


NOTES ON THE MOIRE HOUSE
(Or, “Urbanism” for Emptying Cities)
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1.

Density and congestion have been urbanism’s greatest problems in
the last few decades. The demographic explosions of the new mega-
polises strain the conceptual tools of the discipline, the scope at which
it usually works, and the orderly patterns that give it a solid foothold.
But urbanism may have recently been surprised by a recurrent but
low-key problem that has taken on new dimensions--a problem that
is the very opposite of what the field may have thought its coming
challenges would be: a potential demographic emptying of cities due
to recent housing crises and the waves of foreclosures, evictions and
business shutdowns that they have unleashed. Certain cities are on
the verge of becoming vacant. Detroit is, of course, the paradigmatic
case. Andrea Branzi has spoken of an above-ground empty doppelgan-
ger of Tokyo comprised of the over 2 million square meters of unused
office space in that city. Various neighborhoods in Miami--our theater of
operations--are halfway to becoming ghost towns. Blocks and blocks
of single-family houses are boarded up. Entire condo towers are emp-
ty. Once bustling business areas are growing idle. Emptying cities put
new demands to urbanism.

2.

When neither time nor the re-
sources are available for long-
term strategies, one has to start
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mentation than of suspension,
less of rewriting codes than
of clearing paths. One has to
ride available waves (new or
previously-undervalued beha-
vioral patterns), find loopholes,
disregard protocols, disem-
power bureaucracies, loosen
demands. If this has to do with
urbanism at all, it is a tactical
and aleatory one. It would be
an urbanism that, like what
Michel de Certeau calls tactics,
involves actions and modes of
behavior that function without
relying on a legitimizing insti-
tution. It would merely employ,
opportunistically, the ground that official practices produce as tempo-
rary support structures from where to unleash unexpected performa-
tive elements. (Tactics are efforts to find the tears in regulatory frame-
works and slip through them.)

3.

Urban planning has mostly been couched, perhaps unconsciously, on
the notion of growing economies. Salaries and profit margins that keep
up or exceed increasing costs of living and inflation rates sustain a city
(perhaps even demand a city) conceivable as a series of distinct zones:
residential zones, commercial zones, leisure zones, tourist zones. But
once economies cease to grow, this partitioned city falls apart. Laid-off
workers can’t continue to pay the mortgage on their suburban homes
or the steep commuting gas bills, businesses without profit can’t stay
open, empty tourist sites quickly deteriorate. The city has to be rene-
gotiated as a collection of zones of indistinction: a house becomes a
restaurant during lunch hours every day; a former shop owner now
fixes cars in his garage; the backyard of the local supermarket’s part-
time butcher becomes a small ham curing establishment (he pilfers
pork legs at the end of his shift). It's a city of blurred edges.

4.

As the examples just mentioned suggest, the city, facing the condition
of a ghost town, already has a series of logics that may help keep the
tumbleweeds from rolling in. These tactical logics are, of course, what
urbanists often dismiss and discredit. They are the work of immigrants
applying rudimentary knowledge from their backward countries to the
“advanced” cities of the West; they are the poor or those on the way
to poverty merely appealing to a basic survival instinct, fighting the
inevitable tooth-and-nail. What goes unsaid is that these are efforts to
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respond to immediate needs and draw on ground-level and proven in-
telligences. Survival is an unmatched catalyst in the generation of real
and innovative solutions. It fires up an intense sense of astuteness
in those who for whom all guarantees have been taken off the table.
It demands a rigorous honing of one’s resourcefulness. It calls for a
radical pragmatism that overturns all the banal value systems that one
adheres to.

5.

What we have in certain cities (or parts of them) is a race against
the plywood sheets. Placed over doors and windows, they have be-
come an easy sign to read: the home dwellers have been evicted.
As they speak of the tragedy of what has occurred, these plywood
sheets threaten the neighbors. The possibility that they will multiply
through the area--be nailed to all the houses in the vicinity--becomes
a haunting prospect. The plywood sheets may be announcing a condi-
tion that is contagious. One imagines less a slimy body that gangrene
and other infections are turning to mush than a bleached out piece of
flesh, its epidermal pigments all gone, its distinctive features erased. A
body blanched by an endless spread of plywood sheets.The knots and
grain of the wood will become the pattern on the decorative wallpaper
of a disaster that no one figured out how to avoid.

6.

In the fluid space which tactics and radical pragmatism generate and
in which they nest themselves, meanings are unstable. Objects un-
furl differently at different regis-
ters and live parallel existences.
The menacing plywood sheets,
feared by those who have
managed to keep their houses,
become the walls of a kind of
¥ memory box when the real estate
~agency signs begin to appear,
hanging from their gallows-
like wooden structures. If the
plywood “erases” the apertures
of the houses, turning the struc-
ture into an impenetrable cube
that cast a long shadow over
the history of the family that has
been sent away, the photograph
of the smiling real estate agent,
plasticized and contiguous with
the bold logo of her company, is
looking to erase more than just
certain architectural elements. It
wants to white out the difficulties
that the plywoods memorialize. A
virtual layer of plastic smiles in-
tends to mantle entire neighborhoods with the shameless promise of
a sunnier future.

7.

One of these tactical logics that the city already posses is what we call
the Moire House. It's the house in which two or more functional fields
meet. A single-family house which is, for instance, both residence and
ham curing establishment is a Moire House. It's not so much the house
with the traditional office in it, a small room dedicated to business that
doesn’t impinge on the rest of the functions in the house, and which
technological advances (desktop PCs, printers) have compacted and
made discreet. It’s, rather, the house in which at times it becomes un-
clear that it's main function is residential, in which the tense exchange
between the incompatible demands that are put to it becomes its most
telling quality, its dominant marker of identity. Imagine diagramming
the residential functions of a house as a pattern. Now, imagine over-
laying on that a second pattern of functions usually not associated to
the home--ham curing establishment, restaurant, beauty salon, cake
shop, scrap collection yard, marihuana growing house. The field of
these superimposed functions, of these two patterns, would produce a
Moire. In this sense, a restaurant in Little Haiti that is only open during
lunch hours and sits in the middle of a living room, in a house in which
people still live and in which the parents have their own room and the
children have their own room and the kitchen is used to cook their din-
ners just as much as it is used to cook lunch for dozens of customers
during the day--this is a Moire House.

8.

The Moire House is suggested by strangely misplaced artifacts: a large
soup cauldron in a kitchen made to serve a small family; a wrought-
iron gated door to a bathroom (in which, during business hours, the
cashier seats); a couple of spare bedrooms fitted with agricultural
equipment (hydroponic lamps, thermometers to determine humidity
levels, fertilizer dispenser). It is when artifacts that respond to exigen-
cies not usually associated to the home are found in the middle of it
that one can start to recognize or imagine the Moire House.















9.

The Moire House spreads. It's effects and demands radiate. The
patterns of use that crisscross inside the house project put their own
claims to the surrounding environment. The city’s infrastructures and
services--electricity, trash pick up, roadways, sidewalks--are measu-
rably affected. Power usage increases, the demand for parking ex-
ceeds the suburban street’s capacity, a growing circulation of bodies
and automobiles alter the block’s level of noise--these are the rings of
the radiating effects of the Moire House.

10.

An aerial view of the neighborhood may reveal a certain hyperacti-
vity not only in the circulation of vehicles and bodies, but also in the
accumulation of materials. That is, the archetypal bird’s-eye-view of
the suburb, with gardens and patios, white outdoor furniture, pools
and the feeling of settled and unchanging space--like the image of
multiplied fragments that a kaleidoscope produces--but now, sudden-
ly, interrupted. Holes begin to appear in the pattern. They multiply and
grow. One pattern eventually dissolves into another--this second one
structured by proliferating absences.

In the narrow side yard of a house, metal scraps picked up through-
out the city uncharacteristically begin to accumulate. The part-time
butcher, aside from curing ham in the evening, also collects metal on
his day off to supplement his income. He’ll deliver the scraps to the
junk yard when there’s enough of it to make the trip worth it. It may
take a while.

In a nearby neighborhood, a dry-waller, usually one of the last people
called into the construction site, brings home the leftover cinderblocks
and stacks them by the A/C. Eventually, he’ll sell them.

In the meantime, however, the piles of junk/construction materials/
potential money grow into alien protuberances on lawns intended
for careful manicuring. Weeds grow out of them. They interrupt the
suburb’s uniform layout. Holes in the pattern.

11.

Another homeowner, on the other side of town, runs a makeshift
salon in her living room. It'll stay open until the neighbors no longer
tolerate the increased volume of cars as it overflows her driveway,

takes over her lawn, jumps over to the neighbor’s
lawn, and eventually spills down the street and
wraps around the block. The situation is aggravated
by a second business: she bakes cakes. A com-
plex system of display cases structures her family
room. There’s a pair of love seats between all the
vitrines for the client’s to sit, and a vast library of
photo albums neatly shelved. In them are images
of all her previous production--a range that seduces
the client into believing that he or she can stretch
their imagination as a far as they want, and all for a
reasonable price. This house, if we momentarily ig-
nore its residential usage, is a Venn Diagram of two
functional business patterns: the two circles meet in
the kitchen, when a cake is baking in the oven and
the depilatory wax is boiling on the stove. It's an in-
tensely olfactory intersection.

12.

Behaviors are altered by the Moire House. Work
schedules change. They may no longer happen
in blocks. (9 to 5 is replaced by a different set of
hours or by many sets of hours.) One’s schedule
can easily become that of the night cleaning crews
and the graveyard shift toll collectors, but it can
just as easily break up into small spans of time--
between breakfast and the Jerry Springer show, be-
tween Springer and picking up the kids from school,
between the end of school and football practice,
between football practice and the late news. Do-
mestic rhythms begin to determine production
schedules and operating hours. And, in fact, things
may be even harder than that to pin down. Stealing
the pork leg in the morning for an evening of curing
is like a stretched appendage of the work schedule,
a quick and necessary action.

13.

Children are an important part of the Moire House--a
force that unwittingly demands all sorts of altera-
tions and additions. They keep the home from be-
coming just a business. There is a seemingly ethical
imperative to maintain a semblance of a home for
their sake. Side doors are installed for clients, so
that the front door remains an entrance to a home.
In fact, all kinds of new paths are carved out and
elements added. Rows of pavers lead from the
driveway, along the side of the house, to the “client’s
door.” Small, unimpressive bathrooms are built for the clientele--
"public” bathrooms to the private ones that only the family uses.

14.

But if the pattern of functions of the beauty salon, the curing establish-
ment, the junk metal collector “enlarge” the house, the actual residen-
tial patterns of the single-family home decrease as foreclosures and
unemployment empty houses at a steady clip. Two extreme forces,
each tugging in a different direction, change radically the shape of the
suburb.

Emptiness, viewed from above, extends like a stain, spooks the
neighborhood. It can be contained solely by a radical and unsenti-
mental pragmatism: paradoxically, only the repurposing of domestic
spaces into productive and service areas can maintain the family at-
mosphere of the suburb. That is, only by altering this atmosphere can
the Moire House save it. This is its unshakeable alibi, what allows it to
reveal itself as a necessary typology for an emptying city.

15.

Even after new uses settle into the domestic space and the home
businesses begin to prosper, their physiognomy can only be proposed
or understood laterally--through alterations in the diagrams of internal
and external circulation; analyses of energy consumption and com-
parative studies of phone, electricity, gas and water bills; statistics
concerned with noise and air pollution levels; informal surveys that
provide a record of less quantifiable things, such as the concern of
parents over children playing in the increasingly-travelled street. In
other words, as the domestic signs of the facades and the general ex-
terior physiognomy of the suburban house remain nearly unaltered, in-
visible structures, fleshed out in the changing density of flows, in new
expenses, in altered schedules and agendas, propose, in conjunction
with certain alterations inside the house, a new typology that, while
transitory, is as efficient as any model optimized for urban experience.
The utility bills are the blueprints of these invisible structures we are
calling Moire Houses.-






