
In the year 1995 Rem Koolhaas 
put forward the theory of Bigness 
which was highly influenced by 
his cooperation with the German 
architect Oswald Mathias Ungers 
on the project “The City within the 
City: Berlin as a Green Archipelago” 
published 1977 and its underlying 
concept of Grossform formulated 
by Ungers in the 1960ies. Despite 
fundamental differences of their 
theories both architects tried to 
understand the phenomenon of the 
big scale architectural project and 
its impact on the idea of the city. 
The questions posed with these 
theories seem to be relevant now-
adays more than ever: on the one 
hand we are faced with the pro-
blem of a seemingly endless grow-
th of our cities and a crisis in urban 
planning – a different view on the 
concept of the city is desperately 
needed. On the other hand big sca-
le architectural projects dominate 

the public debate on architecture. 
Other than in Asia or America, in 
Europe scepticism towards big 
scale projects prevails. Architects 
themselves don’t know what to do 
with these “big” projects; how to 
talk about them, evaluate them and 
use their architectural and urbani-
stic potentials for their designs re-
sulting often in the denouncement 
of big forms. But this condemna-
tion is not based on a thoroughly 
analysis of the architectural proje-
cts and their underlying concepts 
but simply on misconceptions and 
biases. 
This research project aims at revisi-
ting big scale projects from the past 
with the objective of understanding 
the architectural culture of this type 
of building and assess its poten-
tial for the future development of 
the European city. The focus lies 
on public buildings of the 1960ies 
and -70ies that were at the heart 

of new city developments in Euro-
pe. Despite changed political and 
socio-economical circumstances 
important lessons can be drawn 
from this era for a possible future 
scenario of our cities. 
The investigation will be conducted 
by means of architectural analysis 
i.e. research on design. Buildings 
will by analysed and categorized 
establishing a typological taxo-
nomy for the purpose of drawing 
conclusions on phenomena of the 
current professional practice and 
thereby enhancing the body of 
knowledge of architecture.(1) 

(1)cf. Atalay Franck, O.: Criteria for 
’Doctorateness’ in the Creative 
Fields: A Focus on Swiss Architectu-
re. ARENA Journal of Architectural 
Research. 2016; 1(1): 3 DOI: http://
dx.doi.org/10.5334/ajar.11. 
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The objects to be studied in this research are projects, which conform to the category of Grossform. 
Since the criteria about Grossform formulated by Ungers are rather vague the selection of objects to be 
studies within this research is based on the following premises: 

- the projects are located in Europe; 
- they are hybrids, combining a variety of public functions with housing; 
- they are a part of new urban development concepts, thereby excluding projects which have 

been conceived as a tool of densifying old city centers; 
- the period of construction is limited to the time of the 1960ies and 1970ies; a time when the 

State was the driving force in financing public buildings; 
- the projects possess a significance in the urban landscape, not because of their size but rather 

of their ‘strong form’. 

The category of a ‘strong form’ is as vague as Ungers criteria on Grossform and, to refer to Nigel 
Cross, ‘ill-defined’ [21]. But conducting research in the architectural field on architectural objects by 
architectural means one is confronted with ‘ill-defined problems’ all the time. In order to cope with 
them researches in the creative field ‘have to learn to have the self-confidence to define, redefine and 
change the problem-as-given in the light of the solution that emerges from their minds and hands’ 
[ibid.]. 
Considering Ungers’ approach to Grossform, a definition of the minimum size of the projects is 
deliberately omitted. It is also irrelevant for the work whether a project was realized or not because the 
objective is to elaborate and illustrate the main design principles and underlying concepts of a project 
in order to make them discussible for contemporary architectural practice. The primer objective is to 
examine projects from recent architectural history and thereby enriching the ‘body of critical 
knowledge’ [3: p.223] of the discipline and illustrating potential future topics for urban planning and 
architectural design. 
Since the research is in process and the analysis of selected projects is in its infancy, neither results nor 
a final selection of projects to be examined can be presented at this point. To give an impression of the 
work and a basis for discussion, an outlook on the first selected project will address some of the issues 
and problems one faces when working on research ‘on design’. 
 
 
Nordweststadt: First Challenges 
 

              
Figure 1: plan of the design for the Culture and Business Center for the Nordweststadt by Van den 

Broek en Bakema (Image: Architectengemeenschap van den Broek en Bakema [22: p.12]) 
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