


Townhouses are an efficient, flexible,
and livable solution for families and may
also be attractive to singles and empty
nesters who do not want to be burdened
with the greater upkeep of a free-stand-
ing house. Townhouses can successfully
transition from less to more dense hous-
ing types in mixed-type housing commu-
nities and are adaptable to urban, subur-
ban, and rural areas (rural townhouses
are less common but not unusual in re-
sort or other clustered developments).
Built tightly together, townhouses make
efficient use of land, allowing higher
densities and preserving outdoor space.
The shared party wall construction con-
serves materials and energy for heating
and cooling. In addition, some of the
most walkable and attractive city
streetscapes in the United States and
abroad are townhouse neighborhoods in
London; San Francisco; Amsterdam,
Netherlands; Boston; and Richmond,
Virginia.

BACKGROUND
The American row house is most directly
related to English prototypes and has
evolved over the past 200–350 years. 
By the time of the growth of cities in 
the American Colonies, townhouses 
were commonly developed in groups
with similar layouts. Guiding builders
were pattern-books of designs such as
Asher Benjamin’s American Builder’s
Companion (1806).

Regional variations came about as a
result of differences in climate, local cul-
ture, building code requirements, and
topography. Over time, requirements for
fire-resistant construction were enacted
in many cities — often in the wake of
catastrophic fires. Initially, the open
space behind row houses was needed for

privies and stables, but developments in
building systems now allow this space to
serve as gardens or parking.

One impetus to townhouse construc-
tion in this century has been the move-
ment toward denser cluster developments
to preserve open space. Another is the
acknowledgement that row housing may
be a more promising prototype for urban
family life than high-rise buildings, espe-
cially for lower-income families. An em-
phasis on planned new communities in
Germany in the 1920s spurred investiga-
tion and experimentation with housing
types by Bauhaus architects and others,
and this has continued through the cen-
tury in Germany and elsewhere.

Note that current building codes in
the United States are often more strin-
gent than older codes or those of other
countries; older or foreign building pro-
totypes may require substantial variations
to meet today’s requirements for new
buildings, although buildings erected pri-
or to the codes may be able to continue
in use under some code provisions.

THE BASIC BUILDING TYPE
Because windows are limited to the front
and back of the building and it is effi-
cient to keep the units relatively narrow
to increase density with less street
frontage, the interior unit designs of
townhouses are fairly limited and consis-
tent. Units are generally at least 15–16 ft
wide and can be from 30–90 ft in depth.
Wider houses (over about 18 ft) effi-
ciently allow space for two bedrooms
side by side on both exterior walls, to
create a four-bedroom unit on two levels.
Deeper row houses yield relatively large
areas in the middle without light; light
wells, skylights, or courtyards can some-
times provide natural light for these areas
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