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Wilhelm Reich: The Orgone Accumulator
This device was conceived and designed by Wilhelm Reich. It is based
on his own pseudo-scientific experiments that have been criticized for
their unsubstantiated claims and Reich’s own lack of scientific training.
The theory behind this device is derived from Reich’s theories of psychology. A colleague of Sigmund Freud, Reich was continuing Freud’s
research into the libido. As a reversal of Freud’s own theory, Reich believed that psychological neuroses resulted from unfulfilled libido, rather
than the cause of sexual dis-functions. Reich was searching for a
measurable form of the libido. Reich’s work in this field is still respected,
despite his fall into disrepute as a result of his ‘orgone’ research. This
early research into sexuality in psychology led to a theory that the human organism was able to create a state of balance through the release
of an orgasm. This orgasm needed to have what Reich termed ‘orgastic potency’ in order to return to a relaxed state of being. In order
to have this ‘orgastic potency’, one’s body needed to have a certain
amount of ‘orgone energy’. ‘Orgone energy’, Reich believed, was a
ubiquitous energy that came from the sun, and pervaded all forms of
life, and in fact was the source of all life. He discovered it through his
pseudo-scientific experiments. In order to accumulate this orgone
energy, to return the body to a state of healthy balance, one could sit in
this box, made up of particular materials, which would function to attract
and accumulate the energy within it, and therefore within the body. The
box, called the ‘orgone accumulator’, is made up of an exterior layer
of press-board (upson board in original instructions, very close to MDF
today), then layers of steel wool and fiberglass (in this model, 2 layers
of each, alternating), and galvanized sheet metal on the inside. A seat
could be added if wished. These materials were chosen for their particular material qualities; steel would attract the orgone energy, and fiberglass would hold on to it, thus accumulating the energy. The door was
to be smaller than the rest of the box to allow for air flow. One was to
sit in this box up to once a day for general health benefits, the time span
being open to how one feels in the accumulator; “One should continue
with the orgonomic irradiation as long as one feels comfortable and

‘glowing’. The sensitive person will, after a while have ‘had enough.’
This manifests itself in the feeling of ‘nothing happening any longer.’”
There were hazards to its over-use, and instructions on how to reduce
one’s amount of orgone energy. The box was not supposed to be near
fluorescent lights, as these released negative orgone energy, detrimental
to the body.
The end of the orgone accumulator, and Reich’s own end, came as a
result of a newspaper article written in 1947 by Mildred Edie Brady. This
article accused Reich of having a sex-cult, and that he was using his
orgone accumulators for curing cancer and sexual problems. This led
to an investigation by the FBI, which Reich refused to cooperate with,
and eventually led to Reich’s imprisonment, the public burning of his
books ordered by the US Government, and an order that all orgone accumulators remaining at his residence be destroyed. Reich was given a
three year prison sentence, but died in his second year of incarceration.
Orgone accumulators were forbidden to be sold, and so Reich’s family
offered free building plans to the public (appendix 1).
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My interest in the orgone accumulator is not in the concept of orgone
energy, nor the psychological theories about libido and the possible
effects of sexual dysfunction, but rather as an architectural space designed to have a direct effect on the body, in fact intended to change
the composition of the body. Though it is on the borders of what may
be considered an architectural construction, it does offer a defined
space by way of a built structure. In my opinion it offers a distinct spatial experience, and it is this effect, of the dimension, scale, materials,
that I am interested in studying.
The second space, the laboratory, is my own design, and functions as
more of a one-to-one scale sketch of a space that could possibly be
used to experiment on the body, particularly on spatial perception, but
perhaps also on other mechanisms. My own research is into the ways
that we are integrated into surrounding space, particularly architectural
space, and how the design of a space, considering all of its qualities,
can directly affect and change the body. My own built spaces are intended to offer an uncommon experience of space, with strange angles
and tilted planes removing the elements of architecture that one expects to find, in order to question how we perceive space and how the
mechanisms through which we interact with space are taken for granted. This laboratory can function as a testing ground for experiments on
these mechanisms of perception, as a place in which to devise experiments that will help to give an understanding of how we are constantly
interacting with and being changed by what surrounds us. To further
this laboratory concept, any and all situations in which the body is interacting with architectural surroundings can be taken as experimental,
and one can become a laboratory, taking everyday situations and places
as locations in which to study this interaction between body and space.

Appendix 1: Plans for an Orgone Accumulator

