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The modern dream of the readymade has
carried prefab far since it was first imagined over
100 years ago, but now with the pressure to be

all things to all people—green, luxurious, and
even one-of-a-kind, Kimberly Stevens wonders
if prefab can ever live up to its own potential.
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There's nathing new about pre-
fab—in fact, it's often referred to
as modern architecture’s "oldest
new idea.” But in its current trendi-
ness—widespread glitzy press
coverage and the banedicton of
a major new exhibit scheduled
to open at MoMA in New York an
July 20—s handful of architects,
investars, large firms, and real
estate brokers are still trying to
prove that the concept can live up
to its hype.

Historically, the idea of prefabri-
cated building systems has always

sapemed fresh and of-the-moment,

In 1892, Ernest Franklin Hodgson
developed a prefabricated building
system to sell chicken coops, dog-
houses, tool sheds, and small
summer cottages. Eventually,

he introduced larger homes and
garages, a concept metwith intense
excitement. Later, in 1906, Aladdin
Readi-Cut Houses produced a kit
house of pre-cut pieces. But the
real hit came in 1908, when Sears
& Roebuck developed the wildly
popular "House By Mail" program
that took the nation by storm. By
1940, when the program ended,
the company had sold over 100,000
units. The fervor for prefab was
captured in One Week, starring
Buster Keaton in 1923, in which a

nawlywed couple builds their own
prefab home with cormic results.
Today there is ance again a sense
of excitement and curiosity as mod-
ern prefab architecture returns to
the mainstream, rescued from its
stigma as cheap or even mobile
housing by a new wave of well-
designed units. Innovative new
ideas have popped up in large
numbers, ranging from Ecoshack’s
prefab yurts and the Katrina
Cottages for Gulf Coast hurricane
victims to prefab homes by the
furnitura company Design Within
Reach. But there's also intense
scrutiny and skepticism surround-
ing prefab, or modular or factory
housing, asit's otherwise called,
Some argue that while prefab is
touted for its ability to be mass-
produced, it's delivered to relatively
few. Others note that while it prom-
ises affordability, modern prafab
is often expensive (for example,
California developer Steve Glenn's
much-publicized Living Homes,
with designs by Ray Kappe and
Kieran Timberlake, generally aver-
age well over $200 per square foot).
More question marks surround
such issues as durability, comfort,
and varisty, Forthe architect entre-
preneur looking to sell prefab as
a business, it remaine unclear if

it's possible to turn a profit. For
the time boing, as prefab units rise
in cost, dividends remain small
because few houses have been
widespread sellers.

"l just think the whole thing is
a false promise,” said Los Angeles
realtor Brian Linder. "They're
very difficult to sall. There's nothing
low-cost about them. Until some-
one like Honda or Toyota gets
involved, | don't think it's going
anywhere.”

Allison Arieff, author of Prefab
12003}, said that people designing
7,000-square-foot prefabs might as
well do stick-buill. “Prefaly for the
sake of prefab isn't going anywhere;
that would just continue what some
hawve called ‘the curse of the proto-
type,” whereby a great ong-off
house is built, but no others follow.”

Still, Arieff predicts that architects
who can master the practical side of
prefab—faclories, mass production,
shipping, and, of course, market-
ing—will thrive in the future.

And architects, while committed
to proving critics wrong about
prefab, are also trying their hardest
to make the system worth their
while, design-wise, One California
firm that stand= out in the quest to
effectivaly exploit the rise in con-
sumer interast toward prefab is
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Marmuol Radziner Prefab, a division
of Los Angeles-hasad Marmol
Radziner Associates. The firm
has a local factory to manufacture
and package high-end, modern
steel-frame houses and has even
established a blog on prefab. The
advantage, said firm principal Leo
Marmuol, is that prefab allows the
firm to “tackle the inefficiencies
involved with site-built constrsc-
tion, including weather and sub-
contractor delays, runaway costs,
and excessive material waste.”

After the success of their first
prototype, the 2005 Desart House,
and having built over 20 custom
prefab homes in all possible config-
urations and sitings, the firm has
now taken their work to the “next
level" with standardized models:
the multi-maodule Skyline and
single module Rincon series, both
of which begin at about $180,000
talthough Marmal notes that all
prefab homes are notoriously hard
to price accurately because of the
varied casts involved). All have
large decks to maximize outdoor
living (although these can be
enclosed for colder climates), and
usa natural cooling, solar panels,
and steal frame construction. Extra
materials, say the firm, are recycled
in their factory. The firm is alsa hap-
ing to take on the next frontier of
prefab: mass production. Marmoal,
whao calls mass-produced prefab
“the holy grail of prefab,” claimecd
that it would offer similar benefits
to developers and homebuilders as
it does to consumers, like the ahility
to fix the price of the construction
process and deliver homes with
shorter schedules, reducing carry-
ing costs.

Only time will tell whether
Marmol's pitch to the homebuilder
industry works. One architect,
Oakland-based Michelle Kaufmann,
iz already having success in prefab
mass production. Her firm Michelle
Kaufmann Design (MKD), which
had established iiself with individ-
ual prefab models like the mkLoft
and mkSaolaire, is now working
with home builders to create
prafab communities like SolTerra,
a 24-unit multifamily project in
San Leandre, California, set o
e completed this fall;and Denver
Townhomes, an 80-unit tawnhouse
development outside of Denver
with a mix of two- and three-bed-
room, multi-story homas that will
be completed next year. The proj-
act features comemporary-style
units huilt with eco-friendly mate-
rigls, and includes sharad parks
and green systems like geothermal
energy. Prices for these homes,
which Kaufmann describes as
“healthy, beautiful, and cost-effec-
tive," range from about 3100 to
5200 per square foot.

Architects and designers are
also coming up with ways to make
the prefab building process more
seamless. Brian Adolph, an architect
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with the La-basad KA8 Design
Group, said his company [ookad to
combing unigue design with not-so-
unigue prafah produstion methods
in developing ks HOM units, which
are simple, high-guality wnits meant
to merge indoor and cutdoor living.
Inetaad of devaloping its own facio-
ry, B teamed with a long-estab
lighed prafab building company
(K48 is in final negotiations with the
company, 5o they would not raveal

its namel that already has outlets
across the country. Thair madels
average about 5200 per sguare
fraot. “We wanted 1o come wp with
a system that could truly deliverin
miass. To marry these bwo incdus-
tries (architecture and manufactur-
ingl and get over the stigma of tha
manufactured model,” he said.
Dther prefab architects are ven-
turing imto new building types to
try ta fimd thair own “holy grail.”

Jenniter Siegal, principal at COifice
of Mohile Design (OMD), has
wiorked on numerouws modern pre-
faky homes, including a project that
she parked along Abbot Kinney
Boulevard in Venice, Califarnia that
she uses gz her showroom, Siegel
recantly shifted gaars and started

wiorking on modern prefab schools,

which she thinks might be another
weava af the future. Shewas
awarded a grant from Southern
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Califarnia Edison in 1958 to help
rathink the portable classrooms
built in L&, Working with her stu-
dents at Woodbury Univarsity, she
developed Sustainable Portables,
classrooms basad on prefab mod-
ules that used lezs energy, were
built with more sustainable materi-
als, and had a more contemporary
aesthetic, Since then, her firm has
completed its own school projects
including the Country School
Prafab Expansion in Valley Village,
California; the mobile ECOLAB; and
the Partable Construction Training
Center in Venice. Like all of her praoj-
enls, the classrooms are designed
o “be easily described visually and
imtallectually fo new clients,” Siagal
said, and to “help cliegnts make
choicas more guickly, since we've
limited their options dus to the
building systams and pre-selected
material inishes,”

Yet limited aptions are not 2 plus
fiar all clients. IF prefab really doas
reach its factory-model potential,
the balance belwesan standardiza-
tion and customization iz destined
to become an important issue,
Empyrean International, which
manufactured Dwell Homes, 8
collection of ultra-modern prefab
units in 2005, is now working on
a 80-unit prafab project in the LK,
alongwith a program to collaborate
with spacific architects (o create
customized prefab homes. The
company's CECQ, Patrick Gilhane,
zaid the firm offers nine standard
plans with the potential of 32 diffar-
ent outcomes. " The homeownzr
wearis sormelhing mors urigus and
spacialized,” ha zaid. "The most
promising thing I'm seeing in prafab
iz the shear number of new proj-
ects that bring new and innovative
icleas to the table, That's why | think
this iz going to be & long-term trend.”

Barry Bergoall, MolM&'s architec-
ture-and design curaton, chose the
subject of prefabricated design as
hiz first show, callod Home Dalivan:
I the ampty lot next fo the museum,
five houses by architects including
Kiaran Timberlake; Douglas
Gauthier and Jeramy Edminston;
and Horden Cherry Les Architects
will iz built and ready to tour, 1 am
most interested in the people that
are pushing the desian envelopes,”
he said. But he admitted to think-
ing that the firms taking & more
pragmatic approach to prefab and
gaing with the tried-and-true tech-
nology will probably succesd mone
guickly. One of his favorite designs
in the show is Kieran Timberlake's
aluminum-framed Cellophanz
House, which is being eonstructad
from reusable materials. “They
span the pragmatic, but are also
theorizing the entire framewaork of
prafab dasign,” he said, And that
combination of the prosaic and the
poetic may well be the ultimate
promise of prefab.
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