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Urban ecosystems



MATS TO MESHES IN THE CONTEMPORARY CITY 

By Nataly Gattegno

extreme horizontality and extreme verticality have been at the heart 

of contemporary architectural discourse as strategies with which 

to confront the increasing urbanization of our cities. The sprawl of 

the suburbs and the density of urban centers seem like opposing  

architectural approaches: Phoenix versus New York. Is it an either/ or 

situation?

Mat buildings emerged in architectural discourse around the late 

1950s and early 1960s. They were considered a challenge to the 

separation between architecture and urbanism and the distinction 

between building fabric and city fabric — a strategy that could generate 

more social interaction across segregated uses and programs.¹ Mat 

buildings provide a continuous framework for multiple programmatic, 

environmental, and social functions, championing architectural and 

urban flexibility in the city. They enable seamlessness between inside 

and outside, building and city, public and private, structure and infra-

structure. Within these dualities they are capable of responding to 

both interior and exterior pressures, environmental imperatives and 

programmatic requirements.

The tower is a seemingly antithetical typology, although it can be 

imagined similarly: as a homogenous framework capable of adapting 

to local environmental and programmatic forces. Like the mat, the 

tower provides for an exchange between city and building, private and 

public, structure and infrastructure. We might think of a tower as a 

version of vertical mat: an extension of the urban fabric, tethered to 

the ground, allowing the infiltration of urban activity. Cross-pollination 

and reciprocity between urban life and built form are enhanced by the 

relationship of structures to their surroundings, the response and 

per formance of buildings relative to their environmental context. 

Vertical and horizontal mats enable an exchange of information 
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between city and building. They are ecosystemic, existing in reci-

procity with their environments. The author Helene Furjan refers to 

these organizations as looped architectural ecosystems, the building 

envelope as part of a “thick 2d” in which “environmental control gives 

way to environmental modulation... creating a building responsive to 

both its internal and its external environments.”²

The designer and theoretician Stan Allen cautions that mats need to 

take into account the urban landscape in what he describes as “mat 

urbanism's thick 2d.”³ Contemporary architecture needs to expand the 

scope of the mat to include landscape and urbanism: the temporality 

of landscape and the variability of urban habitation. Allen refers to the 

mat building as a “loose scaffold that supports the adaptive ecology of 

urban life.”⁴ In a similar vein, the ideas of the New Brutalism movement 

of the 1960s that Alison and Peter Smithson and Team X outlined in 

the Team X Primer could be extended to include systems of movement, 

service, and transportation. This extension of the building as a scaffold 

in which multiple ecologies take root could even further expand to take 

in systems and relationships beyond the interior environment of the 

building, for example weather, humidity, solar exposure, and fog — the 

ingredients of the building envelope.

Whether the mat scaffolds in question are horizontal or vertical, novel 

ecologies and interactions arise between the structures and their 

environment. These reinforce the relationship between buildings and 

their infrastructure and explore the potential connection between 

form and energy. This connection is essential in forming the structure, 

its envelope, and its relationship to its surrounding context. The 

per formance of the building relative to its environmental response 

mechanisms describes a design process that enables sustainability 

to inf luence geometry. It is not a clean and tidy design process that 



can be categorized, classified, or catalogued. It is dirty, complex, fuzzy, 

and slippery, yet full of potential.

In their article “Mat Buildings and the environment,” Michelle Addington, 

Nico Kienzl, and Singh Intrachooto argue with respect to mat buildings 

that the environmental per formance of typologies is impossible to 

deduce, and that choices regarding the environmental performance of 

buildings cannot be made typologically.5 One can, however, comment 

on their performance relative to the intermingling and interweaving 

of external environmental information. The framework that underlies 

mats has the capacity to become a web, a network — essentially a 

vertical or horizontal meshwork of information where inside and outside 

parameters are in conversation and direct dialogue. The landscape 

architect and theoretician elizabeth Meyer makes the argument that 

“nature is not out there, but in here, interwoven into the human urban 

condition. Hydrology, ecology, and human life are intertwined.”6 Mats 

become meshes, networks of interdependent buildings that form the 

urban environment.

These meshes operate as field-like assemblies, their form concentrat-

ing and reconfiguring patterns of urban occupation while generating 

meshes and webs of connectivity with their surrounding environments.7 

Their connections extend beyond the interior and are not limited or 

zoned to specif ic configurations. They occupy thresholds — porous 

thresholds — where interior and exterior meet and yield unexpected 

conditions of occupation. The transition between and intersection of the 

vertical and the horizontal mesh is where juxtaposition and difference 

occur — where the potential for “porous interconnectivity”8 takes place. 

This is the inflection point where infrastructure and structure collide, 

where building and city meet, and where the maximum potential for 

intermingling exists. It is a hybrid zone between inside and outside with 
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the potential for the emergence of new programmatic and occupational 

ecologies. It is not a condition of exclusion, but a densification of the 

urban (horizontal) mesh into a tower (vertical) mesh, the extension and 

intertwining of one into another.

Mesh structures are therefore pliable systems and responsive organiza-

tions. They describe adaptive fields of information that evolve and are 

capable of exchanging data with their surroundings in an environmen-

tal feedback loop. According to Helene Furjan, architecture as object 

gives way to architecture as thick atmosphere: “the thickening of the 

building skin is described as an envelope — a container of elements and 

of phenomena — a regulating mechanism acting as a system of control 

that modifies, conditions, and calibrates. Air is latent with potential that 

architecture could script, modulate, and use as a 'thick atmosphere' .” 9 

This interface is messy: a complex, thick ecosystem where interior and 

exterior parameters belonging to multiple scales collide. The building 

envelope mutates to become cladding, skin, canopy, roof, landscape, 

and public plaza. In landscape architecture terms, Joan Nassauer refers 

to this as an “orderly frame for a messy ecosystem.”10 I would charac-

terize it as a somewhat messy frame for a messy ecosystem — one 

that harnesses it , calibrates it , and leverages its potential. The mat 

becomes a mesh, interconnected and rigged with program, weather, 

environment, infrastructure, occupation, and circulation. A complex 

meshwork emerges that describes a dense and interdependent webbed 

structure: a messy ecosystem of intertwined systems and logics, a 

veritable urban ecology.
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