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Thesis Statement 

The urban community is dependent on recognition 
of place and diversity of existence. 



PREFACE 

I have always been interested in the way people dwell. Perhaps the 
source of this interest stems from my childhood intrigue with the 
home construction industry, perhaps my interest is inspired by a 
fascination of the social implications resulting from the actions of an 
architect. Nevertheless, housing in urban centers is one of the most 
tangible and influential areas in which an architect can become 
involved. Sam Davis in The Form of Housing states: 

Architecture is public domain . . . Nowhere in the field of building and 

architecture is this more true than in housing. For those interested in 

architecture and its relationship to society, the place for fruitful investi

gation is housing (1). 

It has become increasingly clear the need for a more humanistic ap
proach in the design of our urban housing. Dwelling opportunities 
that enhance the communal atmosphere (and thereby the individual 
experience) and excitement of the city and allow the inhabitant 
greater opportunity to become an active part of this unique environ
ment, need to be developed. 

Throughout history men have addressed themselves to issues of 
their environment and how they dwell. This thesis represents the 
beginning of my search for answers to questions that have been 
asked, are being asked, and, hopefully, will continue to be asked. 

JUNE 1981 



The word experiment has become a password for doodling in fantasy, and 
if someone indulges too much of his time in experimenting, we call him 

inefficient and blame his waste of time on the fact that he does not really 

know what he is doing. We don't realize that for the great men who make 
our world, life is a constant succession of experiments, as the beaten path 
of routine no longer interests them, and all their lives have to be re
adjusted, renewed, and dug up afresh from unploughed land everyday. It 
is fortunate that the creative urge is so great in man that the artist, the 

poet, the inventor, does not let himself be hindered by this misunderstand
ing of his immense role in the making of progress. 

Paul Jacques Grillo 



INTRODUCTION 

The relationship of the human to the man-built environment can be 
considered in much the same way the biologist studies the organism-
environment interrelationships in nature. All species require a habi
tat and that habitat becomes of great importance to the well being 
of the species. 

If you protect the habitat, the range, the environment, the future of the 
population is secure. If you allow the habitat to be destroyed, the popu
lation will cease to exist (2). 

But man (as well as other mammals) has needs other than the more 
mundane and biological, he requires personal identity, elbow room, 
multiplicity of contact with others, and diversity in his surroundings. 
A habitat must provide this as well. 

Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary defines habitat as: 

1a: the place or type of site where a plant or animal naturally or 
normally lives and grows 

2: the place where something is commonly found 

This definition suggests a sense of place in the environment. The 
implication is that there are specific and definable spaces where 
a given species is best suited to live. It follows that the human species 
requires a certain environment to best stimulate his desires for habi
tation. These are places where man occurs naturally and in which 
the character of the space distinguishes the place and gives him a 
sense of identity. When several humans gather and interact in and 
with the place, a community is formed. The community is then con
stantly in flux as members continually leave and join the communi
ty and interact with one another. It is in this spirit that the Habi
tation Denver is conceived. 



The following pages describe the establishment of a community for 
man in downtown Denver, the Habitation Denver. The physical form 
of a housing development can be supportive of the lives of the people 
it houses and the downtown in general. A complete community, how
ever, is dependent on a new social awareness. This involves an under
standing and acceptance of various possibilities and alternatives to 
current urban housing opportunities. Design and aesthetics alone are 
not enough to support a total community. Successful communities 
are dependent on a combination of social factors as well as sensitive 
design of the physical environment. Therefore, the goal is to pro
mote a total concept—not just a design idea, but a new lifestyle as 
well. 



COMMUNITY 



COMMUNITY 

In order to provide a physical environment conducive to communal 
life, the social structure of the community must be understood. The 
community is the social reference plane, or ground point zero that 
gives meaning and reason to the individual existence, man's dwelling 
is not independent of his community. It is said that a man's home 
is his castle; this is true but regardless of where or how he lives this 
castle is built upon a social foundation. This social foundation is, 
metaphorically and physically, the street. Man's shelter is physically 
bound to this street as man himself is bound to the public life the 
street represents. It is the street (or other public space) that binds the 
castles together. Man does not and cannot live solely in his castle. 

The most successful communities have not typically been those that 
architects have created. The successful communities we see today 
are those that were built by the members of the community. Their 
built environments then became direct extensions of their complex 
society. In the age of specialization when the architect has become 
the provider of housing, he has failed to understand the complex 
social atmosphere that exists. Instead he has attempted to establish 
order and clarity. The results have been the construction of unnatu
ral, uncomfortable, and alienating spaces. The extreme example is 
the Pruitt-lgoe Housing project in St. Louis and its eventual demise 
in 1972. 

Taos Pueblo 
Davis, The Form of Housing 

Pruitt-lgoe housing, St. Louis 
Blake, Form Follows Fiasco 



The communities whose environments are reflections of their socie
ty are those that grow with the society and allow personalization to 
occur. These spaces contain variety and disorder which create inter
est and identity and reflect the ambivalence of the society they 
maintain. 

The rationalized, ordered environment is contrary to the communi
ty framework. It serves only to isolate the individual from the nor
mal stimuli of urban living. This suppresses interest and growth on 
the part of the inhabitant and creates anonymity, the ultimate an
tagonist of community. 

The components defining a community's social character: density, 
diversity, identity, and hierarchy need to be understood and ad
dressed in the design of the physical character of an environment 
also. 

Thera 
Rudofsky, The Prodigious Builders 

Gallaratese housing, Milan 
Global Architecture no. 45 



Density 

When we look back at the civilizations throughout history, we find 
very dense living arrangements and the grouping of domains based 
on functional conditions, security, and necessity. These are issues 
that are currently being rediscovered. As these issues continue to 
become important the move to higher densities will beome more de
sirable and necessary. Tract developments have caused massive sur-
urban sprawl that has become monotonous and inefficient. Problems 
of poor transportation (other than the dreaded automobile), sparse 
community services, and the loss of rural land will soon necessitate 
a return from whence we came. 

The fact that the single family dwelling still commands the largest 
share of the housing market is cause for alarm. Americans continue 
to adhere to obsolete and potentially destructive misconceptions 
about their land. The American Dream mentality is still a very strong 
ideal. Basic perceptions about how we live need to be reassessed in 
order to arouse recognition of the consequences of our current living 
habits. This is, in fact, slowly beginning to happen. 

Casares 
Rudofsky, The Prodigious Builders 



The issues that helped bring the subdivision into being are now 
threatened by its very own growth. Initially the attractiveness of 
suburbia was based on expectations of space, privacy, and individu
ality. 

Space in itself must be shaped or defined in some way to have mean
ing and be understood. The mere existence of space does not provide 
this. There is a belief, however, in the inherent right to envelop one
self into isolation. We for some reason feel (especially here in the 
West) compelled to maintain the useless five feet of side yard around 
our house with which we do absolutely nothing other than accumu
late garbage cans and garden hoses. 

The failures of external organization are in large measure due to an ir
rational attachment to the county-house ideal which is becoming impos
sible to attain . . .Today, the space surrounding the suburban house is 
merely leftover space. It is a wasteful and unproductive anachronism (3). 

The suburban yard is neither public nor private, it is non space yet 
we subconsciously need this space for our well being and security. 
Perhaps we would take more pride in and better utilize our space if 
we had less. In European countries oftentimes all the exterior space a 
person has is a balcony. Yet the Europeans go to great lengths to 
make that space very important and personal. These misconceptions 
about space must be overcome. The simple existence of undefined 
space does not guarantee the provision of security. 

The detached single family house does not necessarily provide pri
vacy; it does necessarily provide isolation. This isolation weakens the 
community or the social reference system which we ail need. The 
strength of the community is dependent upon rubbing shoulders and 
constantly interacting with other people. The reduction of stimuli 
and diversity characteristic of the suburb is not the real privacy we 
seek. Privacy and community are co-existing needs, there cannot be 
true privacy in the absence of true community. 

American personal outdoor space 

European personal outdoor space 



Likewise, the suburb has created anonymity when it has attempted 
to provide individuality. Individuality requires the projection of 
personality. Endless tract houses do not express the personalization 
needed. Perhaps this is not directly related to the tract house itself 
but rather in the attitude it expresses and in its failure to stimulate 
the inhabitant: 

They [tract builders] substitute stereotype for personality, relentlessly 
casting the house buyer into a minimal exchange with his surroundings. 
They offer the inhabitant little, and he asks less, till finally the buyer's 
interest in making a house the center of his own world is reduced to 

nothing (4). 

The suburban dweller is further than ever in understanding who and 
where he is. The subdivision has been the ruin of personality and 
identity. As with privacy, individuality is meaningless without col
lectivity. 

Another common misconception about the single family house is 
that it provides territoriality and domain. This can be a problem in 
denser living arrangements but again the mere existence of space does 
not guarantee a sense of territoriality. The objective in dense housing 
is to create individual territories in combination with group territories. 
Territory is another way to describe a sense of place and it has 
already been shown that a sense of place requires the establishment 
of a distinct character that differentiates itself. The economics of 
tract home production suggests that subdivisions are not typically 
distinct from one another. The rediscovery of urban living and the 
move to higher densities is a prerequisite to the establishment of 
thriving, total communities. The total community is threatened by 
the isolationist character of suburban life. 

The rowhouse system encouraged a quantum jump in street life. Its density 

brought people close together (5). 

We need to ask ourselves basically two questions: Are the subdivisions 
living up to expectations in stimulating quality human experience 
and how much land does a man need? 

Levittown 
Davis, The Form of Housing 

People brought close 



Diversity 

It is thought that the city is not suited for families, that if you want 
an environment conducive to family life it is best to live in suburbia 
and not in the city. The result has been the transference of the social 
functions and contacts that once occurred in the city into the sub
urban living room. The family then experienced a new togetherness. 
It is generally believed that this familial togetherness is threatened in 
the city. Richard Sennett in his book The Uses of Disorder: Personal 
Identity and City Life, calls this belief the "myth of solidarity" (6) 
meaning "the diversity of the city threatens the security and attach
ment family members feel for each other" (7), and claims that, in 
fact, city life strengthens the family structure. The reason being 
"multiple contact points" (8) strengthen the family who in the face 
of diversity turn inward for support. On the other hand the upward 
movement in material wealth, and the subsequent move to suburbia, 
is matched with a social withdrawal that is counterproductive to the 
community as a whole: 

. . . the salient character of small-village life was the accessibility of all its 

activities to all members of the village community; the culture of the vil

lage was pervasive because there was no disconnected or isolated social 

regions (9). 

Sennett contends that the emerging rediscovery of city life is due to 
second generation affluent suburbanites who have become dissatis
fied with being isolated: 

So the search for community has come to be a search for some life princi

ple in young people as they are—white, affluent, and unhappy with the 

cocoons their parents spun around them (10). 

These youth then are becoming the first to have the new social 
awareness spoken of previously. They sense the potential to estab
lish a new brotherhood in the diversities of urban living. 

The multiplicity of contact is the most important element within the 
diverse community. Imagine the variety of experiences a person has 



while conducting his daily business activities or imagine the typical 
day (if there is one) in the life of a child playing with a friend in the 
city: They do not play on freshly cut green lawns but rather they 
mingle with people who are shopping, working, or just visiting or 
passing through the community. Participating in this dense environ
ment is conducive to increased exposure of personal activity and cul
tural growth. There is a constant variety of experiences and many 
moments of conflict and conciliation. This is what makes a com
munity. 

The children learn of everyday tensions and friendships and come to 
sense a kind of "equilibrium of disorder" (11) rather than the play
ing out of an unchanging routine as happens in suburbia. 

The multiplicity of contacts must be allowed to occur as they natu
rally do and not attempt to simplify them in the attempt to under
stand the society. This is true of both our community and the 
physical environment as well. Robert Venturi in his book Complex
ity and Contradiction in Architecture has expressed the value of 
inclusiveness and the "obligation toward the difficult whole" in the 
built form: 

The 'difficult whole' can include a diversity of directions as well. Concern

ing the number of parts in a whole, the two extremes—a single part and a 
multiplicity of parts—read as wholes most easily: the single part is itself a 
unity; and extreme multiplicity reads like a unity through a tendency of 
the parts to change scale, and to be perceived as an overall pattern or 
texture (12). 

The diverse city is a collection of all socio-economic groups interact
ing. A housing community must respect and provide for these occur
rences. A diversity of housing might contain images of several hous
ing typeologies or might provide a variety of ownership and rental 
alternatives. The diversity can become clear by its physical manifes
tation as well: 

Diversity in man-made structures is likewise essential to quality human 
habitat. Such diversity may result from age, from material, and from 
form (13). 

Diversities of form 



However the form develops it must be conducive to and responsive 
to the complexities and diversities of urban living. Past attempts to 
instill order and organization have been proven adverse to the reali
ties of city living. Charles Moore refers to the architect as a "chore
ographer of collisions" (14) and expresses the need for buildings to 
communicate and inspire participation: 

. . .  i f  w e  c a n  e s t a b l i s h  c o n n e c t i o n s  i n  t h e m  w i t h  w h a t  w e  k n o w  a n d  b e 

lieve and think; if we can share our occupancy with others, our family, 

our group, or our city; and importantly, if there is some sense of human 

drama, of transport, or tension, or of collision of forces, so that the in
volvement endures (15). 

When the multiplicity of social contacts are again recognized as the 
keystones of community, and when places are created that allow 
this to occur, than the channels will have been reopened for man to 
experience cultural growth and identity in the diversities of city 
living. 



Identity 

The ability of man to maintain an identity is dependent on his be
longing to places. Belonging to places both by himself and with 
other people is to confirm the community and is what gives life 
meaning: 

Man dwells when he can orientate himself within and identify himself 

with an environment, or, in short, when he experiences the environment 

as meaningful. Dwelling therefore implies something more than 'shelter.' 

It implies that the spaces where life occurs are places, in the true sense of 

the word. A place is a space which has a distinct character. . . . and the 

task of the architect is to create meaningful places, whereby he helps 

man to dwell (16). 

The idea of identity being dependent on the establishment of an en
vironment with a distinct character can be more easily understood 
when contrasted with the Modern Movement's concept of universal 
space. The Modernists felt a space could be created that could be 
applied anywhere and for almost any function. This notion ignored 
the presence of any existing character and expressed little differenti
ation in spatial requirements for various building types. This refutes 
the essence of the community and lacks an understanding of the com
plexities of a society. The result has been the anonymous, unused 
spaces we have often seen. 

The realization of a sense of place in a new environment is depen
dent on an understanding of the character of the place that existed 
prior to the new development. The character of the previous environ
ment can give clues to the designer that will aid in the understanding 
of what it takes for a place to occur. Charles Moore talks about how 
inconsistencies in the environment can become useful in the making 
of memorable places and thus in the making of identity: 

The special immaculate collision, in which building or landscape pieces 

come sharply up against one another without loss of their individual 

identities or spirit, is especially important in the making of memorable 

places (17). 

National Gallery, Berlin 
Global Architecture no. 14 



It is important for people in their complex and diverse society to 
maintain their sense of individuality, where they came from, who 
they are, and what their aspirations are. People need to differentiate 
themselves somehow. A person's built environment is one of the 
strongest symbols he has and should acknowledge his need to differ
entiate. Perhaps the form of his dwelling varies from others or per
haps the way he enters his building or how the transition from com
munal or public to very private is made are some ways to communi
cate his identity. There are many ways the designer can create spaces 
with certain identities in the overall development but the individual 
inhabitant needs to be able to use his own hand to apply his stamp 
on his personal environment in order to express his identity. Typical 
responses have been for people to plant flowers on their balconies or 
paint their door some unexpected color. A front porch or a stoop is a 
very significant element of personalization for the rowhouse owner 
for example. This ability to personalize has often decreased as the 
density increases but the need does not decrease. Identity is contin
gent on personalization; the right of the inhabitant to personalize 
must be supported in the overall design. 



Moore describes recognizable artifacts (18) as ways in which to help 
develop identity. These artifacts are symbols that can either give 
identity to people collectively on the scale of the community, as 
with a clock tower seen from many blocks away, or individually, as 
in the balcony planter box. Recognizable artifacts need not be visual; 
the Montana Hall bell chimes identify the student community of 
Bozeman, the familiar "oldie but goodie" on the radio relates a per
son to a specific identity in place and time, distinct and frequent 
aromas particular to a place do this as well. These traces of recog
nition give the person something to identify with and thereby are 
meaningful to him, it helps him to emotionalize his environment and 
places him in the community. 

By maintaining recognizable artifacts at key points along the boundaries 

and in the center of public places the identity of the human can be pro

jected outward into the community or back into it (19). 

Personalization and recognizable artifacts are ways in which man 
can articulate his identity with and in his place and help relate him
self to his community. 

Recognizable artifact, Venice 
French, Urban Space 

Recognizable artifact, Denver 



Hierarchy 

Closely related to identity is hierarchy; hierarchy is important in 
the provision of identity. Society, complex as it is, still contains 
hierarchies or strata of people who seek, for many complicated 
reasons, various levels. Social stratification is inherent in community 
life; the ability to stratify (not to be confused with segregate) must 
be maintained. All of us have perceptions relating to our status and 
importance in society and require vehicles in which to carry out 
these perceptions. The designer of the physical environment can 
provide this through the use of hierarchies of form and space. Our 
built environment furnishes an important stage in the playing out of 
these roles. If the stage is not conducive to many actors, all with dif
ferent roles, the play is doomed. So too, the environment must allow 
the members of the community the opportunity to seek their own 
roles; the hierarchy that exists in society needs to be expressed in 
built form as well in order to give the form meaning to society. 

These differences reflect, in a sense, the degree of importance of those 

forms and spaces, and the functional, formal, and symbolic roles they 

play in their organization. The value system by which their relative im

portance is measured will, of course, depend on the specific situation, the 

needs and desires of the users, and the decisions of the designer (20). 

The value system spoken of, or the reference plane spoken of earlier, 
is the street. From the street the hierarchy evolves. It can be ex
pressed by the manipulation of scale, texture, shape, location, color, 
materials, patterns, and combinations of these. The goal is to estab
lish some kind of hierarchy that relates to the social hierarchy of 
the community. 

An increase in height from street level often implies feelings of being 
detached, private, remote, contemplative, or anonymous; feelings 
some people may seek. Proximity to the ground can denote solidar- Hierarchies of form and space 
ity or a more active involvement in the street and community. Giving 
the inhabitant the ability to express himself in this way and select 
specific living alternatives are important factors in his choice of a 

i » « 
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dwelling. The hierarchical forms are dependent on the users coding 
values and symbols, which appear to be fairly consistent. 

Altering the types of dwelling opportunities increases diversity as 
well as allowing for the equilibrium of stratification. This can also 
mean that a building means different things to different people at 
different levels. Donn Logan in The Form of Housing describes the 
change of scales as grain (21) where fine grain is the more intimate 
scale housing, of up to four levels above street level, and the coarse 
grain which are the more dense units. The grain necessarily gets 
coarser as the development gets larger. 

Hierarchy then is important both as a social symbol and as a physi
cal design element representing at one time the individual and the 
complex society. Variety is what generates interest and communi
cation but it is dependent on the social and physical reference of the 
public spaces. Further, inconsistencies within the system can drama
tize the whole: 

In the validly complex building or city scape, the eye does not want to 

be too easily or too quickly satisfied in its search for unity within a 

whole (22). 

Fine grained scale 



Zoning 

Fundamental changes in the way urban areas are planned must be 
made if our urban communities are to remain viable. Zoning is fre
quently isolationist; it segregates certain groups from others and 
certain functions from others and eliminates the necessary diversity. 
Current zoning practices need to be revised to encourage a continu
ous permeability from region to region. As it is, certain groups are 
forced into specific areas often aggravating an already present feel
ing of oppression. The reduction of zoning restrictions would pro
vide the interaction this thesis argues for. Bureaucratic manipulation 
simply places an individual's ability to engage in confrontation and 
conciliation in the hands of some faceless bureaucracy where he has 
no means of expression or power. A blue collar worker is much more 
capable of resolving a problem he has with a business manager on a 
personal basis. Status and ethics tend to disappear when fronting a 
common problem independent of a governing symbol of oppression. 

One can be oneself only in interaction, in the conflicts created in social 
exchanges, whilst the method of segregating functions, as happened in 
Dutch cities after World War II, proves negative, indeed disastrous. Where 
everybody organizes every component—and benefits from it. . . (23). 

Cities are by nature a combination of uses; the effects of modern 
zoning has counteracted this. The current trend toward mixed use 
developments is encouraging but they too often limit themselves to 
the actual project and are not inclusive of the entire area. Huge 
developments where uses are segregated simply reenact the same 
problem as previously existed but at a different scale. Instead various 
city blocks should flow into each other. 

On the other hand, a development can contain such an extreme as
sortment of uses as to preclude the necessity for anyone to leave the 
area. The Renaissance Center in Detroit, for example, is mixed use 
but it turns its back on the remaining urban context. It becomes its 
own city contained in a self-sufficient megastructure. This type of 



megastructure, were it to occur often, would also isolate city blocks 
from each other and thus eliminate the attractiveness of the city. 

. . .  i t  m e a n s  t h a t  t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  o r  w o r k e r s  i n  a n  u r b a n  h i g h - d e n s i t y  s t r u c 
ture are inhibited from feeling any relationship to the milieu in which that 
structure is set. . . (24). 

The mixed use concept should be utilized to stimulate involvement 
of the development with the rest of the urban fabric at all times of 
day and night. Mixed use allows us to maintain the contextural con
tinuity and stimulate the vitality of the community at the same 
time. The concept, therefore, must be used in moderation and with 
sensitivity to the pre-existing fabric lest we become lost in isolated 
megastructures. 

Another planning problem in urban areas is the intrusion of the 
automobile. A vehicle is seldom a necessity for the urbanite. Down
town Denver is especially easy to travel in utilizing other modes of 
transportation such as walking or riding buses or bicycles. The use of 
alternative transportation in the downtown region is much more 
economical and the environment and spfrit of the downtown will be 
much the better for it. Nevertheless, planning still often encourages 
the excessive intrusion of the auto. 

At high densities, when good public transportation is affordable and con

venient, cars become unnecessary. This alleviates the traditional planning 
dilemma of accommodating both pedestrians and private vehicles (25). 

Denver is in the process of building a strong mass transit program 
and upon completion of the 16th Street Transitway/Mall (only two 
blocks away from the Habitation Denver site) there will no longer 
be a great need to have an automobile downtown. The main cause 
of pollution in Denver is the auto. Hopefully, as more downtown 
housing becomes available and as the Transitway/Mall is completed, 
pollution due to the auto and heavy commuter traffic will be elimi
nated in the downtown area. 

Renaissance Center, Detroit 
A/A Journal September 1977 



As for now, certain disincentives are needed to reduce the impact of 
the auto on the environment. Ways to accomplish this might be to 
provide less parking than normal or give rebates and rent breaks for 
having reduced amounts of parking. This would also benefit the 
developer by turning low return parking space into revenue generat
ing leaseable space. The trend has begun, but the process is long and 
slow and must continually be encouraged. 

Today we experience an ease of motion unknown to any prior urban civili
zation, and yet motion has become the most anxiety laden of daily activi
ties. The anxiety comes from the fact that we take unrestricted motion of 
the individual to be an absolute right. The private motorcar is the logical 
instrument for exercising that right, and the effect on public space, especi
ally the space of the urban street, is that the space becomes meaningless or 
even maddening ... as public space becomes a function of motion, it loses 
any independent experiential meaning of its own (26). 

The mixed use and parking issues are not easy planning problems to 
solve but progress is being made. It is not easy to divorce the Ameri
can from his car, as it is not easy to loosen his grip on excessive and 
unnecessary land, but the new social awareness needed is showing 
signs of beginning to coalesce. 





EN VI RON ME NT/CONTEXT 

One of the most important determinants in the design of a new build
ing is the site and its relationship to its surroundings. Regardless of 
the specific situation, urban or rural, there are opportunities for either 
a contradictory statement or a sympathetic statement. The success of 
the approach taken is dependent upon the appropriateness and power 
in which the final solution is effected. 

While compatibility between old and new is popularly understood as a 

matching of parts, a sympathetic and essentially benign congruence, rela

tionships of a more positive nature may feature ideas of contrast or oppo

sition (27). 

Before determining which direction is appropriate the context must 
be surveyed in order to determine what opportunities maybe present. 



Site Selection 

In a report outlining Denver housing strategies for the 80's prepared 
for the Denver Housing Authority, top priorities for residential 
development are outlined. Two of the key areas in the downtown 
district for the development of housing are the Silver Triangle (called 
Currigan South in the report) bounded by West Colfax Avenue, Cali
fornia Street, and 15th Street; and the Arapahoe Place area bounded 
by Arapahoe Street, Glenarm Place, 20th Street, and 22nd Street. 
The planning and implementation of housing in these two areas will 
have a great impact on the future of downtown Denver. 

The Arapahoe Place area is characterized by low and mid-rise build
ings often with evidence of considerable blight. Both areas are in 
close proximity to the downtown business district and would be of 
great benefit to downtown employees. Arapahoe Place, because of its 
low density and unsightly condition, would be well suited to an 
urban renewal approach to development. 

The site selected for the Habitation Denver, however, is located in 
the Silver Triangle. Because the Silver Triangle is a transitional area, 
there is great potential for a project which will establish an image for 
downtown living and mixed use projects in general. The housing 
strategy report calls this area "backwater" (28) of the downtown 
because of its close, but relatively undeveloped, relationship to the 
central business district. It is in fact in the same zoning district as the 
high rise office structures in the financial corridor on 17th and 18th 
streets. Because of this proximity, land prices in the Silver Triangle 
are substantially higher than in Arapahoe and land owners naturally 
have greater expectations of development than do those of Arapahoe 
Place. Due to the land prices involved, the housing report recom
mends a public interest developer to build a demonstration project to 
prove the feasibility and establish the direction and market for down
town housing. Because the purpose of this thesis is primarily an inves
tigation into the relationship between housing and the urban com
munity, and how to achieve identity and diversity in built form, the 

Residential development areas 



contextural issues are studied to understand how existing elements 
determine the design of this project. Extensive economic analysis and 
market study is not a significant part of this thesis, though under
standably, these are issues of great concern if a building is to be 
realized. 

The Silver Triangle is more closely integrated, in scale and function 
with the overall downtown than is Arapahoe Place. With proper 
planning the growth of a 24 hour community can begin to emerge. 
The potential for this growth to occur is greater in the Silver Tri
angle than in Arapahoe Place. The main deterrent to housing in the 
Arapahoe Place area is the development of 18th Street as a "first 
class office address" (29) and the overall northward expansion of 
the downtown in general. According to the Denver Building Owners 
and Managers Association (BOMA) there is already 4 million plus 
square feet of space currently under construction on 18th Street 
alone, over one-half of the total space under construction in the 
CBD. Land prices approaching $200/square foot on 18th may per
manently eliminate any significant housing developments. 

To the south and toward the Silver Triangle the scale and diversity 
of function vignettes sympathetically rather than abruptly as on 
18th Street, factors which indicate the Silver Triangle has better po
tential to realize a 24 hour community. For these reasons the Silver 
Triangle offers the best opportunity for housing in the spirit and 
context of downtown Denver. 

Density and texture vignette 



Urban and Contextural Factors 

Downtown Denver has experienced a phenomenal growth rate in 
the last ten years. This is due almost exclusively to the proliferation 
of energy related industries involved in the search and development 
of future energy sources. Since the western states contain large 
amounts of reserves, energy companies have found it more econom
ical to relocate in Denver, near these sources. 

This surge of new business has created high demand for office space 
in the downtown area. The existing 28.2 million square feet of of
fice space is 90% occupied. Under construction now is 6.5 million 
square feet and another 5.3 million square feet is in the planning 
stages. Office space is frequently totally pre-leased prior to the com
pletion of a project. The office buildings built most recently are in 
the 30 story class, but three structures slated for construction in 
1981 will be upwards of 50 stories tall. 

This financial district is situated mainly on 16th, 17th, and 18th 
Streets. At this time, no excessively tall buildings have been built 
south of the 16th Street Mall. This reduction of scale was referred 
to as vignetting in the previous section. Invariably, however, the 
dense high rise building type will permeate across 16th Street. One of 
the challenges then, in the design of the Habitation Denver, is to relate 
to the scale south of the 16th Street Mall while at the same time 
anticipating the scale of buildings soon to come. 

Downtown housing is coming of age; hopefully demonstration pro
jects like this one will quicken the return to the city and the imple
mentation of desirable living alternatives. The current housing pro
jects have been constructed, for the most part, through the Denver 
Urban Renewal Authority's (DURA) Skyline Project. The intent of 
the Skyline Project is to stimulate redevelopment to include office, 
retail, hotel, and residential space. In order to stimulate a 24 hour 
downtown community, however, housing must be incorporated into 
all parts of the downtown, not just a few. 
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Coincident with the growth of the downtown area, Denver is fast 
becoming the major cultural center for the Rocky Mountain region. 
The completion of the Denver Center for The Performing Arts 
(DCPA) and the Auraria Higher Education complex containing three 
colleges with a student population of 26,000 are two of the main 
components. The potential for an increasing tourist industry is large 
due to an ever increasing number of cultural events and attractions. 

With the completion of the 16th Street Mall, and with the downtown 
DART bus loop, ease of access and increased pedestrian circulation 
will be enhanced. The vitality created by the 16th Street retail/pedes
trian spine will help unite the area physically and spiritually which in 
turn will aid in creating the demand for downtown housing. 

Existing housing in the Silver Triangle itself is limited mainly to hap
hazard transient apartments with no stable community. Because the 
area contains a large amount of vacant land and parking, the need is 
for infill development which will define edges and begin to create the 
density which establishes urban texture. 

"* ' |"| Lincoln 
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The Denver Planning Office has proposed a fifteen foot increase in 
the width of the sidewalk on the southeast side of 14th Street in 
order to encourage pedestrian activity (particularly tourists and 
conventioneers) along the street. This pedestrian way would link 
the Civic Center, U.S. Mint, Visitors Center, Fire Department 
Museum, Convention Center, DCPA, University of Colorado, 
Auraria, Larimer Square, and Confluence Park. This pedestrian 
travel would directly front the Habitation Denver, so for purposes 
of this thesis, and for the general benefit of the downtown, it is 
assumed the pedestrian strip will be implemented. 

The actual site chosen for the Habitation Denver is bound by 13th 
Street, 14th Street, Welton Street, and Glenarm Place. Of great con
cern in the design is the response to the Denver Athletic Club (DAC) 
building on the site at the corner of 13th Street and Glenarm Place 
and due south of the Habitation Denver. The DAC is a Richardson-
ian Romanesque building designed by Fred J. Sterner and E. P. 
Varian in 1890. Its first two levels are rusticated stone similar to 
H. H. Richardson's Allegheny Prison in Pittsburgh; the upper levels 
are of local brick. The building remains in excellent condition and 
full use today. 
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Other buildings directly adjacent are mostly one to three story non
descript office and business buildings in various conditions. The 
Denver Post, Public Service Company, and Holiday Inn all occupy 
sites on blocks just to the northeast and are the largest buildings in 
the direct vicinity. 

The texture of existing buildings differs significantly from the new 
high rise structures being constructed in the financial district a few 
blocks away. Denver, like many other cities, was plagued by fire in 
the early 1860s. From that time on most new buildings, including 
homes, were constructed of brick. This brick construction created 
the texture in the Silver Triangle, in contrast to the concrete and 
steel construction of the modern buildings in the financial district. 
Like the issue of scale, responsiveness to existing texture in concert 
with the texture that future buildings are likely to have can be a 
strong point of departure in the design of the Habitation Denver. 

Silver Triangle texture 



Climatic Factors 

The climate of the Denver area can be described as being fairly 
balanced, meaning the seasons are equally distributed throughout 
the year. Each season is clearly identifiable and distinct from the 
others. The reason for this is Denver, situated as it is at the interface 
between the Continental Divide and the Great Plains, shares climates 
common to both, the invigorating mountain climate and the hot 
dry weather typical of the plains. 

r- Probably the most important aspect of the natural environment 
and how it relates to built form, especially the dwelling unit, is the 
sun. Everyone needs sunshine within their dwelling. One of the 
major psychological problems with high density living is the divorce 
of the inhabitant from his natural environment. In the absence of a 
physical link, a psychological link to the natural environment is 
imperative. The inclusion of daylight, wind, and even rain, along 
with visual access, into the individual dwelling helps achieve this 
important link. Perceptual intimacy with both natural and manmade 
environments (in the absence of actual intimacy) is a requirement for 
any dweller, but especially so of the urban dweller. 

Denver is fortunate to have an abundance of sunshine and great solar 
radiation penetration due to the thin atmosphere of Colorado. Never
theless, careful planning is required in the design of the Habitation 
Denver due to the Denver Athletic Club building directly south of 
the site. Shadow pattern studies indicate the site is in shadow a large 
portion of the day, particularly during the winter months. There do 
exist possibilities for sun access in the afternoon as well as increased 
exposure by elevating open spaces. The careful provision of daylight 
onto the site may well be one of the most important design challenges 
for the entire project. 
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Denver has a broad temperature range but due to the low relative 
humidity, even extremes in temperatures cause less discomfort than 
might otherwise be expected. Heating degree days range from 0 in 
July and August to 1088 in January while the maximum cooling 
degrees days is 248 in July. Annual total degree days are 6016 heat
ing and 630 cooling. 

The spring and summer seasons in Denver are characterized by warm 
days with occasional afternoon thundershowers. These storms some
times become violent and cause flash-flooding along the eastern foot
hills. The storms, though they may be severe, are generally short in 
duration. The average annual precipitation is 15.5 inches. The maxi
mum monthly rainfall is 7.3 inches in May and the maximum monthly 
snowfall is 39.1 inches in December. 

The prevailing wind is out of the south at speeds averaging 9 miles 
per hour. The most wind occurs in the month of April. Wind ap
pears to pose no particular problem in the design of the Habitation 
Denver. 

The Denver climate, therefore, is quite conducive to successful 
open places, given proper planning. However, attention must be given 
to maintenance required due to snow and rain. Private spaces as well 
as public spaces require the delightful inclusion of the natural envi
ronment to help bring about the psychological link that every person 
needs. 



PROGRAMMING 



PROGRAMMING 

Since this thesis represents a contribution to the continuing search 
for meaning in architecture, it investigates what ought to be rather 
than what at this time is likely to be. Through efforts like this, how
ever, the what ought to be can become the what is likely to be. As 
such the program herein is appropriately abstract, though it is not 
without definite implications affecting the development of the design 
for the Habitation Denver. 



Economics 

Because new construction to this point in downtown Denver has 
been almost entirely office structures, the market for housing is rela
tively untested. But as office construction is experiencing an incredi
ble growth so too will the downtown housing market grow. There are 
two significant reasons: growth of downtown employees and a 
renewed recognition of the amenities and necessities of downtown 
living. 

There are currently 94,000 people working in the downtown core. 
According to projections based on the amount of new floor space 
planned, this figure will approach 130,000 by the year 1985. Yet at 
this time there are only 2500 dwelling units in the area. 

During the last ten years, the core area has experienced the con
struction of 17 office structures (totaling 8 billion square feet), 3 
hotels (totaling 1 billion square feet), 2 state buildings, a police 
headquarters, bus terminal, 45,000 square feet of retail, and the 
335,000 square foot DCPA. During this period 3 housing projects 
were built totaling only 600,000 square feet. In the next five years 
an additional 8 office structures and 1 hotel totaling 4,715,000 
square feet will be built. It is anticipated that some 825 condominium 
units will be constructed during that time. The total dwelling units 
expected by 1985 is 3500, still a rather insignificant figure. Nonethe
less, as the downtown employee population continues to swell, so 
too will the demand for housing. 

The Housing Market Study prepared for the Skyline Project antici
pates that with continued revitalization and construction of the 
CBD, an environment will evolve that will attract people desiring 
the convenience and excitement of living downtown and near their 
work. Denver is at this time a commuter city. Transit ridership aver
ages 80% of downtown employees traveling into the city. Clearly, the 
commuter trend must be reversed to insure the continual health of 
the city. 



In 1978 a survey was conducted by the Denver Office of Policy 
Analysis of existing city worker/dwellers. Though the survey excludes 
the potential dwellers who will constitute a larger percentage of 
future housing demand, the information it does present is helpful in 
suggesting a conceptual program for the Habitation Denver. 

The study indicates the characteristics of those now living down
town. This information is enumerated below: 

— professional, technical, and managerial professions command the 
majority of the market (38%); clerical and sales occupations consti
tute 37%; the remainder is held by the service occupations 

— the majority (57%) of individual annual salaries earned by down

town inhabitants is less than $10,200: 25% earn between $10,200 
and $20,000; 16% earn over $20,000 and 5% over $30,000 

— 33% of the dwellers are between 25 and 34 years of age 
— 1/2 of the dwellers are single 
— 33% have a college degree; only 13% have not completed high school 

The study also gathered information relating to the household in 
general: 

— households tend to be small but with high incomes 
— only 25% are single person households 
— there are children in 30% of the households 
— of total household income, 41% are in excess of $20,000; 28% have 

incomes less than $10,000 
— 56% are occupant owned; 44% are rental units 

This information is useful in determining the existing market. How
ever, foresight and anticipation during the specific programming 
stage would include the expected aggregated markets approaching 
fruition. In order to have a positive effect on future downtown hous
ing and the downtown community as a whole, it is not enough to 
provide for the existing market only. 



This is the marketing enigma that often only a demonstration project 
and public interest developer can take advantage of, at least until a 
healthy market is brought about. It is in the best interest of down
town Denver that this be done. This is the objective of the Habi
tation Denver. 



Ownership 

Associated with the marketability of the overall project is the tenure 
structure of the individual units themselves. The nature of owner
ship is of great psychological importance to an individual's per
ception of the quality of his community. Condominium ownership, 
for example, portrays a sense of dominion and influence over the 
environment. Direct ownership fosters stability. Rental units, on 
the other hand, attract more ephemeral tenants. All are necessary for 
the provision of the diversity required for the healthful existence of 
the community. After all, a community is comprised of both long-
term and transient members, all of whom require shelter. The variety 
of dwelling choices also widens the availability of dwellings to a 
larger economic spectrum. Rental units usually attract lower income 
earning households while higher income groups often prefer owner
ship. The program for the Habitation Denver strives to encourage a 
multiplicity of inhabitants by offering a multiplicity of living 
options. 

The chart below summarizes the unit types and tenure structure 
envisioned. The intent is to increase the diversity and thus the avail
ability of dwelling alternatives to a variety of dwellers. The variety in 
turn establishes the community. 

Efficiency 
1 BDRM 
2 BDRM 
3 BDRM 

Condos 
3 

17 
61 
13 

Rentals 
6 
6 

22 

S.F. 
5,400 

21,000 
91,300 
17,900 

94 34 135,000 



Due to the density involved in urban housing, fewer people are able 
to obtain actual legal title to land. Consequently, they spend more 
time in space they do not directly own or control. Because of this, 
symbolic ownership is needed. Symbolic ownership in communal 
life can replace actual ownership and thereby increase the usability 
of the space for more people. When people feel a space is theirs, 
they accordingly feel more secure. The concept of symbolic owner
ship is hand in hand with the concept of personalized space. The 
most public of spaces are not readily personalized so must instead 
accommodate the symbolic claim of their users. 

The recognized artifact spoken of previously is a device used to 
help develop the symbolic ownership of a public space. Regardless 
of architectural quality in a space, it will not be successfully active 
unless parts of it can be possessed. The desire for ownership of a 
house is an extension of the more primal desire to own parts of the 
city. Without this, the individual and his environment cannot be
long to each other. 

The great blank horrors of our public environment are the spaces that 
belong to no one, that are neither private nor public, neither comfortable 
nor inspiring nor even safe, the no-places that erode the public realm (30). 



Spatial Criteria 

The program for the Habitation Denver is based on market consider
ations as well as the need for diversity in the environment. The gen
eral objectives and rough spatial requirements are as follows. 

The recommended density is 80 dwelling units per acre. This pro
vides a suitable balance between requirements for density based on 
market demand and requirements based on livability in the environ
ment. The site is 1.6 acres, thus allowing a total of 128 units on the 
site. This density allows a humanly scaled environment in keeping 
with the character of the adjacent area. Densities beyond this pro
duce excessive amounts of coarse grained dwelling units resulting in 
undesirable, potentially anonymous units. 

The program is structured such that the inclusion of the lower in
come groups is facilitated either in rental or owned units. The 
combination of dwelling types also relates to the concepts of di
versity, identity, and hierarchy. 

Parking space is delegated at one space per dwelling for new con
struction, one space per 750 square feet of retail, and inclusion of 
50% of the 250 existing parking spaces on the site. These parking 
space allocations are intended to reduce the emphasis on the auto
mobile in a primarily pedestrian domain. It is recommended that to 
further de-emphasize the auto, incentives be given in the form of rent 
reductions or rebates for inhabitants who have no car. 

The program consists of three parts: housing, retail and support 
space, and public space. The dwelling unit composition is detailed 
in the following table. It is organized by: percentage share of the 
market, dwellers' maximum annual income (both data from the 
Denver Office of Policy Analysis report on downtown dwellers), 
dweller maximum affordable housing (a study done by Housing 
magazine indicates that Denverites are willing to spend 2.5 times 
their annual income for housing), unit description, number of 



those particular units, and data on the number of those units for 
sale or rent and the total square footage for those unit types. The 
dwelling unit composition is as follows on the next page. 

The objective of the retail and supportive space is to continue the 
urban fabric through the development, provide necessary supple
mental functions for the inhabitants, and stimulate night activity 
in the area. The total area required is 65,000-75,000 square feet. The 
retail area may include uses such as a small market, laundromat, res
taurant, liquor store, magazine/book shop, delicatessen, or other 
shops as would naturally exist. 

The public space, as social and physical reference plane, is of great 
importance. In addition to allowing for symbolic ownership and 
other essential characteristics, it has two distinct functions. These 
are the tying (physically and socially) together of the whole and pro
viding public spaces that belong to both the Habitation Denver and 
the entire city. It is in fact the community space that determines the 
success of the habitat and thereby the species. 



DWELLING UNIT COMPOSITION 

MKT. MAX. MAX. UNIT TOTAL # OWNED (%) # RENTED (%) 
% INCOME AFFORDABLE DESCRIPTION UNITS TOT. SO. FT. TOT. SO. FT. 

SINGLE PERSON HOUSEHOLD 
7% 10,000 25,000 600 Ft2 9 3 (2%) 6 (5%) 

efficiency 1,800 S.F. 3,600 S.F. 
8% 20,000 50,000 800 Ft2 10 4 (3.5%) 6 (4.5%) 

1 bdrm 3,200 S.F. 4,800 S.F. 
10% > 20,000 > 50,000 1000 Ft2 13 13 (10%) —_ 

1 bdrm 13,000 S.F. 

32 20 (15.5%) 12 (9.5%) Sub Total 

18,000 S.F. 8,400 S.F. 
MULTIPLE PERSON HOUSEHOLD 

8,400 S.F. 

21% 10,000 25,000 1000 Ft2 27 11 (8.5%) 16 (12.5%) 
2 bdrm 11,000 S.F. 16,000 S.F. 

23% 20,000 50,000 1100 Ft2 29 23 (18%) 6 (5%) 
2 bdrm 25,300 S.F. 6,600 S.F. 

21% > 20,000 > 50,000 1200 Ft2 27 27 (21%) „— 

2 bdrm 32,400 S.F. 
6% > 20,000 > 50,000 1300 Ft2 8 8 (6%) — 

3 bdrm 10,400 S.F. 
4% > 30,000 > 75,000 1500 Ft2 5 5 (4%) — 

3 bdrm 7,500 S.F. 

96 74 (57.5%) 22(17.5%) Sub Total 
86,600 S.F. 22,600 S.F. 

128 94 (73%) 34(27%) Sum Total 
104,000 S.F. 31,000 S.F. 

NET HOUSING SPACE: 135,600 S.F. 



DESIGN FOR THE HABITATION DENVER 

On the following pages are the drawings for the Habitation Denver. 
The project has been an investigation into communal and public 
aspects in urban housing, further investigation would produce another 
aspect, that of the individual dwelling unit and would complete the 
community and privacy issues that must be addressed in any success
ful housing project. The design can be considered in recurring duali
ties: those of arcade and plaza, and those of order and spontaneity. 

The Denver Athletic Club has played a large role in the design of the 
Habitation Denver. The strong presence it conveys has been left to 
stand independently but simultaneously through the rhythm of its 
elevation has created a thread (the arcade) that weaves itself through
out the design (see Glenarm St. Elevation). This arcade element has 
several functions the most important being the creation of a continu
ous theme throughout but also important are how the arcade defines 
the urban edge, provides a pedestrian scale modulator; expresses the 
fine grain (usually the retail and office portions); performs as a tran
sitional device from horizontal to vertical and from street to plaza to 
dwelling; and contains the necessary support functions such as 
mechanical spaces, service and deliveries, and parking. 

As previously mentioned the Athletic Club is framed both by a 
modern brick addition to the south and by a transitional element in 
the Habitation Denver itself. It is from this element that the arcade 
begins. The arcade unifies the entire design though through its incons
istencies and diversities it is able to indicate variations of facade 
images based on context; define entrances; and communicate pre
viously described ideas of densities, diversities, identities, and hier
archies. 

The plaza represents the social reference plane needed for the com
munity to exist. Like the arcade it unifies the whole, though it is an 
amorphous element, through its diverse parts. The plaza is organized 
in conjunction with the building masses around it. The massing is 



determined by access to sun, views, and the need to define plaza 
space. The plaza itself contains a hierarchy of public spaces organized 
by the circulation progression and differentiated by changes in level 
and paving pattern. The plaza thereby contains spaces within spaces 
that are directly identifiable with a specific adjacent housing cluster, 
and further, the four housing areas utilize slightly different vocabu
laries to differentiate themselves. The result is that the inhabitants 
are able to identify themselves with spaces that have a distinct char
acter with specific recognizable artifacts, buildings, and portions of 
the plaza while remaining aware of the whole. By doing this they are 
then able to maintain their identity in the city and understand their 
relationship to their community. 

A further objective of the design is that it be permeable; that is, the 
arcade defines an edge but is not alienating and that the plaza is not 
isolated from the main stream of the city life. The entrances are the 
primary means to this end. At these areas the contradiction between 
order and spontaneity is at its height. The play of trees through the 
urban edge of the arcade draw the pedestrian through the arcade and 
up to the plaza level. Other perforations in the massing (also accom
panied by trees) give hints of activity beyond as well as provide a 
visual relief from the plaza within. This permeability attempts to 
involve not only the dweller but also the passer-by with the activities 
of the development. 

The objective in this design has always been to create many oppor
tunities for the urban dweller and to enable him to maintain his 
identity while understanding that the attractiveness of city living is 
partially due to its many diversities. 
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