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The architectural designs of Constant Nieuwenhuys occupy an interesting position in the history of the French-based avant-garde political group the Situationist International. Such designs respond to a need expressed in early Situationist writings: a call for a utopian urban form. Named New Babylon, Constant’s designs provide an illustration of the prevailing conceptions and assumptions behind Situationist thought of the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Situationist architecture was conceived in opposition to the prevailing urbanist conception – as exemplified by the work of Le Corbusier – which provided a general idea of the human as a rational being with quantifiable needs which could be met by a similarly rational architecture. The Situationists opposed this rational conception of the human being, offering instead a ludic model of human nature, drawing on Johan Huizinga’s Homo Ludens and a growing interest in Marx’s early humanist writings amongst theorists, such as Henri Lefebvre.
The Situationists felt that the element of play could be introduced into everyday life by provoking what they called ‘situations’ and the use of a technique they called ‘psychogeography’. Constant’s New Babylon sought to create an urban environment where these situations could be created.

These designs remained unbuilt, and the Situationists soon moved away from putting hopes in building new cities, concentrating instead on changing the existing city. This tendency can be seen most clearly in the events of May 1968 in Paris, in which the Situationists played a small but significant part. This paper will seek to illustrate that Constant’s models for New Babylon stand as an embodiment of early Situationist urban theory, and that they shed light usefully on the subsequent history of the Situationist International and on the evolution of Lefebvre’s spatial theories.
