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Architecture that doesn’t move-physically pick up and move-is

just so second millennium. We're living in a mobile world, and if
not just individuals but entire communities can’t keep up when

they need to, then what good are they?

JENNIFER SIEGAL is fed up with architecture that can’t fit on the
back of a flatbed truck. We live in a world of cell phones, PDAs,
in-car e-mail, and Triscuit-thin Internet-equipped laptops. Our
existences are increasingly mobile, as our odometers attest, but
architecture has remained stubbornly anchored to the ground. If
Siegal has anything to do with it, that’s about to change. Jennifer
Siegal and her Los Angeles-based firm, office of Mobile Design,
have invented the trailer home of the future: cheap, high-tech,
eco-friendly, and-here’s the shocker—pretty to look at. Erase from
your mind the trailers you've seen behind pantsless drunken
guys on Cops. Siegal’s trailers—called Portable Houses-are
Pleasantly light and airy; the walls are made of special translucent
plastic with air pockets that act as insulation. The other building
materials sound like something from the menu of a macrobiotic
restaurant; compressed sunflower-seed hulls and Plyboo, a good-
for-the—environment bamboo product. And Portable Houses

are surprisingly cheap: Each is pieced together in a factory from
prefab parts, which means a 720-square-foot model runs about
$80,000.

Siegal-who grew up in New Hampshire, spent her teen years

in Israel, and worked a mobile hot-dog stand to help pay for
architecture school-has a grand scheme for the future: cities in
which any empty lot is fair game for a mobile unit to park, plug
in, juice up, and pull out. It's a world for the growing group she
calls the New Nomads.

Her first mobile-home village will soon become a reality-an
artists’ community called Eco-Ville. A handful of what will be
forty Portable Houses will make the trek forom a factory in
Rancho Cucamonga, California, to the 2.5-acre plot in downtown
LA Siegal designed a special prototype for Eco-Ville, a set of

two modular units stacked to allow a roof garden on one side
and a shaded garage on the other. These homes will be fairly
permanent once they take up their places in Eco-Ville, a seeming
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ER#H - &R contradiction that doesn’t have Siegal all that worried: “It's about
B AR BRI R living lighter on the land with smarter architecture.”

The Portable House is just one in a line of Siegal’s mobile
buildings. The Mobile Eco Lab, an early project, turned a retired
cargo trailer into an environmental classroom on wheels. For the
Haagen-Daz Pleasure Mobile, Siegal designed a portable ice-
cream-bar-cum-mobile-theater in which you can order sorbet
cocktails and screen films. In the future, she may escape the
unmoving nature of land altogether: Her newest designs are for
technologically advanced homes—for the ocean.

Right: rendering of mobile event
city
Bl R RE

MRHEESH, RE—TELERL
TREOER. BAERMRHFAEL, 1
W “XEREFFAMER, ER/IRLE
MAEBZ e 7

BEASERRARRRITHNEHNER
Z—o ERFNBNESKRNEIE
. ARRE-TEFOERERAS
R T EHE, ABREIRT A
RIXEBNE RS, BRE— B
HRKERIEFREF ., MAINEREER
St KEEFIBEIE. b R] AR A
MR, K, ARRETIREL
K. WRHTHSEHRIRITEES
FFPRHo

9 Introduction




The New Mobility

Tom Vanderbilt

Introduction

“HOME IS WHERE YOU PAER IT.” So goes the bumper-sticker
philosophy stuck on recreational vehicles motoring down
America’s highways. It’s not entirely trite: Some 2.8 million
Americans are estimated to be fulltime Rvers, a vast mobile
population that, until recently, the U.S Census didn’t quite know
how to classify (much less find), simply labeling its members the
“affluent homeless.”

The bulk of these nomads would not profess to be part of some
avant-garde design movement, and the houses-on-wheels they
pilot don’t capture the imagination of most architects. These
barriers may be beginning to fall. There’s a new energy in the
field of mobile ity and prefabrication, driven by new materials
and technologies, the changing social conditions imposed by the
24/7 “just-in-time” global economy and an expanding interest
among various demographic groups in a mobile lifestyle. As
lennifer Siegal, head of Siegal Office of Mobile Design(OMD)in
Venice, Calif, and one of the most prominent of the new mobility
proponents, writes in her book, mobile: The Art of portable
Architecture (Princeton Architectural Press, 2002), “Architecture
today rolls, flows, inflates, breathes, expands, multiplies and
contracts, finally hoisting itself up, as O predicted in the early
1960s, to go in search of its next user.”

This movement isn’t just a string of verbs on paper. Active
members include FIL Design Engineering Studio, which specializes
in lightweight and deployable constructions such as the Carlos
Moseley Music Pavilion, a traveling performance venue designed
for a number of New York cultural institutions. Concocting a
fabric for the pavilion, whose shape is based on acoustic and
sheltering needs, the firm raises the Corbusian question: “When is
a structure a machine and when is it a building.” Then there’s the
Mark Fisher Studio, a group responsible for the Rolling Stone’s
Steel Wheels-set—a vast, post-industrial apparatus that represents
the largest-ever traveling stage. The firm Festo has created what

it calls “the first building in the world to be constructed with

a cubic interior’(supporting structure built with air-inflated
chambers). The humble steel or aluminum shipping container, the
ubiquitous conveyance of globalization, is now appearing in so
many projects—from LOT/EK to OMD to Wes Jones Partners—that

“URERIB AR EIRMNEK, 7 XMWHE
FRTEESELRE EOKRREFER
& FNOSENBHABNRIT R,
B A280 F XEEARKXFLEN. X
E—TEXRNBHAR. BEFNE, X
EM BB A0 A B IZIA 45X LA
B, RERBHMREN “BROA
BRIRT 6

REXFHTRERZEERSIFI BAIR
HiEs), B FENEEHBAERSIER
HEY B Yo MINAE, XL IEAEWTT
W, Bo)@RASEA T —RFON
2. NFMERFEA, TAOZNNE
SMZFHE, UWRNAETRLERA
NABR GBI E R AN A TN
EFREBHEAOE S, FEET
NEERT B IR T BB FT(OMD) B EI%
IR e - ER/R, —(EBNFE
MERANAIEE, EEFRMEN (Bah:
EEARANIAR) (EMHETMRZRL
FRAE2002F HAR) —PAXFR: “S
REEINEEB RS, Np. Bk, ¥
R, TR, EAMER. REBHE
k. sHiR20tZ260FER ANTHUM A AB
¥, AIREHT—1MERE. 7

XMEHHFARAR BT K. RMM
FPFENNEBIEFTLIRIT TR T(E
o, EFIINBERN A RTER
BRI T/, ERINMIRZHAL
AN IET T —DRIER T HT R 8
FERETHRTREEG. T T
KRBT RAERNTERRIT, X
RIEERE TXE— “MmEaE
3 (Corbusian) ” RyEIRA: “4EiGft
2 BHRE— e, T2 iRE—FE
BT Y Bk, 5% - B#E/R (Mark
Fisher) TEZERIT TRANEL RS,
—PMEARMEIIEE: IAMIKITE



RATHITE BN

it doesn’t seem gratuitous to wonder, as pre fab(Gibbs Smith
Publisher, 2002) authors Allison Arieff and Bryan Burkhart do.
Whether it might become the 2 *-century brick, which is what
Paul Rudolph suggested the mobile home would be for the
previous century.

The idea of mobile architecture and its corollary, prefab
architecture, has long haunted the dreams and sketchbooks of
the most visionary architects-from Buckminster Fuller's 1929
Dymaxion house, whose components could be reduced to a
tube (eight of which could fit on a standard railway car). To Frank
Lloyd Wright’s inflatable rubber Airhouse, built for ULS. Rubber at
the 1959 International Home Exposition. Due to technological
flaws, production costs or lack of popular acceptance, these
schemes rarely made headway. Most mobile architecture has
emerged on the fly out of economic or strategic necessity (like
the Quonset hut developed at the eve of World War Il by the
George A. Fuller Construction Co.), or by nomadic societies (the
igloo, for example, can be fashioned in one hour by a skilled
Inuit using the packed snow from a single snowfall.)

Arieff and Burkhart point out that “the majority of housing built
in the United States and built in the United States and abroad
is, to some degree, prefabricated.” So are most of the commercial
structures—the fast-food chains, big-box stores, motels—that
define the new American settlements. They note that most of
these building types are architecturally uninspired-simply ersatz
versions of traditional “stick-built” structures—and nonspecific,
breeding an instant homogeneity and monotony, the 1960s
dream of avant-garde architectural collective Archigram’s “Plug-in
Cities come back as placeless night mares. There’s no theory
attached to these instant landscapes; rather, they're simply a
physical expression of the most brutalis-tic economic imperatives.

“Mobile homes” (a misnomer because more than 90 percent of
such structures are mobile only once—from factory to housing
location) are becoming a landscape fixture particularly in the
fastest-growing regions of the country. According to the 2002
State of the Nation’s Housing report from Housing Studies
“Manufactured housing was responsible for 35 percent of the
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Introduction

growth in homeownership in non-metropolitan areas and 23
percent of the gains among very low-income households.”
Mostimpressively, the report noted, “Manufactured housing’s
share of growth in the South was 30 percent overall and fully 63
percent in rural areas.”

The manufactured house, now representing two out of every 1O
new home purchases overall, hasn’t entirely managed to shed
the perception that its popularity is limited to two demographic
categories—the newly wed or the nearly dead. After all, many
countries have a long-standing cultural bias against nomadism—
property confers legitimacy, social standing, even voting rights. As
the catalog for the recent Vitra Design Museum exhibition Living
in Motion puts it, “The distinction that our culture has made
since biblical times between nomads and settlers has resulted

in our exclusion of huts tents or igloos from our conception of
architecture, just as we don’t regard baskets, hammocks or pillows
to be furniture. “The bulk of manufactured housing, moreover,
still feels dictated more by the exigencies of the assembly line
than by appreciations of space and movement. And yet, as the
writer J.B. Jackson, in his essay “The Mobile Home on the Range.”
Once suggested, “It almost seems as if these shortcomings, which
the critics never tire of mentioning-the lack of individuality, the
functional incompleteness, the dependence on outside services
and amenities, and even the lack of traditional architectural
qualities as firmness, commodity and delight-are what make the
trailer useful and attractive to many of its occupants.”

Why, despite the social bias, is there a new turn toward mobility?
Notably, the phrase “mobile architecture” most commonly refers
to the net-working systems of mobile phones and PDAs. The
semantic coincidence. “While information has been developing
at a rapid rate—cells, portables, laptops, imagery—the space in
which these experiences occur was not being looked at,” Siegal
says. “The slow of information was leaving the flow of the body
experience behind.” The proliferation of Wi-Fi is bringing a new
ubiquity of electronic communications coverage to spaces—from
entire cities to the single home-before architects and planners
have had a chance to consider how this flurry of chat might
reorder environments. As Siegal notes of a recent trip to
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Cambodia and Laos: “Guess what? Internet cafes in the jungles
and in cities with no infrastructure.”

Mobility, it might be said, is here to stay, While for some it might
represent the ultimate freedom of choice, it's the only choice of
those who have lost their freedom. The English firm LDA, winner
of a competition sponsored by Architecture for Humanity and
the United Nations High Commission for Refugees, created a
mobile prefab shelter (motivated by the war in Bosnia) that uses
local materials—including rubble. “Our shelter was designed to be
constructed with bare hands for situations where there’s unskilled
labor and no tools,” LDA partner Mike Lawless says. “It’s secure,
wind-and watertight, which would allow people to live reasonably
while they reconstruct their house.. The idea is that the system is
a product, one from which they can solve the problems of their
particular location.”

Architecture for Humanity recently oversaw another mobile-
architecture competition, a mobile AIDS clinic designed for use
in sub-Saharan Africa. Siegal, who served as a juror, says that
the designers of many submissions seemed to cleave to ideas
of static architecture simply transported, rather than creating
structures whose very form derived from mobility. “It was hare
to convince the more traditional architects that a purely mobile
structure could be built at a reasonable cost, perform all the
duties that it needed to and be an interesting place to work
out of and experience.” She says. “The project | liked the best-
Bubblebug-was terrific, but not taken seriously by many of the
jury members, as they couldn’t understand the technology-how it
was cooled, heated inflated, etc.”

Extreme mobility tends to characterize either the very poor or the
very rich—the transnational migrants (sometimes, ironically, hiding
in shipping containers) seeking better wages, or the permanent
leisure class living onboard The World, a cruise ship with
permanent living units, which constantly sails the globe (recalling
Fuller's speculative floating “Triton City”). Others are investigating
mobility as a way of life. Some see the annual countercultural
Burning Man Festival in Nevada as a kind of Archigram-like
“instant city.” But given its temporary nature like-minded group

BTSRRI, NTBRHOREHSRE
—MFHBREE? RATE., “BahiE
R &RBEFIAHSBEHRNETIER
Fo BN EHRUAIANETTIE,
FERR/RIXAF N : “BEEERRRME
B, F¥. B%8. ELAERFTH
BEAS. AMEAXLESYHO=TIAL
THWAEN, 5RREEESEEER
BREERE T, 7 ERAMMAKE
BEEIREBMONESZAHT, Wi-Fixtk
BARMERRAEF=R—LLEED
W R B D RER TR T E RAFH
BT, FR/ARRET RILEIRIE
BHERBIRITE “RBELE?
PMBEBIEMME , T BRAERBR
KR 7

o), bFBASRRRTEXE, X—
EAXRRERRERSNEH. EEMB
gk B M AMME LR, ABEX
BFARANBEAEERICTEERPN
ABENEARTZERE——RE
ANAILDABIE T — DB ah i =8 X P
(RRETE LAk E) , milER 7
MR, BIEZRR. LDARNSIKAIL
% - HEHET (Mike Lawless) 17:  “M#
MFTERITZE R T ENBREET MR
BEEATANER. SREE., AKX
TR BANERMAINE T, 88
BEBEEGFE. RAREBRILXD
PP, EANTRE SRR S IR E AV A

o 7

ANBEXERARRES S TH—TE
HRARE. BEARBEOENIEM
XZENBOBRR Y. 1ENTFERE
ERRRR. RERITEUFRIKE
LAY AT AR AT A 3B T
AR EER R TE A SR,
i “ERMNERMERAEE: —

13 Introduction




Introduction

14

of residents, inhospitable state-owned surroundings (the citizens
must live on imported supplies), Burning Man is a mirage of

a city-a place of fleeting reinvention that strangely parallels its
glittering pro-consumerist neighbor to the south—that would
collapse on its own internal contradictions.

A more realistic evocation of what a mobile community might
look like is found in California, in “Slab City,” a collection of
trailers and other mobile structures parked on the concrete slabs
of a former Army base located in the desert. An amorphous,
shifting collection of transients and “residents”-a town but not a
town-Slab City is off-the-gird urbanism existing on state-owned
land, a place where people have gathered to get lost. Similarly,
artist and designer Andrea Zittel has personified of the West with
her “A-Z Homestead Unit.” Smaller than 120 square feet and
built on five-acre plots near Joshua Tree, Calif. (originally given
free by the government to those who would “improve” them), the
temporary structures are considered outside of zoning laws.

It has been more than a century since the American frontier was
declared closed, thus putting a putative end to our dreams of
endless expansion and unfettered mobility. At the same time,
many of us continue to dwell in a kind of accidental mobility-we
build new fixed constellations of ex-urban sprawl that we’ll
inhabit only temporarily, while our cars, presumed harbingers of
mobility, begin to resemble houses, with their in creased interior
spaces (including over sized cup holders designed to hold food
containers), proliferating entertainment and communication
options, and increased “dwell time.” Mobility today isn’t as simple
as roaming unconquered frontier or hitting the open road for
exotic new destinations. Mobility today is about responding to
the pulse of global capitalism, about inhabiting the “space of
flows,” those interstices of money, commerce and information—or
even about slipping between the cracks, but we continue to
adhere to illusions of permanence. The architects of the “New
Mobilism” are working to give a new shape to this movement,
creating structures that guarantee that no matter where you are,
you're always home.

(Written by Tom Vanderbilt, the contributing editor of 1.D.)
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