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Suburban Alternatives
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MOVE-UP HOME AT STARTER HOME PRICE!H!
Large family home with sparkling curb appesl. 3 car
garage, secluded backyard., Spacious 3 bedroom, 2
haths, updated kiwchen, decorator window coverings
and wall coverings, neutral colers. Spa tub, fonmal
dining, cozy breakfast nook, (reat location.

- 2 local realtor, almost any suburh

THE SUBURBS .

(1Y

The word “sutnub” eviekes an image of rows of evenly
epaned houses, each with a two-car garage and yard, The
arganization of a suburban residential environment is char-
acterized by a horizontal udiscency of subdivided land
parcels slong a strest. A single Hving unit, & house, is located
somaewhat central to each lot.

s this *good” housing? The suburban environzment has
long been oriticized; the late 80’5 and $0°s have brought forth
another round of evaluation,  Subwrbs waste resources.
Land, energy and roztenal consumption i inefficient; sub-
urbs cannot be sustained.  Suburban houses are icolating:
they isclate one housebold from snother; they ofien separate
a houschold from the outdoor spase they sexk. Suburban
. housing has bacome a commaodity to be bought and traded,

not 3 dwelting. This has led o a temporary, tranaient guality
of houscholds- 2 family begine with 2 siarter home, then
maoves up; there is no commitment o a community. The
_home becomes a large appliance of selecied features that
‘potentially appreciate 1n value: 2 is an investment. In
becoming a cormadity, the value of'a house and its comru-
nity most be protected, leading to ecopomic and social
 exclusion. Suburban housing is ne longer affordable; the
. cormnodification of housing has put the cost of ownership
‘beyond the reach of many people.
Despite the crificisry; there is an undeniable demand for
- suburban homes. Suburban living provides a freedom of
individual action, privacy and conlral of outdoor space, even
if limited In size. Suburban living can and should provide
rauch more, New developments need to restore a home's te
t© both uatural and community seitings, increase density,
rethink use of resources, and accommodate the change inthe

demographics of households who want to live in the suburhg
while maintaining the basic requiremerds of autonory and
conneetion (© 3 place

(&

Suburban Planning

Suburban design and planning has recaphured the atention of
the design profession, Current advances focus either on
" residential communities or on the honse. Notable contermnpo-
mry approaches at the comrounity level include the *“Tradi-
tionsl Neighborbeod Development™ as proposed by Duany
and Plater-Zyberk and the “Pedesirian Pocket,” a mudel
propossd by Calthorpe, Solomen and Kelbaugh among oth-
ers. The first model, reminiscent of the garden eity movement
of the 1920°s and 30's, proposes large scale planning of the
suburhs to evoke the organization of traditional neighbor-
hoods with commersial, village centers. Itis characierizad by
its comprehensive approach from whan design to archites-
fural guidelines including design of infrastructue, pedestrian
and vehicudar networks, land uses, plot layouts, zoning guide-
lines, materals specifications and building types {Krieger
19911 The latter model, also comprehensive, focuses on the
notion of a walking town with a high-density mixture of
msidences, retall and offices as its focd {Kelbaugh, 1989
Both the NTD s and transit villages accept the current form of
the suburbs, the first adding some collective imagery to budid
coberently shared environments, the latter providing destina:
tions within the suburban context. The pedestrian pocket is
explicitly urban in chameter (Boles 1989), ™
Other sdvances have focused on the design and prodiuction
of the houss. Research and developroent in fis erea has
produced either a set of house types or 2 prototypinal, ideal
horoe, Examples of work in this zrea include Andrew
Downing and his pattern books, Sunset homes, the Case Susdy
Houses of Los Angeles, mobile homes, model honues and the
constant search for the affordable house, This house level
approack has some drawbacks. Prototypical soluticns search
_for_the universally flexible house, one that can suit ail
. Lifestyles. The
absohue {5 that the dwelling becomes either unable f acoms-
modate the typicsl diversity found in a residential setting, or

tential danger of sesking any sach an .
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the dwelling becmmes neniral, z?ever %Pcmmg HA \ﬁt any
jar Hiving Broup or any particular setling just sight. In
spviny o defie the uitimate hcme:“, orarangeof _msd&i homes,
;j—;c wouse has 3 danger of becmx:zzng static, unable m‘ EXOW 01
change with 3is re._sisf@m. Mfsre mportujtl}:, thg model hause
15, by defiigon, ﬁcszg;ttfzfi vsiatlzcsazt a3 ;::amcz:tfn site, e):.c!axf; i
the fandscaps aud neighborhond se:}‘img. The tendency 18 to
develop 3 house which is inwardly focused to compensats for
the unknown characteristics of the futuse site.

srticu
3L
E}~

petween Town Plans and House Plans

The current organization of the suburbs, as indtally de-

soribed in this paper, is failing. Cusrent approaches aceept

the current structure for the suburbs, rather than propose

allernatives {or in e case of the Pocket Park, reject the
:

structure for snurban model), Dwould suggest an alternative,
an altermative which sobraces the view of the exsended

(1313

heusing sexting as a fabric and focuses design attention on its

fabric elernents, Residential design is seen a8 a continoous,
“interdenendent relationship of neighborhood to strest to ot |

to house 1o room andd dally activitiss ocour in all levels.
Two models, conceptual poles of an eavironmental spec-

tram, are juxiapased to waderstand the suburban situation. In
the first, the houss is seen from the outsids, a discreie foun

containing a set of pregram functions within as a thin
membrane infervenes between inside and out. Here the
house is described 23 @ mass sitting on U5 sife with the
activitics organized within, Each dwelling is positioned like
arnachine, with a reasonable distance setting 2ach apart from
the nther 0 28 not to interfere with the other’s workings. The
sheli-like forms are cherscierized by functional arrange-
ments mside and are positioned as independent voluruss on

ints that sit side-by-side along a strest. This organization of

elernents and spaces is referred o as a volumetric fabric and
constitutes the predominant organization sssociated with
seburban destgn oday,

The second congceptual structure views the separation
betwesn ioside and out as problematic with tie dwelling
separated from the site and dwellers from the context of the

ol

Fig 1. Vohenairic Fabric
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comppuaity, This other order, referred 10 28 2 spatial fabric,
proposes that the inside-outside distinction be transformed,
thus secing the nature of housing as s continuous structure of
elements and spaces.

While cominon io describe urban housing as a fabric, the
termn disappears in the suburban contexy. This paper dis-
cusses the practives (it support the dutrinaoce of volumet-
ri¢ organizations, alternative practices and their applications
i light of the critiques of suburban sprawi ared isolation,

PERSISTENCE OF THE YOLUMETRIC MODEL

Many forces have converged to renforce a2 volumetric
squcture of residential development, particularly in the
suburbs, The single detached suburb is uniquely American
in its origins, an ideal pisnied in the Jeffersonian era.
Jefferson instituted the Natiopa! Survey, his hope for an
equiteble and democratic way 10 sl land theough the use
of a sub-divideble grid. Jefferson was also concemedd with
the ways in which American homesteaders lived and buily
their dwellings; medel homes from a sampler book sug~
gested patierns of dwelling without regulating the domestic
seting. The privatized, grdded lot with an inward Jooking
medel home became embedded in our national cultge
{Wright, I9581}

The formal structure of the soburbs was derived from the
rral landscape of the farm or estate. Due to sheer dimension,
each nural house works autopomously frony the next. In
suburban snvirowments, density is sipnificanty higher, yet
the expectation of autonamy and outdeor space is similar. The
hiense 16 piaced in the center of g lot 10 maintain & mininal
level of antonomy by mainiaining the maxinum dinension to
adiacent properties. Privacy for the residents of the house is
controledat its facades. The vand is @ moat; the home, &8
castle. This has a sirong real estate rationale, the shruchire of
the suburbs is dependent on adjacency of lots; if some change
were to occur 1o an adjoining property, s owner wants o
ensure the chacge bas minimel effect in oxder to protect the
value of house and ot {Rows 1991}, Eack house is indepen-
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Built/unbuill

are useful for some levels of information, When used as the sole
representation for site layout, the designer must remember the unit
lavouts or assume an inward tooking unit design.

Fig. & sketches and footprint outlines of buillings

Fig 4. Some design tools, such as massing models, vneensciously
izad to volumetric fabrics. Siudent: 8. Baker

o

Fig. 5. Altemative design approaches to support spatial fabrics.
Sudent: X Kimura '

dent of the pext, reinforcing the form of the shell and itg
osition, When minbmizing external infloences toa house, the

At

[}

7

1

ocus is on the internal atmosphers of dwelling,
Zoning regulations, established to protect public good,

have iInstitstionalized the volumetric structure of the suburhs
through the use of setbacks. Setbacks govern the relationship
of a house to its property lines tyough the use of nuinlmsm
dimensions. Typically, more dirnension is allotted to from
and back yards, less side 1o side, forcing a houss to the center
ofits property, leaving an orusable space between the houses,

A unique aspect of American suburban dwelling s is
ehance on light wood frame construction. Heavy tunher
framing was used to construct the earhiest American house and
he resulting form was a bamn-like shell that could be subdi
vided. Subsequent iechnological changes to balioon framing
and platform framing have been suhstitutional, maintaining
the volumetric, shelf-like quality of the bouse, Light wood
frame construciion does not inherently lead to sheli-like
buildings, but the form of the house a5 it has evolved literally
builds a shell that is not readily discarded by the public.

Lastly, architects and planners of residential cornmunitics
seinforce the dichotomy of ioner and outer waorlds of volumet-
ric simsctures through the choice of methods and tools of
design.  Builtumbuilt diagrams, the placing of houses as
“footprints™ or roof plans on a stig, the development of house
types to be sprinkled on g site and massing roodels, all tend o
separate decisions between the inside of the house and is
setiing and to reinfores a volumetnic striscture,

*oy

=

A METHODR: WHAT IS5 GOOD HOUSIRG?

The research began with the question: what is good suburban
housing? To dwell 5 much more than 1o seek shelter,
Norberg-Schulz deseribes the essence of dwelling as the
ability of & piace to satisfy our individual and collective
needs for identification and orientation (Norberg-Schulz

person recognizes one’s self in that plece. To orient one’s
seif in & place requires a sense of connection and extension
1o the context of that place, the extended physical, social and
natural landscapes. These fundamental stoibutes of dwell-
ing establish the sonditions required in dwelling environ-
ments. The full discussion of the atributes, conditions and
methedology are the lopics for another paper, and will only
be briefly described hers to orient the reader, The conditions
of dweiling — eapacity, territorial claim and infrastructure
~ a6 oxamined al several levels of intervention (room,
house, sireet, neighborhood, community) in order bridge the
entire inside to outside spatial hierarchy.

Capacity Is defined as the potential of spaees or forms ¢
accommodate vanous arrangements of habitation and use.
Capacity should not be confused with the program, which is
the specification of functions to be localed in 2 house. A
program Is static: 8 program would state that a2 “breakfaat
uook” is equired of certain square footage and minimom
dimensions to sult a certain murmber of people, Capacily isthe

o
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_sbility of the form of the house 10 ke used in & variety of ways
its-residents withouthaving to undergo changes iselfl
" apacity works to extend the minimuin requirements through
" the shape and configuration of the space. Forexample, a bay
window at the edge of 2 living arce defines an ares of
individuoal sctivities connected to the larger room of the
houschold. It can hold a seat, @ table, a tea area, 2 “hveakfast
neok.” Capacity is concerned with how a furm can be used,
not the specification of 2 lifestyle. Good housing should bave
the capasity 1o hold 8 variety of lifestyies over time.

Territorial elaim is definad as the control of habitation and
aceess that can be exerted by a certain party {individual,
living group, neighbors, community or public} over an area.
Territorial claim s not equivaient to pwaership, A bench in
a public park may be owned by the town but itis claimed as
aterritory by a singlk citizen. The phenomens of claim exists
at gmitiple levels: publie, comrmurity, neighborbood, house-
hold and individual, Good housing exhibils 3 continuous
syntax of tlaimed, usable spaces so that thereis nounclaimed,
intersiitial space. Ideally, all levels of tertiiorisl claim
shouid be provided in residentiai environments.

" Infrastrusture is defined as the systerns that are the leas
tikely 1o change over lime; these tend to be the most
permanent arud expensive components of an environment
and they usually establish the characier of the colleciive
enviromment. If sorme assemblages of a residential environ-
e aTe more permanent, then other assemblages are more
tkely tochange and these shouid be accessible to adapuaiion
by residents over time. There i3 an expestation that houses
and communities will change. The house doss not have o
be abundoned like an old appliance whose usable life hag
come to gn end. Geod housing should accommodate physi-
cal changes to sutt individoal requirements without loss to
the continuity of the neighborhood,

A number of existing residential environments were
selected tserve as case studies 1o abserve the effect of these
conditions. Fach site was documentied to record the physical
varigtions and changes, and when possible, the interior and
exterior signs of everyday living of the residents. Bach case
stidy was then physically described by identifving spatial
and material elements and the syotax that charscierizes each
condition. These descriptions were overlaid to reveal a
sirueture charactenized primarnily as volumetric or spatial
fabric. The case stulies include:

+  Aberdeen Court, Radbume- Fairlawn, NI (Wright & Stein,
planners}

= Sach Apartments- Los Angeles CA (RM. Schindler,
architent}

«  Homatio West- Santa Monica, & {Irving Gill, architect)

> Botermu Sireet-Levitiown, WY (Levit & Son, developen)

» Chuwch Strest- Charleston, 3C

+ Henry Street- Cambridge, MA

»  Sacramento Steet- San Francisceo, CA

»  Oak Hollow- Clayton, CA (Presley of N. CA, developer)

An in-depth discussion of each case study and the compara-

tive issues is not included W this paper.

Py

AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL: SPATIAL FABRIC

The criticizm of waste, iselation, comumodification, lack of
comemunity and affordability, assessed against the volamet-
ric fanms of the suburbs suggests the need foraltematives tha
address the subwrban structure directly, If the nature of
housing isseen 25 3 continuous spatial f3bric of slemendis and
spaces then residents are connecied to their physical and
social setting. The order of & spatial fabric is characterized
by openness, continuity of space and interdependent rela-
tonships in juxtaposition to the attributes of volumenic
fabrics as closed, separating and hierarchic, The notion of a
fabric is more thap descriptive, its vsefulness Hes in the
generation, the design end making of housing. The applica-
ticns of the spatial fabric model ofhousing design address the
needs of suburbs: eavironments in which neighbors and
community are part of dwaltling, accommodation of derma-
graphic variations and changes, and increasing the density of
suburban environments.

Application: Neiphboring

The formand the paosition of the shell supports the isolation
of Bis msidents from neighbors. Public, houschold and
individus! territories dominate residentiel settings; subur-
ban and whan environments lack intzmmediate levels in the
systerns of territorizs.  Missing are the spaces that are
intentionally designed fur neighbors, those whe live imme-
dialely adjacent 10 a household, and for comnnunity, those
whao share with 2 housebold but bre not adicining. Spatial
fabrics support the interaction of groups of people and
provide the forras of wansitions from one level to anather.
Subwrban communities should provide all levels of territo-
riat claim, ordersd in a way to support connections and
maintain privacy.

Applization: Accommaodation

Dwelling 15 ultimately Unked to the ability of distinet living

groups and individuals to identify with 2 place and to connect

1o a larger setting. {MNorberg-Schulz 1985). The difficulty of

providing x dwelling for a distinct household is that the only

thing that is pradictable about 2 group of people is change.
n order 16 ascommodate 1S residents, a dwelling strucnure

Fig, 7. Model of Horatic West. Student: I.-Lee
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Fig. 9. Model of Sach Apartments. Student: T, Cagampang

st provide for 3 range of associations and a range of
ifestyles. In the case studies, the dwelling structures that
responded  best w changing living requirements, while
avoiding neutrality, are characterized by s condition of
capacity lmbedded in the dwelling fabrie. The design of
fabrics with such sverlays 28 capacily and infrastrusture
allow for the explicit identification of those qualities which
sustain dentification and accommodate change. .

Application: Increased Deusily

Density is » problem of orpanizing the fabric of @ dwelling
structure, Including the charscter of the access, privacy, and
solleciive territories nesded to support the number dwellings

Corsparison of three drawings of Horatio Weat: 2 docurnented plan, 2 built-unbuilt plan and a fabric plan,

o

b

[t p
% H
ot N £
i I

1 1 i
L b L H } t
P I : ” ol _
[N SRR {

SRS S USRI E RN — s ~ -

Fad

Fig 1¢. Capacity overlay of the Bach Apartments

mvolved. Low density enviromments {four units per acre or
lessy sz characterized by the independence of one dwelling
from another. Dense epvironments (30 umils per gore an

greater} are characterized by distict separation of public
and private realms, again, susprisingly, creating the indepen-
dence of one dwelling from the nexd. In these two environ-
ments, the fabric can be dominated by volumetric struaciures
without conflict. This independence makes it'possible to be
hierarchical in desipgning 5o that decisions can be made about
each kevel of tervention &8 an isclated concem ~ Jower level
chanpes can be made without affecting upper levels, For
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- example, the designer can nake changes 10 a room without
facting the house, 10'The house withowt affecting the site
plan, to the site plan without affecting the street, elo
Likewise, changes at an upper level are likely t© 1'-.avc
ransfications on lower levels, Ch:.ngns to a streat will affect
the site, changes o the site will affect the house and so on
Thus, volumetric structures are adequate when the fabric is
characterized by independnuce.
in the suburbs, a dwelling s ne lon
next, but interdependent. Design dect

independses

BELT
isions at one lovel may

infhience decisions sbove and below. For example, chang-
ing the use of a bedroom o living reom, will potentially
affect the house, the site, and the relationship to neighboring
homes, This interdependent relationship reflects the con-
tinaous nature of the fabric. Volumetnie strociures have oo

sdeqguately resolved the issue of density; spatial
support the destgm of inwrdependent relations,

fahrics

CONCLUSION

To propose = new structural model for the suburbs s (o
seerningly work againgt its waditions. Yei, if the criticism
directed against subwban form is to be addressed and
sithurban living a!ﬁSg"lﬂCd its structure must change. The
move from volumetric structures 16 spatial fabrics does not
require a revolution, it is a transformation. People do not
need to reinvent the way they choose to live, tis noipuwb
.or necessary to radically alter the way we build, To work
- with suburban structures spatially does not regquire any
change to prevailing institutions, it s within NTD and PUD
medels,
deveiopment 18 appropriate- renovation, infill and large
tract. To make better, itvable, susiainable cities, we have to
insist that the suburbs do more; this paper advocates for
additional conditions and a shift in point of view of subirbs

it ofthe -

Production methods are in place. Any level of

characterized by volumetric shells to
fiouses thought of 43 appliances to
nt« tf; e i and among.

o~
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A Final Nole

The theory deveioped in this peper is part of isore extensive
and on-geing research dope in collaboration with Prof.
Thomas Chastain at U.C. Berkeley.
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