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Microarchitecture
- a Recourse for the Future of Cities?

“In 2020, we shall settle on the moon,” the Americans
predicted at the beginning of 2004. An old dream of man
could, therefore, come true in the foreseeable future. But
what would these settlements look like? In order to minimize
the amount of fuel used in transport and to occupy the
smallest possible space, the structures would have to be
light and compact. To guarantee survival over a longer
period of time, they would also have to function with closed-
circuit systems based on state-of-the-art technology. In
view of diminishing resources and increasing mobility, the
question arises whether concepts of this kind could also be
of use for life on earth.

The great response with which small, innovative projects —
so-called “microarchitecture” — have met in recent years is
attributable to many factors. Increasing settlement of the
earth is forcing scientists and tourists alike to seek the last
undiscovered corners of the planet. Rather like the tree
houses of the Korowai, an ethnic group in New Guinea that
erects its compact dwellings some 40 metres above the
ground, research stations in lightweight forms of
construction allow the exploration of hitherto inaccessible
habitats, from the tropical rainforests to the glaciers.
Microarchitecture can also be used in densely populated
conurbations to create tiny oases of liberty, removed from
standardized mass housing; for example, set down by
helicopter on flat roofs, or suspended from the facades of
existing buildings. Alternatively, it could take the form of the
houseboat settlements planned for Hamburg and Berlin.
The main attraction in all this is not a frugal, secluded
existence, but the convenience of being plugged into a
multimedia network which makes up for the limited space.
The modest scale also increases the chances of realizing
these goals. Greater creativity is needed, however, when
searching for locations for mobile objects of this kind than
for a building site with the usual high investment. Students
could realize their ideas economically on a do-it-yourself
basis, and the complex forms that can be generated on the
computer could be tested in real life. The architect’s
responsibilities would also extend to product design: here,
in the form of individually variable, high-tech, industrialized
housing.

Microarchitecture cannot replace the quality of historically
evolving cities, but it does offer significant scope for
innovation in the development of future settlements-and not
just on the moon. To achieve these goals, however,
microarchitecture must come up with new architectural
ideas and not confine itself to superficially styled “sexy”
objects for the design pages of trendy magazines.

Frank Kaltenbach
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