CEDRIC’S SENSE
FOR WILDERNESS:
THE ROLE OF FORESTS
IN PRICE’S SEARCH
FOR COEXISTENCE

JACOPO LEVERATTO

75 CEDRIC’S SENSE FOR WILDERNESS

In the beginning, before the city, the village, and the architec-
ture itself, there was a forest, no mystery in this regard. As itis no
mystery that at the beginning of human civilization, immediately
after and out of the forest, there was a garden. Not only because it
was in a garden that the earliest narratives of creation placed the
first humans™, but also because, according to anthropologists,
it was through gardening that humankind definitively became
sedentary and started its millenary process of modification of
the natural worldX. And not by clearing it, as one may think, but
by distilling its very essence within the physical boundaries of an
enclosed system . Historically, in fact, despite changes in terms
of size, composition, and characterization, gardens have always
represented places in which a selection of the natural environ-
ment has been grown, accumulated, and guarded. At first for ali-
mentary reasons, as they were meant to store and protect the
livelihoods of a community, and then, over the centuries, accord-
ing to the different ways in which different cultures have inter-
preted their relationship with nature. All of this with the only
invariable feature of being a walled area, as also testified by the
etymology of the term, and the sole constant principle of recall-
ing as much as possible a sort of “paradise.”\ The same word that
Greeks borrowed from Persians to indicate the closed “special
parks, planted with palm trees, vines and flowers” in which they
used to keep wild animals in captivity L, and which therefore
served to indicate a first possible form of domesticated coexist-
ence among different species.

From an architectural point of view, the story of this form
of coexistence is the story of a particular spatial typology, which
in the second half of the seventeenth century took the name of

“menagerie”, although its origins go back long before that date. t
During the second millennium before Christ, for example,
Queen Hatshepsut of Egypt founded in Thebes the first known
zoological garden. But even Alexander the Great, Kublai Khan,
and Emperor Wen Wang of the Chou Dynasty in China were
all founders of similar parks, without mentioning, with regards
to the Middle Ages, Charlemagne, Frederick II, or Henry III of
England %. It was only, however, after 1662, when Louis XIV of
France created a garden for exotic animals at Versailles, that the
term began to be commonly used, in its strictly domestic refer-
encell . As it was further evidence of the form of possession that
characterized the relationship with the natural world, which was
already materialized by the distinctive features of all the royal
menageries, from the architectural shape of the cages to the pan-
optical plan of the compounds. And solely in 1828, with the open-
ing in London Regent’s Park of the first scientific zoo in the world,



Models of panoptic gardens, from Varro’s aviary to Versailles’ menagerie,
from G. Loisel, Histoire des Ménageries. De I'antiquité a nos jours,
Doin et Fils, Paris 1912.
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the perspective in this regard began to change, both because of its
urban location, which was opened to the public in 1847, and for
its layout, which tried to recall a natural environment. Therefore,
it was probably not a coincidence that the first attempt to cre-
ate a form of architecture for animals that could be molded on
their behavior was realized exactly in this venue. And precisely
by the man who, according to Rem Koolhaas, more than anyone
‘changed architecture [..] with fewer means” A

Everything began more than a century after the opening to the
public of Regent’s Park zoo, when the Royal Zoological Society,
in 1960, informed the Duke of Edinburgh of their intention of
building a new “birdcage” for the zoo, and he suggested to con-
tact his brother-in-law, Anthony Armstrong-Jones, who studied
architecture for a while, before failing his second-year exams ¥ 1.
And the latter, in turn, went for help to his old friend and con-
temporary at Cambridge, Cedric Price, who had just started his
practice after a period at Erno Goldfinger’s. Here, and previous-
ly at the Architectural Association, Price had already begun to
develop an original and personal approach to architecture, which
he saw more as a process than as a form¥¥. And whereas his
contemporary fellows, like Alison and Peter Smithson or the
members of Archigram, had still shown “their own distinctive
interests and individual tastes”, he had manifested, by contrast,
astrong “preference for dismantling architecture, and making it
disappear into unconventional systems” of construction ¥ X. For
this reason, in accordance with Lord Snowdon, he immediately
dismissed the idea of designing a traditional birdcage, fashioned
on the interpretation of domestic spatial typologies and classical
architectural elements, to work on something completely new.
Thus, calling in the equally young engineer Frank Newby from
Group Seven, the two began to work on a high-tech walk-through
aviary, which could be made “for” and “by” the movements of its
winged inhabitants.

In this regard, it must be said that, even though Snowdon
Aviary was the first walk-through structure to be built in the
United Kingdom, the idea was not totally new for that age, as in
1904 the Smithsonian Institute had already built an accessible
flying cage for St. Louis World’s Fair¥ ll. The true novelty, on
the contrary, was bringing animals to the center of the formal-
ization process, which made Price’s project stand out from an
architectural point of view, also from its most refined predeces-
sors. Like the circular gorilla house, for example, designed in 1933
by Berthold Lubetkin for the same zoo, which gave the animals a
sterile and harmoniously proportioned setting, through the bal-
anced arrangement of curved and intersecting volumes. Or the
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The Snowdon Aviary designed by Cedric Price. The Snowdon Aviary designed by Cedric Price.
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spiraling shape of his renowned penguin pool, which served to
showcase birds in a sort of grand choreography organized for
the visitors. Because each of them was based on the ethological
principles formulated by the Swiss zoologist Heini Hediger, for
whom animals’ biological functions related to territoriality were
not compromised in captivity, as long as the cage could guaran-
tee a certain distance among its occupantsif A. But also on the
common belief that the duty of artists was that of replacing the
real world, spoiled by natural cycles of decay, with their own cre-
ations. For this reason, even in the best cases, the protagonists of
this kind of design had always been the visitors, whereas animals
had only been used to activate architecture by contrast, as they
were actors on a stage.

Conversely, Price and Snowdon’s idea on the contrary could
not be more distant¥f L. After having chosen a rectangular lot on
a steeply sloping canal bank of Regent’s Park, they in fact began
to sketch ideas for a sort of natural habitat covered by a curving
tensile structure, the shape of which was meant “to accommo-
date the natural arcing flight patterns of birds”¥ k. Then, once
satisfied with their basic concept, they asked Newby, who was
studying Richard Buckminster Fuller’s discontinuous compres-
sion systems, to design the technological solution that could
guarantee the maximum volume for free flying, by providing
a fifty-meter cleared space, stretching some thirty meters high,
with multi-level perches at both ends™ *. Obviously, while con-
temporarily ensuring adequate transparency and permeabili-
ty, which could both make the animals feel free and allow their
view also from the outside. The solution was thus a diaphanous
and netted enclosure made of a welded aluminum mesh, which
had to be fixed to pre-tensioned steel cables, and draped across
a composition of aluminum tubes, arranged into four different
tetrahedral compression structures at the corners, all equipped
with roosts ¥ [l . And these would in turn have been anchored, by
means of metallic legs, both on the ground near the canal and
to a high retaining wall backward, which, despite having been
designed to simply reinforce the cliff, ultimately turned out to
be the real spine of the project.

By crossing the whole site longitudinally and rectifying its
topography, the wall would in fact have inevitably cut the space
into two different levels. For this reason, Price decided to use it
to separate the flows of people and water from that of birds, while
still following the same direction, as defined by the position of
the perches. On the one hand, by placing on top of its ridge a
pedestrian path for visitors, which spanned the two opposing
entrances with the broken line of a zigzagging cantilevered
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walkway. And on the other, by excavating at its base the bed of a
stretched artificial lake, which had to be fed by two converging
streams of water. The first springing from an indent of the cliff
in the form of a continuous vertical cascade, and the other, slow-
erand gentler, pouring from a small rectangular pool near one of
the entries and dropping through a series of shallow square plat-
forms emerging from the wall like gigantic steps. All this while
trying to keep the rest of the space as natural as possible, by sim-
ply integrating the existing vegetation with irregular patches of
trees and bushes, in a layout that was substantially indifferent to
the upper structure or the system of flows. As if he were simply
not interested in achieving any sort of formal synthesis between
the different elements of the whole, which ultimately took the
shape of a strange, hybrid forest.

When, in 1965, it was finally completed, the Aviary was thus
unlike any other building that one could have seen. Nevertheless,
its structure was almost immediately praised both by visitors,
who could eventually enjoy an immersive view of forty-five dif-
ferent species of birds in a natural habitat, and by Price’s col-
leagues, who appreciated his particular solution. If compared
to the facadism of the Mappin Terraces or to the International
Style of Lubetkin’s pool, his project in fact represented a remark-
able conceptual leap for that age ¥ A. And even though his friend
Reyner Banham wrote about it as a “belated contribution to the
Arcadian tradition” belonging to the unorthodox stream that dat-
ed back to Joseph Paxton T, Price’s approach was so evidently
alien to any arbitrary formal allegiances and technological deter-
minism that the Aviary soon proved to challenge any possible
form of traditional categorization X .

And by contrast, as Charles Jencks wrote, it ended up rep-
resenting the first declaration of independence from all the pre-
vious concepts of “enclosure, monumentality, stasis and even
imagery,” by which Price “put forward an idea of ‘servicing’
instead of architecture” that reflected his sense of “absolute free-
dom”R X. And along with that, of course, one of the most origi-
nal architectural interpretations of the garden meant as a system
of relationships among different species.

This is because, despite being a zoological garden, and there-
fore little more than a cage, all the Aviary’s distinctive features
seem to be designed to contradict the fundamental principle of
this spatial typology, which is its inherent anthropocentrism.
Its distributive layout, for example, in a reversal of objects and
subjects of the project, makes people look confined instead of
animals. On the one hand, through the articulation of flows in
section and not in a plan, which physically separates the path for
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visitors from the rest of the space and its actual inhabitants. And
on the other, because of the material conformation of this ele-
ment, which immediately denounces its estrangement from both
the stereotomic character of the landform and the light tectonic
of Newby’s canopy. Stretching from only two points of support,
with a series of abrupt alternate right and left turns, the concrete
ribbon of the walkway in fact crosses the volume of the build-
ing almost without touching its forest of trees and tubes, to not
interfere with its life. An intention further underlined not only
by its structure, which is independent from the upper one, but
also by its formal matrix, which does not find confirmation in
any other element of the building, as well as its width, which is
not dissimilar from that of a corridor. As though it were meant
to make people cross the Aviary, instead of staying there, in a sort
of separate and suspended dimension that does not really belong
to the whole space.

This is also because, unlike most of the gardens before it, the
layout of the Aviary does not depend on the form of its enclosure,
but it precedes it. Traditionally, in fact, the interior composition
of enclosed gardens was based on a geometric process of parti-
tion that derived its logic from the formal configuration of the
outer wall. And the division of the whole area in smaller fields,
as well as the definition of paths, followed the same principle
in a sequential progression that went from the outside inward,
both in terms of formal and temporal priority < L. In Price’s pro-
ject, on the contrary, the enclosure does not work as an order-
ing element, but it rather reflects the life inside its boundaries,
in a process of formalization that followed the opposite direc-
tion, from the ideal movements of its inhabitants to the shape
of their shelter. First, through its general conformation, which,
recalling a veil spread over a flock, looks like being molded by
the same birds while taking oft. Then, for its consistency, which,
besides providing transparency to this sort of crystalline cloud,
gives the idea of a breathing layer capable of a quick change and
response. And finally, because of its very structure, which, by fol-
lowing Buckminster Fuller’s tensegrity principles, borrows from
the natural world an adaptable mechanism for developing a light-
weight frame that could in principle be dismantled and reas-
sembled according to changing needs= A. All this, in a symbolic
more than a substantial way of prioritizing animals over humans,
which Price pursued by using architecture as a figurative means
to manifest the intention of enabling their possibilities rather
than determining their expected behavior, through the image
of a forestX L.

In other words, as he later did by imagining a new kind of
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theater and a new type of university with his projects for the Fun

Palace and Potteries Thinkbelt |, through the Aviary, Price real-
ized the idea of a garden that was totally innovative for that age.
And exactly as the former projects sprang from a new way of see-
ing the processes of learning and being educated, his first major
project emerged from a novel way of interpreting the human

relationship with nature, and not from the manipulation of tra-
ditional architectural typologies. Whereas, however, in all these

following projects design developed in a programmatic dimen-
sion that was largely indifferent to formative characteristics, in

the Aviary his poetic of indeterminacy still unfolded through a

masterly work on the traditional constitutive elements of garden

architecture, like the conformation of the “wall” and the compo-
sition of the layout, which immediately opened the way for fur-
ther concrete realizations, following the same direction. To such

an extent that, when two years after its completion, Buckminster
Fuller was entrusted with the design of the United States pavilion

for the Montreal Expo, he looked back to his admirer’s example

and his design principles= *. While Price, in contrast on the con-
trary, kept questioning and developing the role of design when

dealing with nature, in a vision that repeatedly recurred in his

practice, throu{gh a sort of symbiotic form, across different land-
scape projects= [l . At least until 1989, when, for the regeneration

of the Hamburg Docklands, he started devising the first con-
scious, although unrealized, architectural project of “restitution”
ever imagined, which he referred to as a particular form of “relief
from development” A.

The story is well known also in this case. At that time, in
fact, the city of Hamburg was seeking new opportunities for its
redundant historical harbor, and for this reason, urban author-
ities organized an architectural masterclass with sixteen design
teams invited, among which the one led by Price. Instead of
defining a masterplan for redevelopment, however, his team list-
ed a series of questions for citizens and authorities to ask what
growth exactly meant for them. And after two years of work, they
presented to the public a project, called “Ducklands Experiment,”
thatinstead of repurposing the docklands through housing, offic-
es, and other tertiary functions, it proposed the creation of a riv-
er marshland in the center of Hamburg, to become a resting
place for migratory birds{l T. At first by demolishing the exist-
ing buildings and structures, with the exception of key railway
links and some listed constructions, and later by leaving the site
to be gradually submerged by the Elbe River. All this by making
use of adjustable gantries that would have served, initially, to
remove soil from the riverbed, then for planting and husband-
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ry, and finally as adaptable walkways for visitors who, as in his
Snowdon Aviary, would have remained only occasional specta-
tors of an environmental setting, or a “third landscape”JL I, “con-
structed” exclusively for birds, with nothing but water, sand, and
plants. And through both a final principle and a modal strate-
gy that in the following years would have often been replicated,
though never fully realized.

What Price did in both projects, in other words, was not
to change the essence of this space, which he still meant as an
enclosed system to grow and protect a selection of nature. What
he modified, by contrast, was the human role in this picture,
which was symbolically removed from the center of the pro-
ject and substituted with the end result of this selection, both as
the subject and object of a design agency. And he did all this by
essentially working on the material conformation of the garden,
which he transformed from a confining to a defining device. A
responsive rather than an ordering element that had necessari-
ly to emerge from a projective process of definition generated by
the actions, the interactions, and the mechanisms of growth and
exchange of its inhabitants. For this reason, from an architectur-
al standpoint, these projects had little to do with the subsequent
typological development of zoological gardens, which progres-
sively tended towards a closer imitation of natural environments.
Because, despite a deeper concern for animals’ well-being, the
great majority of zoos has been revolving around the visitors’
experience as the main parameter. Whereas Price’s projects, by
contrast, represented an evolved and hybrid form of “forest” in
which he sought to experiment new modalities of coexistencel .
Within an artificially mediated continuum between nature and
culture that finally extended the range of design beyond the lim-
its of predetermination.

Axonometry of the Snowdon Aviary, drawing by Jacopo Leveratto.
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