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5.5.3 Process above all: Shadrach Woods’ nonSchool 
of Villefranche 

FederIca doglIo
Politecnico di Torino, Italy

abstract

used in the context of architecture and urbanism, the term ‘anarchism’ of-
ten proves ambiguous and overly-abstract. Focusing on the design process 
of shadrach Woods, this paper intends to ground the term concretely in the 
history of twentieth-century architecture and theory. 
In 2000, former team x member giancarlo de carlo noted that the an-
archist thought of two late nineteenth-century polymaths, Patrick geddes 
and Piotr Kropotkin, had significantly influenced his own work. he also pon-
dered whether team x, a diffuse assortment of architects organized into 
a horizontal hierarchy, could be considered anarchist. he asserted that “in 
team x many positions and many attitudes were similar to the anarchist 
movement”, and that some members of team x viewed the means as more 
important than the ends. In particular, he explained, shadrach Woods and 
the smithsons favored design process over formal results.
using this measure of process versus formal result as a starting point, my 
paper explores the relationship between anarchism and team x, particularly 
in the work and ideas of shadrach Woods. In 1966 Woods proposed a radi-
cal experiment that he termed “non-school” that was centered on the aboli-
tion of degrees and traditional academic curricula, replacing these antiquated 
requirements with a new system that integrated education with the urban 
community and expanded its access to people of all ages. Many of his ideas 
were in part inspired by his encounter with artists from the Fluxus movement, 
with whom he collaborated at the non-school of villefranche in 1966, and 
again later at the triennale in Milan in 1968. as I link Woods’ theories to the 
team x and to the Fluxus thought, I suggest that we might call the non-school 
approach a “school without walls for architects and artists”.

keywords

Shadrach woods, team X, Fluxus, nonSchool, process, Berlin Free 
university 

introduction

during the last decade of his life, the architect shadrach Woods theorized 
and proposed a process-centered and interdisciplinary model of university 
education that was derived from the practices with which he and his circle 
of artists and architects – most prominently Fluxus and team x – were 
experimenting during the 1960s. this paper analyzes Woods’ theoretical 
discourse on education, and then turns to the application of these theo-
ries in the case of the nonschool of villefranche, a radical experiment 
conceived in 1966 by Woods and his friend and colleague, robert Filliou, 
a French american Fluxus artist. It concludes by situating the berlin Free 
university, Woods’ bestknown work, in the discourse of the nonschool and 
the broader cultural and intellectual projects associated with Fluxus and 
team x. While these movements have attracted the attention of many 
historians, Woods’ interest in expanding their experimental practices far 
beyond elite arts production has, to my knowledge, never been published 
or presented. this lacuna proves all the more surprising in light of the 
broad acceptance of many of Woods’ once radical positions in today’s 
pedagogical discourses.

from theories of the architecture of education to the 
nonschool

a major preoccupation of shadrach Woods for the last eleven years of his 
life, from 1962 to 1973, was what he called ‘the architecture of education’, 
through which he sought to reformulate ideas of how universities should 
function and how they should be designed.1 Woods’ interest in universities 
can be tied to his professional endeavours in the early 1960s. an important 
theoretician,2 partner in the firm candilis-josic-Woods (cjW)3 (1955-68) 
and a core member of team x (1953-81)4, Woods collaborated with george 
candilis and alexis josic on the designs of bochum university (1962) and 
dublin university college (1964), and with Manfred schiedhelm on the Free 
university of berlin (1963) and brussels Free university (1971). In addition, 
he taught architecture design studios and lectured at yale (1962-67), cor-
nell (1970-1), harvard (1968-73) and rice universities (1970). 
In common with many intellectuals who taught at universities in the 1960s, 
shadrach Woods found himself caught up in a vortex of change in educa-
tion. like architecture, the field of education was searching for new models; 
thinkers sought to reformulate the basic problems of education, rather than 
simply seeking new solutions to old questions. the student revolts of the 
late 1960s and the early 1970s profoundly altered society’s political and 
cultural attitudes, particularly in the academic world. the cuban Missile 
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crisis (1962), the vietnam 
War (1963-75), the civil 
rights movement (1968), 
the Watergate scandals 
of the nixon administration 
(1972), and the global oil 
crisis (1973) led students 
to denounce the poorly func-
tioning political, economi-
cal, social and educational 
systems. they demanded 
radical institutional change, 
and many intellectuals and 
educators, like shadrach 
Woods, listened.5

central to these changes 
was an emphasis on collab-
orative efforts and an edu-
cational model grounded in 
pluralism – that is, the ac-
ceptance of divergent values 
and multiple perspectives. 
during the 1968 student 
occupation of university 
hall, harvard’s main admin-

istrative headquarters, part of an anti-vietnam war protest, there had been 
debates on education. Woods gave a series of lectures exploring these 
ideas,6 the most important of which was “the education bazaar,” where 
he outlined many of his thoughts about architectural education. the article 
began as a lecture at harvard’s graduate school of design (gsd) in 1969, 
and it was soon after published in the Harvard Educational Review.7 In the 
same issue of this journal, aldo van eyck, giancarlo de carlo, herman 
hertzberger, Peter Prangnell and others published significant articles on 
education in schools of architecture too. these authors were all part of 
team x, or influenced by this group’s work and thought, and they proposed 
in these writings a pluralistic approach to education.8 one can especially see 
ties between Woods’ article and giancarlo de carlo’s: both focused on the 
idea of the integration of the city and the school, shared a commitment of 
the architect to society, and showed sympathy to student protesters. 
In “the education bazaar,” Woods describes his concept of a school without 
walls that is physically integrated into the city, because he sees the city and 

nonschool in villefranche, stationery. In: shadrach 
Woods collection, avery architectural and Fine arts 
library, columbia university, new york city (Feld box 
09, folder 9.17)

its streets as places for learning.9 he summarizes this concept as ‘the idea 
of an educational bazaar, of the city as education.’10 In four sections entitled 
‘the gap’, ‘the removal of barriers’, ‘the city as a school; the school as the city’, 
and ‘man or animal?’ he pairs text and image to explain how his theoretical 
ideas might be translated into university designs, noting especially his work in 
the dublin university college design competition (1964) and an outline for the 
competition on the expansion of the city of caen in 1961. In developing this 
idea that the university must be integrated into the city and that the educa-
tional process needs to overcome the barriers of the past, he introduces an 
alternative model of education, which he calls the nonschool.11 

In analyzing Woods’ writings, we turn to another version of the same lec-
ture, signed, undated, and never published, which can be found in shadrach 
Woods collection at avery drawings and archives at columbia university in 
new york city. this second version was probably written sometime between 
november 1968 and early 1970.12 through it, we see the evolution of 
Woods’ concept of the nonschool through his experience with the ‘non-
school of villefranche’, a radical experiment in the field of education con-
ceived by shadrach Woods and the French-american Fluxus artist robert 
Filliou. 
While difficult to classify in traditional art historical terms, Fluxus, follow-
ing john hendricks’s definition in his 1988 book Fluxus Codex, might be 
portrayed as an informal neo-dada group of artists active in many different 
artistic disciplines from the beginning of the 1960s.13 
this second version of “the education bazaar,” while structurally similar to 
the published version, differs in content and manner of expression, showing 
a more open attitude, and revealing close intellectual bonds to the French 
Fluxus ‘movement’, especially to robert Filliou, whose own ideas on educa-
tion influenced Woods’ approach. Indeed, the text includes excerpts of con-
versations between the artists allan Kaprow and robert Filliou, and between 
Filliou and john cage. It is clear that this unpublished shadrach Woods’ 
essay owes a great deal to Filliou’s extraordinary book ‘teaching and learn-
ing as Performing arts.’14 Woods got to know robert Filliou through the 
american architect-tartist joachim Pfeufer,15 who first met Woods in 1959 
at cIaM xI, worked with candilis-josic-Woods from 1960 to 1968, and 
began collaborating with robert Filliou on the Poipoidrom project in 1963.16

the personal and intellectual relationship of the three men can be traced to 
villefranche-sur-Mer, a small village in the French cote d’azur, where Fluxus 
artists from around the world gathered between 1965 and 1968. those 
artists were part of a movement which ‘challenged preconceived notions 
about art, the function of art, and the role of the artist in society,’ promot-
ing a ‘nonart’. 17 
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In villefranche-sur-Mer, Fluxus members robert Filliou and george brecht18 
established ‘la cédille Qui sourit’, an experimental space or shop, an art 
laboratory, where Fluxus artists came together to showcase their works in 
an unusual exhibition-sale in which they sold various creations, such as jew-
ellery and musical instruments. conceived first as an english bookshop, the 
site became, in practice, a combination of workshop and shop, or maybe, 
appropriating Fluxus’ terms, a ‘nonshop’. ‘la cédille’ was created inside of 
two Filliou’s projects, and are all interconnected: ‘the eternal network’19 and 
‘the centre of Permanent creation.’20

Woods travelled frequently to villefranche during the non-shop’s short three-
year life from september 1965 to october 1968.21 he was fascinated by, 
and influenced by the ideas of Filliou, a prominent figure in Fluxus.22 While 
Woods encountered the Fluxus world first at villefranche, he maintained 
his relationship with the movement in Paris, and it fundamentally shaped 
his ideas and theoretical approach to architectural education. In particular, 
Woods drew upon Fluxus’ emphasis on the importance of the arts in the 
educational process, and also their radical approach to reformulating the 
relationship between school, city, and world. 
the basic idea of ‘nonÉcole de villefranche’, or nonschool, was to refuse 
any predetermined program, and to create a school that was free, fair, and, 
most importantly, open to all an anti -school that rejected any relationship 
with the scholastic institution and broke with past institutions of school. 
a central characteristic of the nonschool, as described in ‘teaching and 
learning as Performing arts’, was, as Filliou asserted, ‘to show how some 
of the problems inherent to teaching and learning can be solved – or let’s 
say eased – through an application of the participation techniques developed 
by artists in such fields as: happenings, event, action poetry, environments, 
visual poetry, films, street performances, non-instrumental music, games, 
correspondence, etc...’23 In other words, the arts must have a core role in 
the educational process: they would enrich it and give it new perspective. 
Woods applied the ideas of the ‘nonschool of villefranche’ to the world of 
college-level architecture, drawing on these notions in the development of 
his own nonschool. there are very few primary sources for the nonschool 
project. some documents related to this project are held in shadrach Woods 
collection at columbia university; these include nonschool stationery, a 
statement of nonschool philosophy, and a description of the program of the 
villefranche workshop.24 robert Filliou also discusses the subject briefly in 
his 1970 book ‘teaching and learning as Performing arts,’ an accessible 
and poetic book that puts forth on existential problems and seeks to inter-
pret and reinterpret contemporary life.25  Woods wanted the nonschool to 
replace traditional ways of learning at the college level, particularly by intro-

ducing a new teaching method, the abolition of grades, and the intervention 
of the artists. although Woods’ nonschool was never realized in the field of 
education, the concepts and ideas influenced the curriculum at harvard and 
other architecture schools where he taught. Indeed, in a recent interview, 
eric Pfeufer, joachim Pfeufer’s younger brother and a former student of 
Woods at harvard, insisted that the nonschool did exist at harvard under 
Woods in the personal and anti-academic way that he conducted his design 
studios. 26 

another important principle of the nonschool was the idea of non-special-
ization, which would open students to various disciplines and help them 
adapt to shifts to the changing market conditions. Filliou and Woods believed 
excessive specialization prevented cultural adoptions and also hindered an 
individual’s ability in a continuously changing world and job market. Further-
more, the nonschool sought to revise modes of teaching. borrowing from 
Marxist ideology, Fluxus called for the abolition of classes and applied this 
to the classroom setting: they wanted to end the fixed rules of the student-
teacher relationship and cultivate a new model where teaching and learning 
were part of a two-way, continuously flowing process. learning at the non-
school was not to be based on the transmission of information, but instead 
students would be given endless ways to analyse problems then would be 
guided in the direction of their own interests and personal inclinations.
applying these ideas to the architecture school, Woods called for the ‘total 
revision’ of the system of architectural education based on principles of the 
nonschool. he explained that 

the urban structures which we know no longer contain our needs, nor 
do they correspond to the evolving goals which we can occasionally 
perceive. […] We shall develop non-structures to organize our various 
activities in ways, places and buildings that relate more directly to a 
society which is in a state of becoming, that is, in ways that exhibit 
great potential to change.27 

he envisioned the administrative management of the nonschool as con-
stantly changing, with the theoretical direction framed by persons of inter-
national standing who would be brought in on a temporary basis. 
While Fluxus provided one model for Woods, he also was heavily influenced 
by team x.28 Whereas Fluxus emphasized the role of artists in bringing 
about social change, team x believed that students would be the centre of 
the future society. unlike cIaM, which would organize through quasi-annual 
international congresses, team x’s meetings were held in ateliers where 
real problems and projects could be discussed by many in a common vision 
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of architecture and urban planning. In thinking about the physical space of 
the architectural school, Woods drew upon ideas from team x member 
and Italian architect and educator, giancarlo de carlo. de carlo argued for 
the integration of a project with its context, seeing geographical, cultural, 
and temporal circumstances as essential for the design of a university. this 
attitude was contrary to the traditional anglo-saxon concept of the cam-
pus, with its customary extra-urban siting in autonomous isolation. de carlo 
developed and implemented his concept in urbino (1956-94), where he 
designed an extension of the university in a way that would integrate into the 
historic city.29 de carlo’s influence is clearly seen in the section of Woods’ 
lecture titled ‘the city as a school; the school as a city’, in which he refers to 
de carlo’s Harvard Educational Review essay:

the school should not be an island, but a part of the physical environ-
ment, and – at best – the physical environment should itself be consid-
ered and conceived as a whole, according to educational needs: it should 
not be a finished device, but a structure that branches out into the fabric 
of social activities, able to adapt to their constant changes [...].30

In addition to engagement with the city, Woods insisted that the university 
should draw upon the knowledge and experience of the larger populace. he 
explains:

With the revision of academic structures, where the entire system 
becomes adaptable to the needs of the entire world and where the 
global viewpoint can be reflected in the education process, urbanism 
and education come together. education will become a necessary part 
of the physical milieu.31

Moreover, in thinking about the city itself as a space of education, he argued 
‘the cities represent the future of Western society, and schools represent 
the future of cities. city and school intertwine to an inextricable degree.’32 
the experiment thus aimed to dismantle traditional school hierarchies, and in 
an engagement with the city, Woods insisted that the university should draw 
upon the knowledge and experience of the larger populace. he explains:

With the revision of academic structures, where the entire system 
becomes adaptable to the needs of the entire world and where the 
global viewpoint can be reflected in the education process, urbanism 
and education come together. education will become a necessary part 
of the physical milieu.33

Moreover, in thinking about the city itself as a space of education, he argued 
‘the cities represent the future of Western society, and schools represent 
the future of cities. city and school intertwine to an inextricable degree.’34 
the experiment aimed to dismantle traditional school hierarchies and to 
integrate the school with the city.

free university berlin: concludinG thouGhts

Woods tried to give form to this theoretical experiment in his design of the 
Free university of berlin. In collaboration with Manfred schiedhelm, a young 
talented german architect who was working candilis-josic-Woods in Paris, 
Woods won a competition for a university design in West berlin in 1963. 
their proposal reflects the ideas he would later express in the lecture “the 
education bazaar”: the oneness of the school, the integration process with 
the city, the flexibility of spaces and ideas. described by historian stanley 
abercrombie as ‘one of the most radical architectures of the last century,’ 
the berlin Free university might be read as Woods’ manifesto.35 It was also 
his last built project, with the first construction phase completed in 1973, 
the year he passed away. It is based on his process-centred web concept, 

berlin Free university. Pedestrian paths grid overlapping open spaces grid. In: shadrach 
Woods collection, avery architectural and Fine arts library, columbia university, new york 
city (Feld box 05)
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which he presented in 1962 in the journal Le Carré Bleu.36 later defined as 
a ‘mat-building’ or ‘ground-scraper’,37 this architecture was conceived as a 
platform or slab that would facilitate encounters among students and teach-
ers, helping to overcome the differences between them. In the first years of 
its life, the school was always left open, but it was soon brutally vandalized. 
later, some restrictions were introduced. In the first phase of the project, 
the young Manfred schiedhelm strongly insisted on leaving the corridors 
open, to recall best the idea of a city with its blocks and its streets, and to 
stress the concept of the school as a city and the city as a school. Further-
more, jean Prouvé collaborated with Woods in designing its famous corten 
façade with the goal of producing a light, modular, steel structure that would 
allow for a high level of flexibility and adaptability. and indeed, the structure 
was able to accommodate numerous changes and renovations, the most 
notable of which was norman Foster’s new library of 1997.
towards the end of his life Woods seems to have grown more and more 
convinced that architecture did not in itself hold the tools to realize his ideal-
istic aspirations.  but rather than growing disillusioned, he initiated a deploy-
ment not of his architecture, but of its methods of operation, including open 
collaboration, non-specialization, challenges to hierarchy, and the utilization 
of existing urban networks. these he sought to embed in a new ‘architec-
ture of education’ that, more than any building, design strategy, or disciplin-
ary movement, might produce profound, long-lasting cultural betterment.
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