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RE: American Dream

An Incomplete Project:

Towards A Recontextualization of Modernity and the Urban House Prototype in Los Angeles

Central Office of Architecture

Los Angeles, it should be understood, is
not a mere city. On the contrary, it is,
and has been since 1888, a commod-
ity; something to be advertised and
sold to the people of the United States
like automobiles, cigarettes and
mouth wash.!

—DMorrow Mayo, Los Angeles

Los Angeles has seen unprecedented and
rampant exploitation by hegemonous
political and economic forces which dis-
solve the public realm of the city into a
seamless horizontal experience of bank-
rupt formal gestures devoid of value ei-
ther urbanistically or architecturally.
Greed, in the form of the capitalist ma-
chine, combined with the concept of
rampant frontierism?, have left Los An-
geles in the hands of extraordinary rapists
who control and continuously exploit
the city toward solely speculative (finan-
cial, political) ends. This violence has left
in its wake slums and decaying neighbor-
hoods, victims of the continuous inter-
ruption and erasure of hierarchy as the
measure of a legible and sentient experi-

| ence within the grid of Los Angeles. Nos-

talgia for the specific myth of its own fic-
titious past creates a pervasive and ampli-
fied dementia which vividly portrays the
misery and blasé’ of the contemporary
urban experience. Los Angeles, lacking
an awareness of its own essence,? lies di-
rectionless, forever folding in on itself as
directed by hegemonous forces, result-
ing in a pervasive homogeneity.

Morphologically, Los Angeles is a com-
plex hybrid; its unstable and shifting

Film still from Mon Oncle (1956)

form exists in a flux somewhere be-
tween the traditional European city
model of fabric and corridor streets,
and the Modernist conception of the
city as object-buildings in the park.
The traditional city is primarily an ex-
perience of spaces defined by continu-
ous walls of building, arranged in a way
that emphasizes the figure of the void
and de-emphasizes the building vol-
umes. The modernist conception, es-
poused by Le Corbusier, is phenome-
nally an opposite model: it is one of
discrete three-dimensional objects
floating in space, amplifying their au-
tonomy and individuality while defying
gravity. Los Angeles, existing in that
zone which simultaneously suggests
and denies either or both of these mod-

els, posits perhaps a third alternative,
that of the post-city. The condition of
the post-city is characterized by the co-
existence of contradictory and incom-
patible elements, causing an irresolv-
able aporia. Experientially, the post-city
is described as an inability to make, and
an indifference to, constructed relation-
ships, rendered thin through an infi-
nitely expanding and accelerating web
of non-hierarchical traced paths. The
previous definitions of city are super-
seded; the possibility of a totalizing
portrait is eliminated, rendered incon-
ceivable and inappropriate.

It is impossible to say precisely when
one can begin to speak of the existence
of two distinct and bitterly conflict-

ing modernities. What is certain is
that at some point during the first half
of the nineteenth century an irre-
versible split occurred between moder-
nity as a stage in the history of West-
ern civilization—a product of scien-
tific and technological progress, of the
industrial revolution, of the sweeping
economic and social changes brought
about by capitalism—and modernity
as an aesthetic concept.”
—Matei Calinescu
Five Faces of Modernity

Calinescu describes a conception of
modernity polarized by the irreconcil-
able opposition between the sets of val-
ues corresponding to (1) The objectified,
socially measurable time of capitalist civ-
ilization (time as a more or less precious
commodity, bought and sold on the mar-
ket), and (2) the personal, subjective,
imaginative durée, the private time cre-
ated by the unfolding of the “self.” The
latter identity of time and self constitutes
the foundation of modernist culture.

The current pluralist condition of the
postmodern has left Los Angeles in the
unstable state of an urban palimpsest, |
a metropolitan text undergoing erasure
and layering in such a way as to become
the equivalent of a multiple-exposure
photograph: ambiguous and open for
multiple-readings at best, entropic
noise at worst. A post-existentialist
value system confuses the loss of the
first principle, the reliable and defini-
tive reference point (and for better or

worse, a source of the collective will) |



LOS ANGELES: AERIAL VIEW OF SITE INTERVENTION
AND ENVIRONS

PRELIMINARY MORPHOLOGICAL DIAGRAMS

PRIMARY ORDERING DIAGRAM

While many spectacular building sites exist
in Los Angeles, most of the land is
characterized by unremarkable conditions.
Large zones are devoid of any perceivable
geographical features thus encouraging the
repetition of a simple unsophisticated house
type ad infinitum.

The site for this project is a nearly fat block
bounded on allfour sides by different
conditions. To the south is Washington
Boulevard, a commercially zoned street
which becomes a major thoroughfare during
peak commute hours. Hauser Avenue, on the
west,is 8 well used secondary street
travelled by motorists trying to avoid the
parallel traffic clogged primary streets. On
the east s Ridgeley Avenue which
terminates at the north end of the site where
itis crossed by the Ballons Creek. Once 2
natwral creek, the Ballona Creek is now 3
concrete walled flood control channel but
stillretains the intrinsic value of an
identifiable geographical feature.
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ALLEY UNIT FROM COURTYARD

RIOGELY UNIT FROM COURTYARD

LE CORBUSIER: THE FIVE POINTS

The solution combines three different units
i d

of each type of unit is located on a different
level to minimize unwanted views into
neighboring units.

Hauser Unit
Lot size: 22'x 108' - three bedrooms
The forty foot height of these units is 8

terior of the block and the
strong street edge. These

ile
pedestrians may enter from Heuser. The
living space is on the frst floor and is open
10 the courtyard and the master bedroomis.
on top.

Unit

3" 80" - two bedrooms

geley Avenue is a relatively quiet street
due to the Ballona Creek which crosses at
nd bars through traffic. Units
Tower in total height but stil
interior double height space as do
all the units.  Entry i through a small court
of Ridgeley and the living space, which
occupies the ground floor, meximizes
openness to the courtyard. The bedrooms
are located above on the first floor.

Alley Unit
Lot size: 33'x 42' - one bedroom

‘Thase vertcally organized units are
distributed along the Ridgeley side of the
alley. Garages are shared by paired units.
Padestrian access from the stree

ad by way of an elevated semi-

main

private walkway. The living space is
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with that of a solipsistic narcissism,
symptomatic of a pathology brought
on by the forces of late-capitalism. It re-
sults in a vacuous condition that resists
coherence and falsely relieves responsi-
bility to any larger, collective concep-
tion of the metropolis. Radical privati-
zation, the ideology of consumption,
fear of boredom and the need for es-
cape leaves contemporary metropoli-
tan Los Angeles with a misconception

of plurality and chaos as freedom.®

Conditions within the instability of
the modern urban condition are jux-
taposed and played for their theatri-
cality in Jacques Tati’s 1956 film, Mon
Oncle. Monsieur Hulot lives in a pent-
house above a typical, quaint, French
place, where he has daily encounters
with his neighbors. Hulot enjoys rotat-
ing his bedroom window in order to
reflect sunlight into a neighbor’s win-
dow, blinding a noisy pet parrot. His
relationship to the city is one of exte-
riorization and interaction, situating
Monsieur Hulot within both a mor-
phologically and demographically sta-
ble part of the city. At the same time,
in another part of the city Hulot’s
well-off sister lives within a walled
modernist compound where life be-
comes one of separation and repose
from the experience of the city. The
everyday experience is radically inter-
nalized resulting in an amplified re-
sponse to its contained site. It is our as-
sumption that one cannot play both
sides in this scenario; housing in the
city cannot simultaneously contain
both of these conditions without con-
tradiction. Radical privatization” on
both the corporate and individual level
has all but ended the need/desire for
actual public space in metropolitan
Los Angeles. Actual space in the un-
stable capitalist metropolis,® displaced
by technological advancement and
consequent alterations in socio-cultur-
al phenomena, has been replaced with
collapsed space.” The circumspect
form of simulated space and commu-
nication networks exemplify the rapid-
ity of transformation, organization and

simultaneity of communications, as
well as the city’s accelerated tempo of
use, eclecticism, and the fetishism of
technology.!® These side effects of
modernity, if not problematized, re-
duce the artistic experience of architec-
ture to a pure object (an obvious met-
aphor for object-merchandise), where
the criterion of economic obsolescence
overrides all others.

Faced with the reality that orgies of
construction during economically ripe
times have made a mess of our urban
life, it seems imperative to stop and re-
flect through the critical act of the pro-
ject itself, opening a window of critical
optimism amidst the neglect and dis-
investment that has plagued entire
urban sectors. The critical architectur-
al response must be one of opposition
to the lack of discrimination in terms of
Los Angeles’ own essence or awareness
in becoming, accepting the inherent
contradictions of time and place, but
responding to them in a manner which
adds hierarchy, and hence legibility to

the experience of the city.

This work stands as a substantive con-
tribution toward the establishment of a
praxis regarding architectural interven-
tions'! within the grid of Los Angeles.
It does not argue for the final form of
the city, but instead postulates, given
a critical reading of the situation based
on certain criteria. Judgements can
then be made and directed toward a
meaningful architectural intervention.
The work is a hypothesis about the or-
dering of events, countering hegemon-
ic political, social and economic ten-
dencies, and proposes with fixed and
measured results a tenable model of fu-
ture proposals for housing fabric with-
in the city. Under such circumstances,
what is needed is not the naive and
nostalgic simulation of ‘the front
porch’ but instead ‘housing’ as a pro-
position which reveals its own true
presence based on values that critique
the existing paradigm of both the
structure of the individual dwelling
and the morphology of the city. The

formal and conceptual continuity of
the intervention transcends its func-
tionalist origin and becomes part of
the memory of the city itself as it is tra-
versed by both time and experience.
The totalization of the block reinforces
its ability to resist the shifting of the
hegemonous forces which surround it.
As an unexecuted project, the propos-
al seeks to free itself from specific zon-
ing restrictions, the residual of archaic
codes, in order to show that with sober
thinking and analysis, the problem of
housing can be resolved in architectur-
al form. Its representative form is
meant to embody a coherent expres-
sion of our beliefs regarding the status
of the role of architects working with-
in a critical framework.

The unfolding evolution of the city
cell or dwelling can be seen as the his-
tory of evolving a model for habita-
tion. Le Corbusier’s proclamation,
“The house is a machine for living
in,”'? demanded a paradigm shift
away from what was clearly in his
mind an outdated and wholly inhu-
mane condition of life for modern hu-
mankind. It is a misreading to under-
stand Le Corbusier’s proclamation as
one of supporting the machine aes-
thetic. It was clearly a demand for cul-
ture to come to grips with the logic
and perfection of “a problem clearly
stated” and the necessity of architec-
ture and lifestyle to reconcile them-
selves with technology. The white vil-
las, then, must be critiqued in relation
to the active adaptation of the individ-
ual to technological reality and the
new spatial conditions that such a re-
ality imposes. Our intention is to rein-
vest space in the condition of Moder-
nity; space which has been occluded
by the aforementioned polarity in Ca-
linescu’s definition of Modernity. In
order to escape the commodification
of the ‘house’ as a fetishistic auton-
omous object, as exemplified by the
Case Study House program in Los
Angeles in the late 1950’s, we choose
to focus on the morphology of the
block and the house type as integral

parts of the fabric of the city.!> We be-
lieve in the tangible and clear achieve-
ment of the Modernist project recon-
textualized, which leads to the belief
that it is far from bankrupt in its vari-
ous contemporary manifestations, and
that through our own comment we
have progressed far from its Euro-cen-
tric origin.

The idea of ‘context’ is seen conceptu-
ally as an equation where the value of
the existing structure of the block is
weighed against the value of the pro-
posed intervention. The intervention
exists as a critical discourse on urban

housing and its relation to the city; it ‘

embraces the grid'as a basic organiza-
tional language in order to manifest a
legible diagram that counters the intol-
erable situation which surrounds it.

Densify or Die

The need to densify housing will bring
about certain changes. Open space in
residential quarters must be devoted ei-
ther to streets or to real human activity
instead of useless side and front yards.
In order to achieve more density, build-
ings must have smaller footprints and
consequently push upwards.

The increase in density will require a
shift from the current definition of
suburban space by trees, shrubs and
low fences to an urban definition of
space by buildings, courts and high
walls. While increases in density will

result in decreased use of the car, the |

car and house will remain inextrica-

bly linked.

The form of the American Dream em-
bodied in the single family detached
suburban house is irreconcilable with
the necessary increase in population
density and the potential for a quality
urban experience. A new type of ur-
ban house must develop which retains
the most important aspects of the
American Dream: individual home
and land ownership and the preserva-
tion of private space.
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Figure 1: Current division of property
ownership.
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