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Biography of Moderator

Stuart Cohen is a professor emeritus at University of Illinois Chicago and a practicing architect. He is a Fellow of the American Institute of Architects, and his architectural work has received awards for design excellence from the American Institute of Architects, The American Wood Council, and Interiors Magazine. Professor Cohen's architectural work has been exhibited at the Chicago Art Institute, The Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, The Cooper-Hewitt Museum in New York, the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the Tokyo Museum of Modern Art, and The National Architecture Museum in Frankfort.

A graduate of Cornell University, he studied urban design under Colin Rowe and his article in Oppositions 2 was largely responsible for introducing the concept, and the term “Contextualism” into architectural theory.  In addition to Oppositions his articles have appeared over the years in, ANY, Progressive Architecture Magazine, the Architectural Forum, AD, the Architectural Review, the Inland Architect, the Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians and the Journal of Architectural Education for which he served as book review editor. He has completed a book on the historic houses of Chicago’s North Shore, which is to be published by Acanthus Press in October of this year. 

Introductory Remarks on Type

In his 1982 book An Introduction to Urban Design, Jonathan Barnett titled an entire section,  “Designing Cities Without Designing Buildings.”  Barnett was writing about the impact of zoning on the shape of cities, but his title could as well describe the role of building typology in urban design. As urban designers we can draw plans for cities precisely because we already know the footprints of the typical buildings that make up cities. We know the range of dimensions for a party wall townhouse, courtyard housing, single and double orientation elevator apartment buildings, office buildings, and the likely sizes and plan configurations for an entire range of institutional buildings. That is to say, because we have observed that certain buildings have what we might call normative conditions, we can categorize them. Once correctly categorized we will reliably know quite a lot about a building and the form it may take. This is what we mean by building typology. The study of classes or categories of buildings.  In recent discussions, there are two reasons for the vagueness surrounding the use of the term building typology. First, it is often confused with the idea of precedent. Secondly, most speakers and writers rarely tell us their criteria for the categorization of buildings. A precedent is a model for action that is directly employed, whereas, typology is the study of a category of examples with the purpose of deriving useful general principals.  Nikolas Pevsner’s classic study A History of Building Types, has chapters on Libraries, Theaters, Hospitals, Museums, and Train Stations, so we can easily conclude that he was categorizing buildings by their use. Sometimes when we know a building’s use we know quite a lot about it, in other cases we know very little. In the case of libraries, for instance, there are a few simple types that describe the relationship of public space to book storage. By knowing a building is a library we have no way of knowing if it is an alcove library, a pantheon, or a multi-bay warehouse.   Historians frequently categorize a building by its style, which usually tells us noting about how it’s built or how it’s used. Sometimes knowing a building’s style tells us how the parts of a building are going to be organized. We could as well categorize buildings by their construction systems, noting that buildings which are post and beam , or parallel baring wall, or domed, share not only structural but also spatial characteristics. For architects and urban designers the most important way to categorize buildings is by how their elements are organized in two and three dimensions. Examples would be buildings whose parts are organized in linear, grid, radial, concentric, and clustered arrangements. For want of a better term we could call these “organizational types”, as differentiated from “structural-spatial types,” or “use types.” Urban Typologies, look at the form of cities, as determined by their growth; or their initial plan in relation to their site; or their principal use or uses, such as commerce, industry, government, or education. Usually when we are categorizing cities we are cataloging them by their organizational type- that is by their formal structure.  

Tonight our speakers Stefanos Polyzodies, Katharine Kelley, and Thomas Dolan, if I understand the topics of their presentations correctly, will each talk about a different category of typology in relations to the making of cities and the focus of this conference, “Buildings, Streets, and Blocks.” Polyzoides will look at the implications of aggregating housing units with a special emphasis on an organizational type, the courtyard building. Katharine Kelley will talk about urban townhouses. The partywall townhouse being a primary structural- spatial type, and our last speaker Tom Dolan will talk about an important building use type for our cities, Live-Work housing. 

