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As kids in the early 1990s, my sister and I often slept in the cloak-
room of a nightclub, our family’s business in the West of Ireland. On 
weekend mornings we slid down mirrored stair railings and climbed 
dance podiums – the room thick with the hangover of  a decade’s 
worth of cigarette smoke, and the carpets sugar-soaked and crunching 
underfoot. The venue we grew up in stands out not for its specialness 
but for its bizarre banality. It fit 1,200 people and was two doors down 
from another 1,000-plus-capacity club, in a town with a population of 
50,000 – an anomaly that could only have happened at the peak of the 
commercialised ‘superclub’ era (both clubs have since closed, along 
with all the other clubs in the town). 

Today you’re lucky to find a legitimate nightclub in 
a capital city, let alone a small town. Since 2009 over two-thirds 
of  clubs have disappeared globally as gentrification and changing 
social habits, as well as the rise of  festivals, dating apps and digital 
club spaces squeeze the industry from all sides. In Ireland, where 
archaic licensing laws and overheated property markets are eroding 
the country’s cultural fabric, the figure is closer to 90 percent.

It’s bitterly ironic that the extinction of  club spaces 
is coming when, in the wake of  the coronavirus pandemic, we are 
reminded of  the essential role of  shared physical experiences and 
places for communal transcendence. In times like these, the unifying 
potential of the dancefloor can truly be realised.

To understand how we got here and where to go from 
here, Temporary Pleasure examines the history and creative spirit of 
club cultures: the movements, spaces and scenes that forged them in 
the face of social and political challenges. That said, the book is not 
meant to be comprehensive. It has a Western perspective, focusing on 
the European and US scenes I am most aware of, and it is dependent  
on the availability of documentation, which is often scant. Throughout, 
I use somewhat interchangeable terminology as shorthand for different 
club typologies and eras: ‘discotheque’ to describe the Hi-NRG clubs 
of the 1970s and ’80s; ‘nightclub’, for classic dark, loud rooms; and 
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‘superclub’, for the post-rave commercial clubs of the 1990s and 2000s. 
But each term could – and has – been used to describe each type of space.

Club movements are born as causes, in DIY spaces, 
created out of necessity by marginalised peoples. This often involves 
some form of ‘hack’ or new model, quickly inspiring copycats and 
triggering the process of commercialisation. Of course, all clubs are 
also businesses to some degree, but there is a point where that deli-
cate balance tips over, where the foundational ideals or context are 
forgotten, and profit becomes the driving force – what American 
philosopher Eric Hoffer calls the ‘racket’ phase. 

Many of  the narratives of  these club cultures follow  
a classic arc, but this is not a perfect model. Some movements be-
gin or end on a high, while others dip over and underground, as 
commercialisation activates a countermovement. And, of  course, 
clubs are entirely subjective: Who’s to say where the peak is? But 
commodification, codification and legitimisation often lock out the  
very communities that started the enterprise in the first place. The role 
of the nightclub is to embody and challenge the here and now – a place,  
a scene, a moment – and then to die and make way for the next.

The architecture of a club is not simply the building’s 
design and construction; it’s a much more complex and ill-defined 
structure. Some would say a nightclub is, first and foremost, an edifice, 
a scenographic tableau, an environment of bricks and mortar (the 
space). To others, the building is secondary to another more critical 
ingredient: the music, events and activities the space is home to (the pro-
gramme). And finally, a third view, that a club is less defined by spaces 
and sounds but by the politics, values and aspirations shared by its peo-
ple (the ethos). Temporary Pleasure is an attempt to define that struc-
ture and offer a lens through which to view and understand nightclubs.

Less a swan song mourning the death of  clubs, this 
book is a clarion call reminding us of the power of these spaces and 
temporary shared experiences – a manual for the next generation of 
club-makers.

John Leo Gillen
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Fun Palace

1961–72

Cedric Price [cofounder & architect]  
Joan Littlewood [cofounder]  

Stratford, London

55,000-person capacity 

Multifunctional venue;  purpose built

Early Nightclubs [1960s]

AERIAL RENDERING OF FUN PALACE



15Fun Palace

SECTION DRAWING, 1964

PERSPECTIVE DRAWING

The unrealised vision that  
became a reference point for  
early club designers.
The Fun Palace was designed between 1961 and 1972 by archi-
tect Cedric Price and avant-garde theatre director Joan Little-
wood, who envisioned a new kind of  participatory theatre that 
responded to the urban environment and sought the audience’s 
active engagement. Along with his contemporaries Archigram 
and Yona Friedman, Price prized flexibility and extreme plasticity 
in architecture, always keeping in mind that spaces would shift and 
evolve in unpredictable ways. He called himself an anti-architect, 
aiming to avoid imposing physical or psychological constraints on 
a space and its users.

The Fun Palace was not reduced to a fixed permanent form 
but rather designed as a framework into which modular elements 
could be ‘plugged-in’ to facilitate its shifting programme. Users 
would be able to reorganise the space and the flow of people with 
a system of scaffolding and moving walkways and walls.

It was a tribute to the ethos of the ephemeral, and its ground-
breaking design anticipated the temporary adaptive reuse of aban-
doned industrial buildings for cultural purposes. The only fixed 
elements were seventy-five steel towers that, after ten years, would 
be dismantled, leaving space for future projects. Although never 
realised, the Fun Palace was intended to be built, and it became 
one of Price’s most influential projects – as well as a key reference 
for club designers in the following decades. 
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The Electric Circus

1967–71

Jerry Brandt & Stanton J. Freeman 
[cofounders]
Charles Forberg [architect]

East Village, New York City

2,000-person capacity

Nightclub; repurposed

Early Nightclubs [1960s]

LIGHT PROJECTIONS ON THE ELECTRIC CIRCUS’S INTERIOR TENSILE STRUCTURE
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New York’s trippy multimedia 
ballroom.
The 1960s gave rise to a bohemian counterculture of improvised 
spaces and ephemeral happenings. In New York this manifested in 
places like Andy Warhol’s Factory. In 1966 Warhol and cult film-
maker Paul Morrissey sublet the ballroom of what was then the 
Dom Restaurant – in a three-storey building that had previously 
been the Polish National Home – and turned it into a nightclub. 
Here, they hosted the Exploding Plastic Inevitable, a multimedia 
event featuring projections, films and musical performances.

And in 1967 the entire building was transformed into a 
psychedelically charged venue, featuring a ‘sound and light ball-
room’, a bar and diner known as the Think Tank, and even a 
meditation room. Inside the main space, an organic tensile struc-
ture served as a second skin within the preexisting interior, pro-
viding a malleable surface for experimental video projections. 
The Velvet Underground and other bands played alongside soul 
acts, like Ike and Tina Turner, as well as composers, including 
minimalist Terry Riley. Flame-throwing jugglers and trapeze art-
ists performed between musical sets over the huge dancefloor as 
strobes, images and footage from home movies flashed on the 
projection screen behind them.

The Electric Circus became a haunt for New York’s free 
spirits, and its hedonistic atmosphere inspired clubs far and wide, 
from the city’s impending disco scene (see pp. 54–79) to Italy’s 
radical Piper clubs (see pp. 30–41).

The Electric Circus

PROJECTION ROOM
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FLOOR PLAN



19The Electric Circus

PROJECTION ROOM

THE ELECTRIC CIRCUS’S TENSILE STRUCTURE, DESIGNED BY CHARLES FORBERG
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Maddox

1967–circa 1970

Platja D’Aro, Spain

Nightclub; purpose built

Oriol Regàs [promoter] 
Vincenzo Carmenati [architect]

Early Nightclubs [1960s]

DANCERS ATOP PODIUMS ON MADDOX’S DANCEFLOOR



Maddox

A NIGHT AT MADDOX, 1967

FLOOR PLAN, 1967

The Costa Brava’s  
superpsychedelic  
discotheque.
In the last days of Francisco Franco’s regime, the Spanish fishing 
village of Platja D’Aro saw the arrival of the nightclub Maddox, 
making the region part of ‘the super psychedelic Costa Brava’, as 
Pol Esteve explains in the 2018 exhibition catalogue Night Fever: 
Designing Club Culture 1960–Today. People’s new sense of liberation, 
combined with international tourism and permissive Spanish drug 
laws (pharmacies sold amphetamines, and mescaline and LSD 
exploded in popularity), fostered a fascination with the philo-
sophical and cultural potential of  hallucinogens.

Beyond Maddox’s single-storey, windowless facade lay a 
radically innovative interior. Aside from the perimeter walls, which 
were black, the interior structures were painted almost entirely 
white and dominated by curving forms. There were wavy walls, an 
undulating bar counter, round seating pods, a wide-open circular 
dancefloor, and cylinders of varying sizes suspended at different 
heights from the ceiling – some housing lighting. This assortment 
of nonstatic forms, levels and surfaces set against a dark backdrop 
gave the illusion of boundless, infinite space. 

Even more groundbreaking than Maddox’s interior was its 
application of the era’s most advanced sound and light technolo-
gies. Its revolutionary system featured over two hundred bespoke 
light units, including strobes, lasers, ultraviolet lamps and slide 
projectors that until then had only been used in scientific appli-
cations. Likewise, the sound system was unlike anything heard 
before, incorporating subwoofers, which had just been patented. 
They could reproduce the lowest tones in a recording, resonating 
on the skin and within the body.

Maddox was among the first venues to feature dual turnta-
bles housed within a sound and lighting ‘operating table’ inside 
the DJ booth. This allowed the DJ to control the spatial experience, 
effectively becoming a codesigner of  the venue. On any given 
night, over a thousand people would surrender themselves to the 
all-encompassing effects of the space.

Along with the Piper Club in Rome (see pp. 30–35) and 
the Electric Circus in New York, Maddox was one of a handful 
of early clubs to infuse their space with cutting-edge technology, 
awakening the social and political possibilities of  nightlife as a 
collective experience. 
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The Continental Baths

1968–76

Steve Ostrow [founder]

Upper West Side, New York City

Private members club with discotheque; 
repurposed 

DJS FRANKIE KNUCKLES AND LARRY LEVAN  
AT THE CONTINENTAL BATHS, MID-1970s

INSIDE THE BATHS


