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The backyard photographed from the roof top of a Courtyard-garden house in Neder.
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Galgebakken: a green village created by its residents

Photos courtesy of Jorn Orum-Nieisen, Akiko Iwata
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their own improvements.

Hoje Gladsaxe and Albertslund at the same scale. Albertslund was seen as an experimental
project, pushed by the authorities expressly to test the adaptability of the industrialised housing

production process to low-rise building.
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Dwelling at home- in community - on earth)

Drawing of a housing lane from the |anes, quarter lanes off of the large landscaped mall -
competition entry.
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Plan drawing of a portion of a housing lane at
Galgebakken - four units - in actual use. Each family has
defined its own outdoor areas adjacent to the front door
and kitchen door; two of those areas are bounded by
hedges. The four families have collaborated in creating a
shared area at the center with large tables for work, play,
and sometimes, shared meals. Group furnishings in the
housing lanes are typically located in ways similar to this
example, making through circulation more difficult, making
the family area more private, establishing local territory.
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Housing lanes many years later. Residents talk in a group and have social
interaction with neighbors or have private time by themselves. In many housing
lanes in Galgebakken there is some sort of arrangement for sharing evening meals-
perhaps once a week, sometimes more frequently. Households along a housing
lane usually also have agreements to set certain days for collective gardening and
maintenance in the common areas.
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The landscaped mall available for future
development.
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The public path on the side of Terrace
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A portion of two housing lanes at Galgebakken, showing
how the standard dwelling can be subdivided, simply by
blocking or opening doors between the main structure and
one of the wings. In the twenty years since Galgebakken
was built, the use of almost every house has changed at
least once, in some cases many times. The side wings have
functioned as granny flats, or for teenagers who haven't quite
left home, or for subletting when residents can't afford the
rent for the full house. Sometimes, after a divorce or
separation, parents decide to stay in the same house, but
using the autonomy of the separated side wings, in order to
continue sharing responsibility for heir children. In all these
situations, it is essential that each wing have independent
access to the public path system.
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Galgebakken: a green village
created by its residents

Note: This article is a summary of the authorAfs
research paper of Galgebakken, which involved a
fieldtrip and interviews during her stay in Denmark.
Text by Akiko lwata

Photos courtesy of Jom Orum-Nieisen, Akiko Iwata*

The "green village" envisioned by J. Orum-Nielsen
and fellow designers has come to life in Galgebakken.
While the landscape of Galgebakken looks rather
messy compared to the typical well-maintained
landscaping by professional maintenance people, it is
noteworthy that this is a genuinely lively community in
which residents create their favorite gardens and take
charge of their living space. No unit has rich and
spacious rooms, and all are rather small and densely
situated, yet it is cozy.

When | walked down a narrow lane in Galgebakken it
reminded me of Tokyo's old residential downtown. As
| remember, on small streets between houses, older
people could often be seen outside their houses
taking care of their potted bonsai plants and flowers.
They would often have lively conversations about
them, rather than exchanging simple "good morning"
greetings.

In Galgebakken, residents are free to make their own
gardens, and there is no unified landscaping. This
tells us how important it is for the quality of a living
environment to have the residents' attachment and
intimacy toward their community, and other evidence
of human existence. This project also shows us how
designers took advantage of landscaping to
encourage social interaction in the community.
Galgebakken is the product of an architectural
competition in 1969. The purpose of this competition
was low-rise and high-density rental housing
development in Herstedvester, near Copenhagen. At
the time when Galgebakken was built, there were a
lot of housing developments being created. Both
lifestyles and housing design had been changing
interactively. New industrial building technology also
had an influence on the development of housing. New
technology made possible the speedy construction of
high-rise buildings such as Hoje Gladsaxe (1963-
1968). At the same time, Alberslund Syd (1963-1968)
was developed with the same construction
technology, but this development was row-rise and
high-density.

Galgebakken (1973-1974) was developed based on a
reconsideration of Alberslund Syd. Since one of the
sponsors of Galgebakken also promoted the
development of Alberslund Syd, they could easily
examine their previous project, Alberslund Syd, and
determine its strengths and weaknesses. What
resulted was a better model of low-rise and high-
density housing project as embodied in Galgebakken.
Galgebakken was built during the period of transition
from industrialized methods of construction with a
minimum of skilled labor to a new trend of complex
building process with variation and a richness of
details. Accordingly, the site plan in Galgebakken still
had a systematic structure responding to industrial
construction methods compared to Hyldespjaldet
(1974-1975) which had more urbanized elements

Housing lanes many years later. Residents talk in a group
and have social interaction with neighbors or have private
time by themselves. In many housing lanes in
Galgebakken there is some sort of arrangement for
sharing evening meals-perhaps once a week, sometimes
more frequently. Households along a housing lane usually
also have agreements to set certain days for collective
gardening and maintenance in the common areas.

such as streets, squares and gateways.

Industrial construction method made housing design
monotonous. In later eras, the demand for variety of
detail and more sophisticated housing design
required the combination of industrial construction
methods and skilled labor. In the case of
Galgebakken, industrial construction methods work
very well because one of important concepts is that
residents actually make parts of their houses. To
realize this concept, designers created a simple
structure which was easily built by industrialized
methods, leaving part of the housing for residents in
Galgebakken.

Galgebakken is still very popular. Many people want
to live there, and new entries entail a long wait. This
proves that it is attractive to allow people to create
their own personal living space, instead of having
beautiful, neat, and well maintained housing and
landscaping.

Housing developments before and
after Galgebakken

Architects in the 1960's paid attention to two
projects: Hoje Gladsaxe and Alberslund Syd, which
demonstrated the advantages of new building
technology. Hoje Gladsaxe was a housing machine
called "the Danish implementation of Le Corbusier's
Ville radieuse." Five 16-story high-rise towers contain
a total of 2,000 units and shops, while a church and
schools are located in the same area. Hoje Gladsaxe
was considered to be functionalist architecture.

Hoje Gladsaxe had problems caused by high-rise
functionalism building, such as lack of social
interaction, and no allowance for personal expression
and participation of housing design. A study of Hoje
Gladsaxe proved that even if there are all kinds of
facilities which residents need everyday, people do
not live there happily without social interaction. In the
study, many residents expressed that the project felt
impersonal and inhumane.

Alberslund was almost the same size, and was built
with the same industrialized production method,

although it was a model of low-rise high-density
housing. The ideal of an English garden city was used
as a model for this project. Because it was built using
a high degree of prefabrication, its structure was
limited to a systematic appearance. However, low-
rise high-density housing makes for a more humane
world for residents. Ground-level entrances of each
dwelling connect directly to outside public space. On
the other hand, private outdoor space provides a
sense of one's own place. Alberslund was a turning
point of housing design in Denmark, as the project
showed that new technology could be used to create
humane scale housing. Another strength of
Alberslund is the segregation of pedestrian and
vehicle traffic.

Alberslund's weaknesses were that residents had
little control of public spaces in the unified layout.
Designers did not allow personal expression for
residents like Galgebakken did. Long, straight and
simple pedestrian paths in Alberslund were not very
comfortable for people. There are no interactive front
yards facing the common path. Alberslund still had
the problem of a lack of social interaction.

The movement of socio-architectural urban registers
occurred in the mid-1960's. Professer of the school
of architecture, The Royal Danish Academy of
fine Arts Jan Gehl wrote a book on "life between
buildings" in 1971 studying the connection between
urban space and social interaction. Criticism of
functionalism pushed architects to consider more
humane forms of housing.

Characteristics of Galgebakken

The main feature is flexibility of personal expression
and participation of design in their living environment.
Each dwelling has a front yard, and residents are
given the opportunity to create their own garden to
personalize their living space, giving them a sense of
attachment to their dwelling. Designers were
concerned about how residents would accept this
responsibility and show enthusiasm since they rent
these houses rather than own them. Nonetheless, the
Galgebakken project proved that when residents are
allowed to make changes in their spaces they are
quite responsible and take good care of their living
environment.

Encouragement for social
interaction.

Kitchen and dining rooms always face the pedestrian
path, which means that doors and windows of these
rooms face on public space, encouraging social
interaction and casual surveillance. Residents can
watch their children playing and see passing
neighbors from kitchen windows. Visual access to
common areas is very important in encouraging
social interaction, and it works very well in
Galgebakken. When | went to the site to interview
residents for my research, people often saw me from
their kitchen window, asked me what | was looking
for, and told me | had found the right house.

Flexibility of personal expression and participation of
design also function to encourage social interaction.
Making front yards provides residents with
opportunities to start conversations. They are curious



about each other, and what is going on in their
neighbors' front yards. Housing lanes are also set
aside for residents to create their own lane together
as another way to encourage social interaction in
Galgebakken.

It is also significant that houses directly contact the
ground, and no residence has outside access on the
second floor. This means everyone has a front yard
as a transition area; in other words, a semi-private
space (between private and public areas) which
encourages social interaction.

Another important feature of Galgebakken is that
each residence also has a back yard. Thus, living
environment transition moves in the following order:
back yard, bedroom, living room, kitchen, front yard
and housing lane. The front yard performs the most
important function in this transition, as Jan Gehl
points out. In this situation, residents can make
choices. For privacy in a quiet space they have the
back yard. When they sit down and relax in the front
yard, they have an opportunity to socialize with
neighbors. In Galgebakken, Jan Gehl found that
semi-private front yards were used more than twice
as often as the private backyards.

A hierarchy of resident
communities

A clear hierarchy of the entire resident community is
just as important as spacial transition for each
resident. In Galgenbakken there are some different
scale groupings in residential areas. The smallest
scale group is a housing lane, which is a pedestrian
path that connects each house, and functions as
interactive space for neighbors living the same lane. It
is used as a playground for children, a meeting place
for neighbors, and a place to sit down, talk and relax.
Residents sometimes design their housing lane
together, with four to eight families being a good size
to work as one group. The housing lane is the first
community grouping.

The second grouping is the quarter, a larger lane
connecting the housing lanes. This lane has more
linear open space than housing lanes, which are
enclosed by denser vegetation. Residents are
allowed to develop community facilities such as
playgrounds and workshops on this lane, and can
meet residents of other housing lanes here. One
resident living in Neder said that quarter lanes are
more important for social interaction among
residents.

The largest lane is the landscaped mall, which
connects all residential groups and community
facilities in Galgebakken, and is available for future
community development. There is a community
facilities area in the center of Galgebakken which
includes kindergartens, workshops, club rooms, a
laundry and shops. These central facilities also
provide Galgebakken with a strong sense of
community.

The total area of Galgebakken is approximately 500
by 500 meters. According to Jan Gehl, acceptable
walking distances for most people in ordinary daily
situations has been determined to be around 400 to
500 meters. This means not only actual physical
distance but also experienced distance. If a 500

Present housing lane (photographed in early winter, 1997)

meter path is just a straight, unprotected, and dull
passage, people feel it is very long. But if the path is
interesting, people feel it is short. Each lane in
Galgebakken is short, with routes shifting against
each other, instead of being long straight lanes. The
largest landscaped mall crosses the site diagonally to
connect with all residential groups. Each lane has its
own character created by residents, while housing
lanes are sometimes winding to create interesting
views.

Subdividable dwelling

Dwellings in Galgebakken have the flexibility for
dividing living spaces to enable subletting. Each court
yard garden house has a large central living room and
two smaller wings of different sizes. Both wings have
bathrooms and direct access to the housing lane. If a
resident builds a wall between the central part and
either wing, one part can be sublet, but not both.
Two-story terrace houses also are designed to allow
subletting. There are also small single-room flats in
Galgebakken which can be used as supplemental
rooms for residents such as grown-up children,
students, seniors, old people, and even as residential
hotel rooms.

There are many advantages of sub-dividable
dwellings. If a resident cannot afford to pay rent for a
whole house, either wing can be sublet. In the event
of divorce, separate rooms can be made so there is
no hurry to move out, or a different sublet can be
found within Galgebakken. People who can not afford
to pay rent for a big house, such as students, seniors
and single mothers, can find smaller places with
lower rent.

Sub-dividable dwellings also encourage residents to
live in Galgebakken for a long time, maintaining both
stability and high density. What's more, having many
kinds of people, including seniors and students, is
essential in having a lively community.

Parking

Vehicle parking at each residence was not planned in
Galgebakken by agreement of the residents. A large
auto-free space was set aside, and parking pushed
away from houses. While cars can drive up to houses
only for special cases, such as access for delivery
and emergency vehicles, gates are usually set up to

keep vehicles out of the pedestrian area. Parking
location is also an important device to encourage
residents to socialize. Residents park and continue on
public paths instead of driving directly home. There
are many poplars in parking areas, and wooden
partitions hide cars, to prevent the space from
becoming a parking lot desert.

The key of successful Galgebakken is that they take
advantage of two different kinds of gardens as
devices to embody their concept; flexibility of
personal expression, and participation of the design
and social interaction. Industrial construction
methods have made for monotonous and repetitive
housing schemes, but in Galgebakken, modern
industrial construction techniques were used to break
the monotony. In Galgebakken, just a simple
structure is needed to allow residents to change their
own living space. If you take a walk in Galgebakken
you will find it cozy, and will enjoy the diversity of
personal expression.

When | interviewed residents, | found they work
together to make gardens less than before their
children are already grow up. It is important to have
different generations in the same community, and
landscaping together encourages social interaction.
Active social interaction among different kinds of
people is the most important element in lively
landscape. Architect Orum-Nielsen told me a small
story related to this. Their initial concept was to keep
housing design simple and reserve space for
residents to make their gardens. However, a
landscape architect in his team wanted to put more
design into the landscape. But there is another side to
landscape design. The role of the landscape architect
is not only to draw a plan beautifully and design
functionally, but also not to design too much. In other
words, to provide a meaningful framework for people
to create a better living environment by themselves.

Type of project: Low-rise/high-density dwelling housing
development

(Building period: 1972 - 1974)

Architects: J.P. Storgaard & Jorn Orum - Nielsen, Hanne
Marcussen, Anne Orum - Nielsen

Consulting Engineer: P. E. Malmstrom

Landscape Architect: Jogen Vesterholt

Client: The municipality of Herstederne, Vridsloselille
Andelsforening.

(non-profit housing association)

Number of units of different types of houses:156 courtyard -
garden houses of 128m?, 144 terrace houses of 130m?, 135
terrace houses of 87m?, 135 terrace houses of 58m?
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