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When Suburbia Awakens

Lars Lerup

The ancient urbanism best portrayed by etched maps is
passé. The new metropolitan urbanism has been liberated
from those petrified inscriptions. But we have also left cin-
ematic urbanism behind, where trains once left crowded
platforms in billowing smoke. The new metropolitan mode
is handheld video urbanism, where a clip can stop, turn left,
fade, begin again, grow dim, and be erased.

But all three are inadequate for the future: the firstis
too static, the second is too predictable—too noir; and the
third is too erratic and self-indulgent. The peculiar sub-
urban potential amalgamation of Nature and culture—of
lawn and house—with renewed environmental insistence
holds the secret to a new metropolitan urbanism. Rolled
out, its horizontal coherence is weak but persistent, gentle
and laconic; it is, when it can be, just there. Never fully
complete, undramatic, always struggling against more
powerful forces, it still holds its promise. It is this meta-
bolic intelligence that points the way.

The new metropolitan urbanism is the fuzzy union of
the built, the planted, and the natural (in the case of Hous-
ton the ancient moist prairie). It is an architecture both
visible and invisible. Here Jeffersonian husbandry, now
frozen in suburban landscaping replete with leaf-blowers
and pesticides, can find new life by seeing the natural as the
motor of a new urbanism.

In this return to the natural lies embedded the rejec-
tion of our total dependency on fossil fuels and the uto-
pian dream that we will one day grow our houses. Solar
air-conditioning! Twin-fuel cars! The image of the new
metropolis that emerges from this new field-room is a lat-
eral domain with a quiet but scintillating intelligence—the
electronic forest. Here metropolitans will swarm, or swim,
in a new liquidity, suspended between the invisible and
physical reminders of the public dimension of the metrop-
olis. In Houston these perma-stims will bustle with new
communication software, wireless hotspots, environmental
controls for monitoring and guiding both public and pri-
vate traffic—invisible forces that will join an uncanny hard-
ware struggling to break out of its static confines to merge
with the endless trunks of the Zohemic Canopy.
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