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“Urban Nerve Centre” and Information as Activity:
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In an age of ubiquitous screens, every space is an
information space. But decades before the contem-
porary notion, Cedric Price (1934-2003) proposed
turning a massive but failing restaurant into an ur-
ban information hub in his 1965-66 Oxford Corner
House Feasibility Study project. More than merely
housing a computer, OCH itself would become a
building-sized computer, an urban interface for in-
teraction and engagement of the public in central
London. It would serve up leisure activities and in-
formation, guided or not, for groups or individuals,
whoever they were.

“The equipment which we have centralized has no
boundaries,” Price wrote in the report for the study.
“It can penetrate through walls, buildings, towns
and countries provided the transmission paths are
available.”* Price proposed a four-floor building
that extended into the city and the world through
networked information. An IBM computer would
fuel the information delivery, as dozens of screens
would display graphical and word-based content.
The interior of the building itself would be dynamic,
with hydraulic, movable floors, screens of informa-
tion, 400 carrels where a user could dial up les-
sons, and thousands of images stored on individual
video frames. In the body of Price’s work, the OCH
presents a vital aspect of his interest in responsive
architecture, providing modes for personal trans-
formation through engagement with informational
interfaces. It demonstrated an architecture of in-
formation in the truest sense of the term.

When the Oxford Corner House originally opened
on Tottenham Court Road in 1928, it was part of a
chain of ventures by J. Lyons Ltd., a family-run con-

glomerate that manufactured tea and food prod-
ucts and managed restaurants and hotels. In 1909,
J. Lyons opened its chain of five Corner House res-
taurants at busy London intersections. The Oxford
Corner House could seat up to 2200 customers at
a time, served by the iconic, speedy tearoom wait-
resses known as “Nippies.”? Each of the four floors
offered a different restaurant with a live orchestra,
for longer meals, and a cafeteria that served quick
bites. For several years in the 1960s, the Corner
House was open 24 hours a day.? So large was J.
Lyons’ enterprise that the company developed the
first business computer in Great Britain, LEO (Ly-
ons Electronic Office), in 1953 to manage the com-
pany’s stock, inventory and payroll.* However, by
the early 1960s, the Corner Houses fell out of favor,
despite the central location of the restaurants: the
British palate had changed, as had its tastes for
leisure.

It was Price’s Fun Palace project, a cybernetic plat-
form for learning and leisure, that attracted the at-
tention of director Patrick Salmon at J. Lyons Ltd. In
an internal memo to Geoffrey Salmon, he wrote, “I
think that there is an enormous potential in catering
for the leisure activities of the populace and that we
could well be letting a new social pattern if we went
ahead with this scheme, as original as the Teashops
were at the turn of the century.”” The £20,000,
10-month feasibility study starting October 1965
would secure planning permission and eventual de-
sign guidelines for the redevelopment of the Oxford
Corner House to fit the changing nature of leisure
in British society—something that occupied every
sphere of discourse in the 1950s and 60s—and pos-
sibly save J. Lyons’ restaurant venture.®
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Rather than submitting plans for an ordinary res-
taurant renovation, Price designed an interactive
information hub and mobile restaurant that would
educate as well as entertain—a “people’s nerve cen-
tre.” While it would serve as a platform for leisure,
with “activities ranging from eating and drinking
to self-pace learning and involvement with world
news,”” it would serve as a cerebral locus befitting a
metropolis. “The people’s nerve centre or City Brain
must, through its design, provide the excitement,
delight and satisfaction that a 20th century metrop-
olis should offer - Piccadilly Circus and Hampstead
Heath are not enough,” stated Price’s proposal to J.
Lyons.® “The whole building is a vast teaching ma-
chine.” It would transmit live information in text and
image; its information sources included news, police
activities, local government information, transporta-
tion, educational activities, conferences, and exhibi-
tions—even a planetarium and a driving simulator:
quite a different take on the initial brainstorming by
J. Lyons’ directors, who envisioned a showcase for
American trends and a Playboy club.°

The notion of a city as a nerve center originated as
early as 1950, although Price may not have been
aware of this early reference. “A city is primarily a
communications center, serving the same purpose
as a nerve center in the body,” wrote Norbert Wie-
ner, Karl Deutsch and Giorgio de Santillana in a Life
magazine section titled “How U.S. Cities Can Pre-
pare for Atomic War.”** Where the authors advocat-
ed for the decentralization of American cities, Price’s
notion of a nerve center took advantage of just the
opposite: high density of one of central London’s
busiest corners in order to maximize civic connec-
tion and transformation through information.

From the beginning, the OCH Feasibility Study was
to be a futuristic undertaking. “Dealing with the
knowns and predictables should be done thoroughly
and imaginatively,” wrote collaborator Sol Cornberg
to Price in a memo. “The unknowns and unpredict-
ables should be privileged an amount of freedom
and blue-sky which may well raise the project above
the routine. Not to be limited by known means of
communications transmission or display. To embody
the future is to be capable of accepting futures’ tech-
nology.”*? As such, the most striking elements of
the proposed design for the OCH were the internal
screens and informational interfaces. The crux of the
project revolved around the communication mecha-
nisms of OCH, a combination of program, informa-

tional interfaces and circulation. Price kept the physi-
cal structure of the original building and determined
the building’s framework (interior volumes, movable
hydraulic floors, escalators) for OCH in the earliest
part of the study, reserving much of the 10-month
project for designing the communication infrastruc-
ture. Price collaborated with several other architects
and experts. Keith Harrison represented the office
and drew the intensive network diagrams that out-
lined the structure of information to its served in-
terfaces. Raymond Spottiswoode, a British producer
and director who invented and patented 3D movie
technology in Great Britain, developed the screens
and image serving technologies. Cornberg, a com-
munication designer, designed a study carrel system
in 1963 with headphones, microphones and a tele-
vision screen where students could dial up lectures
or practice languages; Price would include his car-
rels in the design for OCH.** OCH’s diagrams and
information displays look like literal translations of
computer networks and virtual libraries—the project
would seem to be directly inspired by two articles on
computer networks that Price included in the mate-
rial. First, an article by New Statesman editor Nigel
Calder inferred the work of American computer sci-
entists in an article titled “Computer Libraries.” “If
men and computers are to achieve a satisfactory
symbiosis, and if the machine is to be an aid to cre-
ative thought rather than a mere clerk, we have to
give a lot of attention to the way we ourselves think.
The problems become as much a matter of philoso-
phy as of electronics,” wrote Calder. “Nowhere is this
more true than in the proposition that a computer
system can act as a library, to throw up from a vast
store precisely the information that we require for
a given purpose.”** Second, “Towards an Informa-
tion Utility” by John Laski in New Scientist, presents
network model that Price and his collaborators would
design. “The creation of a network or ‘national grid’
of computers, with outlets to typewriters or other
devices in any office or home, is only a matter of
time, money and resolution,” stated the article’s tag-
line. Laski predicted:

By 1996 computing power should be used by every-
one as casually as energy is today. Access to com-
puting power will be as widely distributed as electric-
ity, and the wealth and well-being of the country will
be dependent on the availability of adequate sup-
plies. On the monopoly that will supply computing
power for bulk transformation, storage and retrieval
of information and for diffusion of information, will
depend the quality of life for every member of the
community. And the nation that first makes avail-
able computing power to its citizens as a public in-
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formation Utility in this way will dominate the world
economy just as the steam engine allowed Britain
to dominate the world throughout Victoria’s reign.*>

Laski envisioned what he called a “conversational
machine” positioned between a user at a keyboard
and an “immense national batch processor serv-
ing all regions.”*® From his perspective in 1966, the
concept did not seem that far off—as early as the
1970s, if planning began soon. “For general pur-
poses the signs are that the technology for set-
ting up very big electronic stores of information,
in principle accessible to anyone on the end of a
telephone wire, may be perfected before we are
clear in our minds about how best to use it,”'” Laski
wrote— and Price would seem to attempt an an-
swer to how such information could be used and
made accessible to the British public.

Price’s office researched, organized and categorized
a wide variety of information stores and determined
how best to store and retrieve them over the
network before formalizing the building’s design.
In a letter to IBM about engaging their services in
the OCH Feasibility Study, Harrison wrote:
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Figure 1. News delivery network for OCH. Source: OCH
Feasibility Study Folio, DR1995:0224:324:001. Cedric
Price Archive, Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal.

Broadly speaking the range of activities we
anticipate will consist of transmitting information
from outside bodies to our Client’s building, and

Figure 2. The overall network diagram for OCH’s 400 carrels, informational interfaces and screens. Source: OCH Feasibility
Study Folio, DR1995:0224:324:002. Cedric Price Archive, Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal.
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Figure 3. Mapping the relationship of people to stores of information. Source: OCH Feasibility Study Folio,
DR1995:0224:324:041-056. Cedric Price Archive, Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal.

displaying it, in various ways, to the general public
inside the building. Some of this information (and in
time perhaps a very large amount of it) will have to
be stored for future retrieval and display, and this,
along with the question of how to control, code, and
store a lot of incoming information, will form an
important part of the feasibility study.'®

Working from the bottom of the diagram upward
in Figure 1, we see telegraph channels that deliver
news information into an inbound terminal. At the
center of the diagram, the OCH Director of Com-
munication Department would funnel the informa-
tion before sieving and editing, shunting informa-
tion toward teleprinters. Cameras would record
the feeds, transmitting to closed circuit television
monitors around the building. Within the Director
of Communications office, staff would decide which
content to store for longer periods, rotating other
news content on a two to four hour cycle. This in-
formation would also filter outward to Cadby Hall,
the headquarters of J. Lyons.

The gigantic scale of the operation becomes appar-
ent in Figure 2, where all of the stores of information
combined into one large network diagram. Sixteen
IBM display stations with cameras would provide
computer information to people sitting at up to 400
study carrels (computer technology at the time did
not allow for monitors at individual desks, so CCTV
would be employed instead). Images would be de-
livered from videotape, stored in individual tape
frames and accessed by dialing in a code, then dis-
played on one of the screens in the upper right area
of the diagrams—a new technology proposed by
Spottiswoode for the purposes of OCH.

Only once he had defined the network did Price de-
termine circulation and movement of the hydraulic
floors. He started with a theoretical exercise that
looked at how individuals would access and view
information—not unlike a translation of set theory
applied to physical space and information (Figure
3). The mapping of individuals to information fed
into a series of drawings that mapped OCH capac-
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ity and circulation among the information screens
(Figure 4), each looking at how many people could
viable move around and view content. Other dia-
grams mapped the movement of the hydraulic
floors, showing how they could be recombined in
order to provide optimal information access.

Figure 4. One of several circulation studies that mapped
capacity and movement against the viewing possibilities
of information screens. Source: OCH Feasibility Study
Folio, DR1995:0224:324:041-056. Cedric Price Archive,
Canadian Centre for Architecture, Montreal.

Price delivered the OCH Feasibility Study report to J.
Lyons in October 1966. The project ended there, at
least as an urban information hub. An article in the
Evening Standard on January 12, 1967 reported:

The famous Lyons Corner House at the junction
of Oxford Street and Tottenham Court Road is to
change hands.

The premises are being taken over from J. Lyons,
the £70 million tea shop and catering concern, on a
99-years lease by Mecca.

Mecca, whose main interests are in dance halls,
catering and bingo, will move in on June 1. They
have applied for planning permission to transform
the Corner House into an entertainment and cater-
ing centre.®®

In an ironic twist, the purchase of the site by Mecca
speaks in direct contradiction to Price’s design brief
from the year before: “The necessary balancing of
the programmed contents must avoid producing
an entertainment ‘Mecca’ - rather it should cre-
ate a ‘launching pad’ for further activities, interests
and delight.”?° In the years since, the building has
housed a Virgin Megastore and a Carphone Ware-

house. Like many of Price’s projects, the prescience
becomes apparent decades after the fact. An obitu-
ary for J.M.M. Pinkerton, the electrical engineer who
built the LEO computer for J.Lyons, noted: “With
his unfailing good humour, he would have enjoyed
the thought of a LEO computer doing stock-control
for a Lyons Corner House as the forerunner of a
personal computer in a cybernet cafe.”?* Pinkerton
probably did not know just how close he had come.

The use of technology in Price’s work, wrote Royston
Landau, Price’s close compatriot and collaborator,
served a critical role. “It will be expected to take
part in the architectural debate, perhaps through
contribution, disputation or the ability to shock.”??
Certainly the OCH proposal made a contribution
toward how information networks would affect the
built environment—but it also served as a provoca-
tion. OCH demonstrates the measure to which Price
was deeply interested in information technology.
A wide variety of his projects used architecture as
a mechanism for organizing information, includ-
ing Atom (a charette at Rice University, 1967), the
Birmingham and Midland Institute Headquarters
(1967-71), McAppy (a construction worksite safe-
ty and communication system, 1973), Generator
(1976-79), JapNet (1985-87), and Magnet (1995-
6).2> Not long after the OCH project completed,
Price even specified an information management
system for his own office, researching the possibil-
ity of using a computer for the job. He ordered 2000
punch cards for a manual system to categorize his
project information and library of books and mate-
rial on everything from aluminum siding to hover-
crafts. Price’s information technology projects stand
out beyond his documented interest in cybernetics,
which was germane to only a few of his projects.?*
His continual focus in information undergirds his
approach to responsive architecture.

We find a further key to Price’s responsive archi-
tectures of information in a project he started a
year after he delivered the OCH Feasibility Study
to J. Lyons Ltd. Price advanced many of the in-
formation delivery concepts of the Oxford Corner
House Feasibility Study in the proposed design for
the Birmingham and Midland Institute (BMI) Head-
quarters, a “building [that] can act as the nerve
centre, producer and distributor of an enormous
range of services to members and the public in the
region.” > In the middle of a network sketch much
like those of the OCH, we find the phrase, “Storage
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of information becomes activity.”?® Perhaps this
small comment serves as the best description for
the networks, the diagrams and the servicing of
information to a public as a means of transforming.

Ten years after the completion of the OCH Feasibility
Study, Richard Saul Wurman coined the term “infor-
mation architecture” in his 1976 speech at the AIA
Convention; today, thousands of Internet-related
design professionals call themselves “information
architects.” Price’s work presaged this very concept.
He, like Wurman and contemporary information ar-
chitects, begin projects (whether a building, a trav-
el guide or a website) by gathering and assessing
all of the information that it will need provide to its
users, organizing and charting it before the start
of the visual, graphic or architectural design. Price
ultimately designed interfaces for the display of in-
formation, structuring circulation around it as an
exercise of self-transformation for users.

From today’s perspective, the notion of information
as something to design with and for takes tangible
shape as sensors and screens become cheap and
small. In emergent design disciplines, practitioners
grapple with information as a medium in their work,
as information itself passes through the boundaries
of buildings. Mike Kuniavsky’s August 2010 lecture
“Information is a Material,” provides a set of guide-
lines for designers on incorporating information pro-
cessing into their work.?” It is a veritable application
of what Price presaged in 1966: “The equipment
which we have centralized has no boundaries. It
can penetrate through walls, buildings, towns and
countries provided the transmission paths are avail-
able.”?® The transmission paths are indeed available.
Cedric Price forged them long before we might have
imagined, in the design of the Oxford Corner House.
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