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Abstract 

(Semi)Urbanism: Suburban ideals within an urban context. Slippage: 
Movement away from a secure place or memory through a shift in 
perception. Hybrid: The ability to overlay two systems to achieve a new 
existence which utilizes the best principles from both. 

Looking at sustainable alternatives to current suburban development 
and the history of stacked housing, (Semi)Urbanism is conceived and 
analyzed at the scale of the urban plan and residential architecture in 
parallel. It reverses the argument by bringing the suburbs to the city, 
rather than the urban to the suburban. Through the methodology of 
slippage, which acts at the level of both literal architecture and 
speculative art, a product is realized that allows for the suburbanite to 
be satisfied in a more dense and urban fabric and for the place of the in-
between of the urban and suburban condition to become blurred and 
beautiful. 

This is not your grandmother's suburban house. 
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Prologue 

(Semi)Urbanism - Suburban ideals within an urban context. Sustainable, 
practical, architecturally appealing residential and urban design that 
meets the needs of the suburban home owner, within a sustainable, 
more urban, fabric. A hybridized understanding of residential 
architecture and community design that is not a compromise, but rather 
a methodology that pulls from the memory of the suburbs and sets it in 
a more densified, thoughtful, urban environment - in comparison to a 
traditional North American suburb. An equal place of pedestrianism, 
parking, privacy, patios and pathways; the gray space of the in between. 
(Semi)Urbanism is the answer for home owners who have a family, dog 
and single, fuel-efficient car, who want to be able to as easily unload 
their groceries at their front door as they are able to walk to the store. 
(Semi)Urbanism is the hybrid needed to mediate between the centrally 
densified downtown core and the sprawling, unplanned suburb. 

But how is such a hybrid created? What happens to the space between 
the downtown high-rise and the sprawl of the suburbs. The place that is 
neither fully urban, nor fully suburban. Through the methodology of 
slippage - a shift in perception from the familiar to the unfamiliar - a 
common understanding of a space can be superimposed upon itself until 
it is no longer the old static order, but rather a place of shifting planes 
and layers that interact in certain moments, creating new 
understandings, and yet also leave traces of what once was. 

A methodology of transformation and creation of the space of the in 
between, slippage is the act through which one place can become 
another, giving birth to something new and innovative. This concept or 
operation of two or more planes sliding or stacking over one another 
allows memories of an older order to be used to create a new one, full 
of movement and mediation. It allows motion to be created from stills 
and fragments to be made continuous. Slippage alters one's perception 
by using the very thing it once understood to form a new understanding 
or ideology. This is very significant in terms of working within a suburban 
context, as it is one that heavily loaded and paralyzed in stagnant 
nostalgia, mundane imagination and repetitive neutrality. Yet, it would 
be ignorant to say that all is ill that is connected to the notion of 
suburbia, and slippage allows these specific, convenient and meaningful 
ideals to be the remnants that remain - for these are the ideals and 
memories that are currently demanding future sprawl. 



Chapter One: (Semi)Urbanism and the Speculative 

A Need :  (Semi )Urban ism,  S l i ppage  and  the  Hybr id  

We cannot expect everyone to live in the city. There needs to be a sustainable alternative 

that is legible for those who equate success to a sprawling lawn or for those unwilling to 

give up their cars. We need a hybrid not a compromise. (Semi)Urbanism: the proposed 

concept of creating a new urban and architectural understanding - one that is of 

convenience and of benefit to both the dweller and the environment, in a way that 

balances each other in perfect equipoise. 

(Semi)Urbanism: suburban ideas within a more urban context. 

For we must understand and sympathize with 

the suburban home owner, for they currently have no 

suitable alternative. 

But, one must realize both the opportunity and danger (Semi)Urbanism could bring. For this 

space of the in between or place of slippage is both full of potential and full of traps. And 

thus a balance must be found so that it neither sways too far toward the city or too far in 

favour of the suburb. This balance can be achieved through a hybrid as opposed to a 

compromise or middle ground - which would be in a constant state of tension from either 

side - and through a methodology that superimposes or compresses these two often 

opposing worlds of the dwelling. A hybrid is necessary to mediate past tensions and to 

create a new existence. 

Peter Calthorpe states, "I don't expect people to get out of their car just because 

environmentally that's what they think they should be doing."1 Similarly we need to accept 

the fact that sustainable communities must be accessible, easy and appealing to the typical 

suburban dweller in order to gain traction. The suburbs must come to the city. Yet 

amenities such as private yards, direct access to parking, and separation from the street, 



are not environmentally, economically or socially sustainable options in the manner in 

which they are currently being constructed. Thus there need to be options for those who 

wish to have access to variations of these ideals, but ones that will not only reduce their 

negative impact on our planet but hopefully even work towards restoring it and improving 

society and the economy in the process. We need an approach to urban planning that 

produces sustainable, practical and architecturally appealing residential environments. 

Suburban idealism within in a (Semi)Urban context. 

This is not your Grandma's suburban house. 

We also must ask ourselves, what is good about suburbia? What is it about the suburbs that 

people are drawn to and how can this be adapted into responsible housing typologies. And 

finally, what is suburbia? Perhaps a term as difficult to define as sustainability, because of 

its own over-usage and slippage between that which is rural and that which is urban, 

suburban, within the context of this thesis, is best understood in relation to 

(Semi)Urbanism. But what defines the blurred boundary between sub and semi? Where sub 

means 'partial', 'incomplete' and 'beneath', semi implies a sense of threshold - a halfway 

point, a hybrid. And this difference makes all the difference. For we do not need another 

notion of compromise, but rather something that takes ideals from both to create 

something better than either. 



Sl ippage :  A  Me thodo logy  

Slippage 

But how does one go about shaking up suburbia, a landscape so drenched in memory and 

idealism? This can only be done through the act of the hybrid, as opposed to the 

compromise of the suburb, and through the use of slippage. The mundane architecture of 

the suburban house, if it can be considered architecture at all, is all but devoid of any 

markings of speculative exploration or experiential potential. There thus needs to be a 

meeting or layering of these two often conflicting extremes of the architectural practice -

the normative and the speculative - through the methodology of slippage. This must be 

applied both to the single-family detached dwelling and to the oppressive environments 

they produce. But what is slippage? 

According to dictionary.com, 'slippage' or 'to slip' is2: 

1. the act or instance of slipping, especially movement 
away from an original or secure place. 

2. loss of motion or power because of slipping. 

3. to move, flow, pass, or go smoothly or easily; glide; slide. 

4. to pass from the mind, memory, or consciousness. 

5. a space between 

Within the context of (Semi)Urbanism, slippage can be understood as an unsecure space 

where ingenuity is created through the breaking down, disassembling and reassembling of 

an already existing order, creating transparencies of movement and memory. In a wider 

architectural perspective it can imply a fragmented continuity of superimposed or 

compressed moments of time/space, creating movement away from a safe memory or 

comprehension of place - a major shift in perception or understanding. 

Suburban slippage. 

An unfamiliar, in-between place of perception within the preconceived world. 



This operation of slippage can act as a reformation of the preconceived memory of the 

suburban house through layering, reframing, fragmenting and detachment. It is this act of 

blurring, of warping the memory of the suburban house that is needed to move the 

suburbanite from the safety of the familiar into the realm of more sustainable alternatives. 

The structure of slippage. 

The architecture of the insecure space. 

Slippage must be understood as more than just metaphor. Slippage is the space between 

two understandings of place, time or memory, a loss of security due to inversion or 

compression, the process of layering something onto itself and the force that shifts 

perception. If architectural experience is founded on the idea of perception of space, 

slippage is what works to undue its solidity. And this undoing is now a necessity in terms of 

the suburbs. 

Hybrid 

Architects need to take a greater role in shaping both the form of the residential dwelling 

and the fabric of communities. We need to treat our residential neighbourhoods with the 

same care and ingenuity as their more urban counterparts. Urban planning and architecture 

cannot be separated in this case. Our cities and residential neighbourhoods alike need the 

sensitivity of an architect. We cannot compromise. We need a radical change of pace for, "if 

you want the future to be different from the past, be aware. Study the past, find its causes, 

and bring different causes to bear."3 And (Semi)Urbanism can be that difference. 

A hybrid of place - neither fully urban nor suburban - and a 
hybrid of practice - both partially speculative and partially 
normative - creating a hybridized, (Semi)Urban condition, 
achieved through the stripping, layering, compressing and 
shifting methodology of slippage. 



SPA:  Sus ta inab le ,  P rac t i ca l ,  A rch i t ec tu ra l  Des igns  and  Deve lopmen ts  

The literal 

We need communities of dwellings that are sustainable, practical and architecturally 

appealing - in equal balance. For what good is a carbon neutral home that is cold, or good 

design that does not meet the needs of the user? And it is also for this reason that Vincent 

Scully proclaims, "The major issue surely has to do with reshaping the sprawl of automobile 

suburbia into communities that make sense."4 We need a radical change of pace. First, 

urban infill and existing suburbs need to be densified and reorganized. Next, new ways of 

building and planning on brown and greyfield sites, and only then followed by development 

on new greenfield sites, in a responsible and sustainable ways. 

We need (Semi)Urbanism. We need suburban ideals to be met within an urban context. We 

need a slippage of understanding and of memory - the speculative. (Semi)Urbanism can 

meet the needs of the market and respond to demands and desires in a way that is SPA -

through the methodology of slippage. And this is the beauty of slippage. It can come in, 

compress and recompose itself, and it doing so, it allows the speculative to be brought into 

the design, and experience of the dwelling. 

Both architects and artists have attempted to effect a slippage between the single-family 

detached home and high-density apartment blocks. For there is a fine line between the 

literal and the conceptual where a sort of 'dreamscape' exists from the warping of the 

iconic form of the suburban home. 



Sl ippage  as  Concep t :  Gordon  Ma t ta -C la rk ,  Dan  Graham and  Percep t i on  

The Conceptual 

Concept art: The ability to humanize a thought, to normalize the speculative and bring to a 

literal reality that which is conceptual. Slippage architecture: The ability to shift a 

perception, stack the dimensions and project multiple layers onto and into a super-

imposition. It is the concept of slippage that forms a methodology of understanding for not 

only the work of this thesis but also that of the world around us. Many artists have already 

tried to grasp this phenomenon through many different media and means. But why in a 

project dealing with themes of urbanism and housing? Why talk about (Semi)Urbanism and 

Suburban Slippage from the standpoint of an artist? What can be learned from conceptual 

art? 

A shift - in perception 

Stemming from the notion of suburbia, and the need to rethink how we think (about it), the 

conceptual artist or installation shifts our understanding from a secure place to space of the 

unfamiliar - the act of creating something new through slippage. 

A Splitting 

When Gordon Matta-Clark decided to cut a suburban frame house in half in 1974, through 

one of his now infamous building cuts, possibly the first act of slippage was performed on 

suburbia. Noted as an "unremarkable building abandoned to weeds and time... one of a 

dozen of homes lining this stretch of suburbia, it is strangely familiar, so commonplace as to 

invite both recognition and dismissal. It is monumental blankness... the ruin of a middle-

class existence."5 But is this not what all suburbia is, even after almost forty years? A menial 

existence of sameness? Of siding and shingles? Of monotony and a lack of ingenuity? But 

how then can one single cut literally shake the foundation of the suburban home? Matta-

Clark's project Splitting raises these sometimes rhetorical questions without producing 

definite answers. And it is this lack of conclusion that is the brilliance behind it. For suburbia 



is in of itself thought to be an answer, and a neat one at that. Slippage is therefore the act 

of shifting perception away from the known answer to the unknown one. And Matta-Clark 

does just that. 

By simply dividing the home in half, tilting it on its foundation and removing the four 

corners of the top of the structure, the tidy and understood reading of the house is shifted. 

The security of the family home is gone. It has been invaded by the stranger and the critic. 

The structure is neither stable nor secure. There is now an imbalance for, "the work strikes 

between exterior and interior, urban and suburban, public and private, violence and 

enlightenment [which] causes many to check themselves, to still their movements as they 

negotiate their way through the space. From room to room and floor to floor, they will pad 

about gingerly, as if the cut threatened to swallow them whole."6 

As early as 1938, his father, Roberto Matta Echaurren, explored the "refutation of an 

architecture perceived to be as streamlined and rationalized as its inhabitants,"7 through 

articles, essays and illustrations. One example is an article entitled Mathematique Sensible 

-Architecture du Temps, in which he describes "a room in which non-regularized walls and 

sharply tilted planes housed 'pneumatic' furniture and staircases that 'mastered the 

abyss'... opening up onto vistas of deeply ambiguous space."8 This almost surrealist 

depiction of space and critique of the seemingly mechanical creation of "streamlined" 

spaces, resonated with Matta-Clark Jr. and may have even lead to refer to Le Corbusier's 

'machine for living' as, "A Machine for not living... the virgin machine he wants us all to live 

in."9 But it is important to note, within the larger scope of this thesis, that the critiques 

made against Le Corbusier by Matta-Clark relate not to his residential planning but rather 

to the prescriptive and stripped-down nature of the living spaces Le Corbusier promoted. 

And this refutation of a simple understanding of the space we inhabit, in particular the 

family home, is at the core of Matta-Clark's building cuts. According to Pamela Lee, "The 

notion of a central, seemingly stable plan shored up division fascinated Matta-Clark."10 So 

much so that if in Splitting "the house divided speaks to the unhealthfulness of the 

contemporary scene, its unsplit form would seem to represent its security... to subscribe to 



this iconography is to defer, however implicitly, to the myth of the suburban home - the 

dream of middle-class America."11 And it is this idealization of the suburban home that 

Matta-Clark seeks to undermine through the incisions and destructive acts he performs on 

the archetypal suburban home. It is a slippage of sorts that shifts the perception and 

stereotype of the "mass-produced boxes... [towards an] image of the suburbs as a cultural 

wasteland... [and] powerfully seductive myth... [of] the cult of privacy".12 For the "intimate 

sphere of privacy... idealizes the nuclear family and its hierarchy and lays claims to its 

autonomy, bracketed off as it is from the demands of civil society."13 And thus the suburban 

ideal of privacy becomes the enemy. Gordon Matta-Clark states: 

"Buildings are fixed entities in the minds of most people. The 
notion of a mutable space is taboo, especially in one's own 
home. People live in their space with a temerity that is 
frightening. Home owners generally do little more than maintain 
their property. Once an institution like the home is objectified in 
such a way, it does understandably raise moral issues..."14 

For it was not just the notion of privacy of which Matta-Clark was critical. Matta-Clark was 

calling for a shift in perception and a shift in our understanding of the archetypal home. 

Through his cuts he evoked a (Semi)Urban state as, "Matta-Clark collapsed a very public 

activity - the collective viewing of art - onto a space conventionally regarded as private; 

and the categories of urban and suburban, center and periphery were likewise 

'defunctionalized' by the artist's intervention."15 



Figure 1: Splitting, N.J., 1973, Gordon Matta-Clark 

Figure 2: Splitting, N.J., 1973, Gordon Matta-Clark 



Figure 3: Splitting, N.J., 1973, Gordon Matta-Clark 

Figure 4; Splitting, N J., 1973, Gordon Matta-Clark 



Figure 5: Four Corners, 1974, Gordon Matta-Clark 

Figure 6: Bingo, 1974, Gordon Matta-Clark 



A Showing 

From the physical alteration of a suburban house to its conceptual repositioning, Dan 

Graham is perhaps the most speculative and theoretical of the conceptual artists to engage 

the suburban landscape. Stemming from both a sense of intrigue and criticism, Graham 

differs from other social commentators in that he seems to seek out moments of beauty 

from the dull criticisms of suburbia. According to Graham, "Just as Koolhaas writes about 

the delirious pleasures of the congested modern New York, my suburban models speak of 

the delirium of the suburbs."16 This sense of delirium is the result of Graham's acts of 

slippage, most clearly evident in his piece entitled Alteration of a Suburban House, 1978. 

By removing the facade of a modeled suburban house and replacing it with a transparent 

glass panel, Graham alters not only on the physical structure of the house, but also the 

psyche of both the occupant and the passer-by - now the observed and observer - as he 

inverts ideas of privacy. Taking this act further, Graham then bisects the interior of the 

house with a mirrored surface, parallel to the street. In so doing, the facades of the 

adjacent houses, identical to the one being acted on, are reflected onto it - commenting on 

the monotony of design and the lack of a perceived sense of individualization and private 

ownership. However, the most significant part of this interplay is the dynamic activity that 

takes place, both in reality and in reflection, between these multiple planes being 

compressed onto each other - the result is slippage. 

The car on the street, the couple out for an after-dinner stroll and the nosy neighbour are 

all now projected into the 'private', interior space of the altered home. In turn, the 

occupants are both on display to the street and viewers of that same street. By 

superimposing these fluid layers of privacy, occupancy and space onto each other, Graham 

removes the security, privacy, and egocentrism synonymous with the typical suburban tract 

house. Graham writes, "In the usual suburban house, the view through the front window is 

arranged to give a picture of socially accepted normalcy; the facade, through nostalgic and 

conventional signs and symbols, is intended to express the homeowners identity.... 

'Alteration of a Suburban House' strips the house of its community-defined 'personal' 

identity."17 



While in comparison to the striking and even hostile work of Matta-Clark, Graham's rift on 

suburbia is satirical and light hearted - yet this is not to take away from its academic merit 

or integrity. It is, in fact, the sense of play, dynamics and layering in Graham's hypothetical 

works that make it so successful. It also the use of reflection, from both the mirror wall and 

glass facade, that allows for slippage to occur in the visual merging of the spaces both in 

front and behind. This sense of reflective slippage characterizes many of Graham's other 

projects and installations that do not reference suburbia. Dan Graham writes: 

"My work can be read as 'scenographic' urban or suburban 
modern cliche-forms, or as 'high' architecture on the verge of 
becoming 'low" or 'corporate' architecture. They refer to-
suburban house cliches..."18 

Another interesting work of Graham's pertaining to Suburban Slippage is the Project for 

Matta-Clark Museum for Paris, 1984. Graham prepared a model of a museum to house the 

work of Matta-Clark, in which he placed a model of Matta-Clark's Splitting in the context of 

other modeled suburban houses. Marie-Paule MacDonald, an architect who assisted 

Graham in the project, states "In Splitting the cut, the operative element, opens the 

compartmentalized disposition of the rooms in the house to the sequence of suburban lots. 

Our project for a museum places the representation of this demolished house in Splitting in 

an abstracted context, suggesting the special condition which existed around the house and 

indicating its relationship to a system of division and distribution of (suburban) space and 

terrain at a larger scale."19 Graham reflects Matta-Clark and they both understand suburban 

slippage. 

As a critic and commentator on the suburbs, Graham is both friend and foe. But Graham's 

greatest achievement is his ability to find beauty in the images and ideals of suburbia and 

invert them to reveal their true character. Graham shifts perception by shifting suburban 

home owners' own perceptions of both their place and person. 



Figure 7: Homes for America, Row of Tract Houses, N.J., 1966, Dan Graham 

Figure 8: Row of New Tract Houses, N.J., 1966, Dan Graham 



Figure 9: Tract Houses, N.Jv 1966, Dan Graham 
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Figure 10; Row of New Tract Houses, NJV 1966, Dan Graham 



Figure 11: Alteration to a Suburban House, 1978, Dari Graham 

Figure 12: Crazy Spheroid, 2009, Dan Graham 
Superimposition and slippage through reflection 



Figure 13: Alteration to a Suburban House, 1978, Dan Graham 



Figure 14; Matta-Clark Museum, 1984, Dan Graham 

Figure 15; Matta-Clark Museum, 1984, Dan Graham 



A Shaping 

Shifting from the conceptual to the artificial, digital artist Ross Racine creates fictional 

suburban landscapes by manipulating freehand sketches using programs such as Adobe 

Photoshop. The results are equally whimsical and alarming images of streetscapes that look 

comical in plan, but are all too familiar in reality. Extreme examples of the contrived 

'organic' or 'formal' planning schemes used by planners and developers, these drawings 

should be startling and cautionary, in terms of what they are saying, rather than seen as 

Utopian visions or ideal cities which could be implemented. 

According to an article in the Urban Times (London), "Artist Ross Racine offers a venture 

into a fictional world of suburban forms weaving together elements of reality and snippets 

of abstraction. His work offers a playful (albeit sometimes dark) glance into how suburbs 

are or how they could be."20 Racine himself recognizes the disconnect between the 

demands of current and prospective suburbanites and those for a sustainable environment. 

Ross Racine states: 

"I have read that the suburbs are the urban manifestation most 
loathed by planners and architects, but on the other hand are 
the favorite of the general population, being the most visible 
manifestation of middle-class desires (a detached house on a 
lawn, a backyard, a garage and driveway, a wide and quiet 
street, open space). I admit those desires are legitimate. It's the 
fact that so many people want the same things at the same time 
in the same place that create the negative consequences for the 
environment that we all know about.... That said, my ideal 
version of any large urban development rests mainly on density, 
public transit and integration of the residential, commercial and 
workplace sectors, such as we find in most of the world outside 
North America. Density facilitates encounters between people, a 
more active physical life and a more diverse cultural 
environment, readily accessible because of the proximity. In 
short, I find any car-dependent environment a disaster."21 



But how might (Semi)Urbanism differ from the mass-produced boxes criticised by Matta-

Clark and Graham, while still meeting the needs described by Racine? It is the dynamic 

movement and play that results from the act of slippage - in tandem with critical thinking -

that will enable us to take fragments of suburbia and superimpose them onto themselves 

to produce a new understanding of a familiar order. 

Figure 16; Sweetwind Junction, 2011, Ross Racine 
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Figure 17: Hickoryglen Estates, 2008, Ross Racine 

Figure 18; The Moors, 2011, Ross Racine 



Figure 19: Prairieside Forks, 2009, Ross Racine 

Figure 20: Greenfield Lakes, 2008, Ross Racine 



Chapter Two: Alternative to Suburbia 

A New Mode!  fo r  Suburb ia :  I  Am Not  the  F i rs t  

"The current approach to planning our suburban areas is failing. 
It has begun to create more problems than it has solved. A half 
century ago our planners rejected many of the practical and 
proven methods of community design that had worked for 
mankind for millennia. In our rush to adapt to the new 
transportation age, we literally threw out the baby with the 
bathwater."22 

- Kenneth B. Hall Jr. 

There is broad argument that our world is in crisis. With climate change, carbon footprints 

and sprawl becoming a part of our everyday vocabulary and conversation, we appear to 

have realized that our global lifestyle is not sustainable. And with the automobile and its 

playground - suburbia - being considered two of the leading causes of our own 

environmental demise, we must both consider and implement alternative strategies for 

large-scale community planning. From David M. Edward's documentary Sprawling from 

Grace: Drive to Madness23 to Gregory Greene's End of Suburbia24 there is a great consensus 

as to the ills of suburbia among the environmentally conscious. However, it is the everyday 

consumers of suburbia - suburbanites themselves - who must be considered and have 

their needs met in any new residential fabric. For they are ones who must literally buy into 

it. 

We need to accept the fact that sustainable communities need to be accessible, easy, 

appealing to the typical suburban dweller. It is evident that a large portion of our 

population is predisposed towards the idea of the single-family home, complete with 

garage, yard and the privacy that comes from a large lot and quiet streets. Yet while the 

typical suburban development or home is not currently an environmentally conscientious 

option, there needs to be alternatives for people who desire to have access to versions of 

suburban amenities, such as parking and green space, but in a way which is sustainable. 



Suburbia has long been fodder for satire - from films such as Edward Scissorhands and The 

Truman Show (ironically set in the New Urbanist Community of Seaside) to the drama of 

Revolutionary Road - yet this media saturation has made little impact on the general 

public's reaction to the suburbs, which are being built at seemingly exponential rate. While 

originally intended "to be places distinct from the city and the country, [suburbs] have 

struggled with defining their own peculiar identity."25 It is therefore also evident that 

education on the issue is needed. With suburbia being the place of childhood memories, 

and for many the indicator of personal success in North America, ideas and aspirations 

transform before the market can change. We cannot expect everyone currently living on 

the urban periphery to sell their property and move into the heart of their nearest 

metropolis. And, with such an understanding we need to find alternatives that match the 

needs and aspirations of would-be-suburbanites in an appealing and affordable manner, 

while lowering the impact of residential development on the greater global community. 

Indeed there have been numerous attempts to address the form and density of "single-

family" residential development as epitomized by the suburbs. The success and 

shortcomings of these approaches must be analyzed to inform the suggested new model of 

(Semi)Urbanism, which strives to rework fragments of the suburbs into something that is 

environmentally, socially and economically sustainable while still practical and marketable. 

I am not the first to say these things, and I will certainly not be the last. The topic of 

sustainable urban planning is so loaded that it has almost become unapproachable, for fear 

of repetition and copyright infringement with so much having been said, however, so little 

has changed. It is for this reason that I write and explore. It is also important to note, that 

this work neither aspires nor comes to a conclusive end or answer to the issues involved. I 

simply hope, through analysis, reflection and experimentation, to move the topic from 

guidelines and charts to something imaginative and inventive - seeking the beauty in the 

mundane. 



As noted above, it is important first to review what others have said, to consider why I 

agree or disagree, and then move on. And moving on is what will allow for change and 

growth, and new ideas. I also do not plan to look at this topic primarily from an urban 

design or planning perspective, but rather as a student of architecture, allowing for that 

blurred line to lead to poetic thinking. I would also like to clarify that I will only be looking at 

one fragment of the issue - the dwelling - and it is clearly evident that this problem of 

unsustainable (sub)urban environments is one that must be considered at different scales -

from the city to the neighbourhood to the house and then back again. But this cannot be 

done in one paper - or one lifetime as history has sometimes shown. But optimism must 

prevail and while I am not the first nor the last, this is my attempt to breathe the 

speculative into the suburbs. 



Block  Par ty :  New Urban ism,  LEED and  Suburban  Re t ro f i t t i ng  

New Urbanism and Pedestrianism 

The most hyped and wide-spread alternative to suburbia currently on offer is New 

Urbanism. Established in the early 1980s, New Urbanism is a movement, a manifesto and 

an ideology organized through The Congress of The New Urbanism and headed by a group 

of architects fully committed to its cause. Among its most notable proponents are urban 

designer/architect Peter Calthorpe and the husband-and-wife team of Andres Duany and 

Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, also known as DPZ. Founded on the belief that the automobile 

should be seen as little importance as possible in the design of a community, New Urbanist 

towns strive to celebrate the pedestrian by putting the garage at the rear of the house, 

extending deep porches to the street and ensuring that all major amenities are within 

walking distance from all points in the community. They also attempt to mix economic 

demographics and increase density through mixed-use units and planning. Many of these 

communities strive to have as low an environmental impact as possible through their urban 

planning and by promoting walking and cycling over the use of the car. They also hope to 

improve social interaction by including large public squares, providing sidewalks, and 

reorienting houses to the street once the garage is removed. These neighbourhoods also 

extensively promote themselves as idyllic Utopias for family life. 

One by-product of New Urbanism, which reflects the fact that the North American middle-

class is notoriously conservative in terms their residential environments, is the idea of 

restoring classical styles of architecture. While most of these communities are barely ten 

years old, their architecture suggests eras of days gone by. From neo-traditional to colonial 

each community is meant to be filled with nostalgia, which in turn could act as a draw for 

the former suburban home owner who is also seeped in memory. Kentlands, Maryland, is a 

prime example of this. According to the official Kentlands website: 



"Kentlands is an award-winning neo-traditional community in 
Gaithersburg, Maryland. What makes this neighborhood 
different is that people can walk to do their shopping, walk to 
school or work. There are single-family homes, town homes, 
condominiums and rental apartments along with work/home 
units. White picket fences, tree lined streets sidewalks and 
various common areas where neighbors gather are part of what 
make this community special. Kentlands serves as a model for 
new-urbanism, an architectural design becoming ever more 
popular around the world."26 

And according to Peter Kantz: 

"Kentland's detached homes are quite similar to their more 
suburban counterparts in terms of interior layout. There is a 
great difference, however, in their urban organization. Houses 
here sit closer to the street and one another, following build-to 
lines rather than minimum setbacks. They also occupy much 
smaller lots relative to their size. Garages are located at the back 
of lots, accessed from alleys."27 

Kentlands was ironically built on farmland and was initially surrounded by office parks and 

surrounding suburbs. It is characterized by small business, as well as its ability to balance 

this with both a Michael's craft store and cinema, and has a strong integration of both retail 

and residential units. The town is also uniform in its design with its said neo-traditional style 

and thrives on many home-owners desire for nostalgic design. Kentlands also runs a risky 

line by inhabiting what was once agricultural land. That said, Kentlands succeeds in its high 

density, mixed income units, pedestrian friendly streets and mix-use planning, and thus is 

successful at an urban design level. 

Likewise, Walt Disney Development Company's Celebration, Florida, and perhaps the jewel 

in the New Urbanist crown, is home to approximately 9,500 people. Celebration claims to 

be a sustainable, pedestrian friendly, community-oriented, safe, equitable and Utopian. And 

while you will be hard pressed to find the silhouette of a certain mouse, the feeling of 

Disney is very present. Yet there are many contradictions between the philosophies of 

New Urbanism and what actually exists in Celebration - mainly that of a class divide. 



Figure 21; Mixed-Use, Kentlands, Gaithersburg, M.D. 

Figure 22; Kentlands, Gaithersburg, M.D. 

Figure 23; Cinema, Kentlands, Gaithersburg, M.D. 



What sets Celebration apart from most suburban developments and also the founding 

principles of New Urbanism is that a portion of the community is devoted to a segregated, 

palm-tree-lined street of sprawling 'McMansions' on lots so proportionally small in 

comparison to the houses built on them that they are wider than they are deep and 

encroach on the property line on almost all sides. This is also where the sidewalk ends, 

quite literally, as there is a place where the sidewalk stops midway across someone's yard. 

This is perhaps not an issue for the street's residents as they are too busy driving the 

hummers parked in their driveways to even notice. And in addition to these enormous, 

poorly designed houses you will be hard-pressed to actually encounter a resident, for the 

streets and yards are empty, with little sign of life. This is the overriding sentiment of 

Celebration, it is a place too perfect to live in, yet fake enough to see through. There are an 

abundance cracks in its facade, or at least the ubiquitous plastic picket fences. 

Taking its cues from New Urbanism, New Pedestrianism is an extreme version of the former 

philosophy which advocates removing the car completely to create an environment that is 

exclusively friendly for pedestrians and cyclists. For obvious reasons, this type of 

development has only been attempted in the southern part of the States, where snow is 

not a reality. Florida's Seaside community, set for the film The Truman Show, is such a 

community. With narrow, picket-fence-lined walkways between houses, Seaside is built at a 

very human scale, but is also reminiscent of a stylized trailer park with its pedestrian 

alleyways snaking between plots of land. It is an extreme attempt at removing the car, but 

does little to address real concerns or the fact that the majority of North Americans would 

not be willing to give up their cars. 

The concern here is the disconnect between the theory and implementation of New 

Urbanist theories and the fact that it brings so-called urban principles to the design of the 

periphery rather than suburban principles to the design of the core. 



Figure 24: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 

Figure 25: Downtown Celebration, Celebration, Florida 

Figure 26: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 



Figure 27; Celebration, Celebration, Florida 
Dan Graham? 

Figure 28; Celebration, Celebration, Florida 

Figure 29; Celebration, Celebration, Florida 



Figure 30: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 
Storm Water Management 

Figure 31: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 
Storm Water Management 

Figure 32: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 



Figure 33: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 
"McMansion" Lane 

Figure 34: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 
Where the Sidewalk Ends 

Figure 35: Celebration, Celebration, Florida 
"Gated" Village 



Figure 36: Seaside, Seaside, Florida 

Figure 37: Truman House, Seaside, Florida 

Figure 38: Seaside Laneway, Seaside, Florida 



And this can best be seen, perhaps, through Seaside's almost Utopian design which strives 

to remove the car from the community completely. Yet to get to Seaside, one must first 

drive. However according to Douglas E. Morris, "the loss of pedestrians is grave. The net 

effect of 280 million Americans driving everywhere is an increase in congested roads, 

polluted air and obesity. It also contributes to a growing sense of isolation all over the 

country. Walking is considered by many experts to be the glue that holds communities, and 

by extension, society together."28 It is a fair statement that residential design on the 

periphery does generally not favour the pedestrian, but may be too idealistic to believe that 

we can remove the car completely from the community. We must find a balance that allows 

for pedestrian and cycle-friendly streets and where street life flourishes between the car 

and the sidewalk. 

While the goals of finding alternatives to land-hungry suburbs may be sincere, the results of 

many of the communities, especially those analyzed in this paper, show that there is a 

critical disconnect between intention and result. And those who stand behind New 

Urbanism do so with a fervour that resembles a religious conviction, making it very difficult 

to sit on the (picket) fence. Yet one should not be so exclusive, for there are many principles 

of New Urbanism that are informed and legitimate. As well, New Urbanism appears to do 

little more than place a facade over the issues at hand for as "Krieger asks... How does one 

recover the physical planning principles that seem to make good towns without succumbing 

to mere appearances and producing simulacrum towns?... New Urbanism fails in this 

challenge... New Urbanism has focused on style, and ignored policy questions... design 

alone is not enough."29 There seems to be a divide between the manifestos of New 

Urbanism and what the communities really say through their urban planning and 

architecture. As a trumpeter of nostalgia and the American Dream New Urbanism could 

easily seem to be nothing more than a stylized and densified suburban development. This is 

due to that fact that many of them have been built on remote greenfield sites, are not fully 

self-sustaining, and are segregated from neighbouring communities in an elitist manner. 



However, I must say that due to the large disconnect between what New Urbanists preach 

(Peter Calthorpe's The Next American Metropolis) and practice (many of DPZ's projects), I 

must clarify that my criticism is at the level of the built and not of the thought behind New 

Urbanism. And while there have been many apparent failures, the founding ideas of New 

Urbanism, like those of Sustainable Urbanism and Smart Growth, are, in fact ones with 

which I strongly agree. My criticisms are focused primarily on the aesthetics of New 

Urbanism and not on its underlying planning principles. It is thus important to acknowledge 

a profound appreciation for the ideas articulated in the work of Peter Calthorpe. 

In Peter Calthorpe's The Next American Metropolis I find a kindredness, at least in many 

regards. Positioning the metropolis as the "sum total of city, its suburbs, and their natural 

environment,"30 Calthorpe argues that it is just as simplistic to believe that the shape of a 

city has no impact on society as it is to believe that we can dictate human behaviour 

through design. While Calthorpe acknowledges that, "Building walkable neighbourhoods 

may not get people out of their cars and building front porches... may not create more 

integrated convivial communities,"31 he insists on the need to design equitable, sustainable 

and inclusive communities. Calthorpe understands community design as a multi-

disciplinary, integrated process to find solutions through combining problems, rather than 

looking at them in isolation. The plans and processes detailed in Calthorpe's work are 

meant to be used at varying scales from the neighbourhood to the region. 

There is a holistic sense to the planning principles of Peter Calthorpe and an attempt to get 

past just an aesthetic; a shift from architectural language to planning issues. He advocates 

design principles that carefully balance the needs of the community with respect for the 

environment. "Unlike typical 'design guidelines,' which deal primarily with aesthetics and 

architectural principles, these guidelines attempt to define a new context and direction for 

the built environment - for the way we develop our communities, neighbourhoods, districts 

and regions." 32 And at the heart of these guidelines is the concept of Transit-Oriented 

Development (TOD): moderate to high density housing with mixed-use development and 

public spaces along strategic points of a regional transit system. 



According to Calthorpe, TOD describes "nodal" design with commercial centres and civic or 

public spaces clustered around transit stops, creating social centres and the possibility of 

combining destinations. Walkability is also a key concept in the sustainability of a TOD 

community and pedestrian friendly neighbourhoods. Tree-lined streets, the location of 

building entries as ways to encourage walkability and the strategic and convenient 

placement of public transit hubs all work to aid in this venture. And similar to the extreme 

of New Pedestrianism, Calthorpe's call for Pedestrian Pockets, take cues from Ebenezer 

Howard's Garden City movement, claiming that "environmentally sound communities need 

parks, regional greenbelts, and high-quality open space, but they also need density and 

street life."33 This all supports the idea that if there are convenient alternatives to the car 

people will be more likely to walk, bike, use public transportation, combine trips and even 

reduce the number of cars one owns.34 

Calthorpe also emphasizes the importance of prioritizing zones for development, of looking 

for infill sites where services can be shared with surrounding development (unlike many 

built New Urbanist projects) and of planning transit at a region scale. However, most 

important to note is the idea that "this ethos provides a specific aesthetic of place - scaled 

to the human body, timed to a stride, patterned to ceremony, and bonded to nature. It is 

an asethic grounded in the notion that space is not an infinite grid, that time is not 

relentlessly progressive, that pattern is not formally mechanical and the boundaries are not 

limits."35 

And while I support Cathorpe's attempt to "map out a new direction for growth in the 

American Metropolis,"36 and his borrowing from concepts such as The City Beautiful and 

The Garden City Movements, his guidelines may be too specific and idealistic. However, as 

my work in this exploration will focus on the scale of the multi-unit residence, I will accept 

his work as the urban planning principle into which my work might fit. For with the 

understanding of urban design as "the public quality of buildings and their 

interrelationships..." the urban environment "must be clarified before an architecture can 

function."37 Like Calthorpe I strongly believe that people will not live sustainability just 

because they are told it is the right thing for them to do - it must be convenient and SPA. 



LEED for Neighbourhood Development 

One of the most recent attempts at halting sprawl is LEED for Neighbourhood Development 

(LEED-ND). Stemming from the LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) 

rating system for individual buildings, LEED has since developed a method of rating and 

informing community planning based largely on principles of Smart Growth, and those 

articulated through New Urbanism (the CNU is a full partner in LEED-ND). With significance 

placed on density, closed looped systems, transit-oriented communities, storm water 

management and mixed-use, mixed demographic planning principles, LEED-ND is a more 

holistic, organic, realistic approach at ensuring the communities of today do not ruin our 

chance for a future tomorrow, minus many of the proscriptive aspects of New Urbanism. 

Victoria, British Columbia's Dockside Green, designed by architects Busby Perkins + Will, 

while started before the recent conception of LEED-ND, has received LEED Platinum 

certification on all of its buildings as well as created a fully self-sustainable infrastructure, 

and therefore is currently one of the best examples of LEED-ND. Dockside is a more 

successful development than the previous ones examined in terms of its density and scale 

and due to the fact that it was built on a brown-field site close to the centre of Victoria. The 

development incorporates a mix of uses and residents with a range of demographic 

profiles. Dockside Green also has its own waste water treatment plant as it is attempting to 

be a closed-loop environment and community. As part of this initiative, there are also water 

collection features built into the urban landscape, a lot of which drain into a nature pond 

onto which many of the units beautifully front. For, "everything about Dockside Green has 

been designed to bring people together with the environment - and each other."38 

LEED for Neighbourhood Development appears to be successfully increasing the triple 

bottom line of the environment, social and economic value of the neighbourhoods in which 

it is being implemented. As well, being a rating system rather than a pointed philosophy, 

LEED-ND gives the architect, builder, developer and client more freedom, flexibility and 

creativity for ingenuity. With its emphasis on "smart location" it also implicitly discourages 

greenfield development except when in close proximity to a transit stop. 



Figure 39: Master Plan, Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 

Figure 40; Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 

Figure 41; Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 



Figure 42: Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 

Figure 43: Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 



Figure 44: Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 

Figure 45: Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 



Figure 46: Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 

Figure 47: Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 

Figure 48: Waste Water Treatment Plant, 
Dockside Green, Victoria, B.C. 



Sustainable Urbanism 

And finally, the bringing together of it all. In his introduction to Douglas Farr's Sustainable 

Urbanism: Urban Design with Nature, New Urbanist Andre Duany writes, "The primacy of 

the settlement pattern is demonstrated by what can happen when it is overlooked: Take 

the... chic "model" house in the desert with "solar" glass walls or impossible expense. With 

this manual, such absurdities are shown for that they are."33 Farr, the chair of the U.S. 

Green Building Council's LEED for Neighbourhood Development, seeks to blend the 

attributes of all of the above mentioned alternatives to suburbia into an understanding of 

urban planning and design that seeks to look at the bigger picture of sustainability and all 

that it might entail when it comes to the suburbs. 

Perhaps the most broad and yet balanced of the alternatives, Sustainable Urbanism is 

intended to "create a brand, agenda and standards for an emerging and growing design 

reform movement: sustainable urbanism. Sustainable urbanism is an integration of 

walkable and transit-served urbanism with high-performance buildings and high 

performance infrastructure. It is related to the LEED for Neighbourhood Design (LEED-ND) 

initiative... by trying to accelerate the parallel reforms needed to create a tipping point in 

support of widespread adoption of this approach."40 

So what does Sustainable Urbanism bring to the table? Farr describes Sustainable Urbanism 

as the culmination of the Smart Growth, New Urbanism and Green Building movements 

intended to "knit them into a design philosophy to allow and create truly sustainable 

human environments."41 Sustainable Urbanism also attempts to balance out the above 

approaches by ensuring that control and thought is given equally to both land management 

and the development that takes place to ensure that the problem of sprawl and the 

solutions to it are explored at all scales, from that of the region down to that of the 

building, without sacrificing one for the other. 

"You never change things by fighting the existing reality. To 
change something, build a new model that makes the existing 
obsolete ,"42 

- Buckminster Fuller 



Distinguishing himself from Le Corbusier and the International Congress of Modern 

Architecture (CIAM)'s belief in high-rises structures as the catch-all to healthy cities, due to 

their ability to accommodate large numbers of inhabitants on an extremely limited 

footprint, Farr sides with the New Urbanism and its call for human-scaled development. 

Despite ClAM's claim that "high structures respond to this purpose [the aeration of the city] 

since they permit a considerable increase in open spaces which can become reserves of 

trees and verdure..."43 Farr claims this was simply the beginning of sprawl and the 

movement away from traditional town planning, with the advent of the automobile and 

modernism's love for it. Farr believes this thus forced the Congress of New Urbanism (CNU) 

to "start from scratch"44 by returning to pre-modernist precursors to sprawl. This emphasis 

on traditional town planning and building at a human and pedestrian-friendly scale are at 

the heart of both New Urbanism and Sustainable Urbanism, and are perhaps the reason 

many believe it should all be called Old Urbanism. 

Other key components taken from New Urbanism and borrowed for Sustainable Urbanism 

include Andres Duany's principle of the "urban-rural transect" and the "Smart Code."45 Yet 

Farr is also critical of New Urbanism claiming, "the CNU has proven only somewhat 

successful in reforming state of national practices... a larger perspective is needed, one that 

goes beyond reviewing and debating the dozens of exemplary projects that members 

design each year... nor has the CNU gone beyond its self-identification as an "elite" 

organization of creative..."46 At the same time Farr is forgiving stating, "however, because of 

its effectiveness at design, persuasion and selling the CNU membership will play a leading 

role in implementing sustainable urbanism."47 

Moving on to his next place of business, Farr addresses LEED-ND deciding that its "flexibility 

works well in the marketplace, allowing a project to incorporate only well-suited green 

building strategies... [along with its] concept of integrated design."48 Farr points out, 

however, that there were forty times as many LEED Accredited Professionals than buildings, 

as of the time of publication of his book in 2008, indicating how difficult or costly it can be 

to certify a building. He notes that the original LEED is very "building-centric" and thus can 

focus so closely on the actual building and site that it turns a blind eye to that which is 



around it in its greater context of the community, city and region. The solution according to 

Farr? LEED-ND. But LEED-ND is still too new to fully evaluate. 

And at the heart of it all? Density. According to a New Urbanism saying, "There are two 

things Americans dislike: density and sprawl."49 And from the Canadian discourse Neil 

Rodgers states, "The only thing [Canadians] hate more than urban sprawl is 

intensification."50 This is perhaps the paradigm, the irony and the problem, and the reason 

Farr believes that the right balance must be found in terms of density to create walkable 

communities without overcrowding and a system that balances the needs of both humans 

and nature. And this is where the Urban-Rural Transect comes into play. Much like the disks 

in your spine, the Transect divides density into 6 zones labeled T1-T6. From Rural to 

Suburban to Urban and everything in between, Farr illustrates that many of the services 

and amenities of the North American lifestyle are available at each level, albeit in different 

forms. However, he notes that "one inescapable conclusion drawn... is that the denser 

places, having less landscape to screen or buffer development, require a greater investment 

in design and beauty."51 Yet, we all know that the "landscape" that surrounds the 

McDonald's in the suburb is anything but beautiful. We need good design for denser, more 

beautiful, sustainable residential architecture no matter the flag it flies under. 

Figure 49: Rural Urban Transect, Duany Plater-Zyberk & Co. 



And finally - the neighbourhood. 

"The traditional neighbourhood is the basic increment of town 
planning... In our time it's becoming necessary to reassert the 
definition of this term. We don't use the word neighbourhood to 
refer to the disconnected, single-use developments that 
characterize sprawl, such as stand-alone apartment complexes, 
subdivision tracts, office parks or shopping centers."52 

- Douglas Farr 

Farr acknowledges that design occurs at a range of scales and calls for all the needs of the 

suburbanite to be met, but in a way that is connected, dense and holistic and thus 

"ultimately more sustainable and satisfying."53 But when asked to give specific guidelines, 

densities, setbacks and codes, Farr rebels against CNU's prescriptions (e.g. principles of 

Traditional Neighbourhood Design) and claims that one-size-fits-all formulae cannot be 

handed out over the counter, but rather must be decided upon after personal consultation 

with the specific client or region in question, whether through something such as check list 

like LEED or an equivalent. And this decision to give consideration to regional context over 

an arbitrary charter is perhaps Sustainable Urbanism's greatest divide from, and 

improvement on, New Urbanism. 

Figure 50: Transect of the Everyday, Douglas Farr 



Suburban Retrofitting 

Perhaps most crucial and controversial from a sustainability perspective - suburban 

retrofitting - addresses the question of what to do with the low-density, use-segregated 

suburban communities that already exist. Why build new neighbourhoods if we can rework 

and densify the ones where people are already living? If we are really attempting to reduce 

sprawl, it is fine to dream up sustainable ideas for new developments, but we must also 

address the vast tracts of existing suburban developments, along with urban infill sites, if 

we are really to change our planet and our people. According to Peter Calthorpe, "The best 

utilization of existing infrastructure and the best opportunity to preserve our open space 

will come from infill and redevelopment. Therefore it should always be a central part of a 

region's growth policy."54 

Revitalizing existing suburbs, as outlined in Ellen Durham-Jones and June Williamson's 

Retrofitting Suburbia: Urban Design Solutions for Redesigning Suburbs, may help to reverse 

the low-density pattern of lot-by-lot development by forging "critical linkages between 

home, park, local services, and natural areas... [in suburbs that] were created with a 

disproportionate emphasis on the individualistic private home."55 But this may already be in 

progress. Many, including Douglas Farr and Avi Friedman, believe that this desire for change 

may already be taking root in many suburbanites, who are no longer being served by the 

marketplace. 

According to Farr, the "millennials are just leaving the nest. The millennials are the first 

generation to have been largely raised in the post 1970s world of the cul-de-sac as 

neighbourhood, the mall as village centre and the driver's license as the main means of 

liberation... [yet] the millennials are much more aware of environmental issues... and are 

very interested in green building and construction."56 And according to Freidman, "the goal 

is not to superimpose something on an existing site but to provide a well-planned 

framework through which change can be articulated and therefore contribute to the 

wholeness of a community rather than detract from it... First is the problem of limited 

housing types available... the lack of housing options is a serious threat."57 However, I 

would disagree that superimposition should be seen as a negative act for I believe that it is 



this very methodology of overlaying something already in existence onto itself that will 

allow for new opportunities and growth within a framework that is both legible and 

palatable to current residents. From this a new set of housing typologies can be explored 

and offered. 

While not an alternative to suburbia itself, retrofitting is key to solving the problems of 

existing suburbs and hopefully a way to change minds and demand for continued sprawl. 

There needs to be education as to why it is important to make this change visible 

alternative that enable current suburbanites to begin to embrace change and be a part of it. 

However, "retro-fitting's greatest potential goes beyond incremental adaptive reuse or 

renovation. By urbanizing larger suburban properties with a denser, walkable, synergistic 

mix uses and housing types, more significant reductions in carbon emissions, gain in social 

capital, and changes to systemic growth patterns can be achieved."58 

(Semi)Urbanism 

So what? With so many versions of practically the same thing, from New Urbanism to LEED-

ND to Sustainable Urbanism, how is (Semi)Urbanism any different? The critical difference is 

an emphasis on the speculative. Fitting into the framework of many of these alternatives in 

terms of urban planning and design principles - (Semi)Urbanism uses the methodology of 

slippage not only to create hybrid designs but also hybrid ideals, at the level of the 

architecture. Perhaps fitting into the T5 zone of the New Urbanist Transect, focusing on 

infill and retrofitting, and striving to meet the principles most like those of LEED-

ND/Sustainable Urbanism, (Semi)Urbanism aspires to superimpose something already in 

existence onto itself until it is no longer itself, transforming it in the process. And from 

superimposing comes stacking, and with it, the multi-unit dwelling. 

"Oh what good is it to live, with nothing left to give, forget but 
not forgive, not loving all you see? Oh the streets you're walking 
on, a thousand houses long, well that's where I belong, and you 
belong with me, not swallowed in the sea."S9 

- Coldplay 



Stacked :  F rom Le  Corbus ie r  to .  

Shifting the focus of (Semi)Urbanism from the scale of the community to the scale of the 

residential unit, higher density is the continued goal. Historically this has been achieved 

through either pushing things closer together or by staking them, and both strategies have 

long been considered alternatives to suburbia, which cherishes the detached single-family 

house. Banks too have long preferred the freehold property in the form of the detached 

house. However, especially in the 20th century when new technologies first enable us to 

build higher, architects have begun experimenting with ways to stack single-family 

dwellings in such a way as to preserve the identity and autonomy of the house. A number 

of examples of this will be explored in this chapter which ultimately lead the way to the 

possibility of a (Semi)Urban form. However, (Semi)Urbanism, while borrowing more from 

the idea of the stacked than the cloistered, introduces the hybrid idea of density through 

superimposition. 

According to Dr. Rhondri Windsor Liscombe, "The urban problem is as old as human 

settlement."60 With that said, it is clear that proposed solutions to the question of how we 

organize our urban environments, especially those areas pertaining to the program of 

'home', have been thought and fought over for generations of architects, planners and 

dwellers. And an evidentiary evolution of housing typologies has taken place in the midst of 

it all. The result? Variation. Variation of density, variation of design/circulation, variation of 

orientation and a variation of standards of living. 

And it is important to study the house, or housing unit, for it is perhaps the most important 

part of our urban fabric. Sentimentally, the home is where we spend most of our lives, and 

practically it takes up an awfully large portion of our earth. According to Roger Sherwood's 

Modern Housing Prototypes, "[his] assumption is that there is no excuse for poor 

architecture; that housing like all buildings, to paraphrase Geoffrey Scott, must be 

convenient to use, soundly built, and beautiful."61 This idea of the home being the 

perfection of architecture was shared by Le Corbusier when he called the house a 'machine 



for living'. But how can one fragment of our urban fabric be all this? What is the ideal house 

or housing model? How does it repeat itself or not repeat itself? With these questions in 

mind, it is helpful to examine the history of housing in the Post-World War II period to 

understand how we got to where we are, and to realize that in essence, it has all been done 

before. 

Due to the sheer demand for and consumption of it, housing is a mass produced 

commodity. Whether as a model used in a suburban development or a unit within a condo, 

very few live in custom designed homes. The standardization implicit in housing design, and 

this has often resulted in stagnant templates. But can these moulds not be broken up or 

inverted? According to Sherwood, "Housing, because it consists of repeating units with a 

constant relation to vertical and horizontal circulation, can more logically be studied in 

terms of its typological variations."62 So it these typological variations that we must first 

review, and then critique. 

Beginning with the basic design of the multi-unit dwelling, Sherwood explains the 

difference between single and double orientation models, being true for any unit that is not 

a single detached home, whether semi-detached row or townhouse or condo tower. For 

units with a single orientation there is then the difference between single and double 

loaded corridors for traditional multi-unit residences that use a hallway to provide access to 

the units and as the core for the structure.63 Likewise, units with a double-orientation tend 

to pinwheel from a central circulation core or do so by using an open-ended model where 

circulation is centralized between units where they are then given light access from both 

ends of the unit,64 as opposed to perpendicular access in the pinwheel model.65 Sherwood 

then further breaks down and categorizes these typologies by dividing them into different 

building types based on their communal circulation and access, being: private access, 

multiple vertical access (i.e. a walk up), corridor buildings, and double-loaded, split-level 

systems (i.e. apartments with two level units where there is only a corridor on every other 

level). Between these two identities, and all the possible combinations of them, all multi-

unit housing design can be created or understood. Orientation and access - this is what 

defines us. 



And from the typology comes the manifesto. Known as a father of modernism, Le Corbusier 

could perhaps also be called a mother of modern housing, for he attempts to define what a 

house should and should not be is in his essay, Towards a New Architecture. For Le 

Corbusier, the automobile was the epitome of innovation and technology - the ultimate 

indicator of what human kind is capable of and the solution to many of our problems. And 

while we can see in hindsight the ills of the car, it was this machinery for travel that 

suggests possibilities for new housing typologies under the rubric of machines for living. 

As well, with this admiration for innovation and the assembly line, came a fascination with 

the mass-produced, with Le Corbusier claiming, "We must create the mass-production 

spirit. The spirit of constructing mass-production houses. The spirit of living in mass-

production houses. The spirit of conceiving mass-production houses. [For] if we eliminate 

from our hearts and minds all dead concepts in regard to the house... we shall arrive at the 

'House Machine,' the mass-production house, healthy (and morally so too) and beautiful."66 

In a time of great advances and increased standards of living and sanitation, Le Corbusier 

becomes the extremist and optimist all in one, in terms of his visions for the dwelling. With 

plans such as A City of Towers (1920)67 Le Corbusier maximizes density in a way that had 

never been envisioned before. With 60 story crucifix towers, set along freeways, these 

structures created relatively small footprints in comparison to their number of units, 

allowing for vast acres of green space to surround them - and in doing so, bringing the park 

back to the city. Meant to lift the dweller into the clear air of the sky, and out of the 

pollution of the road ways, Le Corbusier himself noted the sheer magnitude of this idea 

saying, "The figures are terrifying, pitiless but magnificent."68 Perhaps ahead of its time -

perhaps designed for a time that will never come. 

At the same time that these towers of tomorrow-land were being dreamed up, a more 

tangible concept of high density corridors of housing units were also being developed. With 

the title Streets with Set-Backs,69 Le Corbusier began to explore the presence perimeter 

block residential buildings have on a street. Setting these units in a dynamic pattern that 

osculates back and forth from the road on one side of the building to the other, this design 



allows for street frontage and green spaces to shift and leap frog over each other in a 

repetitive pattern of bays of light and cores of structure. 

And from the mass-produced multi-unit residential building Le Corbusier shifts his attention 

to the characteristics and requirement for the units themselves. Defining a house as "a 

shelter against heat, cold, rain, thieves and the inquisitive. A receptable for light and sun. A 

certain number of cells appropriated to cooking, working, and personal life," and a room as 

"a surface over which one can walk at ease, a bed on which on stretch yourself, a chair in 

which to rest or work,"70 the stage is set for an intervention. What follows is a list of 

requirements: one wall to be entirely glazed, demanding bare walls, southing facing living 

spaces, separate dressing rooms, balconies for sun-bathing and the list goes one.71 But 

despite these idealistic requirements, it is still encouraged that one not live above their 

means and is instructed that it is best to "take a flat which is one size smaller than what 

your parents accustomed you to."72 So how do you do both at once? Can you have your 

cake and eat it to? Can you have it all, within an economy of scale? Le Corbusier believed it 

was possible. 

Beginning in 1922 with Immeuble Villas, Le Corbusier began to realize, through paper 

architecture, these ideals, with Immeuble Villas translating to apartment building of 

detached houses. Stemming from the concepts learned from the Carthusian Monastery 

near Florence, Italy,73 Immeuble uses two-storey, L-shaped, courtyard houses - stacked and 

arranged around a central courtyard space. This central yard is ringed with corridors at 

every second level which provide access to the units and communal amenities are located 

on the roof.74 While only realized hypothetically in the form of a single unit at the Pavilion 

de I'Esprit Nouveau, the basic idea of the project carried through into many of Le 

Corbusier's other works, including Unite d'Habitation. However, the contradiction and irony 

is that Le Corbusier's attempt was largely to create a high-density model of housing, 

preferable to the middle class, applied to public housing. Who says you can't have a large, 

two-bath, highly designed, mass-produced house complete with a private garden within the 

context of multi-unit, stacked housing? Not Le Corbusier. Nor BIG... but we'll get to that 

later. 



Figure 51: Axonometric, Immeuble Villas, 1922-1929, Le Corbusier 
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Figure 52; a. Monk's Quarters, Plan, Certosa di Ema, Florence, Italy 
b. Unit Plans, Immeuble Villas, 1922-1929, Le Corbusier 



Immeuble Villas is perhaps also one of the first attempts at a vertical suburb. Re-working 

Ebenezer Howard's garden city, Le Corbusier converted Howard's concept of green rings 

around the city into a linear understanding through the use hanging gardens of the units 

which circle the periphery of the rectangular blocks.75 It was also, as mentioned above, the 

predecessor for Le Corbusier's Unite d'Habitation. And, according to Roger Sherwood, "The 

Unite d'Habitation is really the practical culmination of the series. All of the elements of the 

prototype are here: the double-height living room, the two-level units, the hanging garden 

(now a balcony), the common services, and the building set in a dense urban setting with 

garden all around."76 

And twenty three years later it would be realized, in Marseilles, France. Sherwood 

continues, "The Marseilles block was the first of the important projects to be built in 

France. It is the culmination of three decades of continuous development, really the first 

physical manifestation of all of Le Corbusier's ideas about the individual family unit, the 

grouping of units, and the city itself."77 

The Unite d'Habitation (1945-1952) is that totality. Beginning with the idea of stacking 

individual units, the Unite evolves from Immeuble most recognizably in its form. Shifting 

from a more traditional perimeter block structure, the Unite also moves from a single 

loaded corridor design, to a double loaded system, where access to two-story, interlocking 

units, happens every third level. However, the units themselves borrow from Immeuble 

with their L-shaped plans and balcony courtyards, originally seen in the monastery 

prototype.78 There is also an attempt at mixed-use with the creation of two storeys devoted 

to retail mid-way up the building. By doing this, the street is all but abandoned and the city 

is sucked into the building, making it truly a city in a box. And this evolution continued 

through the creation of other variations of the Unite, however, due to tighter economics, 

many of the ideas of the Unite were lost, such as the double height spaces and mixed use 

component. And there were flaws as well. While retail ten storeys up may not have 

succeed, the ground level under the pilotis, where retail would have thrived, was largely 

unusable.79 



Figure 53: Axonometric, Unite d'Habitation, 1945-1952, Le Corbusier 

Figure 54: Unite d'Habitation, Marseilles, France, Le Corbusier 



Perhaps the biggest critic of the Unite, Lewis Mumford referred to it as "a monument 

brilliantly disguised as a housing project."80 And while Sherwood agrees that he may be 

right in this statement, it would be unfair to discredit it completely for, "the Marseilles 

block is probably the most copied building of the twentieth century. Its influence on the 

form of subsequent housing has been profound, and variations of it can be seen in almost 

every country, built under widely varying conditions. It may be a monument disguised as 

housing, but modern housing and the Unite d'Habitation are synonymous."81 But not only 

are they synonymous, rather they are father and daughter, or cause and effect. 

And in between these two came the Durand Apartment Project (1933-1934), and with it 

stepped housing. In this concept, Le Corbusier allows for the privacy of low-density housing 

to be combined with the advantages of the apartment block. With its form found as far 

back as Babylon and many other ancient hill towns, the stepped-slab design of Le Corbusier 

is truly a modern prototype due to its dependence on a rigid frame construction.82 Evolving 

and borrowing from Immeuble, and acting as a precursor to the Unite, Durand "may be 

thought of us the typical Immeuble section - two story units with large terrace and double 

height interior void - but with units slipped past each other in section like drawers, each 

unit opening to the terrace on the top of the unit below. Or Durand could be thought of as 

a precursor to the Unite d'Habitation: long narrow units two stories high, like row houses in 

the air, but again slipped past each other to allow terrace space, and corridor access every 

third floor." Is this the origins of slippage? 

Yet, like with any pioneering idea, Durand was not without its own short-comings; mainly, 

the awkward space on the underside of the stepped slabs. Also attempting to introduce a 

mixed-use aspect, the three-story base, design to hold parking, a hotel and circulation, was 

not seen as practical. While never actually built, much like Immeuble, the Durand 

Apartment would go on to affect many other architects and the multi-unit residential 

design itself. Just think Safdie meets BIG. Or Habitat Meets Mountain. And BIG may have 

solved the problem of the underside, but that is all still to come. 



Figure 55: Axonometric, Durand Apartments, 1933-1934, Le Corbusier 
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Figure 56: Section, Durand Apartments, 1933-1934, Le Corbusier 



Roger Sherwood predicts: 

"Still, the idea remains attractive and probably viable. If energy 
shortages limit urban dispersion, it is likely that demand will 
increase for higher density forms of living that feature self-
contained outdoor living spaces. The stepped slab is an obvious 
prototype for this kind of housing."83 

Light and air, private balconies and double height living spaces, concrete and glass, a place 

for the car and gymnasium, private dwellings within high density mass-produced multi-unit 

structure: these are the ideals of Towards a New Architecture and the residential 

architecture it advocates. With projects such as The Citrohan House,^New Dwellings at 

Bordeaux?5 The Hanging Gardens86 and The Terrace Garden87 fulfilling these principles in a 

tangible way, it is clear that these ideals could work in both a single detached house as well 

as multi-unit buildings, whether as a traditional tower block or courtyard house. But in 

turn, many of these projects were never realized. Yet despite all the criticisms of 

Modernism, what has proven to be true is that there is always room for the ideal, and that 

striving for a seemingly impossible hybrid of systems that seems impossible, is possible 

through good design. Le Corbusier is perhaps, therefore, the most important precedent in 

this paper for he was the visionary who first believed one could combine the villa or 

detached private home with the apartment building. In so doing, it would be possible to 

increase residential densities without compromising the standard of living - the suburban 

ideal. Indeed Le Corbusier attempts to make the suburban ideal of the detached house 

more affordable and readily available. 



. . .C i ty  in  a  Box :  B IG,  Koo ihaus ,  Safd ie  and  Fr iends  

City in a box: Multi-unit, stacked housing has quickly become the easy answer to high 

density urban living and sustainable living. However, just as the sprawl of the suburbs takes 

things too far in the direction of individualized and privatized design, amenities and the 

scale of property, the apartment or condo block is not without its own flaws. From a lack of 

storage and outdoor space to noise transmission between units or the lack of a 

visual/individual sense of ownership (i.e. "that is my unit... three stories up, two over from 

the left. Yes, the one with the bike on the balcony...), the tower is just as static, even if more 

environmentally sustainable, that its suburban counterpart. So what is the sweet spot in 

between? What is the option for the family of four who respects density but also values 

space? Parking and walkability? Privacy and community? Well, thankfully I am not the first 

one to ask these questions. 

Habitat '67 - Moshe Safdie (The Master) 

Perhaps the first of its kind in modern history, at least publically recognized, Moshe Safdie's 

thesis project turned exhibit for Expo '67 - Habitat - was an attempt to break up the block 

of the apartment building and bring to the city some of the amenities of the suburbs. 

Originally planned to also include mixed-use elements, such as commercial and office 

space, Habitat was intended to truly be a city in a box, however deconstructed, and is 

evidently a hybridization of Le Corbusier's Immeuble Villas and his Unite d'Habitation. Yet 

despite this unfulfilled goal, Safdie's inaugural housing project was the first attempt at a 

(Semi)Urban residential condition. 

Built with 354 pre-fab concrete cubes forming 148 individual units and stacked in such a 

way as to allow for light, air, and green roofs from one unit to act as the "sky garden" for 

another, Habitat was a primary attempt at the vertical suburb, as opposed to the vertical 

city of the condo tower or apartment block. Deconstructing and then reconstructing the 

structure from one mono-box to a fractured montage, a possible act of slippage, Safdie 



began to explore the art of the hybrid by addressing the fact that, "suburban projects 

squandered land and resources, while the urban ones lacked privacy and gardens."88 

According to Donald Albrecht, Safdie's "thesis proposed an alternative to both. The report 

also demonstrated Safdie's capacity for intense research, as well as his commitment to 

housing and to architecture as a social art, all evident at an early age... His projects, 

animated by circulation systems such as skywalks, elevators, and stairways, created what 

Safdie called "three-dimensional communities".89 Safdie was drawing from the 

experimental nature and social trends of the 1960s and looking to the work of the 

Metabolists - Japanese architects who believed that the modern city would experience 

massive population increase and should be built of modular, expendable units."90 

Furthermore, Albrecht writes, 

"Safdie's aspiration for Habitat was to achieve the benefits of the 
suburban single-family home - its visual and acoustical privacy and 
its individual plot of land - at the lower cost per unit and more 
efficient land use of urban housing. A radical solution to the need 
for high-quality, affordable housing, Habitat was conceived as an 
apartment building that functioned as a city-within-the-city with 
residential units as well as community and cultural facilities and 
was constructed using industrialized materials and processes. It 
represents a landmark in the fields of housing design, modern 
architecture, and urban planning and provided an important 
starting point for Safdie's subsequent work in all three fields."91 

Originally meant to be mixed-use, as mentioned above, as well as accommodate a mix of 

incomes with 15 floor plan options and a large range in unit sizes, Habitat is radical attempt 

at a sustainable community or city in a box. However, the biggest criticism of Habitat is that 

due to its medium density, much less that what the traditional apartment complex could 

achieve, it is unable to support the businesses and services in the community.92 With 

mixed-use designs being at the core of sustainable residential planning in contemporary 

thought, due to its ability to enable "the opportunity to reshuffle the traditional mode of 

juxtaposing, side-by, side, office buildings and residential buildings... three-dimensionally,"93 

it is therefore important to note that for sustainable mixed-use communities or complexes, 



there must be a high enough density to ensure the success of a mixed-use component. 

Habitats density was therefore a failing point not in terms of land use, but its ability to 

support a mix of uses. That being said, it is my opinion that as a pioneer of its time and 

ideology, it succeeds at the level of the dwelling and the dweller. 

Since realizing Habitat, Safdie has re-envisioned and contemporized the idea of stacked 

housing many times over. Each with its own innovations and issues, differing levels of 

privacy and scale, character and form, Safdie's projects are a testament to the flexibility and 

creativity to be found in multi-unit housing design that still gives the sense of the 

autonomous house. But perhaps the most important testament to Habitat, in comparison 

to its more recent adaptations by both Safdie and others, is that it has proven, over four 

decades later, that it is still relevant - at least for discussion. For, "it is important to note 

the continued tension between desire and resources. As we have seen in recent years, the 

super-luxury housing that occurs in many cities often seeks to create the amenities similar 

to those provided in Habitat. The line of desire, therefore, remains constant. One must 

conclude that the concept of Habitat is an idea whose time is yet to come."94 

Figure 57: Habitat 67, Montreal, QC, Moshe Safdie 



Figure 58: Habitat '67, Montreal, QC, 1967, Moshe Safdie 

Figure 59: Habitat '67, Montreal, QC, 1967, Moshe Safdie 



Figure 60: Habitat 67, 1967, Moshe Safdie 

Figure 61: Habitat"67, Montreal, QC, Moshe Safdie 

Figure 62; Habitat 67, Montreal, QC, Moshe Safdie 



Figure 63: Habitat'67, Montreal, QC, Moshe Safdie 

Figure 64: Habitat'67', Montreal, QC, Moshe Safdie 

Figure 65: Habitat '67, Montreal, QC, Moshe Safdie 



Nexus World Housing - OMA/Rem Koolhaas (The Teacher) 

According to Rem Koolhaas, "Architecture is by definition a chaotic adventure."9S 

Completed in 1991, Nexus World Housing, a small scale, multi-unit, courtyard-focused 

residential project in Fukuoka, Japan, first had to tackle the question "Should the project be 

'as Western as possible?'... or 'should it reflect the fact that it exists in Japan?'"96 With the 

client deciding they wanted a "new urban life style in Japan,"97 and setting a five-story 

maximum limit on elevation, save for two tower components, Koolhaas borrowed from 

both the Miesian tradition of the courtyard house and the roman medieval idea of dwelling 

units being connected to form one urban fabric.98 

Consisting of twenty-four, three storey units organized around its own "private vertical 

courtyard that introduces light and space into the centre,"99 Nexus World differs from 

Safdie's attempt at increasing density by stacking units on top of each other by stacking 

each unit onto itself and using a continuous staircase in each to connect the individual 

rooms of the dwelling. In addition, according to Koolhaas, "the roofs of the domed 

Japanese cells are covered with grass. 'Escaping' from the walls are the floating rooflines of 

the living-room floors. They resonate with the mountains that define a bowl around the 

city. Each house offers a variety of spatial conditions and tectonic contrasts: intimate vs. 

open, public vs. private, high vs. low, dark vs. light, concrete vs. abstract."100 

In comparison to Habitat, Nexus World may be less avant-garde or dense; however, it is 

important precedent for (Semi)Urbanism in that it takes the question of how to translate 

ideals from one context to another. Despite focusing largely on the Japanese context, Nexus 

World is a project that could be easily dropped into a North American city. Architecturally, it 

is a beautiful hybrid between the townhouse and the courtyard house, with its true 

character only fully understood in section with its double-height spaces, open courtyards, 

circulation. Mies van der Rohe's mantra of less is more and Japanese minimalism clearly are 

evident throughout. And, in terms of its urban quotient, it is beautiful in its simplicity and 

land use, as well as in its ability to support privacy within a dense, communal context, as 

well as its ability to support the street with its mixed-use spaces. Is it the answer for the 



alternative to the suburban house? Perhaps not, but it is an elegant attempt at addressing 

the topic. However ironically Rem Koolhaas concludes: 

"People can inhabit anything. And they can be miserable in 
anything and ecstatic in anything... architecture has nothing to 
do with it. Of course, that's both liberating and alarming. But 
the... general urban condition, is happening everywhere, and just 
the fact that it occurs in such enormous quantities must mean 
that it's habitable... We all complain that we are confronted by 
urban environments that are completely similar. We say we 
want to create beauty, identity, quality, singularity. And yet, 
maybe in truth these cities that we have are desired."101 
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Figure 66: Nexus World Housing, Fukuoka, Japan, 1991, OMA 

Figure 67; Nexus World Housing, Fukuoka, Japan, 1991, OMA 



Mountain/My Playground - Bjarke Ingles Group - BIG (The Student) 

Perhaps the most relevant precedent to the idea of (Semi)Urbanism, the work of Bjarke 

Ingels and his firm, Bjark Ingels Group (BIG), as mentioned before, is the embodiment of the 

idea that there needs to be more than a compromise between urban and suburban, public 

and private, green and not green. Rather, there needs to be a hybrid place where these 

ideals co-exist and overlap in a sense of harmony and betterment, or rather, are 

superimposed through the act of slippage. A place where, as BIG puts it, 'Yes is More' and 

the hybrid supersedes the compromise. 

Most clearly evident through BIG's Mountain, a multi-unit, stacked housing and mixed-use 

complex, Ingel's understanding of the needs and his sympathy towards ideals of the 

suburbanite are so clearly obvious that he himself refers to the project as Vertical 

Suburbia102 - not the most common comparison an architect would make to promote his or 

her work. Yet it is this sensibility that allows BIG to create spaces and places that are 

appealing and inventive, or rather sustainable, practical and architecturally appealing, and 

that would allow for a suburbanite to more easily consider living at higher densities. 

However, it must first be clearly stated that this paper is being written from a North 

American perspective and that the word 'suburb' can have a different European context 

and connotation. This distinction is important as Mountain itself is built in a suburb of 

Copenhagen and not an urban setting. However, for the purposes of a precedent, and the 

fact that suburban retrofitting or densifying is a significant first step towards more 

sustainable urban environments, Mountain can be understood as a project that creates a 

more urban than suburban density, while still meeting suburban amenities, and as one that 

is an alternative to the condo tower. 

Given the challenge of creating a high-density, multi-unit, mixed-use residence, with ample 

parking, BIG arrived at an innovative solution. By creating a scissoring parking garage that 

slopes down to the ground plane on one side while rising on the other, BIG was able to 

cascade the residential units down its slope, much like Le Corbusier's Durand Apartments, 



allowing residents to park on the same level as their unit (similar to a suburban driveway) 

and, in keeping with Safdie's Habitat, use the roof of the unit below as the roof garden for 

the unit above. This all adds up to the ability for one to live on the ninth floor, while still 

parking outside one's front door and only having to open the backdoor in the morning to let 

the dog out, all while enjoying coffee and a beautiful view of the neighbourhood in relative 

privacy. 

Creating the closest thing to a mountain Denmark may ever see, Mountain lives up to its 

name with its peaking rear and side facades, yet its true metaphor is realized along its 

southern exposure, down which units flow. Despite a variety of unit plans and sizes, the 

materiality of the building, in tandem with the incline, makes it difficult to identify one's 

own unit from the street. It is just as repetitive, if not more so, than the suburban 

landscape. Closer to a condo than a subdivision in this respect, Mountain's appeal is its 

design and its replacing of suburban amenities in a denser and more sustainable fashion. 

But BIG would not mind his work being compared to the suburbs and in fact would relish in 

it, for he never says it is not suburbia - it is just suburbia done well. Yes is More! 

The thoughtfulness, sustainability and appeal of living in Mountain is so strong that it is, in 

my view, it is the closest form of a (Semi)Urban space that currently exists. We can live in a 

beautiful, appropriately sized, communal, residential, mixed-use neighbourhood, without 

giving up on the ideals of the suburbs. We can achieve suburban ideals in a more urban 

context, and a city in a box can become suburbia is a box. For according to BIG's archicomic, 

with Mountain: 

"It's like the neighbouring suburb is crossing the canal and 
overfloring the parking block all the way from the ground... to 
the 11th floor... The South side of the building is a stepped 
hillside of private backyards... the terrace houses are based on 
J0rn Utzon's L-shaped courtyard typology, and combine all the 
splendors of a suburban lifestyle... A house with a large garden... 

with urban density... and a penthouse view."103 



But the ingenuity of the courtyard, garden homes in the sky is equally complemented by 

the "cathedral of car culture,"104 namely a parking garage so well designed it even became 

the venue of a concert. Who says parking can't be beautiful? In addition to this, and in keep 

with BIG's Yes is More perspective on things, Mountain also became one of the venues of a 

free-running or parkour film, My Playground,105 by free-running Team Jiyo. 

Through the act of moving through spaces and across surfaces of architecture not usually 

physically utilized by the human body, and ironically having its roots in suburban Paris, 

parkour gives one the ability to "experience the ride [through architecture] with the 

funicular and the vertigo of walking up the long facade stair. As an architectural film alone, 

it would be boring. Slow. Empty. But with the two guys jumping around, testing all the 

surfaces, expanding the space - you perceive the architecture as it really is: the framework 

for human life. Architecture is a means, life is its purpose... Bit by bit we are expanding our 

world, and are gradually turning our cities into our playground."106 You need good density 

for parkour to be successful, and BIG delivers. 

And that's what it's all about for BIG. Play. Life. Architecture. Suburbia can be more. The 

City can be more. And when combined, they can be even more. BIG strives for a balance 

"where a sustainable lifestyle isn't a pain - but a pleasure!"107 Where a lack of privacy, and 

a sense of community, is a good thing. And where the question, "If all people are different 

then why are most apartments the same?"108 is answered by providing up to 80 unique 

apartment types including duplexes, triplexes and spaces with no walls109. BIG thinks big. 

BIG is the XXL in S, M, L, XL. BIG even thought to put a kindergarten into the mixed-use 

aspect of their VM Houses so that a parent can literally drop off their child at school on the 

way to work and pick them up on their way home. Now that's smart. That's 

(Semi)Urbanism. 



BIG states: 

"Historically the field of architecture has been dominated by two 
opposing extremes. On one side an avant-garde full of crazy 
ideas. Originating from philosophy, mysticism or a fascination of 
the formal potential of computer visualizations they are often so 
detached from reality that they fail to become something other 
than eccentric curiosities. On the other side there are well 
organized corporate consultants that build predictable and 
boring boxes of high standard. Architecture seems to be 
entrenched in two equally unfertile fronts: either naively 
Utopian or petrifyingly pragmatic. We believe that there is a 
third way wedged in the nomansland between the diametrical 
opposites. Or in the small but very fertile overlap between the 
two. A pragmatic Utopian architecture that takes on the creation 
of socially, economically and environmentally perfect places as a 
practical objective."110 

Figure 68: Mountain, Copenhagen, 
Denmark, 2007, BIG 



Figure 69: Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 

Figure 70: Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 

Figure 71: Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 



Figure 72: Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 

Figure 73: Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 

Figure 74: Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 
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Figure 75; Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 
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Figure 76; Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 

Figure 77; Mountain, Copenhagen, Denmark, 2007, BIG 



Figure 78; My Playground, Copenhagen, 
Denmark, 2008, Team Jiyo 



The Others (Tokyo Apartments, VitraHaus, Calatrava) 

But the story doesn't stop there. There are countless other projects and works that address 

these issues as well. From the literal to the figurative to the comical, these last few 

examples bring a new breath of fresh insight into what it means to re-envision the static 

into something dynamic, playful and (Semi)Urban. 

Tokyo Apartments - Sou Fujimoto 

Cheeky and fantastical, Sou Fujimoto's Tokyo Apartments literally superimposes the 

archetypal suburban home onto itself, and in doing so changes the urban fabric from one 

that is experienced horizontally into one which is now understood vertically. Consisting of 

four dwellings that intersect each other and are accessible through a network of exterior 

and interior stairs, Tokyo Apartments is simultaneously satirical and elegant. According to 

an article in Domus Magazine, "Fujimoto's project brief was not simply to create an 

ensemble of dwelling units on a rented space, but rather to come up with a "collective" 

type of housing in which residents would each have their own privacy, while at the same 

time being able to live together like one big family, as a community. However, by stacking 

the housing units of differing sizes on top of one another and subtly staggering them, it 

appears as if the dwellings are not connected... Fujimoto says that by creating a 

"relationship of non-connectedness", he has taken the appeal of the densely populated 

city... and given it form."111 

Figure 79: Models, Tokyo Apartment, 
Tokyo, Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 



Figure 80: Tokyo Apartment, Tokyo, Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 
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Figure 81: Tokyo Apartment, Tokyo, 
Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 



Figure 82: Tokyo Apartment, Tokyo, Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 

Figure 83: Tokyo Apartment, Tokyo, Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 
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Figure 84: Tokyo Apartment, Tokyo, Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 



Figure 85: Tokyo Apartment, Tokyo, 
Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 

Figure 86: Section, Tokyo Apartment, 
Tokyo, Japan, 2010, Sou Fujimoto 



VitraHaus - Herzog & de Meuron 

Similar to Tokyo Apartments in its take on the stacking of the suburban house, the scale of 

VitraHaus is what gives it its' power. With its overlapping, elongated forms balancing on 

each in a Jenga effect, VitraHaus's best moments are actually in the exterior spaces where 

these volumes intersect. According to the architects, "By stacking, extruding and pressing -

mechanical procedures used in industrial production - simply shaped houses become 

complex configurations in space, where outside and inside merge. The interior is designed 

as a spatial sequence with surprising transitions and views of the landscape. The landscape 

in all its variety... was the incentive to design a building that concentrates on the 

vertical."112 VitraHaus is slippage as a playground. 

Figure 87: VitraHaus, Weil am Rhein, Germany, 
2006-2009, Herzog & de Meuron 



80 South Street Tower - Santiago Calatrava 

According to Alexander Tzonis, 80 South Street Tower "stands apart from the rest of the 

towers in New York while simultaneously enhancing their identity."113 With twelve four 

story cubes, intended to be home for one to two families, the tower not only acts as a 

sculptural pieces but also introduces "a new kind of residential type...reminiscent of Moshe 

Safdie's Habitat '67."114 Creating a hybrid between high-rise density and town house spaces 

with outdoor courts, 80 South Street Tower brings (Semi)Urbanism to the city. 

Figure 88:80 South Street Tower, 
New York City, Santiago Calatrava 

Figure 89:80 South Street Tower, 
New York City, Santiago Calatrava 



Outs ide the Box:  A F igure /Ground Reversa l  

But what happens outside of the box? Returning to the issues raised in earlier chapters, 

(Semi)Urbanism cannot only be examined at the micro level of the residential unit but must 

also be addressed at the scale of the urban plan. You need to draw the lines before you can 

colour inside; there must first be an armature within which to organize residential units 

which is part of a sustainable plan for the neighbourhood, city and region. But again, I am 

not first to address these issues. Utopian and ideal cities have been imagined, envisioned 

and implemented, at varying degrees of success, and many of which are documented in 

Work AC's 49 Cities.115 Indeed the urban condition is perhaps the most important aspect to 

consider. For what good is an environmentally and socially conscious housing unit if it is 

sited amidst sprawl with limited access to transit or amenities? A zero-carbon footprint 

house that can only easily be reached to by car is not sustainable. The urban condition is 

the most important condition. 

There must be a figure ground reversal. Where the suburban house is an object in a field, or 

a figure within the grounds of its lot lines, a courtyard house, for example, reverses this to 

where the green space is framed by the built. And ultimately the two merge and slip over 

each other where one's roof becomes another's garden. There is a need for the speculative 

even at the scale of the urban plan and design. Too often architecture is inwardly focused, 

detached from the environment into which it is built, or in the case of the suburbs, 

indifferent to it all together. But this does not have to be the case. From interdisciplinary 

firms such as Toronto's DuToit Allsop Hiller to Denmark's Jan Gehl, these two often isolated 

fields can become not only acquaintances but rather a place for slippage to appear. And it 

the space of the threshold, or slippage between these two disciplines, that interests me 

most. 
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Figure 90: Figure Ground, 100 Urban Plans, 2008, Eric J. Jenkins 

Where do the suburbs fall? What would (Semi)Urbanism look like? 



Chapter Three: Design Component 

Program and Pro jec t :  A  P lan and a Proposa l  

Creating a Process 

This chapter describes the design investigation that was undertaken in parallel with the 

research above. Manipulating archetypal images of suburbia, I have attempted to create a 

(Semi)Urban landscape and hybridized residential community that straddles the suburban 

and urban conditions. 

Focusing on the design potential and possibility for both the process of and methodology of 

slippage, as well as the literal understanding of (Semi)Urbanism, a multi-unit (Semi)Urban 

community will be created. Larger than a traditional multi-unit housing project, this design 

work will be developed at two scales to present the ideas of a layered and vertical 

(Semi)Urban community at the scale of the conceptual massing model as well as at the 

more detailed level of a literal section. But it is important to note that this project's main 

goal is not to produce a perfectly designed residential prototype but rather to explore and 

test the operation of slippage at these two scales. For I am designing a process rather than 

a building, and a chance for suburbia to transform itself into something new. 

Layers at various scales are shifted, compressed and superimposed onto one another. 

These layers are then extruded into the third dimension to produce an architecture, 

interpreting overlaps between elements as either additive or subtractive. This allows the 

common language of suburbia to be distorted and shifted, but not to the point of being 

unrecognizable or unfamiliar. Built from the foundations of the suburbs, this process should 

create a new interpretation of dwelling and suburban ideals but still be familiar enough to 

be understood and appealing to the typical suburbanite. 



Fragmented Cont inu i ty :  Movement  f rom St i l l s  

How does slippage occur? What are its origins? Much of our understanding of the world is 

based on fragments that we connect and overlay in our minds to make sense of the world. 

And it is through this overlaying that we are able to create a continuity from these 

fragments, or likewise, movement from still images or memories. In this respect it is 

important first to understand how these fragments can be superimposed onto each other 

at the level of conceptual art, film, collage and montage, before seeing how they might 

inform a methodology of slippage at the level of architecture and suburbia 

This superimposition of reflections and transparencies enables a slippage between what is 

in front and what is behind or what is past and what is future. This brings about an 

understanding that the world is not just what we see in front of us at any given moment 

and the layering and reframing of memory/space can create the phenomenon of 

compressed time/place. Slippage is an overlaying occurrence of extraordinary implications. 

It is the continuous stream of fragmented stills of life, arranged in a way that is no longer 

safe or stable in terms of a preconceived understanding of memory. And these fragments 

slip, free from friction, over one another, for slippage occurs within the threshold. It is the 

space between, where two planes or understandings merge. 

This may be best understood through my concept of cinematic cubism. In this process, a 

film (movement) is frozen to a single blurred frame on a screen (still), before being 

reframed through photography (still). This frame is then photographed at various scales, 

sections and understandings, with all images stemming from the same original root image. 

These new frames are then overlaid onto one another, with the aid of translucencies, and 

then merged to create a new film (movement). However, it is this new cinematic moment 

that ironically appears to be moving through time and space, despite having originated 

from instances of the same moment of frozen time and thus creating movement from stills 

or the infinite from the finite - a shift in perception. This is a possible filmic equivalent, or 



rather the opposite, of the cubist method creating movement from stills or the infinite from 

the finite - a complete shift in perception - and where varying moments in time and space 

are compressed to one point in time/space simultaneously. 

The layering and compression of time through the composition of images also breaks the 

linear progression of time and begins to engage the concept of eternity. This is what 

slippage can achieve, a paradox of perception, movement and time. What is static and what 

is speed? Do we move through the city or does the city move around us? We experience 

slippage in questions such as these, where an inversion of perception is constantly present, 

if not apparent, in our everyday motions. 

"You cannot create experience. You must undergo it." 

- Albert Camus 

These ideas and contradictions were the point of departure for Fragmented Continuity, a 

film that dissects continuous video footage of Carleton University's Building 22, captured 

through the use of a 'helium (balloon) camera', into stills which were then reassembled 

through layering to evoke a new understanding and memory of space. In doing so, the 

static building of poured concrete became fluid and mobile and the viewer was rendered 

stationary. 

Slippage - an unfamiliar, in between place 

of perception within the preconceived world. 

The phenomenon of compressed or 

superimposed memories and spaces in time. 
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Streams o f  S l ippage:  Sh i f t ,  S tack ,  Super impose 

The Making of an Architecture 

Using the starting point of cinematic cubism, suburbia is allowed to reinvent itself through 

the layering and compressing of the archetypal images of an Ottawa developer's model 

homes. These images, however, are slipped and blurred until no longer recognizable, save 

for a few remnant details. This methodology is then taken further through the layering of 

five first level plans, taken from the same developer. Using the garage as the common point 

of reference, these floor plans are overlaid and colour coded by program of space. This act 

reduces these houses to mere colour blocks and through the overlaying of them onto each 

other, makes a statement of the similarities and difference between these varying plans. 

In turn, these plans are then extruded based on the colour coded programed spaces and 

again compressed onto each other. This creates images of a space of the in between, with a 

sense of shifting planes, vibrating movement of structure and an uncertainty of anything 

absolute or defined. It is impossible to say what is solid and what is void, what is wall and 

what is space, what is here and what is there. There are traces of a typical suburban house 

if one looks quickly, but if one looks a second longer, the space has shifted. 

Then, in an attempt to bring these spaces back into a literal architecture, these 

diagrammatic floor planes are lifted from each other and placed at a logical floor height 

apart. These spaces are then connected first by program, to better understand the 

connection between the plans and the commonalities of the residential design - best seen 

through the garage and circulation spaces - and possibility for vertical connections. They 

are further explored then through the wrapping of the facade, by creating triangulations 

which connect one floor plans exterior edge to another. These models in turn create 

fragmented images both in plan and in elevation/section. And this is how it all begins. 
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From Cura tor  to  Creator :  A  (Semi )Urban Space 
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Chapter Four: Conclusions 

Sl ippage Arch i tec tu re :  Suburban S l ippage 

But how does this all add up and where do we go from here? In review: 
it is important to remember that this work is the culmination of two 
streams of thought happening in parallel, (Semi)Urbanism and slippage, 
with the suburbs being their point of intersection. (Semi)Urbanism is the 
literal, analytical and researched understanding that we need a new 
form of residential planning and architecture that meets the needs of 
the suburban home-owner within a more dense and urban fabric. 
Slippage is the speculative, conceptual and design-driven process that 
allows for a shift in perception by superimposing an already existing 
object onto itself to create a new understanding. Yet this is one that is 
also familiar in its remnants of the original existence. The result is an 
explorative process resulting in the design of a hybrid, (Semi)Urban, 
residential community. And there is a need for such a condition as there 
is currently to appealing alternative to the suburban home-owner who 
seeks higher and more sustainable density without having to give up the 
amenities of the suburbs - for not all of suburbia is bad. 

(Semi)Urbanism vs. Suburbia. 

But how is (Semi)Urbanism different from suburbia, for is that not a 
hybrid as well? (Semi)Urbanism is different in that it introduces the 
speculative into residential design and urban planning, brings the 
suburban to the urban - thus reversing the argument - and uses 
suburbia itself to create something new, and yet also full of memory. 
(Semi)Urbanism differs from suburbia most greatly in its thoughtful 
consideration for density without losing the importance of the individual 
dwelling or dweller. 

Slippage Meets the Suburbs. 

With this understanding in mind, slippage is next examined at the level 
of the conceptual artist, from Gordon Matta-Clark and Dan Graham to 
Ross Racine. Each comments and acts on suburbia in such a way to shift 
one's previous understanding of the suburbs, whether through removing 
a sense of safety and protection, as in the work of Matta-Clark, the 
notion of privacy and isolation in the models of Graham or to shock and 



awe as with the images created by Racine. All three work to undue the 
solidity of the surface level understanding of suburbia. 

Slippage Acts on Suburbia. 

This study of suburbia and its connotations at the level of conceptual art, 
then results in the filmic study of the suburban model home, and how 
slippage can be used to ironically both confuse and bring about a sense 
of beauty from the 'mundane' architecture of the suburbs. This is the 
first iteration of suburban slippage. 

(Semi)Urbanism as Alternative to Suburbia. 

From the conceptual, the understanding of the suburbs moves to the 
literal analysis of current alternatives to suburbia. What is concluded is 
that while none of these alternatives' theories are perfect in practice, a 
thoughtful implementation of any one of these concepts, at the level of 
the urban plan, would be largely more sustainable than that of current 
suburban developments, and could be used as the base work for a 
(Semi)Urban condition, assuming the selection of the site is more urban 
than suburban. 

Slippage and the Suburban House. 

The methodology of slippage is then performed at the level of the 
suburban house, by overlaying five plans from the same developer, the 
garage being the common point of reference, and extruded to ultimately 
become an architecture. This architecture is simultaneously 
conventional and unconventional in relation to the typical suburban 
house, yet its density is five times greater. 

(Semi)Urbanism as Stacked Suburbia. 

Next, moving from the stacking of suburban plans, to the stacking of the 
suburban house at the scale of the community, multi-unit stacked 
housing is explored, as both precedent and pretext. From Le Corbusier's 
village of stacked villas to Safdie and BIG's modular and sloping 
structures, suburban ideals, such as private patios, autonomy of 
individual units and easy access to parking, are shown to be possible in a 
multi-unit complex and at the density of a more urban context. And as 
noted, BIG achieves the closest result to the concept of (Semi)Urbanism, 
as evaluated by using the litmus test of the elevator - for with 



Mountain, one can live on the ninth storey without any need for an 
elevator to access their car, or let the dog out - much like that of the 
typical suburban home. 

Slippage Meets (Semi)Urbanism - in the Suburbs. 

This then results in the culminating design work which stacks a gradation 
of housing typologies - from the low-density single detached family 
home, to semi-detached, townhouse, and courtyard housing, and finally 
resolving in the typically high-density apartment block structure - onto 
itself, multiple times over. In doing so, much of the New Urbanist Rural-
Urban Transect is, in a way, compressed to a single site These planes in 
plan are then extruded, much like the act of slippage on the suburb 
house but now at the scale of the community, to begin to shape a more 
legible and literal architectural form. From here a section is selected and 
developed at an even more detailed and practical level, until it is able to 
be multiplied to create the equivalent of a possibly realized (Semi)Urban 
community. 

Slippage in Creating a (Semi)Urban Space. 

Finally, in defending both slippage and (Semi)Urbanism, we must now 
ask how we evaluate the work. What criteria do we use to deem it 
successful or prove that the concepts are both possible and positive? 
What are the markers of success for (Semi)Urbanism? And what does it 
actually look like? In answering these questions, it is important to first 
note that this work is meant to develop a process and not a solution or 
finalized project. Yet, while slippage is a methodology, (Semi)Urbanism is 
the tangible product of it, and what must be evaluated for both its 
possibilities and successes. However, due to the limitations of this single 
exploration and paper, many of these previous questions are left 
unanswered. Therefore, we must ask a new question. 

Where does it all go from here? 

Where can and should the research go in terms of future work for this 
project? The next step in this continuation of this work would be to 
further develop the design work, down to the detailed level of sections 
and plans, in order to prove that these residential spaces can exist and 
co-exist when stacked and superimposed onto each other. As well, it 
would be important to clearly identify the translatable and sustainable 
ideals of the suburban house so that they can be overlaid and 
compressed into the fabric of the tangible design work. It is only then 



that the space can truly be evaluated in such a way that is can be proven 
that life in the sky of stacked units can be much the same as that at 
grade with the suburban land - just with a better view. 

However, that is not to say that this project and paper cannot already 
show that there is a need for a (Semi)Urban condition and that the 
methodology of slippage can be used to achieve such a space. This is 
seen when one overlays the fragments of the work onto each other to 
see the bigger picture. From the filmic work of the suburbs, to the 
overlaying of plans at the scale of the house and the forms developed at 
the level of the community, it can be realized that slippage is a tool that 
works to create something explorative from something already existing 
and that (Semi)Urbanism can be both created and explored through 
slippage. This is, perhaps, only the beginning of the process. 

(Semi)Urbanism Achieved Through Slippage. 

A (Semi)Urban space can be achieved. Suburban ideals can be met 
within an urban context. Movement away from a secure place, through 
the methodology of slippage, can bring about a hybrid rather than a 
compromise and superimposition can allow stacked housing to obtain 
nearly the same autonomy and appeal as a single-family home. Density 
can be done well and the residential unit can be sustainable, practical 
and architecturally appealing. 

This may not be your grandmother's suburban house... 

...but I bet she would want to live in it. 



To Be Continued... 
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