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housing, in particular, given overhauls. The following decade saw
the rise of a new form of urban restructuring. The restructuring of
old industrial sites, ports and railway yards freed up large areas
close to urban territory. These areas were transformed into
residential neighbourhoods, business districts, parks and other
urban facilities. The presence of older buildings, industrial
monuments and hard boundaries provides interesting contexts for
new neighbourhoods or districts. That said, some restructuring
projects are so immense that they acquire the nature of a tabula
rasa.
In addition to the distinction between a tabula rasa and a
restructuring project we can make a distinction based on the level
of planning, from neighbourhood level via the block or sub-plan to
the infill of one or more properties in a larger context. Each task at
a particular level will have its own character. Finally, this chapter
also contains a classification based on planning tools, especially
those employed in the land use plan. In some cases the local
planning controls have been described in more detail with the help
of the town plan. These descriptions are referred to as the ‘planning
framework’(see matrix on page 363).

Planning Tools

Sector Plan
A land use planning method in which only the function and perhaps
the density is specified, it avoids making any kind of statement about
form. In the Netherlands in the 1970s and 1980s it was a common
response to the plan masse (see below), which was considered too
rigid.

Building Line
One of the oldest planning tools in Dutch town planning is the
building line or alignment, the line or more accurately the plane
that specifies the position of the building, the plane that must be
materialized. As a rule this tool is applied only to continuous façades
in urban areas. The Grachtengordel, the historic ring of canals in
the centre of Amsterdam, was planned on this basis, as were many
nineteenth-century neighbourhoods. If this principle is applied in
combination with a maximum building height and maximum
building depth, as is often the case, it is referred to as a ‘zoning
envelope’.

Zoning
The concept of zoning comes from American urban planning and
specifies a zone for the development. In principle this tool is always
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combined with a land use plan. Unlike the building line, zoning
indicates the area where you are allowed to build instead of where
you have to build. Zoning is the foundation of the American urban
plan, but it can also be found in many European land use plans.

Zoning Envelope
We speak of a ‘zoning envelope’ when the zoning is supplemented
with three-dimensional rules that exceed the prescription of a
maximum number of floors. The zoning envelope is the tool with
which cities with many high-rise buildings, such as New York, are
regulated. In this system a so-called envelope, an imaginary
volume, is defined within which the building must be realized. The
concept of Floor Area Ratio (FAR) plays an important role in the
specification of the envelope. The FAR expresses the floor area
divided by the building’s surface area. It also defines the angle at
which the building must recede to allow sufficient light in the
street. The zoning will often prescribe a recessed plane that
guarantees enough daylight at street level.

Plan Masse
In contrast to the zoning envelope, the plan masse defines a
volume for the new building. While not the maximum volume, it
defines the form of the building. In the Netherlands this tool was
used on a large scale, for instance, by Hendrik Petrus Berlage to
determine the form of the buildings of Plan Zuid in the south of
Amsterdam.
The diagram in Figure 17 groups the types of briefs according to
location and planning tool. Where possible we have tried to select
a project for each type of brief, but this does not make sense for all
combinations. For example, infill projects based on sector plans
are very thin on the ground. The infill of, say, a single gap in an
existing block is nearly always subject to detailed regulations, such
as a building line, zoning envelope or plan masse, as well as
regulations concerning the gutter height, the position of the
window frames (the reveal) and the cladding.

Planning Tools Involving a Supervisor
Besides the planning tools discussed above, there are two other tools
in which inspection by a building standards commission and/or a
supervisor plays a role. We are referring here to the ‘city image
plan’ and the negotiation model.

City Image Plan
The city image plan is not an independent planning tool, but more
of a supplement to one of the aforementioned tools. The city image

CONTEXT / The Brief



Matrix of housing briefs, including sample plans. In the project discussions
that follow, we indicate, as much as possible, what sort of brief was
involved and what set of tools was employed to determine the urban
planning conditions. In addition, we describe how the designers
interpreted the brief.

SECTOR PLAN

BUILDING LINE

ZONING

area housing block or 
sub-plan area

interpretation

PLAN MASSE

URBAN PLANNING 
METHODOLOGY

ZONING ENVELOPE
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SECTOR PLAN

23a Central square
23b Articulated façade openings
23c Competition plan by Cino
Zucchi
23d Original situation
23e Current situation

CONTEXT / The Brief

23a
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plan dictates the appearance of
the urban space and buildings,
including the colour, material
and rhythm. The city image
plan has no legal validity, but it
can be influential as part of the
aesthetic control bill. It gives the
building standards commission
an instrument with which to
control the aesthetic quality of
urban space. One problem,
however, is that whereas the
committee has a say in building
applications and hence the
buildings bordering the public
space, 
it has no control over the design
and layout of that public space.
The design and layout and
furnishing of the public space are
a matter for the municipal
authorities.

Negotiation Model
Finally, there is a planning tool
that we have called the
negotiation model. This model,
in which the plan takes shape
through the constant interaction
between the planner and
supervisor, also tends to
supplement one of the other
tools. The negotiation model is

common in new developments.
The development and detailing 
of the urban design comes
about, in part, through the
negotiations between the plan
supervisor and the architects of
the various sub-plans.

The next section is devoted to
the analysis of a wide variety of
projects, in a range of contexts
with different local planning
controls. We will describe the
context and planning controls
for each project and indicate
how each design responds to
them.

23d 23e
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ZONING

long, narrow blocks that tend to be accessed
by small stairwells, and the block-shaped
buildings or urban villas. He situated a
striking block of the latter type at a corner
where two canals meet, close to the bridge
that provides access to the main part of
the neighbourhood. Its façade openings are
clearly articulated through wide frames.
The bridge takes us to the central square
between the school, the theatre and one of
the long residential blocks. The urban space
here opens up towards the south and the
lagoon and part of it has been turned into a
small park. The entire plan is characterized
by an archetypal Venetian mix of narrow
streets, water, bridges and open spaces
with views of the vast lagoon.
Most of the housing has been developed
by Zucchi in collaboration with others. 
The restoration and conversion of the long
former industrial building was done in
cooperation with Pietro Nicoline, one of the
five architects who entered the competition.
Contrary to Zucchi’s wishes, the site of
the original fan-shaped factory was given
a different interpretation.

CINO ZUCCHI, CAMPO JUNGHANS
(VENICE, 1998–2003)

In 1995 a closed competition was held for
the redevelopment of the former industrial
estate of watch manufacturer Junghans
on the Venetian island of Giudecca. The
Italian architect Cino Zucchi beat five
colleagues to win the competition. There
was no land use plan for this archetypal
restructuring area, only a programme and
of course the existing buildings. Because
there were no formal guidelines for the
new design other than the programme, the
planning framework can be described as a
sector plan.
The brief for the 3-hectare area stipulated
the following: 150 homes, 40 urban facilities
and small commercial spaces, 160 student
flats and a theatre with rehearsal rooms.
Giudecca is an elongated island south of
Venice. Its north side is accessed by a long
quay with a series of narrow alleyways
perpendicular to it with wide but shallow
buildings. Here and there the island is
bisected by north-south canals. This
structure has been disrupted on the site of
the Junghans factories. Here, the canals
bend while the former factory buildings fan
out to the tip of the island. 
The absence of a formal planning framework
for this new neighbourhood provided an
ideal competition project, allowing all the
designers to give free reign to their visions.
In his competition plan Zucchi leaves some
of the existing buildings intact, including
the monumental school along the canal
and an oblong industrial building at right
angles to the island’s structure. The fan-
shaped factory makes way for a series of
long, narrow housing blocks. The centre of
the fan had been home to the old factory
headquarters. In Zucchi’s plan its shape
returns in the form of a theatre. 
For the most part, Zucchi uses two types
of housing that are typical of Venice: the

24a 24b
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a zoning plan. The plan defines the contours
(zoning) of the splotches (floes) to be built
on, but includes few formal specifications.
However, the plan does include functional
requirements regarding density and mixed
use. For the northern-most floes, Schots
1 and Schots 2, the number of dwellings
to be realized has been set at 150, while a
total of 4,500 m² of shops and services is
required. 
In 1992, the Ciboga site was the location
for the Europan competition, which was 
won by architecture firm S333 architecten.
S333, led by Jonathan Woodroffe,
developed Schots 1 and Schots 2 with the
aforementioned local planning conditions in
mind. The two S333-designed blocks consist
of meandering rows on a continuous green,
urban landscape. The blocks accommodate
a great variety of dwelling types (ranging
from live-work units to a large five-storey
mansion), winter, roof and patio gardens,
two supermarkets, a police station, a
playground and a glass arbour. The blocks
are part of Groningen’s ecological corridor,
giving the public and semi-public areas as
well as the many private gardens and patios
an important, ‘green’ role. The schots
concept that S333 developed for the
Europan location has a strong urban design
component: large urban blocks with smooth,
relatively neutral façades that fit well in

BUILDING LINE

S333, CIBOGA SITE, SCHOTS 1 AND
SCHOTS 2 (GRONINGEN, 2002)
PLANNING FRAMEWORK: CIBOGA
SITE (GRONINGEN, 1998–2002)

In northeast Groningen, a mixed-use project
has been realized on the site of a former
gasworks called the Ciboga site (from
Circus-, boden- en gasfabriekterrein,
meaning ‘circus, freight and gasworks site’).
The Ciboga site is set within the nineteenth-
century city ramparts; situated on the edge
of the city centre, it has a strategic location
for housing. But while a high urban density
is required here, the area is also part of the
city’s ecological infrastructure.
One of the benefits of twentieth-century mass
housing was that it provided for both
collective amenities and infrastructure. This
advantage was at risk of being lost as a
result of the privatization of house building in
the 1990s. Groningen is now experimenting
with buildings that cater to urban lifestyles
while also including communal spaces.
Inspired by British examples, spaces have
been developed that can be managed well
in the long term and also accommodate a
varied urban life.
Maarten Schmitt, Groningen’s urban planner
at the time, designed a layout for the Ciboga
site consisting of 11 schotsen or floes.
The schots design can be characterized as

25
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the urban context. But the concept stands
out for its landscaping too. The traditional
sequence of public, semi-public and private
(outdoor) space and the related set of
street, square, internal courtyard and
front and back garden have been replaced
by a continuous landscape with indistinct
transitions.
The two floes by S333 share urban and
landscape features as well as an
underground car park. Architecturally,
however, they have been treated as two
separate entities. Schots 1 is robust and
has higher sections and a glass façade, with
dwellings sporting floor-to-ceiling windows.
The use of different kinds of glass has
introduced a great degree of variation in
transparency and reflection, muted and
colourful hues. Schots 2 is clad in cedar
wood panels and has a distinctive, gently
sloping landscape in the internal courtyard,
which rises incrementally from street level
to the first-floor entrances. 

ZONING ENVELOPE

CONTEXT / The Brief

26a
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26b Zoning envelope of zones
C6–2A, New York City
Department of City Planning,
2006, p. 63
26c Detail of the zoning map
around the The Porter House site

26b

26c
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medieval house in Amsterdam, where
business was conducted on the ground floor.
The upper storeys often have more closed
façades consisting of brickwork with
windows. Since the eighteenth-century,
the front elevation of a canal house in
Amsterdam has been topped by a cornice.
In this new house along the Amstel, the
architects have integrated all of these
traditional features in quite a remarkable
way. On the ground floor a double-height
window wall has been constructed using
large I-beams. Behind this front we find a
double-height entrance hall with a mezzanine.
Because the lower floor is the main floor, it
has been raised slightly above street level.
A monumental doorstep provides access
to both the office and the private house
above. The upper storeys have large, closed
façades with one large window in between.
In contrast to the traditional canalside
elevation, this elevation is asymmetrical.
The top floor is slightly recessed and, with
its narrow vertical window arrangement
evokes associations with the eighteenth-
century cornice. 

CEES DAM IN COLLABORATION
WITH KAREL BODON, AMSTEL 270
RESIDENCE (AMSTERDAM, 1988)

On the banks of the Amstel River in
Amsterdam stands a striking house – striking
because it is a remarkable reinterpretation
of the canalside house. Since the
development, in the seventeenth century, of
the ring of concentric canals, the building
line has been the organizing principle for
street frontage in Amsterdam. As well as
the building line, there are maximum building
heights and building depths for each lot,
while a detailed land use plan specifies the
permitted functions. Last, but certainly not
least, Amsterdam’s city centre has strict
building standards. A building line not only
stipulates that no part of the building may
project beyond this line, but it also imposes
limits on recessed elements. In fact, a
building line is not so much a line as a plane,
an imaginary plane that specifies the position
of the façade; it is the plane that must be
built.
The only part beyond the building line that
may be built on is the pavement. Since the
Middle Ages, people in Amsterdam have
had rights to the strip of ground in front of
their house. This area is part of the house
and may be used for access steps, doorsteps
and cellar entrances, but it is also publicly
accessible, unless clearly closed off by a
fence, for instance. Another typical feature
of the canal house is the large open front on
the ground floor and perhaps a mezzanine.
Again, these elements go back to the late-

ZONING ENVELOPE
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27a Final composition of the
urban design, with the three
little towers at bottom right
27b The slender towers with
detached lift shaft

27b
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SHOP ARCHITECTS, THE PORTER
HOUSE (NEW YORK, 2002)

At the corner of Ninth Avenue and 14th

Street in New York, SHoP Architects has
realized an extension on top of an existing
building. The project is part of the
transformation of Manhattan’s former
Meatpacking District. This area west of
The Village, where the meat-processing
industry was traditionally based, has been
transformed into a modern residential
neighbourhood with lots of galleries, trendy
furniture shops, bars and restaurants. The
existing building, which used to house a
meat-packing business, has been converted
into a residential building with offices on the
lower floors. To create additional homes, the
designers made the most of the maximum
building volume permissible, as laid down
in the ‘zoning law’.
The zoning law is a legal instrument that
specifies the so-called ‘zoning envelope’
(the description of the maximum building
volume). Here, at the corner of Ninth
Avenue and 14th Street, category C6-2A
from the New York City zoning handbook
is in force [→ 22c].9 ‘C’ stands for Commercial
and ‘2a’ permits mixed use. The permitted
FAR is 6.0, which means that the gross
floor area here can be six times the surface
area. The New York City zoning handbook

28a V building balconies
28b The slope of the building is
visible
28c Imaginary envelope within
which PLOT developed the
building (l) and transformation
of the proposed row subdivision
28d Urban plan for Ørestad,
building height chart. See
secondary colour.

also stipulates a number of rules on building
height and recessed building lines, to ensure
sufficient light in the street.
Architecture practice SHoP made clever use
of the rules by pushing the new building
volume back, something that is permitted
under zoning. In this way, they managed to
create the maximum possible volume. To
facilitate rapid construction at this busy
location and to limit the weight of the new
block, the façade was made of prefabricated
elements with steel cladding. Thanks to its
façade pattern and dark colour the new block
fits in well with the sturdy brownstone
buildings that are such a distinctive feature
of the neighbourhood. 
9 Department of City Planning, New York City, 2006.

ZONING ENVELOPE
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28d

Number of storeys and building height

Border of the site

8 storeys, in borderzone 6–8 storeys

8 storeys, in borderzone 8 storeys

12 storeys, in borderzone 6–12 storeys

28b

28c
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PLAN MASSE /
BUILDING LINE

25b

MECANOO, HOUSE 13 
(STUTTGART, 1989–1993)

A more idiosyncratic interpretation of the
zoning envelope can be found in Mecanoo’s
design for the House 13 project in Stuttgart
(see also Chapter 6, ‘Tectonics’, page 289).
House 13 was part of the Internationale
Gartenschau in Stuttgart in 1993 (IGA).
The theme of the international garden
show was sustainability. Under the heading
‘responsible approaches to nature’ several
architects were invited to design experimental
ecological homes, ranging from energy-
saving single-family homes to flexible
dwellings for new forms of cohabitation.
Mecanoo saw this challenge as an
opportunity to explore the possibilities of
linkage. When homes or parts of them can
be attached or detached, both vertically and
horizontally, the resulting rearrangement
will lead to ever new uses.
The starting point was an envelope that
defined a wall that closed off an existing
block. Mecanoo had been allocated a lot
somewhere halfway down this wall. The
idea was that every participating architect
would develop a small section of this wall.
The standard dwelling type was based on
the ‘troika’ or three-point access system:
a central stairwell with lift providing access
to three dwellings per floor. 
In an attempt to achieve greater freedom,
Mecanoo pulled apart this typically German
‘troika’ structure. The separate components
were then regrouped in a composition made
up of three free-standing towers, varying in
height, and linked to a similarly free-standing
transparent lift shaft via slender bridges.
The exploded ‘troika’ block contains 13 small
apartments and three maisonettes. Separate
units can be combined with the help of the
spiral staircases inside the towers. With
the building’s components pulled apart, the
neighbourhood’s green spaces can snake
through the composition.
Because this exploded ‘troika’ block did not
fit within the specified envelope, after some
negotiation Mecanoo’s lot was moved to the
top of the block, where the intervention
would not disrupt the principles of the master
plan but would enrich it instead. Stripped
of the traditional, central staircase, what
remained were slender stacks of residential
units. The abstract façades reinforce the
object-like character of the towers. Each
of the towers has one glass façade. The
other three are all closed, save for a few
carefully chosen windows and balconies that
enhance the composition. 
In this project Mecanoo sought sustainability
in flexibility and the linkage of dwellings.
With hindsight it is doubtful whether the
project is genuinely sustainable. Pulling

CONTEXT / The Brief

apart the building volume and distributing
it across three small towers has resulted
in an adverse relationship between floor
and façade surface and will certainly have
a negative effect on energy use.
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29a Design sketch for 
the Victorieplein
29b Plan of buildings on 
the Victorieplein

29a

29b
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architectural expression. But the combination
of new urban development and a youthful
architecture practice led to an explosion of
ideas. The building would become a showcase
of new ways of living. The anticipated
residents (the pioneers of Ørestad, among
them many urban professionals) were the
ideal target group for this experiment. The
total number of 209 houses, including some
for private ownership, is divided across the
two blocks. Each has its own access system
and a unique character. The V block is
accessed by galleries on the north side,
whereas the M block features Unité-inspired
access corridors. Because of the block’s
zigzag structure the central corridors are
short and illuminated from both ends of
the building. The beautiful, broad central
corridors contain recesses, emphasizing
the fact that the central corridor is more
than just a means of access. In the architects’
view these corridors are communal spaces
where residents can meet. The bright colours
are meant to stress the festive character
of such encounters.
But most experimental of all are the dwellings
themselves. Set foot in the various homes
and you will find a true smorgasbord of
types. The V building features 40 different
dwelling types, as does the M building.
Again, a comparison with Piraeus presents
itself, as Kollhoff accommodated 135
different dwellings there. The homes
designed in Copenhagen are directly inspired
by Le Corbusier’s bayonet-shaped flat in
the Unité, although the Danish versions have
undergone a further transformation. Not
only are they spread across several floors,
but they also make audacious horizontal
movements (see also pages 120 and 196).
Finally, De Smedt and Ingels opted for
extremely transparent façades with large
expanses of glass, as if to display these new
dwelling concepts to the world. To underline
this statement, the sharp, triangular
balconies of the V building are thrust into
the air like knives. 
10 Maurits Klaren (ed.), Piraeus. Een woongebouw
van Kollhoff (Rotterdam: NAi Publishers, 1994).

PLAN MASSE

PLOT (BIG + JDS), VM BUILDING
(COPENHAGEN-ØRESTAD, 2006)

South of Copenhagen, on the island of
Amager, a new neighbourhood called Ørestad
is being built. An ultramodern metro links
the urban area with the heart of the capital.
The relatively new architecture practice
PLOT was commissioned to design the first
housing block. PLOT’s founders, Julien
De Smedt, a Belgian, and Bjarke Ingels, 
a Dane, met at OMA in Rotterdam.
Inexperienced but brimming with ideas, they
embarked on the commission. The site is
wedged between the metro line and low-
rise development with a lot of bungalows.
The master plan proposed a layout with two
parallel lines, sloping down in height from
12 storeys along the metro line to six
adjacent to the low-rise buildings. Although
these planning regulations can be translated
into an envelope, the planning tool used here
is best described as zoning with a maximum
number of storeys. PLOT questioned the
proposed parallel-line layout, criticizing in
particular its face-to-face positioning, giving
the residents no view but that of one another.
Manipulation of the blocks, carried out in a
number of steps, led to a plan with two
different blocks, a V-shaped and an M-
shaped one, giving the development its name.
This intervention created diagonal sight
lines. The modification of the blocks and its
step-by-step illustration are reminiscent of
the adjustments with which Hans Kollhoff
put his own stamp on Jo Coenen’s proposed
building mass for the Piraeus building on
KNSM Island in Amsterdam.10

The tabula rasa context of Ørestad did not
immediately suggest any particular

CONTEXT / The Brief
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30c Floor plans, cross section
and elevations

Ground floor Ground floor Cross section

Second floor South elevation

30b
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31a Planning stipulations 
for the Oost IIIa sub-plan
31b Oost III sub-plan

DKV, VICTORIEPLEIN 
(AMSTERDAM, 1993)
PLANNING FRAMEWORK: 
H.P. BERLAGE, PLAN ZUID
(AMSTERDAM, 1920–1940)

In the early 1990s, part of the north side
of the Victorieplein in Amsterdam-Zuid was
demolished because of poor foundations.
The square is part of the celebrated Plan
Zuid, which was developed under the
supervision of H.P. Berlage. Plan Zuid is
remarkable for its architectural unity,
which was established in the master plan
and reinforced as a product of the close
collaboration between the supervisor and
the architects. Most of the buildings are in
the style of the Amsterdam School. To
achieve architectural unity, the master plan
for Plan Zuid drew on new tools. It did not
restrict itself to defining the building line
and the maximum building height, as was
usual at the time. Instead it relied on the
plan masse: a precise specification of the
form of the blocks that the architects were
to develop. The architectural form of the
project was described through specification
of the profiles, gutter heights and roof slopes
and supported by fine aerial perspectives
of the building shapes. And as if that was
not enough, diagrams of the new façade
composition were drawn up in collaboration

with the city architect. 
The circumstances were very different when,
75 years after Plan Zuid was designed, a
closed competition was held for a design to
replace a few buildings within this master
plan. Realizing that a city continues to
develop, the client, Woningbedrijf Amster -
dam, deliberately opted for ‘unassimilated
infill’.11 The local planning conditions had
changed too. The building line was maintained,
but there was no longer a specified building
mass or façade composition. The designers
were free to do as they saw fit within the
following programme:
— The construction of eight three-room flats,
11 four-room flats and one six-room flat;
— Maximum building height: 16.25 m and,
in places, 17.25 m;
— A maximum of five storeys;
— A maximum distance of 15 m between
the front and rear façades.
Rotterdam-based architecture firm DKV
won the closed competition and designed
a five-storey building. The lower floor can
be accessed from the street; the next four
have an access gallery on the north side.
The flats have large balconies facing the
square, which are partially integrated in
horizontal strips, lending the façade a strong
and horizontal articulation. In the right-hand
corner the balconies gave way to recessed
balconies to ensure the best possible

CONTEXT / The Brief
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DICK VAN GAMEREN ARCHITECTEN,
IJBURG SUB-PLAN 23B1
(AMSTERDAM, 2006)
PLANNING FRAMEWORK: DE
ARCHITEKTEN CIE., IJBURG BLOCK
23 (AMSTERDAM 1996–)

A new residential district has been
created on a number of artificial islands in
the IJmeer, east of Amsterdam. The
resulting tabula rasa provides the
foundation for a master plan with a grid-
pattern layout. Haveneiland, the largest of
the islands, is filled with elongated blocks
of an average 90 m deep, comparable in
size to the blocks in the seventeenth-
century ring of concentric canals in
Amsterdam’s city centre.
IJburg has two levels of planning: island
level and block level. Each block has a
coordinating architect, who develops the
block with two other architects. At the
island level of planning the building line
has been fixed, as well as the maximum
building height, which ranges from 10 to
15 m. In some places ‘accents’ of up to 24
m are permitted. To ensure that the blocks
look varied enough, the master plan
includes a programmatic trick: the
programme for each block is so extensive
that it cannot possibly be realized by

connection with the adjacent building. The
flats themselves have been rotated in relation
to the front façade, with DKV following the
orientation of the adjacent building to the
west. This angle of rotation has been partially
absorbed by the large balconies. The result
can be described as a contemporary
interpretation of Berlage’s dominant plan.
It is not a clean break with the past, because
the plan’s continuous lines have been
preserved, but a refreshing take on the
original Plan Zuid. 
11 L. Pouw, ‘Voorwoord’, in: Victorieplein, niet
aangepast inpassen (Amsterdam: Woningbedrijf
Amsterdam, 1990), 2.
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Now that we have discussed the various aspects of housing design,
this final chapter presents the design process in its entirety, using
three different projects. Aspects from earlier chapters relevant to
each of these projects will come into play, and they will be discussed
as a whole, in contrast to the preceding chapters. In addition, we
will provide insight into the different steps involved and into the
choices made by the designers. 
In describing these processes we concentrate on broad outlines.
The standard professional literature in this field usually features
merely a description of the outcome of the process: the definitive
design. Yet what makes the study of the design process interesting
is the way it reveals the winding roads designers travel in order 
to reach their goal. A final design may look crystal-clear and self-
evident, but it turns out many steps were needed to achieve its
apparent simplicity and its ‘self-evident’ solution. To get to the
ultimate solution, quite a few obstacles need to be overcome and 
a number of – shall we say – little inventions cooked up. The more
experienced the designer, the more sure-footed the approach to the
process. At the same time, experienced designers will set their sights
higher and venture down new, unexplored avenues. We have seen
the process take whimsical detours even with well-established
architects.

STARTING POINT OF THE PROCESS

This chapter does not aim to prescribe a standard procedure for
the design process. Although in principle the design process begins
with a commissioning client, a programme of requirements and a
location, the process can start in many different ways. The housing
project Le Medi in Rotterdam, for instance, only had an initiator at
the outset; the client, the location and the architect were still to be
found. After several changes of line-up, the location was finally
chosen. Once a client, a programme of requirements and a location
are in place, you can concentrate on producing the preliminary
and definitive designs, but even then there is no set formula for
arriving at a successful plan.
Anyone who has visited different architecture offices knows that
every practice has its own approach and way of working. There are
practices that base their work on the choice of a particular dwelling
type, and practices that start by defining the form, the volume and
the plasticity or materiality of the residential building. One will
focus on type; another may work based on the concept or on the
urban space. Differences in working methods are also partly the
result of differences in culture and geography. 
For many years in the Netherlands – in particular during the
reconstruction period in the aftermath of the Second World 



THE DESIGN PROCESS / Starting Point of the Proces

384

01 Michel Kagan, Cité
d’artistes (Paris, 1990), 
first-storey floor plan
02 Jean Nouvel, Nemausus
(Nîmes, 1985–1987), gallery
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War – the dwelling type was of primary importance. Once a type
was properly developed and conceived, it could be repeated into
horizontal links and vertical stacks in order to produce a housing
block, a division of lots and a street pattern. This emphasis on
dwelling typology in the Netherlands resulted, from the 1980s
onward, in a display of genuine virtuosity in the linking and
stacking of various dwelling types. Architecture firms such as
Mecanoo, DKV, Neutelings Riedijk and MVRDV are prime
exponents of this. But we also find it in the Piraeus housing
project in Amsterdam, designed by German architect Hans
Kollhoff in collaboration with Delft-trained architect Christian
Rapp (see page 313 ff.). Nor was virtuosity in the linking and
stacking of dwellings limited to the Netherlands. The Danish
practice PLOT (later BIG and JDS) demonstrates a complex
combination of types in the VM project in Copenhagen we
discussed earlier (see pages 128 and 373). In this its founders
reveal their Dutch connections: both once worked at OMA in
Rotterdam. 
In post-war France, with its tradition of grands ensembles, the
starting point of the design process has often been the morphology
of the ensemble. If we look at the work of French architect Emile
Aillaud we see first a composition of different, often free-form blocks
and towers (see page 318). The dwelling design then follows, more
or less as a matter of routine, the contours of the block. An extreme
example of this approach is Michel Kagan’s Cité d’Artistes in
Paris. Three building blocks – a cube, a cylinder and a prism –
linked by a communal gallery, form an ensemble of studio-flats. [←

01–02] Kagan manages to design interesting studio-flats inside each of
these primary shapes. Curiously enough, the flats inside the
difficult shapes, the cylinder and the prism, look more self-evident
than those inside the cube.

In his design for the Îlot Candie (also in Paris), Italian architect
Massimiliano Fuksas starts with a concept for the materiality of
the skin: zinc and whitewash (see page 303). The choice of these
materials, so characteristic of Paris, leads him to wrap the entire
complex inside one huge wave of zinc. We see a comparable
approach in Jean Nouvel’s design for the Nemausus in Nîmes 
(see page 318). Here the concept first guides the materiality of 
the project and then the entire structure, the dwelling type, the
stacking, the linking and the access. Nouvel’s concept is as simple
as it is effective. ‘A good dwelling is a large dwelling,’ he said. 
This raised the inevitable question: How do you create as large a
dwelling as possible in publicly subsidized housing? The answer:
By building as cheaply and as efficiently as possible. 
How does Nouvel do this? First with a rational load-bearing
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structure, namely a tunnel-form concrete skeleton. Secondly by
using mass-produced façades, stairways and galleries. In the
Nemausus this led him to choose aluminium façade cladding,
using standard garage doors in order to allow the flats to be opened
up as much as possible in the summer. Steel mass-produced stairs
and galleries, also clad in aluminium, provide access. The use of
maisonettes saves on dwelling access. The maisonettes make it
possible to run a gallery on every other storey only: as many front
doors as possible per metre of gallery. Finally, the balconies are
constructed in exactly the same way as the galleries.

Whatever the starting point, all aspects will eventually come up
and have to be balanced with one another. If you start with
materiality, the design of the individual dwelling still has to be
addressed at some point. If the dwelling is the starting point, 
then sooner or later the skin, the façade and the roof come up 
for discussion, and if you begin with the urban space, you will 
also have to reach a conclusion about the dwelling, the building
volume, the dwelling access and the skin. The starting point is
merely the beginning of a complex process in which all these
aspects have to be brought into balance. Nevertheless, the starting
point of the design process will often determine the character of
the design.

Forms of Commission
Then there are the various commission situations within which the
design is created. Normally, a commission is assigned directly to a
single architecture firm. Sometimes a study is first commissioned
from one or more practices, in order to investigate the possibilities
for a new type or a complex location. Witness, for example, the
many studies that preceded the designs for the Borneo Sporenburg
area in Amsterdam’s Eastern Harbour District. 
It can happen that the process begins with a ‘multiple commission’,
whereby a number of firms are asked to submit a design proposal.
Open competitions are also used quite regularly in housing
construction. The most famous and most popular are the Europan
competitions: design competitions for young architects (under 40
years of age) organized every two years in various locations
distributed across many European countries. For many renowned
architects, this has been the stepping stone to the founding of their
own practice.
And finally this caveat: the design process can unfold in
unexpected ways. Anything can change over the course of the
process. In the first place, the commission may change: the
programme of requirements may be altered, from rental to buying-
market units 
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or from large to small dwellings, for instance. The location may
change; the budget, the completion deadline, the land use plan,
but also the architect or the client may be replaced. And in the
worst-case scenario the project is simply cancelled: no money, no
market, contaminated soil, a lawsuit . . .
Using three projects that differ from one another in a number of
ways, we will now demonstrate how the process can unfold in real-
life practice. The first residential complex, Hans Kollhoff’s Piraeus,
is the oldest of the three. Its design process is interesting in two
aspects. First there is the adaptation Kollhoff applies to the envelope
spelled out in Jo Coenen’s urban design; secondly, the way in
which the dwellings are stacked and linked in cohesion with the
access is a textbook example of what we have dubbed the rules 
of combination. You might say Piraeus is a typical example of a
virtuoso exercise in dwelling typology.
The second project is an ensemble of three small tower blocks in
the Logements PLUS sub-plan by Badia Berger architectes in the
Quartier Massena in Paris, following an urban design by Christian
de Portzamparc. In this design process the emphasis is on the
interaction between the interpretation of the architects and the
evolution of the urban design.
The third project, Geurst & Schulze’s Le Medi in Rotterdam, 
is also a superblock, but of an entirely different kind – condensed
low-rise construction in an urban regeneration area – and with a
different design process. Here, ethnic and cultural motivations
play an important role in the design process; moreover, the start of
this process is marked by numerous uncertainties and changes.

PIRAEUS, HANS KOLLHOFF (AMSTERDAM, 1989–1994)
304 dwellings, including 22 dual-use (work/residence) dwellings

The Challenge
In March 1994 a striking residential building reached completion
in Amsterdam’s Eastern Harbour District. This residential building
is part of the redevelopment of the KNSM Island, a manmade
peninsula where the Royal Netherlands Steamship Company
(KNSM) used to be based. The Piraeus block, designed by Berlin
architect Hans Kollhoff, forms a crucial link in Jo Coenen’s urban
design for the KNSM Island.
This urban design– a plan masse– called for two identical, massive
blocks on the south side of the KNSM Island. The building mass
for both elongated blocks was specified. In this plan masse the
two enormous blocks were planned with a cylindrical element and
a round public space in the middle, a configuration comparable to
Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Altes Museum in Berlin. Belgian architect
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Bruno Albert implemented the easternmost block in keeping with
Coenen’s urban design. On the site of the western block, however,
there remained an old harbour building, whose occupants – squatters
– had successfully campaigned for its preservation. Coenen’s urban
design consequently incorporated the building as a disruption to the
central cylinder.
Initially, the programme for Piraeus was a standard housing
programme for its time. The urban design stipulated the usual 80
per cent for three- and four-room flats, with the leftover space to
be filled with larger and smaller dwellings. In itself not exactly an
earth-shattering programme. Over the course of the process,
however, there was a shift towards a more complex differentiation
in dwellings. One of the reasons for this was the idea of exploiting
the varying qualities that could emerge as a result of the urban
structure. This afforded the opportunity to make room for new
insights into housing construction and public housing practice,
which ultimately produced unique results in the elaboration of the
dwelling types.

Interpretation of the Specified Building Mass
From the moment Hans Kollhoff was designated the architect of
Piraeus, he questioned the urban design. While Kollhoff felt Coenen’s
plan was a positive starting point for the creation of a massive
block, the proposed mass presented too many issues to develop
successful dwellings; the mass was also far from ideal for the angle
of light and sun exposure of the rear dwellings and the courtyard.
In addition, there was the contradiction between the formal
perimeter block with a central courtyard and the block’s position
on the waterfront. These considerations and the need to preserve
an old harbour building on the site of the cylinder were sufficient
reason for Kollhoff to put the specified building mass up for
discussion. Through an interesting process, various options were
explored, in an effort both to preserve the old edifice and to provide
proper sun exposure for the northern section of the block.
Once the basic form for the block was set, an elaboration phase
followed: kneading and sculpting this basic form to achieve the
final result. [→ 05a–c] This phase ran parallel to the development of 
the dwelling types and the ‘filling’ of the block with dwellings.
In this process of sculpting and kneading, two crucial openings
were made in the block: a wedge-shaped incursion in the middle
created the necessary space for the preserved harbour building and
afforded the flats in the rear a view of the water. Where the wedge-
shaped opening protrudes into the block, it creates an opening that
connects the area in the rear, along the KNSM-laan, with the
waterfront. There was a small park at the western end of the block,
designed by landscape architect Mien Ruys. A massive portal on
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the west side of the block allows the renovated park to flow into
the western courtyard. Finally, the top of the block was sliced off 
at an angle, and the slopes of the roof were directed inward, in
order to produce the best possible natural light incidence and sun
exposure.

The Dwelling Type
For Piraeus, the form of the building predominated. The dwellings
were developed after the basic form of the building had been set.
Christian Rapp played an important role in the elaboration of the
dwellings. This German architect, who had trained in Delft, was
working with Kollhoff at the time. Because Rapp speaks Dutch, 
he was able to research complex Dutch housing construction
regulations and he was the one who communicated with local
authorities.
Kollhoff and Rapp initially wanted to develop split-level flats. They
felt this would be a good solution for the top storeys, directly
below the angled roof. Unfortunately the drawings of these studies
have since been lost. Neither the client nor Amsterdam’s
municipal department of public housing liked the idea: they did
not want flats with multiple floors. Kollhoff had great difficulty
accepting this rejection. Rapp, who was better acquainted with 
the specific character of Dutch housing construction, now had 
to find alternatives. He found the solution in the work of DKV
architecten, specifically in their floor plans for the building on the
St. Janshaven harbour head in Rotterdam. Their bays, 5.1 m wide
and 13 m deep, with centrally positioned bathroom and toilet (the
‘wet core’) and kitchen areas, were turned into the basic type for
Piraeus. [→ 06a–c]

There was a budget of 100,000 guilders per flat. At the time this
was 10 per cent more than the norm – 10 per cent extra for the
architecture! In the process of developing the dwelling types,
however, ways of keeping construction costs down still had to 
be found. In order to stay within budget (a tight one, by Kollhoff’s
standards) the ratio of internal volume to façade area was adjusted.
To achieve this, the flats were made 16 m deep. Their organization
into three zones with the ‘wet core’ in the centre made this tricky.
Curiously enough, the ceiling height of 2.8 m, exceptional for the
time, was never questioned. Given the sizable depth of the flats, 
a little extra height is definitely a welcome deviation from the
norm. 

The design of the flats is predicated on tunnel-form construction.
The basic type is based on a broad bay of 5.6 m and a narrow bay
of 2.8 m. The 5.6 m bay was enough to accommodate a corridor, 
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06a DKV’s building on the 
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served as a model.
06b Piraeus basic dwelling floor
plan
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access staircases for the lower
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a bathroom and a central kitchen counter area with plenty of room
to move about; in addition, it allowed two bedrooms to fit side by
side. The 2.8 m bay afforded room in various configurations for an
entrance vestibule and stairs; this bay also served as an ‘interlock
bay’, a slotting element that made the required three- and four-
room dwellings possible. A unique aspect of this basic type was 
the conservatory or winter room, an unheated room encased in
single glazing that serves as a buffer between the inside and outside.
Kollhoff had previously used winter rooms in his housing project
on the Luisenplatz in Berlin (1988). Dutch building regulations,
however, require such rooms to be ventilated to such a degree that
they lose their function as buffers – when it is freezing outside it is
also freezing in the winter room. In order to provide the required
ventilation, a slit for air was cut around the winter room’s steel
frame.

The Configuration of the Dwellings and the Building
As we noted, the form of the building took precedence over the
development of the dwelling floor plan. In practice, this meant 
the designers ‘filled’ the pre-determined basic form of the block
with dwellings based on a basic type. The filling of the block took
place according to the applicable rules of combination for housing
construction. These are rules (some unwritten, some stipulated 
in building ordinances) intended to produce the most efficient
arrangement, stacking, linking of and access to dwellings
possible.
Briefly summarized, the following rule applied in the early 1990s:
provide access to as many housing units as possible with the least
possible access space. This rule means that in residential buildings
in which apartment doors are less than 10.8 m above ground level
(the ‘lift limit’), apartments are accessed by means of a central
access staircase. As dwellings increase in size, the ratio of dwelling
surface to access improves. In the case of narrow dwellings (5.4 m
maximum), such as one- or two-room flats and maisonettes, a
gallery access can be more efficient.
Above 10.8 m a lift was required. To minimize the number of lifts,
designers opt for horizontal access at this height, such as corridors
or galleries. Because horizontal access becomes more efficient the
more dwellings per metre along its length, this is where narrow
dwellings (maisonettes and one- or two-room flats) are situated.
The efficiency of the gallery or corridor can also be increased by
having it provide access to more than one storey. This can be
achieved by means of stairs, as in projects like the Smithsons’ Robin
Hood Gardens in London (see page 192), J.P. Kloos’s Dijkgraafplein
in Amsterdam-Osdorp and Frans van Gool’s Buikslotermeer in
Amsterdam-Noord (see page 115).
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It should be noted that different rules apply today. That said, it is
generally true that the smaller the façade area, the more efficient
the dwelling design. In general this produces deeper dwellings, 
as it did here. Equally out of economic considerations, situating
maisonettes on a central entrance stairwell is not recommended:
this results in double stairways, inside the dwelling as well as in
the access staircase. Furthermore it is unpleasant to have to climb
two flights of stairs to get to the next front door.

In concrete terms this meant that access for Piraeus was organized
as follows: the lower four storeys are accessed through an entrence
and stairs – this applies to the entire south façade as well as to the
lower four storeys of the north, east and west façades and the two
connecting sections lining the courtyards. A maximum number of
standard three- and four-room flats are situated along these access
staircases. The dwellings above are accessed through a gallery on
the north side. The galleries are accessible by means of generously
proportioned stairwells with lifts located at either end of the north
façade of the block. From these same stairwells, galleries run along
the courtyard side of the block to provide access to the dwellings via
the short perpendicular sections. Up to this point the configuration
is straightforward, but one glance at the cross section is enough 
to reveal that what we simply call ‘filling with the basic type’ 
is a great deal more complex in practice [→ 08]. Without going
into too much detail we do want to highlight a few elements, 
in particular the different kinds of galleries, the space under 
the sloping roofs and finally the dwellings in the ‘junctions’ of the
block.
In order to produce different dwelling types, different types of
galleries were used: galleries along the façade and galleries that
run immediately behind the line of the façade. These latter
galleries are, in a manner of speaking, carved out of the volume of
the block. This gallery type has an additional, unusual variant: two
galleries, one above the other, with the top gallery set further back
into the block (see cross section).

The galleries beyond the façade line are encased in an enormous
glass box on the north façade. These galleries provide access to
standard three- and four-room flats, comparable to the standard
flats accessed by the entrances and stairs. Where the gallery cuts
into the block, it no longer leaves space for two rooms side by side
along the north façade. Consequently the dwellings on this gallery
are smaller (two-room flats, or three-room flats with an ‘interlock
bay’). Maisonettes with entrance stairs leading down are also
located here. The upper of these two galleries provides access via 
a staircase to unique maisonettes situated under the sloping roof.
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08 Second-storey floor plan.
This floor plan shows part of the
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along with all transformations
and deformations along the
edges and at the corners.
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11a, 11b Span with Vierendeel
truss
Portal with twice as many
columns as necessary
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comments
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As a result, the two galleries, one above the other, together provide
access to four and a half storeys. [→ 09]

Unique dwelling types are created not only under the angled roof,
but also at the corners of the building – these often include studio
space. The dwellings under the sloping roofs are unusually
spacious, thanks to the added height and angled ceiling offered
here. The dwellings at the angled corners are given a unique
spatial development, with a bend inside the dwelling, as though
they were flats in the old city centre. In the process of filling the
block with dwellings, the form of the block itself was further
refined and its plasticity increased. An additional incision was
made into the eastern end of the block, the galleries were
suspended in a glass case on the north façade or carved out of the
block, and the plasticity of the west façade was reinforced by the
addition of projecting balconies.

Tectonics and MaterialityTectonics has always been a vital aspect of
architecture for Kollhoff. Indeed, the introduction to the
‘Tectonics’ chapter makes a reference to one of his texts. In the
Piraeus residential building his attention to tectonics comes to the
fore in a variety of ways and is particularly discernible in the
block’s elaboration and detailing. The main load-bearing structure
features two noteworthy elements that reveal a great deal about
his attitude towards tectonics. The brief stipulated that the
building was to be built using tunnel-form concrete construction,
and it was largely designed accordingly. Oddly enough, it was the
contractor who ultimately balked at the idea. The flats were
apparently too deep for tunnel-form construction and presented
too many deviations. Nevertheless, the building’s floor plans still
reveal the characteristic structure of tunnel-form construction.
Of much greater interest, however, are the deviations in the load-
bearing structure and the way Kollhoff addressed them. First there
is the huge wedge-shaped breach with a portal in the middle of the
block. At this point, part of the block seems to flow effortlessly
across the portal, supported by the two perpendicular blocks
protruding under it. At the level of the façade this block spans five
half-bays, or 14 m. It does not take much engineering insight to
realize that the tunnel-form structure originally intended would
have presented significant problems for this span, both in terms 
of the span itself and of its seating on top of the dwellings below.
The solution was found in a load-bearing façade, which was
constructed like a Vierendeel truss, that is to say a huge slab with
holes cut out for windows. In order to anchor this truss, a column
over half a metre in diameter was installed. This can be identified
in the general floor plan as a large dot on the balcony of one of the
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flats. [← 08]

In Kollhoff’s conception of tectonics the structure has to look self-
evident and strong. Stacking one block on top of another seems
solid, especially when they are built in sturdy dark brick. How the
structure actually fits together is of lesser importance to him.

We find an even more significant example at the western end, where
the little park designed by Mien Ruys flows into the courtyard.
Here too there is a huge opening, in this case no less than four and
half bays (about 25 m) wide. What we find here are not Vierendeel
trusses but a forest of columns four storeys high, which makes the
portal feasible. A whole forest of columns: rows of three, every half
bay, 24 in all – it definitely looks reassuring. Only half of them are
actually positioned under a bearing wall, and that means that the
other half are not supporting anything. They are there for the sake
of tectonic expression, to impart the feeling that the load of the
block on top of them is being kept securely in place.
When it came to the materiality of the building Kollhoff was
inspired on the one hand by the industrial architecture of
docklands and on the other by traditional Dutch housing
architecture as found, for instance, along the canals in Amsterdam’s
city centre. The architect’s sketches show that he was concerned
about the materiality of the building at an early stage of the design
process. Painstaking studies done by Kollhoff, with façade
compositions and complementary details such as solidly
proportioned wooden door and window frames, pavements of
natural stone and carefully applied brickwork, are a testament to
this. But it is also clear from his lecture at 
the symposium ‘How Modern is Dutch Architecture?’ in 1990,1

in which Kollhoff argued that current Dutch modern housing
architecture was sloppy in its detailing. He illustrated his argument
with a series of slides of canal houses and Amsterdam School
architecture contrasted with housing architecture details from the
1970s, such as thin wooden window frames and slap-dash lead
flashings. 

This argument also served as a guiding thread in the design of
Piraeus. If you are going to make an entrance, then make it a true
entrance. If you place a timber façade underneath masonry, make
it good and solid, as though it could support the whole building.
Where this façade reaches the ground, show that it is really resting
on the ground, no fussing about with lead flashing, directly on
natural stone. Even his choice of hard-fired North German brick
fits in with this narrative. At the same time, it is this brick that
gives the building its aura of vast scale and massive industry. This
effect is further reinforced by the use of the slender steel frames,

1
Symposium to mark the end of
Rem Koolhaas’s appointment
as a visiting professor at the
Faculty of Architecture of
Delft University of
Technology in 1990; see also
B. Leupen, W. Deen and C.
Grafe (intr. and ed.), Hoe
modern is de Nederlandse
architectuur (Rotterdam:
010 Publishers, 1990).
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with their ingenious sliding-cantilever windows, that close off the
conservatories or winter rooms on the south façade. In every
instance there is craftsmanship in the detailing, which gives this
mega-form a trustworthy appearance. [ ← 12, → 13–16]

2
B. Leupen, ‘The Massena
Quarter’, Time-based
Architecture International
(June 2009), 53.
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Logements PLUS
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Logements PLUS, Badia Berger architectes (Paris, 2008)
(competition 2003 – completion 2008)
46 dwellings

Logements PLUS by the Badia Berger architecture practice is part
of the Quartier Massena in Paris. Designed by French architect
Christian de Portzamparc, this quarter is in turn part of the great
urban transformation zone on the left bank of the Seine. This zone
between the Seine and the railroad tracks, and in fact partly over
these tracks, is famed among other things as the location of
Dominique Perrault’s Bibliothèque Nationale de France (1996).

Urban Design
The urban design is the realization of studies De Portzamparc
conducted in the 1970s and 1980s. The focus is on the concept 
of the open block. This is a reaction to the perimeter block, which
always entails problems of orientation and sun exposure for the
dwellings. In contrast to the Modern Movement’s response to the
perimeter block, however, what De Portzamparc did is bring back
the street. In the open block concept De Portzamparc combines
two contradictory principles: on the one hand he uses the freedom
of the free-standing block, on the other he recognizes the
strictness of the form of the public space. An intelligent ‘zoning’
system that occasionally functions as a building line is meant to
enable the quarter to effect an interaction among different
architectures. 
De Portzamparc’s objective was ‘to open the city to fickleness, to
variety, to the unknown, to the future’.2 In the Quartier Massena,
the urban space is defined neither by the form of the blocks nor by
the design of the street, but by the articulation of the two. [→ 16–17]

Rules and Freedom
The blocks are circumscribed by a system of rules based on the
zoning envelope principle. In contrast to the plan masse, zoning
stipulates a maximum allowable volume; the architect of the building,
however, need not follow the contours of the envelope. In the
Massena Quarter an additional rule was set: depending on the
location of the block, 30 to 40 per cent open space is required.
This ensures uninterrupted views and sun exposure. Badia Berger
architectes used the freedom granted them by the urban design rules
to create what they call ‘an urban landscape . . . in which a
successful balance between density and housing quality is achieved’.
[→ 18–19]

The Design
The Logements PLUS are the result of a competition. Badia Berger’s
design is an implementation within the prescribed envelope and its
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attendant rules. In this implementation process the building masses
were designed first, and the dwelling floor plans were worked out
afterwards. The rules of the urban design were a determinant factor
in the design of the building masses. These rules allowed a great
deal of freedom, but they simultaneously placed the designers
before a complex puzzle. In principle, the lot upon which Badia
Berger were building was subject to a building coefficient factor of
4.8, which meant the allowable floor space was 4.8 times the land
area. This implies a very high density, comparable to the highest
densities in Paris. 
In order to create the required open space needed for views and
sun exposure, Badia Berger positioned the building volumes at the
corners and along the edges of the site as much as possible. This
creates walls along the street. Here we see that the rules naturally
lead to the street being formed as a space, exactly as De Portzamparc
envisioned. To maximize views and sun exposure the volumes
were also made as slender and as tall as possible. [← 19] One
limitation on this was the usual dwelling type applied in new
constructions in Paris: access through a central stairwell and lift, to
which two or three apartments are connected. The apartments
were of the three- or four-room type. Within the rules of the land
use plan and within the given land area this produced three little
tower blocks of nine and 11 storeys. The two nine-storey towers
are ‘troikas’ (three dwellings linked to one central access). At the
top of the towers there are unique flats with extra-high ceilings
under a sloping roof. The tallest and most slender tower has two
flats per storey. The architects checked the sun exposure and the
views both during the competition process and during the
implementation.

The Apartments
As we said, the towers were filled with the usual Parisian dwelling
types with central access. In the more block-like towers with
‘troikas’, the access is located in the middle and separate from 
the façade, something that is no longer permitted under current
regulations for high-rise construction in the Netherlands. Thanks
to the slender building volumes, the flats have two façades, and
even three in the tallest tower. This double or triple orientation
gives the apartments a lot of light and ample views. [← 20, → 21–23]

The apartments were designed to create a spatial continuity in
relation to the façades. The spatial relationship between the kitchen
and living room, especially, means there is sunlight in these rooms
for the greater part of the day. The slender 11-storey tower benefited
from extra attention during the process. Its situation across the
narrow (11 m) street from the Faculty of Biology of the Université
Paris Diderot is the least favourable. The orientation on three
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Logements PLUS

21 Apartment floor plans
22a, 22b Façade studies
23 Street view
24 One of the towers
25 Tower façade studies
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XS2N and One Architecture,
Le Medi, het beste van twee
werelden, Le Medi workshop
results (Amsterdam, 2002).
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sides compensates for a lot, and the façade of this block was given a
special treatment. A double façade zone creates more distance and
privacy in relation to the faculty building. At the same time the
little tower, through its double façade, also gives something back to
the biologists. The façade elements that define this double façade
zone are graced by a special ornamentation inspired by ripe vines,
designed by Elisabeth Guilhem. [→ 24]

The Courtyard and Private Garden
We find the urban landscape Badia and Berger aimed to create, as
mentioned above, in things like the courtyards and private gardens
within the block. The openings in the block let passers-by share in
the enjoyment of the communal and private spaces in the block.
The façades that look out onto the public space are white and flat,
in contrast to the brightly coloured façades that line the inner
courtyards. The open, green spaces are located not just on the
ground, but at higher levels as well. A communal and a private
roof terrace make the urban landscape complete. During the design
process the effects of the block, with its open spaces, roof gardens
and alternating façades, were continually tested as to their
cohesion and interaction with the surroundings, using 1:100 test
models.

3
Y. van Dael, Le Medi. Een
procesverslag. Van droom
naar realiteit (Rotterdam:
Com Wonen, ERA Bouw and
Woonbron, 2008).
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Le Medi, Geurst & Schulze (Rotterdam, 2008)
(design 2004–2006, implementation 2007–2008)
98 dwellings, including 18 with gardens

Initiative
In describing the design process of Le Medi we delve deeper into
the run-up to the process. Unusually, at the start of this project
there was as yet no client, programme, location or architect. There
was only an enthusiastic Rotterdam businessman of Moroccan
origin, Hassani Idrissi, with an idea. At the time Idrissi was
running a successful restaurant on the Kop van Zuid and dreamt
of a residential neighbourhood in which the influences of
Rotterdam’s various cultures would be perceptible.
At the end of a search for potential commissioning clients Idrissi
found the housing corporation WoonbronMaasoevers (later
shortened to Woonbron). A team was formed, including the
corporation’s director of innovation & strategic advice and its
director of housing, as well as, among others, the Delfshaven sub-
municipal council’s alderman for public housing and an urban
designer from the municipal administration. Their goal was ‘to
complete a project that would enable Rotterdam to demonstrate
that diversity is also significant for the physical habitat’.3 In late
2001 the parties decided to undertake a study trip to Morocco,
which was organized by the architecture firms One Architecture
from Amsterdam and XS2N from Eindhoven.

Toolbox
On the way they came up with the idea of developing a ‘toolbox’, a set
of methodological concepts to implement their ideas. [→ 27] The XS2N
and One Architecture practices drew this up. The initiative group
wanted to find out which elements in Arab architecture and which
modes of dwelling in Morocco were particularly noteworthy and
might be applicable to the Dutch situation. The toolbox, which was
given the working title ‘Le Medi’, is divided into architecture,
urban design, management and use of materials. The constants
highlighted during the trip were the following: rapport with the
private and the public, growth potential of the dwellings, use of
space, dimensions and materials. To give an impression of the
toolbox, we quote a few passages from it below.4

Urban Design Toolbox
The Moroccan city is made up of a number of introverted, often
walled elements . . . that incorporate the public space and are
otherwise accessed internally through narrow alleys and cul-de-
sacs, with a hierarchy from public to semi-public. Growth takes
places from the inside out, through renovation, elevation and
condensation . . .
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26 Bospolder-Tussendijken
historical morphological analysis 
27 Findings of the urban design
survey by One Architecture and
XS2N and their adaptation into
the Geurst & Schulze master
plan
28 Bospolder-Tussendijken
spatial organization analysis 
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Architecture Toolbox 
A very clear difference between the Dutch and the Moroccan
dwelling is the way it deals with the public and the private and its
relationship with the climate . . . The dwelling is oriented inward
towards the patio, where family life unfolds . . . Privacy (also) finds
expression in the multiple use of dual traffic flows. The separation
of traffic flows for family, friends and visitors or man/woman, parents
/ children, etcetera.

Management Toolbox 
In Morocco we find many gradations of what we now call ‘private
commissions’, both in the dwelling, collective private
commissions, and in open sites. This form of management is also
discernible in the Moroccan grid city. Clear differentiation between
the public and the private is reflected in the separation between
the public space and the building sites.

Materials Toolbox 
One of the primary principles in Arab Islamic architecture is the
ornamentation of buildings . . . The decorative themes and principles
are not linked to a particular type of building or object: they are
applicable to buildings and objects of all periods and types . . . 
The cooling features of certain materials such as mosaic, natural
stone and water make their use, in relation to the hot climate, very
appealing . . . The use of water symbolizes life.

In Search of a Location
Now that the idea of what the Le Medi project would look like was
slowly beginning to take shape, there was still one problem: there
was no location. From the outset the initiative group had set its
sights on the Bospolder-Tussendijken area in Delfshaven. The city
already had plans in 1999 to demolish 1,000 run-down dwellings 
in this area and replace them with 675 mainly owner-occupied
homes with parking facilities. These plans were set down in a
covenant the city had signed with the corporation De Combinatie,
which was active in Bospolder-Tussendijken. The ‘Schippersbuurt’
neighbourhood seemed to present the best potential for a location.
The city planned to invest mainly in the exterior environment, so
the WoonbronMaasoevers housing corporation’s Le Medi plan was
a welcome positive impulse for the area. To give the whole project
more clout, it was decided an experienced construction firm and
developer should be involved even at this early stage. ERA Bouw
was selected. So there were ultimately three commissioning clients
involved in the development of Le Medi: the housing corporation
WoonbronMaasoevers, the corporation De Combinatie and the
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construction firm ERA Bouw. By then, not only was a location
planned, but it was also clear who the clients were. It was now time
to develop a master plan for the area.
Master Plan
WoonbronMaasoevers, De Combinatie and ERA Bouw decided to
further develop Le Medi based on the toolbox. To begin with they
asked One Architecture and XS2N, the makers of the toolbox, to
conduct an urban design survey. The findings of these surveys,
however, did not entirely correspond with what the clients had
envisioned for the area. As a result, and given the complex brief,
the corporations and ERA Bouw decided to find an agency with
more experience for the master plan. A selection process found the
architecture practice Geurst & Schulze to be the best candidates.
Geurst & Schulze would incorporate both the toolbox and the
findings of the urban design survey in their plans. To be clear:
what we are talking about here is not the selection of an architect
for the design of Le Medi, but the selection of the designer and
supervisor of the urban design, the master plan for the
Schippersbuurt area. 
The context of the area had two primary aspects: on the one hand
there was the physical context, the decaying nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century district of Bospolder-Tussendijken, with its many
dilapidated dwellings, cluttered spatial structure and sparse public
space, and on the other hand there was the social and cultural
context. This was not limited to the district – a socially and
economically deprived area with a number of problems– the area
was also part of a greater sociocultural system. This raised the
underlying political question of how to deal with different cultures
in the city. Simply put, the choice was either to adapt to Dutch
culture (whatever that may be) or mix. At Le Medi, the choice was
clearly for blending and cross-pollination of cultures as a concept for a
regenerating metropolis. Following a historical morphological
analysis and research into the spatial organization of Bospolder-
Tussen dijken, the outlining of the master plan could now begin. [←

26, 28]

The urban design surveys by XS2N and One Architecture brought
out four vital elements that were adopted by Geurst & Schulze.
These included, to start with, the unique enclosed space, an inner
plaza with water. The second element was the portal. This element
was directly connected to the enclosed space. A third element was
dubbed the Ramblas, a broad street with a lot of greenery that
links the centre of Bospolder-Tussendijken with the park zone on
the former railroad yard. Finally there was the repeated row of
urban villas forming a transition between the area and the park
zone.

5
Van Dael, Le Medi,
op. cit. (note 3), 22.



415

Le Medi

29 Bospolder-Tussendijken
master plan, Schippersbuurt
30 Studies into variants for Le
Medi block for the master plan
31 Studies into dwelling
expansion possibilities for the
master plan
32 Façade studies for Le Medi
block for the master plan
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All of these elements were given a place in the master plan. The 
Le Medi complex began to take shape as a walled city block, with
two inner plazas and water features. Portals provided access to 
the inner world of the block. The ‘Ramblas’ was translated into the
upgrading of one of the existing broader streets. In contrast to the
Ramblas as outlined in the survey, this diagonal street connects
better with the planned park entrance. Finally, the transition zone
of urban villas was incorporated into the master plan. Everything
fell into place: it seems so simple, and yet it took many rough drafts
to arrive at this result, of which the One Architecture sketches shown
here provide only a glimpse. [← 27]

Geurst & Schulze paid particular attention to the Le Medi block in the
master plan. As evidenced by the detailed elaborations they
produced, they found this unique element extremely appealing – not
entirely without reason, as subsequent events would prove. Of
particular interest in this regard are their proposals in which their
idea of Le Medi is presented as an analysis of all the elements.
Many of the themes from the toolbox found their way into this. We
see the walled enclosure, the expansion options for the dwellings
(growth), the special element with water features (inner world) and
even an element that mediates the relationship between public and
private (veranda). The series of proposals concludes with a
representation of the entire block as they envisioned it at that time.
Geurst & Schulze presented three additional variants for Le Medi.
[→ 30]

Growth Potential of the Dwelling
One theme from the toolbox is the focus of special attention in the
master plan: ‘Growth takes places from the inside out, through
renovation, elevation and condensation.’ Inspired by Le Corbusier’s
famed Obus plan for Algiers (1930–1932) Geurst & Schulze
outlined how the dwellings, starting from a basic element that serves
to partly define the ‘city wall’, could expand backwards and
upwards. The interesting aspect of this proposal is that it makes a
statement both about typology and about style. [→ 31]

Architect Selection
Once the master plan was ready and the concept for Le Medi had
been received positively by the press and the public, the issue of
selecting an architect for Le Medi arose. The clients were looking
for a ‘practice with guts that would dare to use ornamentation and
colour, but also a practice with a predilection for the sleek and
modern’.5 Based on these virtually irreconcilable requirements, Com
Wonen (the former De Combinatie) and ERA Bouw opted – and
how could they not – for Geurst & Schulze. Korteknie Stuhlmacher
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Le Medi

33 Variants for preliminary design 
34 Inner world full of colour,
central space with veranda and
water feature
35 Analysis of preliminary
design: all the elements find
their way back in.
36, 37 preliminary design,
maquette, plan and Alhambra
projection
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architecten were asked to help conceptualize variants in the dwelling
types. In the end they produced seven alternative types for the
plan, all recognizable by their centrally situated entrance and the
bay window placed above it.

The Plan
Once Geurst & Schulze were assigned the commission, the urban
design pre-conditions were determined by their own master plan.
This master plan started by defining the public spaces. The urban
design instrument employed was the building line. Building lines
determined the location of the street walls, so that what was behind
the line of building alignment had to meet a number of conditions,
such as density, parking possibilities and dwelling type. In addition,
the master plan served as an aesthetic quality plan, which incorporated
suggestions about façades and agreements about visually distinctive
elements. An urban design supervisor was appointed to ensure all
of this would be implemented successfully. As previously noted,
this role was filled by Geurst & Schulze as well. The contours of
Le Medi were set as a building line; within these contours there
was still a great deal to do. 
As architects, Geurst & Schulze had to elaborate Le Medi within
the framework that had been outlined. To this end they first went
back one step in the design process. The initial proposals from the
master plan only defined boundary structures and a special central
area. In the studies, to increase density, an additional street was
drawn across the block. One of the two courts created as a result
was to become the special place with a water feature. The problem
with this proposal was the mixing of front and rear sides. The
informal rear sides of the dwellings opened out onto what was
supposed to be a formal space. Moreover, this front-and-back issue
also meant a mixing of public and private. The informal rear side,
which was considered more private, bordered on the central public
space with the water feature. An undesirable situation, from the
point of view of privacy as well as of security. The veranda planned
here did not sufficiently resolve these issues. 

This is why Geurst & Schulze, in the initial phase of the final design
process, went back to a city block subdivision with dimensions
derived from the original street pattern. These subdivision studies
featured open blocks with a clear division between private and
public. But what remained of all those elements related to the toolbox,
like the walled enclosure with portals and the space with special
access? All three proposals did feature a space with an area marked
in blue – water. In none of the three, however, did this produce 
a convincing picture. [→ 33] Yet the third proposal, with some expert
refinement, proved adaptable into a design into which all of the
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elements were able to be included in equilibrium, simultaneously
solving the issue of the public and the private. The great thing about
design is that sometimes you get to a higher level via a detour or
by taking a step back. That takes courage, the courage to abandon
your beautiful ideas: ‘kill your darlings’ – darlings that stand in the
way of a more beautiful and more successful plan. Sometimes, if
you’re lucky, as in this case, the beautiful discarded ideas can still
find a place in the new composition – but don’t count on that.
In the final design we see that all the elements have found their way
back in. The small open blocks, for instance, are deftly demarcated
by boundary buildings filled with unique dwelling types. The passages
incorporate portal-like elements, particularly articulated in the
main entrance off the ‘Ramblas’. The central inner space, graced
by a small water feature, is positioned so that is almost touches the
edge of the block, making it just possible to catch a glimpse of this
inner world from the outside. The proportions of this space are
inspired by one of the main courtyards of the Alhambra (see fig.
00). Even the veranda around the central space made it back into
the final version of the project. Here it serves as a filter between
the public life in the central space and the front sides of the dwellings
that surround it. We discuss the expansion options for the dwellings
in the section on the development of dwelling types. In Geurst &
Schulze’s analysis of their own plan, shown here, they once again
demonstrate how all the elements have been given a place in the
block. [→ 34–37]

Spatial Organization of the Dwelling
Le Medi is a clear example of a plan based on a conception of dwelling
culture and public spaces. In such an approach, the design of the
dwelling risks becoming the tail end of the process. Risks, because
this is not inevitable. It is possible to work from the larger whole
down to the details, as long as you have sufficient experience with
these details, in this case the dwelling. If you know how large and
particularly how deep the dwelling can be, you can get quite far by
using the dwelling as raw material. 
An important factor here is the city of Rotterdam’s stipulation that
in urban regeneration areas with limited on-street parking, new
constructions must incorporate parking facilities. In practice this
means that in low-rise, high-density buildings, parking has to be
accommodated in garages under a large proportion of the inner
premises and even partly under the dwellings themselves. Parking
under the dwelling has incontrovertible implications for the
dimensions of the dwelling. Put another way, the optimal width of
the parking spaces dictates the dwelling’s bay dimensions. This
produces a familiar calculation: 2.7 by 2 m equals a dwelling bay
size of 5.4 m. We see these dimensions come back with a vengeance
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38 Screenshot of the website
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Le Medi

41 Reference image for
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43 Street view
44 Entrance portal into the estate
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into the dwelling proposals shown here. A size of 5.4 m is unwieldy
for the dwelling once a staircase needs to be introduced. 
If you want a staircase as well as a corridor or a landing, for privacy
inside the dwelling for example, you are left with about 3.5 m for the
living room. The living room can be extended across the whole
dwelling width along the façade, but if you are not willing to access
the upstairs through the living room, you need a small hallway or
landing. The proposals shown here show various layout options –
variants made possible by the application of the empty-shell principle.
The home was conceived as an empty shell, which can be filled in
many different ways as its occupants see fit. Future residents were able
to communicate their preferences by going to the website
www.lemedi.nl and configuring their own variant within the
allowable parameters. [→ 38–40]

In seven places we find a somewhat divergent dwelling type. These
are the dwellings designed by the Korteknie Stuhlmacher practice.
These dwellings were also developed using the 5.4 m bay size. The
difference is mainly on the ground-floor level: whereas the dwellings
by Geurst & Schulze are entered from the left or right side, Korteknie
Stuhlmacher opted for a more formal arrangement, positioning the
entrance in the middle. This asymmetrical approach makes it
difficult to fit a room alongside the entrance; the central
arrangement more or less locks down the plan: you enter via a
large vestibule. This was a spatial organization that, in Korteknie
Stuhlmacher’s view, was more in keeping with Mediterranean
dwelling culture, in which the house features a hierarchy of spaces,
from more public to very private. In this dwelling the vestibule fills
the role of a space for welcoming visitors. The ground floor also
includes a bedroom and toilet, so that this level can serve as guest
quarters. The stairs lead to the upper floor, reserved for the family.
The living room located up here is extended across the entire
width of the front façade and features a bay window. [→ 41]

Tectonics and Materiality
Geurst & Schulze began working on the external appearance of 
Le Medi when they were still developing the master plan. Even the
toolbox was explicit about the façade and the material. In designing
the façade, there was an effort to achieve a Mediterranean
ornamentation on the one hand, and to find earthy materials on the
other. There was also a clear distinction between the façades that
form the boundaries of the block, and therefore must underscore
the idea of a walled enclosure, and the façades that line the inner
premises. The façades overlooking public spaces, in particular the
outside of the block, are relatively closed, to vouchsafe the seclusion
of the block and the privacy of its occupants. The façades that form
the block’s walled enclosure feature an earth-toned brick –
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Publications on Dwelling Typology 
Countless books have been published on dwelling typology. Most
provide a historical introduction on the evolution of mass housing,
guiding the reader along a series of its milestones. This is followed
by a more or less dated collection of projects, selected by the authors.
Some publications include detailed figures (number of dwellings,
housing density, etc.) for each project. These publications do not
usually rise above the level of a collection of plans as examples. In
their composition these books are reminiscent of old architecture
treatises. Any typological classification is absent from these examples
of housing plans, however, or else it lies in the selection of the
plans as a whole, as evidenced by titles like ‘Wohnhochhäuser’,
‘Row Houses’, ‘Cluster Houses’ and ‘Apartments’.
Beyond this, two groups of publications on dwelling typology merit
closer attention: publications based on Italian and French research
into typology and urban morphology and German and American
publications that aim to provide an overview of dwelling typology
in an encyclopaedic fashion.
The former category consists of concrete analyses of residential
buildings in conjunction with the urban tissue. In these analyses,
the emphasis is on the development of the city in relation to the
types used, but there is no attempt to construct a comprehensive
dwelling typology. In these typological analyses the focus is
instead on the way types are applied in a concrete situation.
Multiple analytical drawings show how a particular section of the
city has been composed of residential edifices and how the types
applied were transformed and deformed. The examples in these
analyses are always specific, but the method has a general
applicability. This method is primarily crucial for the analysis of
existing projects and locations (see also Chapter 7, ‘Context’).
One of the finest publications in this vein is La casa Veneziana
nella storia della città. This book, naturally, is a product of the
Venetian school.1

Grundriss Wohnungsbau (1975)
In contrast to the publications just discussed, the emphasis in
Hellmuth Sting’s Grundriss Wohnungsbau (Housing Floor Plan)
is much more on the construction of a classification system. Sting
opens with a general introduction in which he sets out his method
and goes on to provide examples of residential buildings. These
examples are divided into categories with great precision and detail.
He employs a categorization based on dwelling access. According
to Sting, access to the dwelling is the linchpin of stacked housing.
Dwelling access has an impact on the dwelling floor plan on the
one hand and on the stacking and linking of the dwellings on the
other.
Sting attempts to construct a conclusive and universal system that

1 
Paola Maretto, La casa
Veneziana nella storia della
città (Venice: Marsilio, 1986).
A fine Dutch example in this
genre is Susanne Komossa et
al., Atlas of the Dutch Urban
Block (Bussum: Thoth, 2005).
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can accommodate any conceivable property. The complexity and
versatility of today’s housing production would seem to doom such
an approach to failure. While Category 1.1 is still clearly expounded
in Sting’s typology, he is compelled to resort to stranger and
stranger concepts in order to group all sorts of divergent dwelling
floor plans into one category. Sting tries to compile a ‘flora à la
Linnaeus’ for residential buildings. It just so happens that, unlike
living nature, buildings –and therefore dwellings –do not reproduce.
There are no genetic lines progressing according to Mendel’s laws.
New buildings and dwellings are ‘born’ almost every day, but new
residential buildings are created through the intervention of the
deliberate actions of an architect.
Designers interpret experiences and existing types according to their
views on architecture and housing and adapt existing types according
their interpretations of the programme and the situation. Precisely
because new kinds of buildings and dwellings are added to the
existing repertoire every day, a classification of buildings can never be
exhaustive: it has to be an adaptable system capable of continually
absorbing new and unforeseen properties. [→­01]

Modern Housing Prototypes (1978)
In the introduction to his beautifully illustrated Modern Housing
Prototypes, Roger Sherwood sets out what he sees as the purpose of
dwelling typology. Alluding to the debate waged by Alan Colquhoun
with the first generation of computer-aided-design architects,
Sherwood affirms the necessity of a typology for design: ‘Various
writers have suggested that it is never possible to state all the
dimensions of a problem, that “truly quantifiable criteria always
leave choices for the designer to make.” In the absence of clear design
determinants, and to avoid purely intuitive guessing, it has been
argued that analogous reference might give design insight . . . that
during the period when many of the variables are unknown, 
a “typology of forms” might be used as a simulative technique to
clarify the problem’.2

Sherwood’s introduction also includes a framework for a typology
of dwelling. He relies to a significant degree on Sting’s categories,
but applies them more loosely, sometimes even carelessly.
Sherwood proposes a typology based on the placement of a dwelling
within the block (‘single-orientation unit’ and ‘double-orientation
unit’) and a typology based on dwelling access. The second part of
the book contains a series of international projects for which
Sherwood employs a typology based on characteristics at the level
of the urban ensemble (from ‘detached and semi-detached
housing’ to ‘towers’). In contrast with Sting, Sherwood draws clear
divisions among typological levels, summarized as follows:

2 
Roger Sherwood, Modern
Housing Prototypes
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1978), p. 1. 
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Level 1: Unit Types
— Single-orientation unit
— Double-orientation unit
— Double-orientation unit, open-ended

Level 2: Building Types: The Private Access
— Corridor buildings
— Single-loaded corridor system
— Double-loaded corridor systems
— Double-loaded split-level systems

Level 3: Detached and semi-detached housing (described using a
number of ‘prototypes’)
— Row housing
— Party-wall housing
— Block housing
— Slabs
— Towers

The appeal of this book lies in its presentation of the prototype
projects. In addition to photographs and floor plans, every project
features beautiful axonometrics showing the structure of the
building in relation to the dwelling and the access.

Grundrissatlas/Floor Plan Atlas (1994)
A more recent publication of significance is Friederike Schneider’s
Grundrissatlas/Floor Plan Atlas. The book opens with an
introduction by Hellmuth Sting in which the typology used by
both authors is explained, followed by an extensive section
featuring plans as examples. These plans are arranged in three
categories according to the stacking and organization of the
dwellings.
— Multi-storey housing
— Single-family housing
— High-density, low-rise

Each category is subdivided according to position in the configuration
of the urban design. For ‘multi-storey housing’ this is as follows:
— Block-defining structures
— Urban infill
— Corner buildings
— Firewall buildings
— Urban villas
— Freestanding structures
— Residential towers
— Terrace houses
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— Space-enclosing structures

The projects are extensively documented, often with drawings
produced especially for the book. The projects are all essentially
represented on the same scale, which simplifies comparison. 
A nice detail is the ruler included to measure the plans. The latest
edition features a sizable reference sheet listing all the typological
characteristics of the plans. This makes the book a useful tool
during the design process.

Het woongebouw (2009)
In Het woongebouw (The Residential Building), J. van Zwol
presents over 70 residential edifices. Classics like Johannes Duiker’s
Nirwana Building as well as more recent plans are discussed. Classic
examples often serve as sources for new developments. They are
transformed and referenced. The plans are classified according to
block form and cross section. There is a group of plans featuring a
complex cross section, for instance, and towers, perforated blocks
and ensembles are discussed. In each chapter, plans from different
periods are set side by side, revealing the connections between the
old and new plans. Sometimes new plans are painstaking
adaptations of never-built projects of the past, like the perforated
blocks with stacked exterior spaces, as in MVRDV’s Mirador
residential building (2005) in Madrid-Sanchinarro, which can be
seen as the realization of Le Corbusier’s lotissement à alvéoles
(‘honeycomb housing’, 1925). Another example of transformation
is Denys Lasdun’s project for clustered towers in Bethnal Green
(1955) and Mecanoo’s towers in Stuttgart (1993). The grouping of
the plans, distributed across eight chapters differentiated by the
form of the block and a group with complex cross sections, is as
follows:
— Perimeter blocks
— Slabs and walls
— Towers
— Perforated blocks
— Ensembles
— Stepped blocks
— Groundscrapers and ‘mat’ plans
— Classic and recent designs
— Urban villas
— Blocks with a complex cross section

The book uses icons for the block form and for the access type, such
as access staircase or gallery access. All the plans are listed in a
matrix at the back of the book, displaying a number of aspects.
The icons representing the block form, the grouping method and
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Badia Berger Architects
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Barcelona 217
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