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Beyond cosmetics

Not by Peterson Littenberg
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r I Y he partial demolition of Pruitt-Igoe
dramatized the physical and social
problems of public housing in this

country, but as a solution applicable to

similar projects, it had little relevance. Most
cities have not nearly enough new public
housing to justify demolishing what they
have. And as all types of rental housing
become more scarce, cities have begun to see
their public housing, however deteriorated,
as a valuable commodity, often conveniently
located and structurally sound. Rehabilita-
tion, rather than demolition, has become the
course cities now follow.

Unfortunately, because of inadequate
funding, most of the rehabilitation that has
occurred has focused on cosmetic improve-
ments such as painting or recladding build-

ings rather than on substantial improve-
ments to the layout of the buildings and
grounds or to job opportunities and social
services for the residents. What distinguishes
the following projects is how far they go
bevond cosmetics.

Lake West

What makes Lake West, a proposed rehabili-
tation of the public housing in West Dallas,
significant is not just the size of the project
(its 3500 townhouses made it the largest
low-rise public housing project in the coun-
try), but its ambition. The scheme, developed
by Peterson, Littenberg, Architects, with
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e e . associated architects Selzer-Volk-Borne,
& engineers Carter & Burgess, and Real Estate
"

Research Corporation, has some elements in
common with the Boston project. Itincreases
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The existing and proposed site plans
(opposite) show the conversion of the
parallel bars of buildings into blocks
that enclose private courts and define
public squares. The extent of conver-
sion is apparent in the axonometrics
(left and below). The rectangular
blocks will enclose private yards and
pedestrian walks; the L- and H-
shaped blocks also will have parking
garages. The buildings themselves
will receive gable roofs, porches,
gateways, and added trim.
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HOUSING MOVED OR DEMOLISHED TO MAKE BLOCKS

center containing retail space, multifamily
housing, a community campus, elderly units
in twin towers, and extensive landscaping
forming an amphitheater, canal, lagoon, and
town green. Even more daring than these
grand public spaces, though, are efforts to
make the project function as a town. Offices
and warehouses at the southern edge of the
site provide jobs and job training, market
rate as well as moderate rate and subsidized
rental units attract a greater diversity of
people and incomes, and condominiums
(with private yards and garages) and de-
tached houses (some moved from adjacent
neighborhoods) encourage home owner-
ship—something that many tenants indi-
cated that they wanted and, with a subsidized
mortgage program, could afford.

Both the Boston and Dallas projects
apply—brilliantly—the lessons learned

about public housing over the last 20 years:

lessons about defensible space, residential
imagery, and low-rise family housing. And
both present a new vision of what public
housing could be: collections of
semiautonomous villages or self-sufficient
towns that are socially and economically
integrated and that act as their own magnets
for jobs and services. What's lacking from
our policy makers is an equivalent public
vision and as strong a commitment to pre-

serve what has become a valuable resource:

public housing. [Thomas Fisher]

L Ll
RESULTING HOUSING BLOCKS DEFINING SPACE

Progressive Architecture 7:84 81



