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In the early days of computer technology, from the 1960s to the 1980s, 
computer-related activity took place in a relatively small number of 
centralized, highly specialized, machine-dominated places. Computers were 
bulky and expensive, and required specialized climate control and power 
supply. Terminals and workstations usually had to be in close proximity to 
central processors. Displays were of low intensity, and often required 
darkened rooms. The high cost of the equipment meant that it needed to be 
operated very intensively, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 
(Machine time was often accounted and charged by the second.) Advanced 
computer skills were rare, and those who possessed them saw themselves as 
part of an elite. The hacker culture, at places like MIT, was a product of the 
small, intense, exclusive, twenty-four-hour communities of young specialists 
that developed around these centers of activity. 
 
In the 1980s, microprocessors and inexpensive personal computers and 
engineering workstations began to transform this spatial pattern. PCs were 
designed to operate on desktops in everyday office, domestic, and design 
studio environments. Their low cost allowed them to proliferate rapidly, and 
it ceased to matter if they sat idle for much of the time. Furthermore, large 
proportions of available machine cycles were now devoted to maintaining 
increasingly sophisticated, user-friendly interfaces rather than to performing 
“useful” tasks. However, since PCs were not easily moved, and since they 
were the access points for crucial files and software tools, they became 
powerful determinants of work locations. If you were a student or 
information worker, you typically worked on your PC in your cubicle, home 
study, dormitory room, studio, or laboratory. (Dilbert, an emblematic cartoon 
figure of this era, was a cubicle-bound computer slave.) In addition, although 
PCs were explicitly designed for individual use, they were also often grouped 
in labs and clusters for security and ease of management. Computer clusters 
in colleges and universities, computer rooms in schools, and computer 
clubhouses thus became focal points of computer-related communities. 
 
Since wired networks did not extend everywhere, and access points were not 
inexpensive, network infrastructure tended to reinforce the rigidity of this 
pattern. (Network managers often limited the number of available network 
drops, and charged significant initial and yearly fees for providing them.) To 
a large extent, in this era, you spent your working day at fixed locations 
where you could get network access and power supply. 
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In the early 2000s, the wireless laptop and the cellphone are transforming 
spatial patterns once more. With a laptop, anyplace is potentially a 
workplace. And with wireless connection, anyplace within range of a base 
station can have network access. This erodes the traditional architectural and 
urban zoning distinctions among workspace, domestic space, and recreational 
space. It creates demand for pleasant places, such as café tables, that can 
informally and temporarily be appropriated as workspace. And, in benign 
climates, it opens up the possibility of much more intensively and effectively 
using outdoor space as workspace. (One of the consequences of providing 
free wireless access in Midtown Manhattan’s Bryant Park, for example, has 
been to draw laptop workers out of surrounding office buildings on sunny 
days. And park benches then become workplaces.) 
 
This increases the value of particularly attractive outdoor environments and 
views. Instead of being separated from them in an office cubicle or darkened 
classroom (a great irony when special efforts have been made to locate 
offices and classrooms in attractive settings – supposedly to enhance the 
quality of life of the occupants), or at best looking at them from 
airconditioned interiors, you can directly experience them in multisensory 
ways. Some traditional forms, such as the Chinese scholar’s garden, may be 
due for reinvention. 
 
Wirelessly serviced outdoor workplaces do, however, have some specific 
environmental requirements, and these have direct architectural and 
landscape implications. They require shade, protection from the wind and 
rain, and a certain degree of privacy (provided, for instance, by seats with 
their backs to the wall instead of to passing pedestrian traffic) – suggesting 
the use of architectural and garden elements such as verandahs, balconies 
arranged to take advantage of views, patios and gazebos. And there are 
ergonomic requirements: café tables are better than park benches for 
extended laptop use, for example. (It isn’t actually very comfortable to work 
with a laptop on your lap.) It seems possible to develop an attractive 
architectural language that makes extensive use of these elements, perhaps in 
new combinations and configurations, to provide informal workplaces. 
 
The use of outdoor workspace and traditional climate-modifying elements in 
this way also has potential environmental advantages. It can reduce the need 
for air-conditioned workspace, and in some cases, eliminate the need for air-
conditioning entirely. And it can enable higher effective population densities 
by utilizing outdoor space more intensively and productively. 
 
Computer and communication devices do require power supply, and this has 
traditionally been a problem. Battery life is limited, and it is cumbersome and 
expensive to grid outdoor space with power outlets. But there may be 
potential for innovative use of solar panels. These can be used to provide 
shade, and they can simultaneously serve as power sources unconnected to 
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the grid. A solar gazebo might charge your laptop and cellphone batteries as 
you work within it. 
 
Wirelessly serviced indoor and outdoor spaces create some new activity 
mixes, such as that of electronically supported work combined with café and 
public space activities. They enable meetings and group work at flexible, ad-
hoc locations rather than specialized, highly scheduled spaces such as 
meeting rooms and classrooms – with consequences for efficiency of space 
utilization, patterns of social interaction, and interchange, knowledge 
transfer, and learning. At the same time, they eliminate the capability of 
computer clusters to serve as focal points for social interaction – much as 
ubiquitous piped water supply destroys the traditional capacity of the village 
well or parish pump to focus social interaction – so new types of focal points 
need to be developed. Specialized pieces of fixed equipment, such as large 
printers, and rapid prototyping devices may now take over the “village well” 
role. 
 
Even desktops and tabletops are becoming more flexible and multifunctional. 
In the PC era, desktop machines permanently consumed space, obstructed 
lines of sight (a particular problem in “computer classrooms”) and made 
horizontal surfaces unsuitable for other uses. Today, as the popularity of 
desktop machines diminishes, computerequipped desks and tables remain 
unoccupied for much of the time – wasting a lot of space and creating dead 
zones. But laptops can freely come and go from horizontal surfaces, making 
those surfaces available for other activities such as eating, model making, 
experimenting, and so on. The segregation of “clean,” controlled computer 
spaces from spaces for other, frequently more messy, activities is no longer 
so necessary. 
 
Finally, the wireless laptop can structure new spatial patterns of peer-to-peer 
and instructor/student interaction. In the PC era, if you wanted to show 
something to a fellow student, instructor, or co-worker, you invited them to 
your desk; now you take your laptop to some mutually convenient spot. In 
group meetings, the interaction among participants is now often structured by 
passing control of a video projector or large plasma display from laptop to 
laptop – a process that can be very clumsy when accomplished by plugging 
and unplugging cables and rebooting machines, but can be much smoother 
and more graceful when the devices in the room automatically form an ad-
hoc wireless network. 
 
Thus the image of the laptop on the verandah suggests the possibility of 
simultaneously (1) making more intensive and interesting use of outdoor 
space, (2) reinvigorating the architectural vocabulary of verandahs, balconies, 
patios, etc., (3) gaining some significant environmental advantages, and (4) 
creating new opportunities for social interchange, learning, and development 
of community cohesion.  


