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→ Excellent living quality on a small area: 

a building typology for denxe urban districts

→ Specifications and planning criteria – 

a practical handbook

→ Typology for future housing models

The courtyard house, a typology that harks back thousands of 
years, is being reinterpreted as a module for high-density, hetero-
geneous urban districts. The Compact Courtyard House, generally 
with three closed exterior walls, takes up only very little space. 
With three to five storeys and up to four dwelling units, it can 
replace detached houses and conventional residential buildings. 
The outside space that ordinary buildings need as spacing between 
each other is incorporated into Compact Courtyard Houses as 
high-quality courtyard space protected from outside viewing. 
Interior and exterior spaces can thus merge into a single spatial 
continuum with great utility value.

Each flat has at least one such courtyard. This resolves the 
dilemma of conventional types of construction in which density 
equals loss of privacy and stress caused by unwanted visibility.

Going into great detail, the books presents different types and 
variations for sites of different sizes and proportions. All can be 
readily combined to create urban ensembles and districts. Never-
theless, each building can remain largely autonomous on its own 
plot, thus ensuring a simple situation in terms of ownership.

There are many possibilities of deploying this kind of building 
in the urban setting while only taking up little area: redensifica-
tion of existing residential areas, conversion of brownfield and 
leftover areas, new construction of mini-quarters and even larger 
urban districts.

The book demonstrates the characteristics and extensive 
typologies of the Compact Courtyard House, providing planners 
with specific information and specifications for their work.
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Grundrissvarianten als Beispiele für nutzungsneutrale Grundrisse
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zugt, um die Fläche des Grundstücks und somit die Privatheit 
zu maximieren. Dieser Sachverhalt hat im 20. Jahrhundert 
mit der Motorisierung breiter Gesellschaftsschichten zum 
sogenannten urban sprawl, der Zersiedelung der Landschaft, 
und zu anschwellenden Verkehrsströmen geführt, da diese 
geringen Bebauungsdichten mit einem beschränkten oder gar 
mangelhaften Angebot an Dienstleistungen und öffentlichem 
Personennahverkehr einhergehen.
Ferner ist festzustellen, dass solche typischen Vorstadtsied-
lungen aus Häusern mit ein bis zwei Vollgeschossen trotz des 
hohen Flächenverbrauchs in vielen Fällen die gewünschte 
Privatheit nicht ausreichend einlösen, worauf die Bewohner 
mit Maßnahmen wie Hecken und Sichtschutzwänden reagie-
ren oder ihre Außenräume gar nicht entsprechend nutzen. 

Durch die bereits erläuterte Auflösung des Konflikts zwischen 
Dichte und Privatheit mittels kompakter Hofhäuser sind neue 
Wege bei der Stadtplanung vorgezeichnet. Dazu bedarf es 
maßgeschneiderter Bebauungspläne, die eine raumsparende 
Addition ohne Abstandsflächen an den Grundstücksgrenzen 
erlauben, maximale Gebäudehöhen limitieren, Lösungen 
für fließenden und ruhenden Verkehr aufzeigen sowie den 
Rahmen für die Bildung bzw. Gestaltung von öffentlichen und 
halböffentlichen Flächen aufspannen.

Ausreichend Abstandsfläche vor der Straßenfassade stellt 
allein sicher, dass das kompakte Hofhaus grundsätzlich 
funktioniert und nahezu bedingungslos mit unterschiedlichen 
Konzepten Wand an Wand an den Grundstücksgrenzen kom-
binierbar ist. Das erleichtert die Planung und lässt überschau-
bare Vorgaben in den Bebauungsplänen erwarten.

Flächenoptimierte Grundrisse
In Deutschland hat die pro Einwohner genutzte Wohnfläche 
in den letzten Jahrzehnten kontinuierlich zugenommen und 
lag 2013 bei durchschnittlich 45 Quadratmeter je Einwohner, 
wenngleich regional in Deutschland sehr unterschiedlich.12 
Dies hat mit gestiegenen Ansprüchen, aber auch mit ge-
ändertem Sozialverhalten und neuen Familienstrukturen und 
vielen Single-Haushalten zu tun. Wie viel Fläche pro Person 
zum Wohnen und Arbeiten benötigt wird, hängt aber auch mit 
dem Angebot des Stadtquartiers, dem Gebäudetyp und seiner 
Organisation der Nutzflächen zusammen. Im Informationszeit-
alter gewinnt auch die Verknüpfung von Wohnen und Arbeiten 
an Bedeutung. Besondere Anforderungen stellt das Wohnen 
im Alter dar, vor allem wenn es sich um betreutes Wohnen 
handelt. Offene und in der Nutzung flexibel angelegte Grund-
risse kompakter Hofhäuser können helfen, den Flächenbedarf 
pro Bewohner zu reduzieren – mit ökonomischen wie ökologi-
schen Vorteilen, wenn die Nutzungsintensität gesteigert wird. 
Neutrale Lösungen können auf heute noch nicht absehbare 
Veränderungen der Lebensweise und der wirtschaftlichen 
Rahmenbedingungen sicher besser reagieren als determi-
nierte kleinzellige Varianten der Nutzungsaufteilung.

Wahrnehmung von Dichte
Die „weichen“ Aspekte urbaner Dichte lassen sich wesentlich 
schwerer erfassen und in Vergleichswerten quantifizieren. 
Dennoch sind sie gleichermaßen relevant und sollten Be-
rücksichtigung finden. So hat Martin Brucks den Versuch 
unternommen, das räumliche Erleben von Dichte zu bewerten 
und zu quantifizieren.13 

12 Bundesinstitut für Bevölkerungsforschung, Pressemitteilung Nr. 9/2013 
vom 24.07.2013.

13 Martin Brucks, Wahrnehmung und Bewertung von Bebauungsdichte durch 
Planer und Nutzer. Eine experimentalpsychologische Studie, Berlin 2012.

Variante Büronutzung

Variante Geschoßwohnung 
mit zwei bis drei Zimmern

Variante Maisonette-Wohnung
mit vier bis fünf Zimmern

Abb. 24: Grundrissschema eines kompakten Hofhauses, dessen Nutzungen je 
nach Bedürfnis variieren. Neben einem offenen, loftartigen Grundriss (Büro-
nutzung oder Wohnen) sind auch Grundrisse mit mehreren, dafür kleineren 
Raumzellen möglich. 
Ebenso können zwei Geschosse über innen liegende Treppen sowie Aufzüge 
zu einer größeren Einheit zusammengelegt werden. Die Treppenöffnung 
dient gleichzeitig als Lichtschacht, der zugeordnete private Innenhof fächert 
sich auf und ist auf beiden Ebenen nutzbar, verbunden mit einem attraktiven 
Raumerlebnis.

Abb. 25: Kompaktes Hofhaus, Variante zu Konzept K2, Handskizze.
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sary, acoustic comfort, but also changes our perception and 
sensitivity to the space as such. 
The architect Matthias Loebermann speaks of “operative” 
transparency, meaning that transparency does not exist a 
priori, but requires changing perception by means of movable 
and changeable spatial envelopes.15

Courtyards in Variants

The main feature of the interior outside spaces or courtyards 
is their privacy, since they are shielded from view and are 
protected as much as possible from unwanted sound sources 
and odours from the neighbourhood. 
An effective microclimate in summer requires vegetation and 
/ or moving water. Specific geometric parameters and surface 
conditions allow for good lighting and also acoustics. 
If the objectives are followed, the compact courtyard house 
does not impose any restrictions on the shape, size, propor-
tions, design or vegetation of the courtyards. The spectrum 
ranges from light well situations to courtyard gardens with 
trees or stepped outdoor spaces with courtyards on several 
levels or storeys.16

The following distinctions can be made:

 – ground-level courtyards,
 – non-ground-level courtyards, for example flat roof situa-
tions with or without substrate layers for vegetation.

Just like private interiors, courtyards can be opened and 
closed to public spaces and the action taking place there 
– by means of movable components such as shutters or 
adjustable louvres. Of course, this applies in the same way 
to the degree of opening or permeability of interior spaces to 
their associated private exterior spaces.

Fig. 28: Palmgren House am See, Drevviken, Sweden. 
Architect: John Pawson, 2006–2013. 

16 See the section “Courtyard Strategy” in the next chapter.

15 Matthias Loebermann, “Transparenz heute”, in: ARCH+, No. 144 (1998), 
p. 100 ff. 
Quote: “It is only through the consciously controlled change of the hull and thus 
of the experienced external world that the perception of reality is substantially 
sharpened, indeed only made possible in the long run. If one always sees the 
same section of the environment day in, day out, then the degree of attention 
in the observation of the same decreases rapidly with increasing time [...] But 
precisely the possibilities of retreat, of cover, of change, all of which are deeply 
inherent human needs, are today denied in an almost ignorant manner in 
favour of an omnipotent presence of the outside.”

27
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 – suitability for certain plot sizes and proportions as well as 
the number of possible storeys,

 – achievable degree of structural use in relation to the 
respective property, for Germany: Building Coverage Ratio 
BCR (Grundflächenzahl GRZ) and Floor Area Ratio FAR 
(Geschossflächenzahl GFZ)

 – number and size of units with a division into residential and 
commercial uses,

 – possibility of integrating parking spaces into the building or 
on the property,

 – balancing between basement and secondary rooms on the 
ground floor,

 – good use of daylight in the interior spaces via the court-
yards,

 – functional allocation and good transition between interior 
and exterior spaces,

 – degree of opening and transition to public space,
 – access and escape route concept with mandatory and 
possibly non-mandatory stairs and elevators,

 – universality and variety,
 – combinability and suitability for neighbourhood formation 
and the associated degree of achievable density.

Additional concepts or basic types can, of course, also be 
developed. However, it has already been shown that eight 
concepts and their variants provide very complex and diverse 
neighbourhood solutions for a wide range of different urban 
locations with a large variety of apartment sizes.

The following scheme was used to name individual types:

Property size – concept – number of storeys – number of 
units – Floor Area Ratio FAR (e.g. type 115-C1-4-2-2.8)

Concept 1 (C1)
This narrow but deep building is mainly lit via a central 
courtyard. Stepping or fanning out of the courtyard serves to 
improve natural lighting and to create further outdoor spaces; 
roof terraces or roof courtyards are optional.

Plot proportions: approximately 1:2 to 1:5. 
Enclosed on two, three or, in exceptional cases, four sides, 
with the narrow side(s) facing the public space. 
Floors: 2 to 4. 
Number of units: 1 to 2. 
FAR: about 1.5 to 3.

As long as the uppermost floor level does not exceed an 
elevation of seven metres, the mandatory internal staircases 
do not require their own stairwell (requirements for building 
class 2 in Germany, see explanations in chapter V). 
If several buildings are added, they can share mandatory 
stairwells and, if necessary, elevator systems for accessibility 
(Fig. 58). If there is no basement, the ground floor can be 
used for parking. 

Fig. 37: Development process of building types, floor plan sketches for C5.

Fig. 38: Perspective sketch of concept C2. View into the central courtyard of a 
maisonette. Additional zenith light enters the interior via the stair opening.
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plot of land

Floor Plans Sections Optional in NeighbourhoodStructures of Ownership and Use

only one user or type of use per plot, one owner

multiple users or types of use 
with predominantly horizontal separation

one or more owners

one or more owners

one or more owners

multiple users or types of use 
with predominantly vertical separation

multiple users or types of use 
with common use areas, 
e. g. on ground floor for access 
for parking and storage or for vertical access

common outdoor spaces, e.g. for access, leisure, vegetation etc. 

shared parking space

user / use

user / use

shared use or ownwership
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SSeeiittee  66

Grundstück: 121 qm, 6,3 x 19,2 m
Geschosse: 2-3
Nutzer: 1 (Wohnen)
Stellplätze: 0

Kompaktes Hofhaus Varianten Typ K1
11. April 2019  pb , 15. Februar 2021 (geänderte Strichstärken)

TTyypp  112211--KK11--22--11--11..77

EEGG

Geschossfläche 95

Nutzflächen              

Innenraum 70

Außenraum privat 24

UUGG

Geschossfläche       95

Nutzflächen                     

Abstellen / Technik   72

Außenraum privat    0

11..  OOGG

Geschossfläche     95

Nutzflächen             

Innenraum 70

Außenraum privat   4

Geschossfläche 201 
GRZ 1,0
GFZ    1,7

Nutzflächen
Innenraum Wohnen  140
Innenraum Sonst.       72
Außenraum privat   60
Außenraum sonst.     0

DDaacchhtteerrrraassssee

Geschossfläche     11

Nutzflächen             

Innenraum 70

Außenraum privat  32

10 m1 5

10 m1 5
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Both types, back-to-back and in a row to form a cluster, max-
imise the distance between neighbouring courtyards, helping 
to achieve noise protection. The main courtyard is on the first 
floor and the lowered ceiling, made possible by the auxiliary 
areas located on the ground floor, allows sufficient substrate 
height for planting shrubs and even small trees. In other 
variants, the ground floor does not accommodate parking 
spaces, but rather, for example, a shop with a raised ceiling.

Type 121-C1-3-1-1.7 (Fig. 49) has the main courtyard on 
the ground floor, so a tree can grow here, rainwater can seep 
away directly, a larger water basin is also conceivable. The 
Basement provides rooms for storage and building services.

Plot 6.3 × 19.2 m 121 m² 
Floors 2 + roof courtyard 
Users 1 (residential) 
Parking 0

Floor area 201 m² 
FAR 1.7 
Residential interior space 140 m² 
Misc. interior space 72 m² 
Private exterior space 60 m²

Fig. 49: Type 121-C1-3-1.7: Floor plans and section, scale 1:500.

Fig. 50: Type 150-C1-3-1.3: Extension by a front courtyard on the ground floor, 
on a plot extended by approx. 25 to 30 m².

Fig. 51: Possible street facade of lined-up types according to concept C1 with 
a ground floor not used for residential purposes. The users can individually 
regulate the degree of opening and visual contact from and to the public space 
through rigid as well as movable components.
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Roof view

Roof view / roof courtyard
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In contrast to the other variants of concept C1, the staircase 
is located in the front area towards the street, enhancing the 
narrow zone towards the courtyard, for which a kitchen or 
dining area are conceivable as well, while the courtyard re-
ceives more light. Appropriate structural or design measures 
shall be taken to avoid views from the roof courtyard into 
neighbouring courtyards. The somewhat wider building allows 
the integration of an elevator, making all levels accessible. 
Depending on the user’s wishes, the roof courtyard can also 
open up to public space with a wider view. With movable 
elements such as vertical louvres or sliding elements, views 
in and out can be altered. 
The small balcony on the upper floor does not require a flat 
roof construction – here rainwater can drain into the court-
yard through a permeable floor.

The building corresponds to building class 2 (see note p. 
100); the mandatory staircase does not require a separate 
stairwell.

Depending on the situation and the desired density, a private 
open space can also be placed in front of the building, 
optionally with a courtyard character (Fig. 50). If mandatory 

Fig. 52: Interior perspective on the 1st floor with a view of the main courtyard. 
Floor-to-ceiling glass elements allow for generous spatial effects as well as 
visual axes and, with the option to open on the ground floor, connect the inte-
rior and exterior to form a living space. Translucent glazing or corresponding 
louver arrangements prevent views from the roof courtyard into neighbouring 
courtyards.

Fig. 53: Type 121-C1-3-1.7: Cross-section and roof plan of the added types. 
On one side, the approx. 45 m deep urban structure is located on a noisy 
street, on the other side on a traffic-restricted residential and play street with 
additional courtyards in front. Scale 1:500.
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The four-storey type 120-C2-4-3-2.48 without a basement 
uses the ground floor for storage rooms and two parking 
spaces. This may be necessary if the public street space is 
not very inviting and/or a basement would be expensive, e.g. 
due to a high groundwater level. With an unappealing street 
space, ancillary uses on the ground floor are an option. 
With an increase of around 20 percent to 140 to 150 square 
metres of plot size, the possibilities for floor plan design are 
expanded and an elevator system can also be integrated 
more easily into the building (Fig. 71).

Plot 8.4 × 14.4 m 120 m² 
Floors 4
Users 3 (2 × residential + 1 × commercial)

Floor area 297 m² 
FAR 2.48

Storage G 39 m² 
Commercial 72 m² 
Residential interior space 101 m² 
Private exterior space 62 m² 
Parking 2

1st

G

G

B

2nd
1st

3rd 2nd

Roof view / roof courtyard
Roof view / roof courtyard

Section

Fig. 65: Type 120-C2-4-3-2.48 with office use on the 1st floor. There, the pri-
vate outdoor area is a balcony closed on three sides, which nevertheless offers 
privacy with further measures such as vegetation and sun/view protection.

Fig. 66: Perspective sketch of type 140-C2-3-2-2.51.

Fig. 67: Type 140-C2-3-2-2.51, floor plans and section, scale 1:500.
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Type 140-C2-3-2-2.51 (Fig. 67) offers generous space, 
especially when two residential levels are merged to create a 
maisonette apartment with courtyards on three levels includ-
ing a roof courtyard. In this example the ground floor is used 
for a shop and storage rooms are located in the basement. 
In addition to a large living area with an open-plan kitchen, 
the five-room apartment offers plenty of private areas for 
sleeping and working for four or more people, i.e. a domestic 
partnership or flat-sharing community. 

There is a visual connection between the three courtyards, 
meaning that adjacent types must be carefully coordinated to 
avoid views into neighbouring courtyards, something that is 
possible with the same or different concepts. In fig. 69 the C2 
variant is combined with a C1 variant.

With type 140-C2-3-2-2.62, the roof courtyard opens up to 
the public space and is shielded from the rear courtyards – 
including the neighbours – by vegetation, for example.

1st

2nd

Roof view / roof courtyard

Section

Fig. 68: Type 140-C2-3-2-2.62, floor plans and sections, scale 1:500.

Fig. 69: Type 140-C2-3-2.51 in combination with a C1 variant and a terrain 
step, section, scale 1:500. The example shows on the left side reduced-traffic 
access via a vegetated outdoor space shared by several residential owners in a 
neighbourhood, and on the right side the profile of a street space.

Fig. 70: Perspective sketch of type 140-C2-3-2-2.62.

Fig. 71: Type 147-C2-4-4-3.2, floor plan 1st floor, scale 1:500. The four-storey 
variant with commercial use on the ground floor and three storey flats of 
various sizes above shows an example of a lift system integration. See page 
125 in Chapter VI.

Typ 147-K2-4-4-3.2Typ 147-K2-4-4-3.2 Typ 121-K1-3-1-2.8
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Rainwater Management
Again, the above applies. The rainwater pipes can be routed 
in the wall layers and, where necessary in certain areas, 
under the ceilings.

Building Services Systems
System components such as devices for heat generation and 
storage, heating substations, pumps and distributors can be 
accommodated centrally in the basement. The roof areas 
should be covered with active technology. In case of self-sup-
ply and a functioning house community, these can also share 
thermal collectors. The yields should benefit everyone equally. 
The individual units are supplied via two riser shafts located 
in the kitchen and bathroom areas. 
A necessary decentralised ventilation system with heat recov-
ery can be installed in the area of the suspended ceiling.

Target Group
The apartments accessible by the lift, are suitable for all 
groups of people and ages. The ample storage possibilities in 
the basement and ground floor as well as in the apartments 
themselves allow an economical furnishing of the living area. 
Apartments 2 and 3 will be the focus of attention for childless 
couples and singles, while apartment 1 is also suitable 
for a family with one or two children. If food preparation is 
integrated into the central living area, a third bedroom is also 
possible, which can be attractive for larger families or shared 
flats.

Fig. 213: Cross-section through a neighbourhood formed by C2 and C1 
variants, scale 1:500.

Fig. 214: Type 147-C2-4-4-3.2, roof view, scale 1:200.
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Fig. 215: Perspective view of a street space with variants according to 
 concepts C2 (left side of street) and C6 (right side of street). 


