ORIGINS OF PATTERNS & A PATTERN LANGUAGE

Impressions of Experience

by Sara Ishikawa

Berkeley

By the time I met Christopher Alexander in 1963, he had
written many articles and some books that led to the theory
of A Pattern Language. He had visited Berkeley in the spring
of 1963 and gave a lecture on A City is not a Tree, and had just
finished his dissertation, Notes on a Synthesis of Form, which
put forward Hidecs as a mathematical model for design. He
was thus known as a new brilliant theorist, and was offered a
position at Berkeley in the fall of 1963.

BART

Right after he came, three of us — Chris, Van King and I (Van
and I had just graduated in the spring) started working to-
gether at Wurster Bernardi and Emmons on the Conceptual
Design of BART stations. We collected functional require-
ments, visiting a number of transit systems and adding Mike
Baker and Patrick Hyslop to the team, we went through a
process of interacting each requirement with every other
and used Hidecs and the computer to generate relational
complexes, much like in Notes. At the end of our involve-
ment in that project (our work was never used) it was clear
that one did not have to go through this elaborate and time
consuming process to come up with the relational complexes
which were in fact recognizable and identifiable parts of the
environment - i.e. entrances, ticketing, platforms, etc - each
made up of parts in some relation to each other. While this
work at WBE was going on, Chris was teaching courses that
also focused on developing the idea of what would later be
called patterns. One seminar in particular was important as
each person in it developed what would be called a pattern,
and some of them - Murray Silverstein, Ron Walkey, Christie
Cofthin, and Solly Angel subsequently worked at the Center.

CENTER FOR ENVIRONMENTAL STRUCTURE

In 1965 Chris had to leave the U.S. for visa reasons for a year
and he did further work on what he was then calling envi-
ronmental rules at the Ministry of Housing in London before
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coming back to Berkeley. I was in London in 1965/66 and
worked with Chris briefly and informally on entrance ‘rules:.

[n the spring of 1967, he, with the help of Murray
and me, put together the Center for Environmental Structure,
and with a small grant from the Bureau of Standards, held a

seminar that summer in Inverness to work on the theory of

patterns with Sim Van der Ryn, Roz Lindheim and a variety
of interdisciplinary experts that Chris knew from the East -
a psychologist, a linguist, a transportation person, etc, and I
believe it was at this seminar that it was decided that the word
pattern seemed the best way of describing these environmen-
tal rules or parts of the environment since they kept repeating
to form the environment and that language seemed the most
appropriate word for describing how the patterns were related
to each other. That fall, Chris, Murray and [ worked for a short
time on patterns for a small storefront Poverty Program office
in Berkeley where Skip Porter, a friend of mine was director,
and Chris continued organizing the Center into a non profit
research corporation with himself as president and a board
of trustees that included a top lawyer, the dean of CED at the

time, and a few professors, all of whom supported the idea of
the Center.

MULTI-SERVICE CENTER

In the winter of 1968, Ken Simmons with whom [ worked
in the Poverty Program in San Francisco in 1966 and who
was then director for Urban Americas contract to develop
a program for a new multi service center in Hunts Point in
the South Bronx gave us - Chris, Murray and myself - the op-
portunity to develop patterns and a pattern language for the
project. I lived in New York to work on site and Chris and
Murray came often to New York. We worked with Ken, Mike
Baker and a team from the City of New York in developing the
patterns. This program was eventually published as A Pattern
Language which Generates Multi-Service Centers. For the pat-
terns, we used the If, Then, Problem format. The language was
represented as a cascade - larger scale patterns at the top, and
smaller scale patterns cascading downward...In the book we
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