
SETTINGS TO LIVE 

PATRICIA C. PAROLA 

Thesis submitted to the faculty of 

VIRGINIA POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE 
AND STATE UNIVERSITY 

in partial fulfillment of the requirement 

for the degree 

MASTER OF ARCHITECTURE 

1995 

William W. Brown Jane B. Greenwood Michael O’Brien To 
Chairman



e
k
 
a
 

\ 
: 

9
 
S
o
S
 
Y
O



DEDICATION 

This work would have not been possible without the immense support and 

love from my family. 
From the unplanned rainy night that my mother and I walked into the Alex- 

andria Center to inquire about a Masters at VPI, my mother has been constantly 
at my side. Her love, her ever encouraging words, prayers, and unflinching 

faith in me help me to keep sight of the joy of learning and the duty to achieve 

one’s best. 
With experience under their belts and a sense of family destiny, my sister 

Nora and husband Patrick gave me constant loving advice and the resources 

needed at crucial moments. 
Last, but most important, my husband Alan was the steady guardian who 

kept making all physical or mental obstacles disappear. His encouraging words 
and sharp judgement helped me to free my decisions from all concerns except 

the honest dilemmas within the world of ideas. No late nights, expenses, or 

long separations dented his constant trust in my abilities. That faith and love 
gave me the platform and challenge to search for my best. 

With love, I dedicate this work to all of you.



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

Il 

I would like to thank my thesis committee for the right balance between en- 

couragement and resistance throughout this process of discovery. My chair- 
man, Bill Brown, with vision, always recognized the potential in my ideas and 
judged their development. My committee members, Jane Greenwood, Michael 
O’Brien, and Pia Sarpaneva, took turns in helping me clarify each step of the 

journey. 

Among other faculty, I would like to thank Dr. Joseph Wang and Steve Small, 
who fostered my aesthetic thinking through drawing and photography. 

I would like to thank my colleagues Ana Langberg, James Keith Peoples and 
Vitali Gevorkian for taking photographs of the site and thematic places. 
Many friends in Cowgill have helped me. Long days at my desk and at the 

computer were full of helpful discussions, shared knowledge, and support. I 

would like to particularly thank Brad Stallings for help with computer pro- 
grams and Lisa Papa, Milja Borojevic, and Thuy Le for moral support and hos- 
pitality during the last months.



CONTENTS 

II 

I 

01 

09 

25 

35 

61 

63 

64 

65 

Dedication 

Acknowledgments 
Contents 

Settings to live... 
A Finished Incomplete Piece of the City 

Housing a Community around a Court 

Making a House that Articulates 
...A Finished Incomplete Piece of the City 

Endnotes 
Selected Bibliography 
Vita 

Il





Humankind enjoys a symbiotic relation- 

ship with architecture. This relationship 
spans the personal bodily experience to 

the identity of place as a community to 
the memory and meaning of a coherent 
world image. 

Architecture is at the confluence of many 
fields bridging art and science. Its con- 
ception and making requires reconcilia- 

tion of many forces and constraints. 
Architecture is the setting, the frame for 

life and for human interaction.



TIME AND PLACE 

When one builds architecture as a set- 

ting for life, one has a responsibility be- 
yond the present. If one is bound to the 
inherently situated aspect of our existence, 
the place-specific being, one may stifle 
becoming. In Heidegger’s terms “becom- 
ing,” that dynamic and perennially future- 
oriented dimension of our lives,! over- 
comes “being.” 

The future can be addressed by chart- 
ing specific directions for future develop- 
ment, not just out of novelty, but with a 

deliberate desire to improve existing con- 
ditions. Another way to overcome the 
present and to address the future is to be 
rooted in the past, establishing a cultural 
continuum. The past can be quoted in 
terms of type, historical reference or aes- 

thetic image. The familiarity of the past 
has the advantage of creating a sense of 
place with cultural identification. On the 
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other hand, to grasp the responsibility of 

the fleeting present, a continuum from the 
past should coincide with a sense of des- 
tiny. 

Time is related to space. Space may not 

only call on historical time, but may also 
show the passing of the hours at a spe- 
cific site. While the world of architecture 
is vast, including “the built, the unbuilt 

and the unbuildable,”2 this thesis is con- 

cerned with the making of architecture 

within a site. “Building transcends physi- 
cal and functional requirements by fusing 

with a place, by gathering the meaning of 
a situation ... Architecture does not so 
much intrude on a landscape as it serves 
to explain it.” Building and site are in- 
terdependent. 

The Grand Arche in Paris, for example, 

considers time and space simultaneously. 
The Arche is in the modern neighborhood 

  

of La Defense, built with the philosophy 
of being a self-sufficient isolated island 
within the urban fabric of Paris. The 

Arche not only is the local focus of a grand 
esplanade in the neighborhood (left fig- 
ure) but it is also the culmination of a his- 

torical path of wide boulevards in a wider 
city fabric. It echoes the Arche de Triumph 
in form, making the arch in this case hab- 
itable. It is a high-rise office building 
(right figure). In terms of scale, the his- 
toric monumental scale of the city is 

shown in form and building size without 
forgetting the human scale in the addition 
of a tent structure entrance (opposite page 

left). Past history, present demand and 
future destiny in one site are intertwined. 
In Steven Holl’s words: “When a work of 
architecture successfully fuses a building 
and situation a third condition emerges. 

In this third entity denotation and conno-



  

tation merge; expression is linked to idea 

which is jointed to site. The suggestive 
and implicit are manifold aspects of an 

intention.” 4 

Opposite page center: View from the Grand Arche. 
Photo by Ana Langberg. 
Opposite page right: The Grand Arche. Photo by 
Ana Langberg. 
Top left: Tent structure under the Arche. Photo by 
Ana Langberg. 
Top right: Manichini in riva al mare. Painting by 
Giorgio de Chirico. 

SIMULTANEOUS SCALES 

As the human being has various dimen- 

sions, architecture as a setting to live also 

has different scales. We live and accept 
the coexistence of many human dimen- 
sions in one person. Spirit, mind, body, 

family, nation, and humankind all exist 

simultaneously. The same coexistence 
should occur in the designed environment 
to include all human dimensions. As Aldo 
van Eyck said: “Whatever space and time 
mean, place and occasion mean more. For 
space in the image of man is place, and 
time in the image of man is occasion. 
Make of each a place, a bunch of places of 
each house, and each city, for a house is a 

tiny city, a city a huge house!”5 
Resolution between urban and human 

scales or between public and private 
spaces requires the inclusion of many op- 
posites. Consider the occurrence of sym- 
biosis in nature. Lichens are entities 

  

formed by mass and energy exchange be- 

tween fungi and algae forming a crust- 
like, scaly or branching growth on rocks 

or tree trunks.® Both entities remain in op- 
position without trying to eliminate the 

other; on the contrary, their interdepen- 
dence creates an emergent entity that lives 

because of them. This third neither-or but 
both-and relationship can happen in the 
making of architectural elements as “in- 
viting form” and the recognition of “in- 
between” transitional spaces. 

“Inviting form” is a concept coined by 
Herman Hertzberger. It is the design that 
intervenes in peoples’ lives providing 
form encompassing situations that arise 

beyond the expected. It not only accom- 
modates but stimulates action, ‘inviting’ 
the unexpected. An example is a place to 
sit that is not necessarily a bench. Low 
walls, incorporated in the design of a 
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school entrance, would ‘invite’ children 
and parents to use them while waiting. 

Very wide tops in balustrades around a 
concert hall passageway not only provide 
protection from falling but also a place to 
set a drink during intermission. In 
Hertzberger’s words: “A prerequisite for 
creating inviting form is empathy, the way 
hospitality is based on anticipating the 
wishes of one’s guests. Increasing the ac- 
commodating potential amounts to a 
greater suitability for what is required of 

form; a form therefore which is more ori- 
ented to peoples needs in different situa- 
tions, and which consequently has more 
to offer.”7 
Taking constant account of in-between 

space might allow a private moment in a 
very public place or the opposite, a pub- 
lic event in a private place. Design of hab- 
itable space between things and scales 
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represents a shift in attention from the of- 

ficial level to the informal, where we live 

our every day lives. To find and create 

symbiotic relationships between opposite 

or complementary aspects, qualities or 
notions like inside-outside, public-private 

and far-near is to dwell on the edges be- 

tween the established meanings of explicit 
functions. This shift of attention to the 

relationship between scales or elements 
creates a vast network of meanings from 
which nothing can be lifted without im- 
poverishment or making the whole mean- 
ingless. 

The Roman Baths at the Schlosspark 

Sanssouci, Potsdam, by Schinkel is a good 

example of a setting with simultaneous 
scales (left figure). The buildings and gar- 
dens were originally designed as a ref- 
uge for a king. It has since become a pub- 

lic park. In one small garden for example, 

  

we might see that public and private si- 

multaneously occur in the generous hier- 
archy of spaces, their habitable in- 

betweens and the making of elements. 

This transitional outside room leads into 
the park, into a courtyard and onto the 
roof (right figure). It is basically a circu- 
lation piece but includes several inviting 

forms and articulations that give visitors 
the choice to stay or continue the path. A 
grand arch, special paving and plain open 
stairs are the connectors to adjoining land- 

scapes. They are placed within the shad- 
ows of a vine pergola that visually struc- 
tures views within the geometric grid of 
wooden beams. The walls are further ar- 
ticulated in a raised seat and fountain 
separate enough from circulation to be- 
come private territory within public do- 

main (opposite page left). The component 
parts are varied in size and function but,



  

in their articulation, complete a sense of 

place. It is a room with simultaneous 

readings within a whole. This place is at 

the same time a garden and an enclosed 
room, a grand public hallway and a pri- 
vate refuge, a frame to distant vistas and 

a gate from afar. 

Opposite page left: Roman Baths at Schlosspark 
Sanssouci, Potsdam. Postcard by Blick von Westen. 
Opposite page right: Trellis-covered entrance court, 

Roman Baths Schlosspark Sanssouci. Photo by J. 
Keith Peoples. 
Top left: Stibadium bench in entrance court. Roman 
Baths, Schlosspark Sanssouci, Potsdam. Photo by J. 

Keith Peoples. 
Top right: Charcoal figure drawing by author. 

BODILY EXPERIENCE AND 

MOVEMENT 

Perception is always related to our bod- 

ies as was observed by Merleau Ponty. To 
see from a specific location can be de- 
scribed as a position of the objective body 

with reference to external objects. Percep- 

tion is then perspectival. We can measure 

our position in relation to a figure-ground 
structure. Merleau Ponty added that there 

is a bodily space that we know without 
having to think or seek. He called it “the 
third term.”8 It is the body space know]l- 
edge tacitly understood and not neces- 
sarily measured. 
Moreover, awareness of the body is in- 

separable from the world of perception. 
Insofar as we are immediately aware of 

“where” our limbs are, for example, the 
body can “project” itself towards the 
world of tasks. Bodily knowledge and 
bodily significance, which became evident 

in the study of peoples’ habits (e.g., learn- 

  

ing to play the piano) reveal that the body 

is essentially an expressive space defined 
by which particular expressive spaces 

(like those of the piano) may come into 

existence and be incorporated within it. 
Bodily spatiality, inherently dynamic, is 
the very condition for the coming into be- 
ing of a meaningful world. Thus bodily 
spatiality subtends our entire existence as 
human beings.? 
Current times have “eased” many of our 

modes of movement. Our dwellings and 
work environments are largely neutral 
horizontal spaces. Vertical movement has 
changed into stepping into an elevator. 
We cover great distances in a passive po- 
sition, driving or riding in motorized 
transportation. Shopping and entertain- 
ment are provided by sitting in front of a 
screen. We are co-opting our bodies to 
increasing passivity.



  

The design of our environment can ei- 
ther catalyze or imply a dialogue between 
our bodies and the built world. Design 
has the potential to call on our senses and 
to incite action. 

In terms of awakening our senses, con- 

sider Gottfried Semper’s notions of the 
genesis of architecture. He saw this gen- 
esis in a basic form made up of four ele- 

ments, each related to a material and to 
its mode of use. It was the idea of a primi- 
tive hut inspired by a Carib dwelling. It 
had a stone hearth (the central moral ele- 

ment), an earth platform serving as a base, 

timber structural supports and roof frame 

and infilling panels and walls made of 
woven mats or textiles.19 From there, 

Semper developed the principle of clad- 
ding, where the expression of the mechan- 
ics and structure of the building were sub- 
ordinated to its exterior appearance. 
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Cladding is conceptually similar to the 

constitution of the human body, where 
skeleton and organs are covered but exte- 

rior expression still relates in form or sym- 

bolically to the contents (left and center 

figures). The outer form and “finish” are 
what we immediately perceive and sense. 
When there is a desire to choreograph 

bodily movement, particularly in terms of 

routes and pathways, the work of an ar- 
chitect has been compared to the art of 
Chinese calligraphy. “Movement is fro- 

zen in the lines of a Chinese pictogram. 
Characters are spread out ona surface like 

the traces of a brief, ecstatic dance: “time 
captured.” Artistic and magical proce- 
dures encapsulate some ancient longing 
not only to make the past accessible but 

also to anticipate the future.”11 The same 
longing occurs when an architect draws 
hallways, passages, steps, or bridges. 

They are all processes of walking or riding 
in linear movement, frozen in time. Their 

depiction only records possible events in 

space but not in time, essentially because 
the sequence of possible events is some- 
thing that almost defies representation. 

A good example of the constant dia- 
logue among our bodies/senses/move- 
ment with buildings is found in the work 
of Adolf Loos. At Villa Muller, one might 
discern the makings of the Raumplan 
(space plan) that is compounded by a liv- 
ing plan, a two dimensional horizontal 

space, and a material plan, the way the 

building and surfacing materials are em- 
ployed to give texture and thus sensation 
and atmosphere. 

Looking just at the entrance sequence 

(opposite page left figure) one can dis- 
cover the complexity of orchestration of 
movement with the richness of the senses.
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“The front door is set in a shallow recess 

topped by a flat open porch. The door is 

at one side of the recess, a built-in bench 

in the middle and a hatch to the coal cel- 
lar chute on the other side.”12 All surfaces 
are covered with travertine (upper center 
left figure). While the composition calls 

for a center, the entrance diverts to one 

side. The door opens into a brightly col- 
ored narrow vestibule. The shining green 

opaxit tiled walls frame the line of sight 
to the anteroom and center on a short 
flight of stairs that disappear into the 
shadows (lower center left figure). The 

strong direction does not hold; what ap- 
pears to be an axis dissolves upon enter- 
ing the anteroom.!3 The room is classi- 
cally divided in three along its length as 
at the entry porch. There is a bench witha 
mirroring cloak room at the center of the 
room. The small room is broadened by 

  

white lacquered wood-paneled walls (up- 

per center right figure). If we continue 

along the edge of the room and up the 

winding steps before the marble hall, there 
is a narrow strip of flowered wall paper 

that softens the painted paneling and do- 
mestically echoes in tone and color the 

strong formal patterns of cipolin marble 
(lower center right figure). The marble 
wall opened on one side creates a monu- 

mental gateway to the living room (right 
figure). Upon entering a vista opens 

through a distant window, while a few 
steps in one discovers that the window is 
part of another tripartite arrangement. The 
axis of motion is again displaced with re- 
spect to the axis of the room (left figure). 

The haptic experience of the three di- 

mensional sequence of the Muller House 
has always been difficult to show by usual 
architectural drawings or photographs. It 

  

calls for actually being there. This 

inability to capture experience in a two- 
dimensional representation is a key 

characteristic of a design based on the 
bodily experience. In Chinese mythical 
calligraphy non-observed phenomena are 
depicted as movement. The gestures of 
the artists themselves represent time and 

capture it. We as architects can only 
attempt to draw space as the physiog- 
nomy of a frozen movement and dream 
about its possible transcendence. 

Opposite page left and center: Hand models. 
Opposite page right: Encounter between Heaven 
(Yang) and Earth (Yin) in the “Footprint of the Great 
Yu” see endnote 11, p. 66. 

Left: Sketch of Muller House ground floor. 
Photos on this page are from Villa Muller by van 
Duzer and Kleinman, 1994. 

Upper center left: Entrance porch, p. 38. 
Lower center left: Entry vestibule, p. 62. 

Upper center right: Anteroom, pp. 62-63. 
Lower center right: Passage, p. 64. 
Right: Main hall, view to passage, p. 67.



A FINIS@ ee INCOMPLETE PIECE OF



THE CITY 

..the city is the collective memory of its people, and 

like memory it is associated with objects and places. 
The city is the locus of the collective memory. This 
relationship between the locus and the citizenry 
then becomes the city’s predominant image, both of 
architecture and of landscape, and as certain arti- 
facts become part of its memory, new ones emerge. 
In this entirely positive sense great ideas flow 
through the history of the city and give shape to it. 

Aldo Rossi 

The spaces are qualified by actions just as actions 
are qualified by spaces. One does not trigger the 
other; they exist independently. Only when they 
intersect do they affect one another. 

Bernard Tschumi 

By considering every building as a piece 

of a larger order, the city, one takes respon- 

sibility not only of the building/object 

making but also of an equal importance, 

the place-making. 

The condition of built artifacts to share 
in the past collective memory and to con- 
tribute to the emergence of new memo- 

ries brings past, present, and future to- 
gether. The collapse of time is housed in 
the designed space. The new piece of the 
city becomes part of the city and of the 
ongoing process of making it. The build- 
ings then have the dual condition of 
being finished and incomplete. They are 
finished in the sense that they provide 
identity of place and by their making, 

provide for immediately needed func- 

tions. But their completion is a question 

of time and action. Completion is at the 

intersection of designed space and human 

action. That is why the built form, while 
anchored to specific site and the prevail- 
ing cultural circumstances, should be 

open-ended allowing future habitable 
environments to remain indeterminate. 

This finished incomplete quality is 

achieved by designing for awareness of 
the senses and bodily experience of the 
spaces through movement. The making 
of inviting form allows heterogeneity 

of use, easy functional change, and a 

symbiotic relationship between time and 
space in the image of man. 
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CONTEXT 

CITY 

Analysis and design are necessarily 

linked and reiterative. The description 
and analysis of the site is part of the final 
product since the gathering of the exist- 
ing context and the chosen texts of its past 

are an expression of how I “see.” 
Washington, DC, was planned by 

Pierre Charles L’Enfant in 1791. The city 
was planned as a nation’s capital with the 
necessarily monumentality of placing fed- 
eral buildings and public domains. The 
plan juxtaposed an orthogonal street grid 
with a network of circles connected by di- 
agonal avenues. The “circles,” although 
not always circular, were public spaces 
about which civil activity and neighbor- 
hoods were to flourish. The intention of 
the plan was not developed fully. Com- 
mercial activity developed more along 
major streets than at the circles. The tri- 

angular-sized blocks, a result of the diago- 

11 

OQ EE RS we oe me Been BE ex ae 
Sean s 

# 

OMSERTATION 

explanaters:of ui 
Plan. 
pba 

  

    

   
nals, did not provide enough frontage to 
make public centers of the open spaces. 
The circles became green spaces ordering 
the vehicular movement of the city by vi- 

sual reference instead of the inhabited 
public forums envisioned by L’Enfant. 
Washington has the duality of all capi- 

tal cities. It houses the institutions and 
monuments of the nation along with the 
residential neigborhoods and urban 
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amenities of any metropolis. While the 
national face of the city has been well de- 

veloped, the local character of the various 
neighborhoods has trailed behind. The 
neighborhood of this study represents one 
of these cases. 

Upper right: 1792 Ellicott plan of Washington. 
Lower left: East Capitol Hill, Washington. 
Lower right: Dupont Circle, Washington. 
Lower photos are from National Geographic, 1991.
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The site is in Columbia Heights, a north- 

west neighborhood north of Florida Av- 
enue, the northern boundary of the 
LEnfant plan. The north-south streets are 
mostly a continuation of the original plan 
while the east-west streets correspond 
more to the surrounding topography. In 
terms of “edges” the neighborhood has a 

natural border of a reservoir and open 
green space to the east and a political bor- 
der of 16th Street to the west. 16th Street 
is the famous street lined by churches, em- 
bassies and national institutional build- 
ings ending at the White House. While 
all streets in Columbia Heights have a 
loose orthogonal pattern, the intersection 

of 14th Street, Park and Kenyon streets is 
radial. This opportunity for a civic/pub- 

lic place that L’Enfant encouraged in his 

city plan is only marked here by a subtle 

change of geometry. 
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After the Civil War the city grew beyond 

the limits of the L’Enfant plan. Columbia 

Heights was built and occupied mostly by 
Irish and Italian immigrants in the 1920’s. 

By 1968 the neighborhood was completely 
settled around a thriving center along 14th 
Street and the population was primarily 

African-American. With the news of the 
Martin Luther King assassination on April 
4 that same year, riots erupted in the city 
and particularly at Columbia heights. The 
site is visible in the aerial photograph of 
that day (center figure). Looting and fire 
destroyed stores and housing along 14th 
Street.'* This disaster ripped a hole in the 
city fabric that has not been rebuilt to this 
day. These erasures in the urban context 
allow and need new interpretation. 
Center: The 1968 riots along 14th Street. p. 25. 
Right: 1968 fires at 14th and Park Street. p. 27. 
Photos above from Ten Blocks from the White House by 
Ben Gilbert, 1968. 
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Commercial buildings join frontage 
along 14th Street and in particular at the 
junction of 14th St., Kenyon, and Park. 

The continuous solid edge along 14th St. 
is dissipated by the diagonals not allow- 
ing enclosure between streets. The build- 
ings stand without foreground and with- 
out forming a clearly defined space. The 
sense of place is supplemented by the 
presence of street vendors.
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Apartment buildings line the avenue 
(left figure) creating an edge between 

commercial buildings on 14th Street and 
townhouses on side streets. Height, den- 
sity and lot size increase with proximity 
to 14th St. The maximum height allowed 
is 90 feet according to building code. 
Apartment buildings to the south reach 
the height limit while most buildings to 
the north are only four stories high. 

side streets. The general height varies 

from three to four stories high. The indi- 

wall that encloses the blocks. Front set- 
backs form front gardens allowing more 
progressive access from the public to pri- 

cess to the backyards. 

Center: Townhouses on Kenyon Street. 

   
Townhouses join narrow frontage along 

vidual facades form a continuous street 

vate realm. Alleys provide vehicular ac- 
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Streets recall the L’Enfant plan. There 
are two orders, an orthogonal grid and a 

radial intervention. 14th Street is a major 

north-south route. Wide concrete side- 

walks line the heavily trafficked avenue. 
Kenyon and Park are the most direct and 

used east-west crossing streets. Narrow 

sidewalks with green space and trees line 

all side streets. 

Right: Sidewalk along Irving Street. 
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LANDMARKS 

At the junction of 14th Street, Park and 

Kenyon there is a change in the orthogo- 
nal city grid recalling the diagonals of the 
L’Enfant plan. The circulation node is 
flanked on both northern corners by two 
predominant architectonic landmarks: the 
Tivoli Theater, an Italianesque movie the- 

ater with ground-level stores presently 

boarded up and the Riggs Bank, a neo- 

classical building housing a bank, offices, 

15 

  
and shops. The buildings, though out- 
standing in their presence, are barely 
visible until one is very close. 14th St. 
curves at that point (right figure) and side 

streets have a diagonal view. 

A subway Metro station is planned to 
be built by the year 2000 within a 
block of the site. The Metro presence 

will bring more people, thus contri- 
buting to the commercial nature of 

  

the surrounding buildings. 

The existing geometry, built environ- 

ment, present use, and future potential all 

call for the making of an urban space that 
will gather all forces and by its form make 
a place. 

Left: Riggs Bank. 
Center: Tivoli Theatre. 
Right: 14th St. looking north towards landmarks.



    

   
The design of the urban setting includes 

the forces of the near context creating a 

new urban “room” in the city. The radi- 
ating force of the diagonals is enclosed by 
anew near-circular boundary to the open 

space. The existing buildings and new 

buildings join in creating the edge. The 
discovery of buildings is gradual, based 
on movement. 

Left: Paesaggio nella stanza. Painting by G. de Chirico. 

As in the de Chirico painting, several 

scales are coincident and the making of 
the setting includes many forces: exterior 

nature and interior artifact, history and ge- 

ography, light and darkness, rough tex- 

ture and clear abstraction. 

GENESIS OF A PLACE



PROPOSITIONS 

The colonnade is the boundary to the 

new urban place. While the design of the 
covered space reveals horizon and spatial 
content through gradual movement, the 
design of the individual columns creates 
the physiognomy of the urban place. 

The individual column has the plural- 
ity of being part of the urban identity, 

the building structure, and a participant 
of human interaction. 
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COLONNADE 

  

  

    
Colonnade as screen 

A receding plane at the pedestrian level 
forms a perspective opening into the open 

plaza. The gradual discovery of the ex- 
isting landmarks and Metro entrance is 
flanked on one side by the receding plane 
and on the other by acolonnade. The col- 
onnade acts as a screen to the parallel 
frontages across the street. 

Colonnade as structure 

The building’s structure opens along the 
street forming a colonnade that reveals the 
order of the buildings above. The street/ 
public space is widened by the continu- 
ous presence of the covered in-between 
space. 
pper left: Athor and Horns Temple, Edfou, Egypt. 

Lower left: Medici Palace, Florence, Italy. 

Photos by Nora Parola-Leconte.



COLUMN 

  
    

      

      

            

Inclined 

The building’s concrete structural col- 
umns acquire another shape along the 
street. They screen the interior giving 
shape to the lower floors. Slanted in form, 

they reach into the street allowing for 
upper balconies and lower shop signs. 

  

    

  

  
Square 

The structural steel column is clad by 
brick. An additional assembly of steel 
angles form a secondary light structure 
that supports signage, balcony railings 
and store front mullions. 

  

      

      

  

    

Round 

  

Structural round concrete columns have 

a textured base and a steel cladded shaft 

accentuating ground and sky. The base 
allows sitting on both the free standing 
and attached columns along the store 

fronts. Reveals give scale and proportion. 

18



BODILY EXPERIENCE AND MOVEMENT 

    
The personal perspective is dynamically 

emphasized within the urban structure. 
The public space is designed around the 
haptic experience of discovering addi- 
tional vistas and the quality of space 
through movement. Landmarks appear 

and have a foreground as one moves 
along the colonnade. 
Left: Japanese Gardens, Portland, Oregon. 

19



  

  

If we consider the order (the idea) to be the outer percep- 
tion and the phenomena (the experience) to be the inner 
perception, then in a physical construction, outer percep- 
tion and inner perception are intertwined. From this po- 
sition experiential phenomena are the material for a kind 
of reasoning that joins concept and sensation. The objec- 
tive is unified with the subjective. Outer perception (of 
the intellect) and inner perception (of the senses) are syn- 
thesized in an ordering of space, light and material. 
Steven Holl. Anchoring 1991 
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A NEW PIECE OF THE CITY 

PLACE MAKING 

  

Coming up the escalator from the sub- 
surface Metro Station, a plaza opens and 

gathers the most common public activity: 
commerce. The existing buildings, par- 

ticularly the landmarks, have a fore- 

ground. The markets have a new front, a 
shading colonnade. The colonnade is part 
of the structure of the buildings. In be- 
tween load-carrying columns, additional 

free-standing columns become street 
lights. Asecond story steel balcony opens 
towards the Metro entrance, acknowledg- 

ing the existing block orthogonal order. 
The paving traces the ordering of the 
buildings by subtle layers of joint lines in 
the concrete field and figural black 
granite infill blocks. 
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    Opposite page right: Model photo with paving 
pattern overlay. 
Left: Overall plan. 
Right: Archeologo. Painting by Giorgio de Chirico. 
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OBJECT /BUILDING MAKING 

  

  

  

23 

Personal human scale is present within 
the public space. The free-standing round 
concrete columns have a square base that 

a person can sit on. The base is textured 
and proportioned with metal reveals up 
to door height. The shaft above is clad 
with smooth steel that reflects the pass- 
ing of time in the reflection of the sun 
along its curved surface. 

The columns are part of the building 
structure. The column bases along the 

store fronts extend the length of the wall 
for product exhibit or human interaction. 
The steel and glass store fronts within the 

columns include an upper continuous 

band of 10 degree slanted mullions echo- 

ing the plan shift. Within the 30 feet span 
structural columns, shorter free-standing 

columns become street lights. The steel 

shaft opens into frosted glass with the 
same 10 degree shifted reveal lines. 

Left: Library of Congress, Washington, DC.



  

  

        

As in the de Chirico paintings, there is 
simultaneity of scales in the design, from 

the object/building-making (column, 
colonnade) to the place-making (urban 
space). The designed space contributes 

to the collective memory of the city’s 
people in their own personal bodily 

experience and perception. Making the 
elements as inviting form and encourag- 
ing the in-between transitional space, 

there is a chance for a private moment in 
a public space and/or a public event in 

a private domain.   
24



HOUSING 
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A COMMUNITY 

The threshold provides the key to the transition 
and connection between areas with divergent ter- 
ritorial claims and, as a place in its own right, it 
constitutes, essentially, the spatial condition for the 
meeting and dialogue between areas of different 
orders. 

Herman Hertzberger 

In the spaces provided for by locations there 
is always space as interval, and in this inter- 
val in turn there is space as pure extension. 
Martin Heidegger 

AKO U N.D 

Just as with the human being, the built 
world, and more specifically housing, has 

several dimensions. If one sees housing 

only as a program for a living environ- 
ment and not as a part of urbanism, it re- 

sults in an isolation of domestic space 
where the public realm is never encoun- 
tered. In a world where frequent mobility 
shortens the time engagement with our 
living surroundings, it has become a ques- 
tion of how should an architect deal with 
the common space, the space in-between 

the city and the personal scales. 
In the United States the average length 

of residency in one place is less than five 

years. The nationalization or even 
globalization of work impels people to 
periodically move from place to place. 
The approach of multinational business is 
to maintain a high level of employment



A COURT 

mobility to respond to market changes.” 

People also move according to the stages 

reached in their life cycles (marriage, child 

rearing, retirement) or socio-economic sta- 

tus (spatial mobility is status coffering). 

What results is that the experience of liv- 
ing in a place becomes a combined expe- 

rience of several places. Because a sense 
of place and a sense of belonging to a par- 

ticular community is interrelated with 
time and stability, questions now concern 
whether a sense of community should 
necessarily be tied to spatial proximity. 
Melvin Webber and others argue that with 

the communications and transportation 

available today people find themselves 
maintaining a network of social and busi- 
ness contacts and a sense of community 
based more upon personal affinities than 

upon geographical proximity.” 

When people merely share a common 

space they do not have to become a com- 
munity. Nevertheless, they exist at the 

scale of community. People, no matter 
how long they remain in a given place, 

yet have a sense of territoriality, as a per- 

son and as a group. Housing should 
allow for clearly demarcated private 
domains and common areas where there 
is a clear physical and symbolic knowl- 
edge of being inside. Crime studies in 
urban areas have shown the importance 
of defensible space and empirical 
evidence supports the idea that places 
will be defended if the community is 
developed. Neighbors feel encouraged 
to guard neutral territory “if design is such 
that a constant stream of potential 
witnesses is present and if private terri- 

tory is clearly demarcated.”” 

But design can do much more. The com- 

mon domain can be enhanced to nurture 

and reflect social interaction. When 
Herman Hertzberger talks about the con- 
cept of the “in-between” he uses the 
threshold as an example. The threshold 
is the spatial connector between different 
realms. Not losing its own identity, it al- 

lows for separate domains to meet.’* The 
same symbiotic concept can be extended 
to areas of common use. One can create a 
community scale that respects separate 
domains but also creates places in-be- 

tween that allow other actions to occur. 
The design of the common space, in this 
case a court/garden, incorporates these 
concepts through the dynamics of move- 
ment. 
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HOUSING 

PERIMETER BLOCK VERSUS TOWERS IN THE PARK 

Perimeter Block refers to housing built 

around an enclosed court in the heart of 

an urban block. Designers and theorists 
moved towards the development of a pe- 

rimeter residential block from the Berlin 

tenement reform law of 1897 to H. P. 

Berlage’s plan for Amsterdam South in 

1917. The main intention of the concept 

is to maintain the street edge that by de- 

fault comprises the city fabric, regardless 
of orientation of the units. The enclosure 

of the perimeter also creates a resultant 
open courtyard for use as an enclosed 
semi-public space.” 
Towers in the park is a subsequent devel- 

opment in rational housing thought that 
originated extensive construction after 

World War II. Developments in construc- 
tion technology and concern for public 

health created high rise apartment build- 
ings with enough free green space around 

27 

to “allow the ground floor occupant to see 
the sky.” According to Gropious in his 
essay for the CIAM publication of 1930: 
“Instead of the lawn strips only 20m wide 

the windows face landscaped areas with 
trees which are 100m wide and help to 
purify the air as well as provide play- 
grounds for children.” 
Comparing two projects similar in size 

and land coverage, approximately 30% 
coverage by the buildings, will illustrate 
the difference between the two housing 
concepts. 

Sunnyside Gardens is a housing devel- 
opment from late 1920’s in Queens, New 

York (right figure). It was influenced by 
the garden city movement. It has the ba- 
sic organizational concept of low-rise, 

one-family row housing where each fam- 
ily has its own private parcel of land ad- 
jacent to its dwelling. The center of the 
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block is a common garden (left figure) 

connected to surrounding streets and 

units by pedestrian paths. The complex 

not only keeps the existing city fabric of 
blocks and through-streets, but incorpo- 
rates it with continuous frontage of houses 
and stores and pedestrian connections to 
public transportation.”! 
Stuyvesant Town is a housing develop- 

ment from late 1940’s in Manhattan, New 

York (opposite page left figure). It was 
influenced by studies of light, sun angles 
and air circulation. Every unit was to 

achieve optimal sun exposure and air 
quality. The recent introduction of the 

elevator allowed for more height and 
hence density with less ground covered. 
The optimal building shape desired and 

its best location necessitated altering the 
city structure, creating super blocks with 
their own order. The new blocks had lim-



  

ited traffic to achieve a sense of being more 

ina park than ina dense city. Green space 
between buildings was left for recre- 
ation.” 

The main difference concerning this 
comparison is in the consideration of the 
human dimension in the design of hous- 
ing layout. The low density perimeter 

block acknowledges housing as a piece of 

the city, integral to the overall urban struc- 
ture, yet not necessarily a copy of the 
existing context. It created a sense of com- 
munity around the adjacent units sharing 

a common garden without becoming an 
autonomous isolated island. The in-be- 
tween spaces, mediating the units and the 
whole, allow the individual and the col- 
lective to coexist. On the other hand, the 

high density tower in the park, with gen- 
erality in scope (everyone needs sun and 
air), created a universal place without 

individual input beyond the interior of 

the unit. The open green space, also ab- 
stract in expression, lacked a sense of ter- 
ritoriality. As it belonged to absolutely 

everyone, no one person felt the indi- 

vidual responsibility to care for it. The 
place specific, situated aspect of existence 

was sacrificed for the universality of ra- 
tional place. 

At the chosen site in Columbia Heights, 
Washington, DC, the proposed new hous- 
ing follows the principles of the perim- 
eter block. Townhouses and apartment 
buildings surround a common court. 

Opposite page center: Sunnyside Gardens, sketch. 
Opposite page right: Sunnyside Gardens, New York, 
1924-1928. Endnote 21, p. 118. 
Left: Stuyvesant Town, New York, 1943-1949. 

Endnote 22, p. 178. 

Center: Stuyvesant Town, sketch. 
Right: Columbia Height site, model. 

COURTYARD REPLACES ALLEY 

The existing housing in the block is 

single family townhouses with definite 

fronts and backs. Each individual lot has 
vehicular access through an interior block 

alley. The alley is usually fenced and there 

is no visual or physical connection be- 

tween neighbors. The shared alley is not 
a place to linger, just a mode of transport. 

The proposed court eliminates the ex- 
isting alley, locating parking below the 

houses. The common parking garage has 
direct access to the back of the 

townhouses, through a shared green 

space. Court access is limited to residents 
creating a flow of familiar faces, hence 

possible interaction. This semi-public 
space is the connector, the transition from 

the very public (the street) to the very pri- 
vate (the house). It is the community 

shared space. It is a known place to known 
neighbors. 

28



THE HOUSING COMPLEX 

  

The project includes a combination of 
townhouses and attached apartment 

buildings around a common space. The 
density and scale echoes the existing con- 
text but with exceptions. The townhouses 
are four stories high as are the surround- 
ings, but they include two stacked units, 
each two stories high. The lower unit has 

an individual garden and the upper unit 
has a terrace facing the court. The apart- 

ment buildings are as high as the code 
permits, nine stories. All units have a re- 

lationship with the common garden either 

with their own balconies or by glazed 
elevator lobbies placed in direct visual 
contact with the interior court. 
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THE COMMON COURT 

     The common court/garden is the 

element that connects the housing 
complex. The court design is based in the 
making of in-between spaces and subtle 

demarcation of territories. As in the de 
Chirico painting above, the court is an 

outside interior space. In the court, the 
outside aspect includes the sky as ceiling, 
the land and buildings as horizon and 
planting as texture. The interior aspect 
includes places to sit, walls and trees for 

protection, and openings for viewing and 
reflection. The physical presence of the 
common place responds to the comfort of 
the human body and the progressive 

discovery of the shared courtyard through 
sensory perception and movement. 
Right: Mobili in una valle. Painting by Giorgio de 
Chirico. 
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PROPOSITIONS 

COURTYARD AS GARDEN 

  

The first intention is to make the sunken 
courtyard a place of rest and contempla- 
tion. The morphology is clear. The 

ground/floor is an open green with 

paving at the edges. The enclosure /walls 
are low walls articulated on two sides by 
access stairs to the townhouses and con- 
tinuous benches between them. A monu- 

mental stair leading to the apartment 

buildings includes an elliptical fountain 
as a focal point. The sky/ceiling is given 

by a wood pergola and trees. They pro- 
vide a buffer to the existing block alley and 
complete the enclosed skyline of corner 

apartment buildings and townhouses. 

Right: Dumbarton Oaks. Washington, DC. 
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COURTYARD AS STAGE 

  

        

  

Just as many plazas in the city have the 

capacity to be a green place to rest during 
the week and a market area with perfor- 
mance during weekend, the second inten- 

tion is to make the courtyard a place 
inviting heterogeneity of use. The percep- 
tion of the court is not only by looking 
down from a unit or from sitting down at 

the low enclosing walls but also by 
moving through it. Stairs to the parking 

  
garages under the townhouses become a 
focal point in the court. They articulate a 
very public open green and a smaller in- 
timate grove of trees. The constant flow 
of people creates the activity necessary for 

meeting and establishing contact between 
neighbors. 

Center and Right: Plaza San Telmo, Buenos Aires, 

Argentina. Photos by Ana Langberg. 
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THE COURTYARD 

  

The courtyard is 3’6" lower than the 

townhouses’ private gardens (section 
AA). This first horizon line is brought 
down to the court floor by a sloping green 
plane that faces the steps to the parking 
garages below. The sloped open plane 

(section BB) also fronts a contained 

smaller garden of similar sloping plant- 

ers filled with vegetation and shaded by 
rows of trees. Benches line the planter 
edges. A low curved brick wall diffuses 
the axis and suggests a stage. An actual 

stage could be built by simply adding 
wood planks between the low wall and 
the benches along the planters of the same 
height. The pastoral character of the green 
slope then has the potential of seating an 
audience looking at the simple stage with 
trees as a backdrop. 
While there is an opportunity for a pub- 

lic event in the design of the open green, 
there is also the opposite possible at the 

smaller long garden along the south-east 
corner. Along private bench between the 
green of private gardens and planters has 

the view of a long narrow planter along a 
sloping wall with fence overgrown with 
vines. The last vista is the green of the 
planting against the neighboring brick 
wall (section CC). 

33 
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Each townhouse has its own entrance in 
a series of stairs along the boundary. 
Between stairs, painted steel benches al- 
low sitting while still allowing light to 
come through low windows to the park- 

ing garages below. 

The planting is dynamic and flexible. 
Maintenance could be decided by need 

and availability in the community. The 
range of planting could be from almost 
non-labor ground cover, to maintained 
grass, to becoming the site of a commu- 

nal garden where the green could be par- 
celed out to interested neighbors. 

Left: La mia camera mediterranea. Painting by Giorgio 
de Chirico.
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M A K I N G A HOUSE 1 oF 

In Japanese culture the term en denotes transac- 

tion in three different contexts: In Buddhist mor- 
als is referred to the law of Karma, the bridge from 
cause to effect in the chain of human actions (e.g. 
in-en=karma); in social relations to the bond be- 
tween different individuals (e.g. en-musubi=love 
bond); and in architecture to the transition from 
inside to outside, building to nature, private to pub- 

lic (e.g. en-gawa=verandah). In all three contexts, 
en implies connection and /or separation, neither 

one nor the other alone, but both simultaneously. 

Gunther Nitschke.



A R TI 

A private house at any time can have 

the same qualities of the city at all times. 
At the personal and urban levels, we ex- 

perience change as a constant, as a nor- 
mal everyday occurrence. The design of 
a dwelling should have the inner flexibil- 

ity to accommodate those changes. 

To understand the making of a house, 

one can find inspiration in the term en 

from Japanese culture. Just as the symbi- 

otic process in nature, the Japanese con- 

cept of en suggests an ambivalent inter- 
pretation of humankind and architecture 
where neither entity is independent or 
dependent, but rather interdependent 
upon each other.” 

CULATES.. . 

One can apply the en concept in archi- 

tecture. There are many transitions that 

occur within a house: between outside 
and inside, between ground and upper 
levels, between urban and domestic space, 

between public and private realm, be- 

tween very private and semi-private space 

within the house and between the built 

and the natural. These transactional 
points, the meeting of different realms, 
make us reinterpret the building elements 
that make them. Known elements, such 

as walls, stairs, cabinets or windows, may 

acquire a polyvalent quality dependent on 
form. A stair for example can take on dif- 
ferent roles. It can be the steps to change 

levels, a grounding bench, a translucent 

screen between rooms and a resting out- 
look, all in one. An element can evoke 
multiple meanings without losing its 
identity in the process. 
The way we perceive this concept and 

acknowledge the polyvalent quality of 
building elements is by our bodily 
experience and our movement. Space is 
discovered in the play between material, 

light, and movement. 
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DEVELOPMENT OF THE URBAN HOUSE 

Lessons from the study of the develop- 
ment of the urban house can still be ap- 
plied today. Through the centuries it has 

always been a challenge to dwell in the 
city. The urban house has taken several 
forms, always relative to its environmen- 
tal conditions and city design. Based on 
history of western urban houses” three 
issues are analyzed here: the relationship 
of the house with urban order (street, 

park), with nature (ground, light, green- 

ery), and with human life (internal orga- 
nization and experience). 
The Greek Peristyle house typology can 

be traced from the fifth century BC on- 
ward. It was an adaptation of the orien- 
tal urban courtyard house from Egypt and 
Mesopotamia, and the Cretan megaron 
house. 
While Greek city public places were de- 

signed and planned (acropolis, agora, 
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GRECO ROMAN URBAN HOUSE 

eo
T7
2 

C
A
M
I
L
L
E
 

rs oe 
{jt 

ESSA 2 

a 
LRU

 
LE
L 
I
I
I
T
 

SIG, 2 

  

  SN Sy 

O
P
 

C
O
C
L
E
L
A
 

M
e
g
 

ai
 

k ne Neodleectt r= a | 

L
I
L
E
S
 

e
r
t
 

ty
re
 

MZ 

& Arrdswontec 

   SaSsessaErassgy 

R . Rott 
* ees “ LETT N © © 6 se © 

SSG SSS SSS EGS NN SSS NS P yo a cay Spe S ; 5 j 8 S S S SN 
i    

freee 

P
A
L
E
T
T
E
 

  

Ne 
R    

se
ca
 

3 iN N NS iy By y R ty SSS SSS SSS SSS SSS SAI Gers emer aeeegreecnent Sod teeneet eect 

ZA
 

e Gymaicomihy, ° 

Greek Peristyle House 

theaters, arenas), residential areas were 

more a product of organic growth. The 
result was a mazelike residential urban 

fabric. 

The Peristyle house was the typical ur- 
ban house. It opened towards the inside 
leaving the street walled off, with no win- 

dow openings. The outside was unpre- 
tentious. Social status or size of the dwell- 

ing could not be recognized from street 
view. Once the guarded door and front 
service rooms were crossed, the house 

opened into an interior courtyard. The 
court was surrounded on several sides by 

a colonnade that gave access to adjacent 
rooms. Light, rainwater, and ventilation 

were provided by the open court. In his 
Sixth Book on Architecture, Vitruvius de- 

scribed the classical Hellenic home. His 

version of the prototype (figure above) 
includes two courtyards, one close to the 

main entrance, called the andronitis, and 

another further into the block, called the 

gynalconitis. The different courts were the 
areas of the house where public and pri- 
vate activities were housed. Men and 

guests performed public functions in the 
adronitis while women and children lived 
and worked at the gynalconitis. Both 
worlds were housed separately but under 
the same roof.” 
The typical Roman atrium urban house be- 

came a combination of the Greek peristyle 
home and the Etruscan atrium home.” 
While the basic layout was very similar 
to the Greek precedent, there were some 
differences (opposite page left figure). The 
atrium was the area for public functions. 
It acquired the architectural form of an 
impluvium, a protective roof over the 

court supported by brackets that collected 
water. Both courts opened to each other



    
Roman Atrium House 

by an open reception room, the tablium, 
that could be curtained off when needed. 
The peristyle court was the center of fam- 
ily activities. It was bigger than the 
atrium. It was also an impluvium but in 
the form of a garden. The Roman Atrium 
house was more open. Private and pub- 
lic activities could happen with more flex- 

ibility along the axis between the two open 
courtyards.” 
Medieval cities did not continue the or- 

der of Roman cities. They were sur- 
rounded by fortified walls. The main pub- 
lic center changed from the open agora to 
the enclosed space of the church. The 
medieval city was the cradle of a new 
class: the bourgeoisie. The rise of mer- 
chants and craftsmen gave identity to dif- 
ferent streets and districts. Street front- 
age became very valuable for trade within 
the limited land inside city walls. 

The relationship between dwelling and 

street changed. Shops and working 
spaces occupied the street level or directly 
under. Business and private affairs were 
complementary. The house looked out- 
ward. The frontal image of the urban 
house stressed the necessary individual- 
ity for trade and indicated the social sta- 
tus of the owner. 
The medieval hall type urban house was 

widely used in northern Europe, particu- 
larly in the British Isles (right figure). It 
was organized around a main hall be- 
tween the street front shop and the rear 
chamber. The hall was as wide as the 
house. It connected both worlds of work 
and home spatially. Open to the roof it 
provided access to the upper private 
chambers. The hall was equivalent to the 
courtyard. It was the center of all activi- 
ties, both public and private. In the court- 

MEDIEVAL URBAN HOUSE 
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*~ Hall type House 

yard house, the segregation of activities 
happened along one level, while in the 
hall type house, the segregation of activi- 
ties happened in section. The higher lev- 
els were more private. 

The hall, unlike the courtyard, was not 
the provider of light because only the end 
walls were open to the outside. More 
important in cold climates, the hall was 
the primary room for heating, allowing for 
several activities, and warmth to the up- 

per chambers.” 
After 1300, gunpowder made fortified 

walls obsolete. A powerful bourgeoisie 
contributed to the rise of absolute monar- 
chies. The advent of the Renaissance 
brought a revival of classical influence. 
These forces contributed to the gradual 
Illustrations by Schoenauer, History of Housing, 1992. 
Opposite page: Plan of Vitruvius Greek House, p. 108. 
Left: House of the Centanary, Pompeii, p. 123. 
Right: 58 French St., Southampton, p. 229. 
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RENAISSANCE URBAN HOUSE 

    
  

    
  

        

change of the human scale and of organic 
organization of medieval cities. Monu- 
mentality and impressive royal scale 
brought forth wide avenues and straight 
vistas. The urban space was planned, 
designed, and implemented by royal will. 

The residential scale also changed. 
Home and workplace became separated. 
The medieval individualism of the 
burgher house changed to collective plan- 
ning of residential squares. The earliest 
was created by Henry IV in France at the 
beginning of the 17th century (Place des 
Vosges). City squares were created by the 
repetition of townhouses behind a com- 
mon classical facade. The design of the 
facades emulated royal palaces. The col- 
lective image of similar people with simi- 
lar values (lower right figure) replaced the 

individual identity of the dwelling to the 
street from the Middle Ages. 
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Piano nobile 

        

The urban townhouse became part of 
the urban design of the city. The houses 
not only shared a common facade but the 
open square was their shared garden. 
Family recreation outdoors became a pub- 

lic affair while private townhouses’ open 
backyards became service yards. 

The organization of the house became 
segregated in section, with the main hall 
stair the connector. While the medieval 
hall type house also segregated public and 
private in section, it differed in having one 
room connecting all. The townhouse in- 
stead gave each level a different function. 
At the street level the front section of the 
house featured the parlor where guests 
were received and official business was 
conducted. The dining room was placed 
directly in the back due to the close con- 
nection to the basement kitchen and ser- 
vices. The main level of interaction be- 

  

tween family and close friends happened 
at the second floor, the piano nobile, di- 

rectly up from the street level (upper right 
figure). The main front room, occupying 
the width of the house, was predomi- 
nantly used by men. A smaller lateral 
room, where smoking was not permitted, 

was used by women.” 
While townhouse living was exclusive 

to the aristocracy and wealthy bourgeoi- 
sie at the beginning, eventually the 
concept was adopted by other classes. The 
houses were smaller and less luxurious 
than previously. The lots became 
narrower and deeper. During the 18th 
and 19th century, townhouse typology 
became popular in the New World. The 
gridiron plan and subdivision of city 
blocks into narrow lots favored the con- 
struction of this typology. Townhouses 
were built in small groups according



19th CENTURY NEW WORLD URBAN HOUSE 
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to investments and speculation. 

The plan of the townhouse experienced 
several changes as lots got narrower (fig- 
ure above). The limited width allowed 

only one room with lateral circulation. 
The front and rear rooms had access to 
natural light. When a third internal room 
was inserted, rooms opened to each other 
with glass doors. Services were grouped 
at the center. The main stair, which in 

previous plans was the spatial connector, 

became no more than a closet. Small light 
wells allowed ventilation and limited light 
on the upper floors. 

The Industrial Revolution brought a 
great flux of people to the city. Middle 
class townhouses were converted into 
tenements. Density encouraged “back to 
back” dwellings without cross ventilation. 
While the townhouse concept continued 
to be used, the quality of living conditions 

  

suffered. Apartment buildings provided 

the density needed in the city. Single fam- 
ily homes evolved into detached houses 
in the city periphery.” 

The relationship between the urban 
house and the order of the city, nature, and 

human life are recurrent constants that 

reflect the times. Reflecting upon them 
can help us design town living in our time. 
The urban house in all types, courtyard, 

hall, or townhouse, always had the re- 

sponsibility of giving form to the city 
fabric. In many ways, as a protective wall 
or open store front, as a common image 

or individual facade, the urban house has 

given streets a continuous edge, a particu- 

lar scale, and an identity. 

The typology of a house between party 
walls has adapted to climatic conditions. 
In warmer climates, where shade and air 

circulation was needed, the courtyard 

typology prevailed. In colder climates, 
where heat retention was important, the 
house became more compact and vertical, 

with rooms or main spaces clustered 
around fireplaces. Light and warmth also 
dictated the use of glazing. In colder cli- 
mates window design and glazing 
increased to maximize the light quality 
of the deep room interiors. Bay windows 
developed to provide a protected interme- 
diary place between the public street and 
the private interior. In warmer climates, 
light was welcomed but not directly. 
Peristyles, balconies, covered walkways, 

and wide overhangs provided an interme- 
diary place between the direct sun and the 
windows. 

The organization of the house and its 
relation to human activity changed along 
with society needs. As the townhouse 
became longer and narrower, transitional 
elements were eliminated. A central main 

room (court, hall or drawing room) and 

its intermediary spaces (peristyle, balcony, 

spatial stair) gave way to a chain of sepa- 
rate rooms with little connection. The 
interaction between people allowed by the 
main room concept was lost. 

Many of these findings are incorporated 
in the townhouse designed here. The 
emphasis is to create a setting for living 
in the environmental and urban condi- 
tions of Columbia Heights. Elements used 
before by various typologies are repeated 
here if they have the capacity to take 
different meanings today. 

Illustrations by Schoenauer, History of Housing, 1992. 
Opposite page left: London typical 20-ft townhouse p. 250. 

Opposite page right: London, Bedford Square typical 
townhouse, Section and Elevation, p. 246. 

Left: New York city typical townhouse, p. 255. 
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TRANSACTIONAL PLACES 
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As in the term en in Japanese culture, one 
can find in the making of the urban house 
many transactional points where architec- 
tural elements and human interaction are 
interdependent. 

Within the confines of the two party 
walls of the townhouse, three main areas 

were studied: the transactional places one 
encounters through movement between 
outside/public and inside/private; 

within elements themselves and between 
semi-private /inside and very private /in- 
side. 

Upper left: Washington, DC townhouse typical front 
stoops. 
Upper right: Washington, DC townhouse typical porches. 

Lower left, center right and lower right: Buenos Aires , San 
Telmo typical casa chorizo. Courtyard views from second 
floor. Photos in Buenos Aires by Ana Langberg.



TRANSITION BETWEEN PUBLIC/ 

OUTSIDE AND PRIVATE/INSIDE 
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Interior and exterior are relative because 

they depend on where one stands, moves, 

sits or looks. The change between a pub- 
lic and a private realm can be made 
gradually. The front and back of the town 
house include several intermediate places 

and elements. 

TRANSITION BETWEEN ELEMENTS 
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Architectural elements can have a poly- 
valent quality as one moves through the 
house. They can adjust to different func- 
tions and provide simultaneous opposing 
perceptions. A stair can be botha ground- 
ing and an uplifting element as one moves 
through it. 

TRANSITION BETWEEN SEMI-PRIVATE 

INSIDE AND PRIVATE INSIDE 

  

  

  

  

  
  

  

The townhouse has a main room that 
unifies, in section, the rest of the house. 

This room is equivalent to the courtyard 
or main hall urban house typologies. The 
spatial quality of the room is enhanced in 
the design of all the edges (walls, open- 
ings, balcony, vistas). 
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TRANSITION BETWEEN PUBLIC OUTSIDE AND PRIVATE INSIDE 

STREET FRONT 

  
  

      

    

  

    

               The townhouse street front is an articu- 

lated plane where several thresholds pro- 
vide the feeling of security upon enter- 
ing. The lower unit has an elevated front 
entrance with steps that frame the 
recessed front door. The upper unit has 
a steel bridge that connects to an access 
neighboring stair. While there are two 
units and two distinct entrances, a pro- 

jecting brick volume housing a glass and 
steel bay window unifies the elevation. 
The bay window not only projects into 
the street but also into the sky. The 
upper windows turn into an upper clere- 
story. The clerestory gives rhythm and 
identity to the complex when repeated in 
a row. 

    
Upper and lower left: Washington, DC townhouses. 
Opposite page: Rotterdam, Spangen Housing by 
Brinkman. Photo by Pia Sarpaneva.   
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COURTYARD/GARDEN BACK 
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a garden. The upper unit has a terrace 
looking into the court. Railing includes 
support for potted plants and sitting. An 
upper clerestory connects the master bed- 
room to the sky. At night, the illuminated 
clerestories give identity to the housing 
complex's open courtyard. 
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TRANSITION WITHIN ELEMENTS 

Upper left: Entrance stair and cabinets at Maison de Verre 
by Pierre Chareau. 
Lower left: Main stair at Horta's Museum. 
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Just as the outside and inside are gradu- 
ally integrated by architectural elements, 

movement within the two-level house is 
spatially and tectonically integrated at the 
connecting stair. The stair is a place and 
an object simultaneously. 
Victor Horta's private house in Brussels 

and Pierre Chareau’s Maison de Verre in 
Paris are good examples of how a stair 
could allow both a sense of the whole 
building and of the specific place. It is 
accomplished by material and spatial de- 
sign of the parts (Horta’s integrated land- 
ings, Chareau’s transparent railing /cabi- 
nets). 

These issues were explored in the 
townhouse using different stair designs.
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TRANSITION BETWEEN SEMI-PRIVATE/INSIDE AND VERY PRIVATE/INSIDE 

CONTAINER WALLS GROUNDING BASE AND FLOOR 

  

  

  

        There is similarity between Soane’s _ layered with reflecting materials such as 
townhouse and Katsura’s traditional Japa- _ glass, mirrors, and polished carved wood. 

nese architecture. Both projects have walls | They open to distant interior vistas, en- 
that take on specific thickness where lay- _larging the space. With Katsura the walls 
ering controls enclosure and transparency. _ have the thickness of several screens that 
Soane’s house walls are deep containers | when moved change the enclosure, light, 
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PARTITION AND PARTY WALLS 

  

  

  
  

      

and vistas of the room. 

At the townhouse, different studies of 

the main room walls indicated similar 

concerns: how to deal with the thickness 

of the walls as an in-between space. Walls 
were studied as containers of key 

elements (like a fireplace), as generators 

of smaller places (like entrances), as solid 

masses with openings grounded by a con- 
tinuous base and articulated floor and as 
movable screens that, with possible open- 
ings, created a dialogue between party 

  
and partition walls. 

Upper right: Japanese Gardens, Portland, Oregon. 
Lower right: Katsura. 
Photos from Architectural Monographs, John Soane, 
London: Academy Editions, 1983. 

Upper opposite page: Soane Museum, Library , pg. 32. 
Lower opposite page: Soane Museum, Breakfast Rm.pg 8. 
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THE TOWNHOUSE 
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The city is the collective memory of its 
people and the house is the collector and 
generator of our personal memories. As 
portrayed in the de Chirico painting to the 
left, architecture is part of us, inside our 

memories and outside our bodies, in con- 

stant relation with our being. 
The townhouse reverts to the organiza- 

tion of the urban house studied before 
with contemporary concerns. A main 

room, equivalent to the Greco-Roman 

EA
C 

a
 

Vp     
     

      

courtyard or Medieval hall, unifies in sec- 

tion the rest of the house. Density desired 

in urban living is achieved by stacking 
two units between the 21 foot opening be- 
tween party walls. 

Several thresholds between outside and 

inside, transitional spaces, and transi- 

tional elements allow different degrees of 

privacy within. 

Left: Le Muse (En villegiature). Painting by G. de Chirico.



UPPER UNIT 

LOWER UNIT 
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From the street, the townhouse has the 

duality of one unifying element in the steel 
and glass bay window and two different 
lower and upper entrances. 
Both units are built on top of an under- 

ground parking garage. Concrete block 
party walls separate townhouses. Acon- 
crete slab separates upper and lower units. 
Within the units the structure is wood. 
While the lower unit has a strong connec- 

tion to the ground ina front and back gar- 
den, the upper unit has a strong connec- 
tion to the sky and view of the city, ina 
terrace, clerestories, and skylights. 

| 
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Both units open in the back, into the 

common courtyard of the housing com- 
plex, allowing maximum light into the 
interior. Light and warmth dictate the size 
of glazing. Although similar, both units 
emphasize their relationship to natural el- 
ements. The lower unit extends both the 
width of the dining room, by a paved pa- 
tio at the same level, and the length, by 

an outside small sunken patio connected 
to the garden. Built-in benches and plant- 
ers articulate the outside. The upper unit 
emphasizes the length of the dining room 
with a terrace overlooking the court. The 
upper rooms have a clerestory and sky- 
lights to allow in light.



  

  

  

            
  

    
  

                  

  

  

  
    

    
  

inl | t 
be 

ae
 

ant
 

a
 

w
s
 

| 
‘a 

is 

Hee Ce i 

K i | 

ae \ | 
He i 

i { i / 

‘i. i 

~S 
need 

| = 
i 

‘ 

mil
l! 

 



STAIR 

  

  

    

    

  

  

The stair is the spatial and tectonic inte- 
grator of different levels and materials 
within the house. It is the grounding ele- 
ment between entry vestibule and main 
living room. The first concrete steps be- 
come part of the low wall between levels. 
They are clad in marble. Once at the liv- 
ing room, the same wood flooring 

becomes the riser material. Steel and 
glass cabinets along the side provide a 
screen to the main room. At the second 
floor, the stair turns again towards the liv- 
ing room. This time it is part of the steel 
treatment of the walls. The steps and 
railing become screens between realms: 
the family space of the main room and the 
private individual space of the bedrooms. 
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MAIN ROOM WALLS 

  

        
  

  

  

      

  
  

All boundaries of the main room are 
designed as polyvalent elements. 
Upstairs the narrow hallway is widened 
by steel frames projecting into the double 
height space. The frames can be finished 
as enclosed wood cabinets or glass cases. 
Visual connection between levels is 
always present but the degree of perme- 
ability of the wall is up to the residents 
to finish. 
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The lower wall between the kitchen and 
the living room has movable screens. 
Some screens are opaque and some are 
translucent. When the opaque screens are 
closed, from the living room, they look 

like paneling. When the translucent



  

screens are closed, light filters into the 

kitchen. When both screens are drawn, 

there is a direct opening to the kitchen. 
The sliding screens are similar to the 
sliding panels of traditional Japanese 
houses. 
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BODILY EXPERIENCE THROUGH MOVEMENT 

  
  

  

      
  

              
              

Moving through the house, one per- 
ceives the change of spatial experience. A 
series of marble steps cascades into the 
entry hallway (left figure). The broad 
steps change into wood risers that con- 
tinue to ascend. The tight space under the 
stair opens into a double height main 
room (center figure). Steel and glass cabi- 

nets screen the main room to the entry. 
Once in the room (right figure) cabinets 

59 

are part of the articulation of the walls. 
The panel walls are movable. The double 
height window is screened by a steel and 
glass balcony that connects to the master 
bedroom above (opposite page left figure). 
Below the balcony there is a the transition 
to the outside (opposite page center 
figure). A few steps, a low wall bench and 
built-in cabinets articulate the back entry 
to the outside patio. Certain elements 

  

  

  
    

              

such as the main room low wall bench and 
the dining room low cabinet, help connect 
the changing levels and provide spaces 
open to interpretation. The dining room, 

two steps below the main room, opens 
into the paved patio (opposite page up- 
per right figure). Looking back to the 
house from the patio (opposite page lower 
right figure), the interior opens through 
layers of transparency and privacy.
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THE CITY 

To make architecture is to build the 

environment for life to happen. In that 
responsibility architecture acquires its 
meaning. 

To make architecture, whether dream- 

ing, drawing, or building is a process of 
selected inclusion. Knowledge of history 
gives us continuity with our past, site 

and identity. Awareness of the bodily 
experience, through the spaces we create, 

connects us to the present when it is 
experienced. Invitation to the unknown 
in a flexible architectural language 
gathers future use and wonder. 
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