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Christopher Alexander 
famous architect & design theorist

1936: born in Vienna
1938: the family emigrated to England

Studied at:
Cambridge: Master in Mathematics, 
    Bachelor in Architecture
Harvard: Dissertation in Architecture
    Gold Medal for Research by the AIA

Professor at the University of Berkeley 
   - founded “Center for Environmental Studies“
   - 200 building projects
   - 14 books
   - many awards
   - academy member in USA and Sweden

now: professor emeritus; lives in Sussex, UK



Periods of Christopher Alexander's Works / 14 Books
1964 1975-1993 2003-2005

form &
function,
mathematics

learning from traditions / projects

learning from nature
parallel to architecture2013



  

“Each [design] pattern describes a problem which occurs over and over again in our 
environment, and then describes the core of the solution to that problem, In such a way that 
you can use this solution a million times over, without ever doing it the same way twice.”

– Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language, 1977









Card Stack - “64 Concepts of Pattern Theory”
“Alphabet of Design”  “Christopher Alexander’s World”
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Concept Card Format

concept name

explaining or
metaphorical

image or diagram

group code & color
card # within group
groups: B,S,P,D,A

explaining text

generative
questions

related to a 
”system in focus“ connected

concepts





Comparison Judgement – „Lebendigkeit“ (1)

Which system can you identify yourself better with?
Which system mirrors more your self, what you are and want to be?

Which system are you more in resonance with?



Comparison Judgements – „Lebendigkeit“ (2)

Which system can you identify yourself better with?
Which system mirrors more your self, what you are and want to be?

Which system are you more in resonance with?



Comparison Judgements – „Lebendigkeit“ (3)

Which system can you identify yourself better with?
Which system mirrors more your self, what you are and want to be?

Which system are you more in resonance with?
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Alexander: How can we create Living Systems?

 Living systems contain centers (elements) that
support each other and form wholes

 Living systems show 15 structural properties

 Living systems are created by living processes
which follow certain principles

 Living system get form and function
by meaningful design patterns.

 Certain attitudes help the designer to create living
systems.



Systems as Fractal Hierarchy
(centers form wholes; 

wholes contain other wholes)

Living Systems: Centers and Wholes

Centers are connected by Forces
(supporting each other;

3 directions of possible effects)

downward (3)
sub-ordinated

upward (1)
super-ordinated 

neighboring (2)
side-ordinated

E. g. changing a house effects (1) the city (2) the neighbour houses (3) the interiour & residents







15 Properties of Living Structures

Strong Centre Contrast
Difference

Good Form
Adaptation

Boundary

Void
Open Space

Levels of Scale
Proportion

Gradient

Echo
Similarity

Roughness
Individuality 

Deep Interlock
Ambiguity

Simplicity
 Inner Calm

Non-Separateness
Connectedness

Local Symmetry

Positive Space
Complementarity

Alternating
Repetition





Principles of Living Processes

Step-by-Step Reversibility
(Quick Error Undo)

Direct Improvement

Structure Preserving
Transformation

New things emerge 
from the Known

Healing Step

Win-Win for All
(No Losers)

Open Process
(Pull of Participation)

Resonance
Lebendigkeit / QUAN

Precious Sequence
of Steps

Holistic System View
(Container Hierarchy)







Pattern = Structured Experiential Knowledge

Pattern Description

Name
Problem 
Solution
...
Inputs 
Outputs
Connected Patterns
Alternative Patterns
Pro 
Contra
...
Examples
Know-How
...

Problem Solution

Inputs Outputs

Connected P. Alternative P.

Pro Contra 

Examples Know-How



  



The Commons as a Pattern Example 

Name

Problem

Solution

Forces

 Examples

Commons

many people can not afford their livelihoods under the existing
conditions, or they fear future developments that could bring
them poverty.

Certain necessities of life can be organized as common goods, in a
way that as many people as possible have free or cheap access to
these resources.

A public library. An urban gardening project. A commons based
central water supply of a city (e. g. Naples).

Commons need a continous care, protection against exploitation
and enclosure, both in legal (by private economy) and illegal
(corruption, ...) ways. Commons need the practise of commoning.

Livelihoods become cheaper. Quality of life is improved.
Committed persons (“Commoners“) have to care for maintenance
and protection (this is called the “Commoning“).  
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Mexicali project (the book “The Production of Houses“) 
early participatory housing design in a slum of Mexico (1975)



Local
Situation

Changing the Role of the Architect

Architect
„Star“

Involved

Client

Local
Situation

Architect

Involved

Client

Image
Monumental
Architecture

Human Need
Optimized 

Architecture 

MAINSTREAM / POSTMODERN ALEXANDER / PARTICIPATORY  



Alexandrian Ethic: a living relationships
of mutual development (to care & to share)

architect-user-relationship
designer-user-relationship
practitioner-patient-relationship
 teacher-student-relationship
mother-child-relationship
coach-sportsperson-relationship
 ...
Each Me-Other-Relationship

 Joy in exchange & resonance
 Joy in mutual development



Living Relationship

to care, 
to take the Other seriously, 
to share time, 
to concede value, 
to respect the autonomy,
to support,
to feel the connectedness, and
to understand mutual unfolding.

an “Operationalization“ of Love





Main Effects of Pattern Language Work





END OF PRESENTATION

THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION
I HOPE YOU ENJOYED IT

DISCUSSION

(additional slides, in case of spare time)



Organigram of the 64 Concepts





















Descartes vs. Alexander
(Enlightenment vs. Enlivenment)
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René Descartes Christopher Alexander

Method Analysis(+Synthesis) Analysis+Synthesis

Model Machine, functioning Organism, evolving

Concept of Order Category Pattern

Guiding Aspekt Property-Difference Function-Connection

Working Hypothesis Causality Contingency

Goal Prognosis of Processes Support of Processes

Logic Aristotelian 
Difference-Logic

Alexandrian
Connectedness-Logic

Human Being Biological Robot Creative Designer

Science Natural Science Lebendigkeit Science
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