the site. There are two main 
public parks in the areas around the site, both of which are 

important public spaces. To the south of the site, Myers Park 
connects Karangahape Road with Mayoral Drive. Albert 
Park sits to the North of the site on Wellesly Street and is 
bordered by the University of Auckland. Other notable 
buildings within in the context are St Mathews Church 
located on Federal Street, Auckland Art Gallery which is 
500 metres away, and the Central City Library which is next 
to the Art Gallery. 
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Fig 69. Civic Administration Building/ New Apartments.

Fig 70. Grand Millennium Hotel.

Fig 71. Apartment Buildings Along Federal Street.

Fig 72. Auckland Central Police Station.



Connections
The main connections through the site consist of the connection to 
Myers park, connection to Aotea Square, and the connection to the 
Sky City end of Federal Street. The site becomes more important to 
place a design on because of these connections, which all currently 
terminate because of the intersection. Currently Federal Street is 
a hospitality precinct with restaurants, cafes, and bars as well as 
running through Sky City. However, when Federal Street crosses 
Wellesly Street it loses its atmosphere and becomes a street used for 
accessing offices and apartments. The connection to Aotea Square 
is currently blocked by the Aotea Centre, which is compounded 
by the square being roughly ten metres lower than Mayoral Drive.  
Myers Park offers a connection route for the site to Karangahape 
Road which would increase the traffic through the park as it 
currently connects Karangahape Road and Q Theatre.

There is currently one bus stop on the site which is located on 
Mayoral Drive by Federal Street and then across the road next to 
Aotea Centre. However, the wider Aotea Centre area is a focus of 
the City Centre Master Plan. The future plans for the area include 
creating a mixed used development along with the refurbishment of 
the Civic Admin Building and creating easier and safer pedestrian 
routes.124 The plans also included the City Rail Link, with the Aotea 
station being located on the corner of Mayoral Drive and Wellesly 
Street.125 

124  Auckland Council, “City Centre Master Plan 2012,” Auckland Council, 
2012, https://www.aucklandcouncil.govt.nz/plans-projects-policies-reports-
bylaws/our-plans-strategies/place-based-plans/Pages/city-centre-masterplan.
aspx.
125  Auckland Council, “City Centre Master Plan 2012,”

Fig 73. Thotoughfare Routes Into Site.
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Fig 74. City Centre Master Plan Constraints for Auckland. 

Fig 75. City Centre Master Plan Aotea Development Possibilities. 



Building Set Back 
The next step to understand the site was to analyse the 
amount of space against the surrounding buildings that was 
able to be built against. By leaving a ten meter set back on 
existing facades which had windows on them, the design 
would not be built onto areas that required daylight. By 
doing this the new design on the site wont negatively impact 
the surrounding buildings ability to function. This also 
allows the project to build up against facades that do not 
require light, attaching the building to its surroundings. The 
new road layout along with the building set back diagram 
shows the new space which the design will be within.
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Fig 76. Building Setback Site Ananlysis.
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Design Strategies

Concept Diagram
The first design strategy for this project was to create a 
concept diagram to discover how New Babylon might be 
formed on a site. The concept diagram would be used to 
inform the architecture that was based off the random, 
messy, and un-planed nature of Constants drawings of 
New Babylon. For this reason, the first step was to create 
interpretation sketches of New Babylon artworks. The 
interpretations try to realise in plan orientation the layout of 
a New Babylon labyrinth, whose depictions are generally in 
perspective or elevation.

What the two sketches show is layering of ground planes 
and the almost random placement of them. In Constants 
drawings the labyrinths are a series of ground planes set at 
an almost random interval with ladders connecting them. 
The plan sketches repeat the random layering of the ground 
planes but continues the notion into the orientation of the 
planes. The first sketch asks how the planes can be arranged 
in a more uniform fashion whilst still articulating a random 
approach, whilst the second shows a more varied orientation 
of the planes.

The sketches were then combined with ideas from 
precedents to create a more finished diagram. The diagram 
shows the inhabited planes like in Jussieu Library’s and Expo 
2000, and also the re-interprets the labyrinth circulation 
with the circulation of Kunsthal and Palm Baby Seafront 
Hotel.

Fig 78. Plan Sketch Interpretations of New Babylon.
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Fig 79. First Axonometric Diagram for Design

Fig 80. Developed Axonometric Diagram for Design



New Road Layout
One of the main aims of this design project was to interrupt 
the major car influence that is on the site. Where CIAM’s 
functional city created wide-open roads in the pursuit of 
efficiency, Constant and more contemporary urban critics 
seek to return the city back to the pedestrian. The first 
stage of developing the site to become more habitable was 
to then address the intersection on the site. One option 
of interrupting the site was to completely stop the roads, 
placing the building on top. This idea was decided against for 
a series of reason. The first being that Koolhaas’ idea of urban 
design is that a clean slate, or Tabula Rasa, is an outdated 
modernist idea. His approach is that cities should be created 
by multiple entities, and that starting entire developments 
from new creates monotonous designs. For this reason, the 
road was redesigned rather that removed, integrating the 
design into the fabric of the city rather than restarting it. 
The second reason was that this design is planned to become 
a precedent for the rest of the city. By removing the road 
completely, the amount of times the idea could be repeated 
becomes limited. The chosen road layout pushes the road 
against the Aotea Centre, Grand Millennium Hotel, and the 
police station. The road layout was chosen as it allows the 
most un-impeded space to build on. This also means that 
a large section of the ground in the site becomes pedestrian 
only. 

Fig 81. Initial Site Road Layout.
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Fig 82. Final Site Road Layout.



Figure Ground
The initial figure ground shows eight masses placed on the 
site. The masses were placed in their orientation to meet 
three criteria that was made for this stage. 

The first aspect of the figure ground was to create a micro 
city of smaller masses rather than larger or a singular mass on 
the site. This idea references New City Spaces, “Towards an 
Urban Design Manifesto”, and Aldo Van Eyck’s orphanage 
in that it identifies the larger building footprint as being 
inhabitable, and works to break it into a series of smaller 
buildings. The site then becomes a micro-city within the 
city, rather than a large singular building. The distance and 
time taken to walk around these larger footprints is why 
there is a dependency in the motor-vehicle. 

The second focal point aims to continue the connection of 
Federal Street. The figure ground continues the lane into 
the centre of the design, creating a thoroughfare from Sky 
City to Aotea Centre. By creating connection between the 
projects site and other areas of the city a lesser dependency 
for the motor-vehicle is needed. As Gehl and Gemzoe state, 
“car traffic does not coexist alongside the uses of the city as 
meeting place and market place.”126

126  Gehl and Gemzøe, New City Spaces. 16.

The third focus of the figure ground plan was to create a 
central square which public life could flourish. The square 
placed at the end of the Federal Street lane works as a 
termination point, making it a meeting place of different 
routes and people. The central square opens up to work 
much like the central sphere in Jerde’s Canal City. The 
square becomes more than just an open space but a 
performance stage for events and everyday life. In both 
projects a person who enters the site with the intent of a 
quick shop or just to move through it is confronted by an 
energy of interaction. 
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Fig 83. Initial Site Plan Layout.



Fig 84. Site Plan Showing Routes. Fig 85. Site Plan Showing Routes.
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Fig 85. Developed Site Plan Fig 86. Developed Site Plan



Program

Aims
The site of Aotea Square has a series of issues that the 
building wishes to achieve. The main one being the 
influence of the motor-vehicle and the lack of pedestrian and 
public life. The first aim for this project comes directly from 
New Babylon itself. With Constant stating that the majority 
of New Babylon is playground, the project naturally wants 
to have areas for play and recreation.127 Therefore, the first 
aim of this project is Play. The second aim for this project 
is the word Stay. This aim comes from Gehl and Gemzøe’s 
observations of revitalised urban areas.128 In Stockholm, 
Sweden a street which was once used for car parks becomes 
revitalised through a mix of housing and retail.129 The use of 
housing inserts a permanent population into the area, which 
increases the amount of people in the area independent of 
the success of the retail stores. The increased population in 
the area also increases the potential business for the retail 
shops. The idea also incorporates what Gehl and Gemzøe 
state as being the “traditional uses of public space”.130 
The three traditional uses of a public are “meeting place, 
market place, and traffic (pedestrian) space”. 131 The first two 
traditional uses all work to try and get people to stay in a 
space, and traffic creates a thoroughfare that brings people 
in.132 Because of this the second aim of Stay will try and 

127  Nieuwenhuys, “New Babylon: Outline of  a Culture.”
128  Gehl and Gemzøe, New City Spaces. 10.
129  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 10.
130  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 10.
131  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 10.
132  Gehl and Gemzøe. New City Spaces. 10.

encompass these functions, bringing people into the project 
and then giving them a reason to stay. The third aim is based 
on the idea of creating a diverse urban area that caters to 
everyone. A public space should be welcoming to all people 
rather than catering to one need and alienating others. 
Because Play is a generally mobile activity, the project will 
include areas that are of a slower pace. If Play is a function 
for doing things, then the project should have equal space 
to observe. For this reason, the third aim for the project is to 
Watch. 
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Fig 87. Program Aims Diagram



Developing the Functions
To find the programs for the project, a list of functions was grouped together based 
on their relation to the three aims. Each function also relates to a certain ambience 
or atmosphere, and each one chosen will become a part of the series of ambiences 
that interact within the project.

The first program thought for the project was to insert a series of placeholders and 
focus instead on the space between. An initial sketch was produced to show how 
existing Rem Koolhaas and MVRDV designs could be arranged along side retail 
and open park or public areas. The connection between these areas would become 
the focus of the design, with the public space that connects each function receiving 
its design and ambience from the adjacent buildings. The idea was decided against 
as the site was roughly the size of the Kunsthal, which would result in there being 
no space for other programs unless they were arranged vertically. The initial collage 
sketch does however inform the selection of programs, and how the choices will 
have to interact with each other and so should be chosen appropriately.

To make the site choice easier the possible functions were filtered based on the 
proximity on existing functions. The first series of functions are the ones which are 
directly attached to the site. This includes theatres, hotels, and offices. The second 
series of functions are those which surround the site at around 500 meters. These 
include galleries, library, university, casino, and cinemas. These secondary nearby 
functions still have the ability to be used in the project but will need to be made 
specific or unique so that they are creating something new in the area. 

Fig 88. Placeholder Sketch.
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Fig 89. Chosen Functions Diagram.



Functions Inter-Relationship
The next step of applying the chosen functions to the site 
was to analyse how the different functions might interact 
with each other. The diagram shows how different functions 
might link with each other based on how people could 
naturally move from one to the other. The diagram also 
takes into account if certain functions might require more 
or less noise or activity around them. The chosen layout 
of functions also takes into account the previous diagram 
showing functions vertical layout. 

Fig 90. Vertical Program Relationship.
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Fig 91. Function Inter-Relationship. 



Applying the Program
After developing the different functions and their ideal 
layout to each other, the next step was to apply the ideal 
layout to the figure ground. The hope for this was that 
the layout of the different functions on this site would 
work together in the most cohesive way. The first function 
placed was the market space. Where the main thoroughfare 
terminates was deemed as a spot to create a square. This 
square becomes a focal meeting point of functions and 
people, and so the space was chosen to put the market space. 
The market space completes the area making it a place for 
meeting, market, and thoroughfare. The rest of the function 
placements were built around the market space, using it as a 
grounding point for how the rest should relate. 

Fig 92. Program Axonometric Sketch. 
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Fig 93. Site Plan Program Sketch.

Fig 94. Site Plan Showing Functions Inter-Relationship.



Secondary Grid
Based of comparisons between the initial concept sketches, 
the figure ground design did not display the same qualities. 
Mainly, the figure ground was becoming to orthogonal 
and uniform in its approach. To make the design more like 
the concept diagram and New Babylon, the grid the figure 
ground was based off need to be interrupted. This was done 
by recognising and implementing other gridlines based of 
the surroundings on the site. The first element was Vincent 
Street and the Grand Millennium Hotel. The second 
element was the new orientation of Mayoral Drive. 

Fig 86. Developed Site Plan
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Fig 95. Site Plan New Grid Overlay. Fig 96. Site Plan Applying the Secondary Grids.



Circulation
The circulation for this designed was a combination of the 
different Rem Koolhaas buildings that have been analysed. 
The circulation for the site was designed of two reasons. The 
first was to create a series of circulation paths that moved 
around in the buildings, between the buildings, and through 
the site as a single element rather than separating them. 
To achieve this goal the circulation around the site was 
sketched out as a loop that intersect each building footprint, 
stitching them to the site and together. The second was to 
try and enable the easiest movement vertically, activating 
the upper levels as well as the street level. These two goals 
work together to serve the main goal, which is to create a 
circulation through the site which enables the dérive as well 
as working like New Babylon’s labyrinths. Where possible 
the circulation used accessible ramps to move vertically. An 
accessible ramp as defined by the Auckland Unitary Plan 
has a 1:12 incline with a maximum rise of 750mm between 
landings. Because accessible ramps need at minimum 12 
metres horizontal space for every metre vertically, they can 
only be used in limited places. Where accessible ramps can 
not be used, for example needing to rise between levels four 
metres apart, the circulation will use either steeper ramps or 
vertical circulation routes like stairs or elevators. 

Fig 97. Site Plan Showing Circulation Route.
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Fig 98. Section Cut East-West Showing Bridge.



Ambiences
One of the main points of New Babylon that was talked 
about earlier was the importance of ambience in design. 
Because Constant states that the atmosphere that has 
been removed from many city’s areas is crucial to human 
experience, this design looks to create a series of ambiences 
within the buildings fabric. One of the main ideas is the 
use of projection screen as seen in the ZKM by Koolhaas. 
Another is the use of the bridges that cross over and under 
the park square as character drivers. The goal of this is to 
create a series of spaces with differing atmospheres, which 
are heightened by the movement between them. 

Fig 99. Digital Arts Centre Projection Screens.
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Fig 100. Copper Bridges Over Square.



Concept Design
The first concept design adds onto the secondary grid stage 
with more angles to create a more complex geometry. The 
angles were orientated and used to try and create more 
inviting open spaces. The angles also work to widen and 
narrow certain spaces, creating funnelling effects between 
areas. The more complex geometry of the site plan also re-
creates the random and clashing aesthetic of New Babylon, 
bringing it closer to the concept. The series of areas that will 
each have a strong ambience has also been identified with 
initial concept sketches showing possible outcomes. 
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Fig 101. Concept Site Plan



Fig 102. Copper Bridges Over Square Render.
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Fig 103. Digital Arts Center Projection Screen.



Fig 104. Red Facace Area by Arts.
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Fig 105: Axonometric Site Plan.



Conclusion
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The main aim of this project was to introduce space for 
public life, while interrupting the motor-vehicle traffic. This 
aim was inspired by the goal to create a more livable city, 
one which was focused around life and enjoyment rather 
than traffic and work. By reducing the influence the motor-
vehicle has on the city of Auckland the project aimed to 
create a city easier for walking, which would in turn foster 
the meeting and interacting between people. The chosen site 
for this project was Mayoral Drive, with its lack of activity 
and major road inter-section making it a prime candidate for 
re-configuring the city.

The project’s first step to achieving this goal was through the 
re-routing of the major inter-section of the site. The current 
road layout on the site has multiple lane roads taking up 
the center of the site. By narrowing the roads to two lanes 
(one either side) and moving them to the edges, the site 
becomes more pedestrian-orientated. The left-over space 
was dedicated as the site for the development of the series of 
buildings which would embody New Babylon’s ideals.

The project sought to achieve this goal through its three 
programmatic aims: Play, Stay, and Watch. Although Play 
was a central construct to the idea of New Babylon, it would 
pose a challenge to this project. To create areas of play for 

this project was important, yet the design hoped to achieve 
it through areas other than blank open spaces. The functions 
of the second story park, the multi-leveled skate park, 
and the pool all aim to create different areas for play in the 
design. However, the amount of play areas was still limited 
and did not have as strong of an influence as was hoped 
for. This is partly because of the amount of functions that 
could be thought of as play areas that were not functionless 
spaces. Another reason was the integration of other aims to 
successfully improve the area.

Based on other urban planning research, it became apparent 
that a mix of functions creates more successful areas. 
This idea could also be linked to New Babylon and the 
Situationists, with them vouching for a mix of functions, 
experiences, and ambiences in a city rather than just one. 
For this reason, areas of play were integrated in the design 
alongside housing, retail, hospitality, and a digital arts center. 
These functions completed the Stay and Watch aims of the 
project. 

New Babylon was interpreted not only for its ideas 
on city planning but also for its visual representation. 
Constant’s artworks of New Babylon showed structures 
like playgrounds, which were a visual articulation of the 

playfulness within them. The architectural style of New 
Babylon was used as precedent for this project, with the 
use of the staggered planes rather than masses along with 
crossing bridges and structures. The architectural style also 
served to make the building more accessible to the public, 
changing the ideas of buildings being closed off private spaces 
to open public space. The project does this all while creating 
a series of ambiences within and around the buildings. 

What this project does successfully is mediate between 
the new large-scale development and the urban planning 
critiques of the large-scale development. Guy Debord of 
the Situationists declared that urban environments should 
be a mixture of areas with different designs rather than 
the singular repeated type. The typology of large-scale 
developments usually falls into this form of a monotony, 
with repeated architectural typologies and characteristics. 
What this project does is show how a single large site can be 
developed as a series of distinct and unique areas so that it 
integrates with the city at an appropriate scale. 
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