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TOWARDS
A NEW HOUSE

The recent crisis have clearly showed how the houses we
live in doesn’t fit our contemporary way of living in terms of
construction conceptions, lay-outs, dimensions, urban spaces
they concur to define. The following article tries to identify the
main issues of the contemporary house and some topics that
should help to clarify the conception of the New House: from the
upgrading/retrofitting of the public housing heritage to a new
conception of living shaped by the prolonged lockdowns many
nations suffered in the wake of the current pandemic as well
as the many challenges modern living has to cope with after
the dramatical changes society faced in the last thirty years in
terms of demographics, gender equality, energy consumption,
ecological awareness, work modes and relationships. But
as urban history clearly shows, a shift in the paradigm of the
architecture of the house always means a radical departure in
terms of urban principles and it leads to a different idea of city.
From all the considerations above it emerges the profile of a
new kind of housing complex as a multitasking urban artifact,
attaining a critical mass in terms of physical and functional
dimensions to collect different typologies of housing and
metropolitan facilities and conceived to serve as well as energy
hub for the whole neighborhood.
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The 2019-2021 pandemic crisis could have been
a benchmark for the architecture of the house
as we know it. More or less each and every one
of us have seen our Safe European Homes trans-
formed overnight in an office, a classroom, a gym,
a ballet hall, etc., often all of it at the same time.
And it happened only few years after the credit crunch
and the subsequent sovereign debt crisis have al-
ready swept away the optimism and faith in glob-
al economy which emerged in the ‘90s and ‘00s.
The great recession had took down yet, or at least
had severely reduced, the glamorous architecture
previously spread all over the world by star archi-
tects as many estate programs had grinded to a halt.
And all of this happened as a more terrible and dan-
gerous threat dawned: the ecological crisis that could
have an abysmal effect on the whole Anthropocene.
Moreover, in 2010, for the first time in human history,
the urban population has outgrown the rural population.
Recent history proves that Western economies and
cities can no longer sustain the extensive land occu-
pancy, the expensive infrastructure nets, the energy
inefficiency, the pollution, the wasteland of public
spaces, the lack of diversity and the mono-func-
tional approach of the existing housing settlements.
Moreover, we are facing an indiscriminate conver-
sion of the countryside into suburbs, a process
which is radically changing the face of our cities and
landscapes into a boring and polluted wilderness.
The promise of a single-family home and green prai-
ries has often turned into a nightmare of traffic con-
gestion, lack of metropolitan facilities, in a suicidal
betrayal of progressive Modernist values which were
based on a more decent standard of housing and on
a more efficient urban living.

JTAHWHIA T1.
K HOBOMY XXWJTNLLLY

HbIHELLHWIN KpU3WC CO BCEW ACHOCTLIO Mokasan,
Kak 0oMa, B KOTOPbIX Mbl XKMBEM, Y>Ke HE CMOCOOHbI
6onee BMECTUTb Halll COBPEMEHHbII 0bpas »Xuna-
HW, €CAN FOBOPUTb O CTPOUTENBHBIX KOHLEMLMAX,
nnaHMpoBKax, pasmMepax U ropoackMx MPOCTpaH-
CTBaX, KOTOpble OHW COBMECTHO OMPEAENstoT.
B HacTosLen cTatbe npeanpuHATa nombiTka onpe-
[EeNTb OCHOBHbIE NMPOBAEMbI COBPEMEHHOIO A0Ma
1 0BpaTUTb BHMMaHWeE Ha OTAENbHbIE TEMbI, KOTOPbIE
NoOMOratoT MPOACHUTbL KoHUenumio Hosoro [doma:
OT 0BHOBSEHMS, MOAEPHU3ALMM 1 NMEPEOCHALLIEHNS
CYLLIECTBYIOLLLEro Hacneams OBLLECTBEHHOIO XNn-
la, 0O HOBOW KOHUENUMX MPOXMBAHWS, KOTopast
BbIPVCOBbLIBAETCS B PE3ybTaTe NPOAOIKUTENBHBIX
«1OKAayHOB», OT KOTOPbIX CTPaAartoT MHOMME Haumm
BCNEACTBME MaHAEMUI, a TakXe B CBS3W C Temmu
MHOXECTBEHHbIMWU  BbI30BaMW, CTOSLLMMU Mepeq,
COBPEMEHHOW XKN3HBIO, C KOTOPbIMM CNeayeT crpa-
BUTBLCS MOCHe Tex ApamMaTnHecKnX WU3MEHEHWUH, C
KOTOPbIMU CTONKHYIUCb OBLLECTBa 3a nocneaHve
TPVALATb NEeT, BKoYas: aemorpaduyeckmne npo-
6nembl, reHAepHOE PaBeHCTBO, 3HepronoTpebne-
HWNe, 3KOMOrMYECKOEe CO3HaHWNE, U3MEHEHUST (hOpM
3aHATOCTU N MPOU3BOACTBEHHbIX OTHOLIEHWU. HOo,
Kak siCHO MoKa3sblBaeT UCTOpUS rPagoCTpOUTENb-
CTBa, COBUM apXMTEKTYPHON NapaamrMel B 061actu
KUNMLa Bcerga o3HadaeT pagnkanbHbli BbIXoq B
BMOE MOSIBNEHNS WHbIX MPUHLMMOB rPagocTpoun-
TENbCTBA, N OH MPUBOAUT K MOSABAEHNIO UHOW naen
ropopna. /13 Bcex BbilLenprBeaEHHbIX COODParKeHMin
MPOCTYMNaOT KOHTYPbl HOBOMO TWMa >KUULLIHOMO
KOMMNEKCa, Kak MHOrO3Ha4YHOro rpaaoCTpOUTENb-
HOro apredakTa, [OCTUraloLEro KpuUTU4eCKon
MaccChbl MO CBONM (OU3NHECKM N (DYHKLIMOHABHBIM
napameTpam, CTPOSILLErocs Kak o6beanHeHme pas-
JINYHBIX XKNbIX TUMONOT A 1 BUAOB MyHULMNABHO-
ro obCcny>xmBaHus, 1 3agyMaHHbIX, YTOObI CNYXXNUTb
3HEPreTU4eCcKM «xabomM» ANS LIeNIoro COCeAcTaa.
KnioueBble cnoBa: CoupanbHOe XUULLE, Kpu-
31C, Hacneame, HoBas apXUTEKTYpPa, YMHbIM ropod,
3Konorms
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All the available data show an overall picture of com-
munities that are methodically destroying natural
resources and landscape by building houses that
a vast part of its citizens cannot afford, and often unfit
to host their current way of living. In the meantime,
both rural and urban landscapes have been vilified
by a constellation of lame satellite neighborhoods
made by boring, ill designed, energy consuming
housing blocks or by a swamp of detached houses
often comically miming the features of rural architec-
ture of the past.

Furthermore, the world famous social housing public
heritage, built from the ’30s to the '60s from Germa-
ny to Italy to France to Russia has been dilapidated,
forgotten and neglected. This heritage, scattered
all over Europe, has not only shown the mastership
of modern architects in solving typological and mor-
phological issues while creating several masterpieces
of contemporary architecture on a low budget. Most
of all, it proved that a precisely crafted urban neigh-
borhood could exist within the core of many histor-
ic cities and provide a decent and exciting modern
lifestyle.

Updating structural and energetic performance with
adequate retrofitting, remodeled internal lay-out,
architectural features and urban spaces, means
to preserve a specific part of European architec-
tural heritage as well as our struggling Modernity.
But any chance of transforming the European resi-
dential heritage could be ineffective and pretentious

if we are not able to define a detailed picture of its
current conditions. What is the contemporary house
really like? What have we learnt the hard way by being
closed in them for several months?

Our Homes — the public housing heritage as well
as the private developer settlements of the last forty
years — are expensive, inefficient, energy-consuming,
too large, lacking a proper and/or updated lay-out
and not designed for modern use and actual-sized
families. In one word, they are old, they don’t fit.

As a rebuke to the fascinating metaphor by Le Cor-
busier, the “house as a machine for living”, we can
say that, for several years, we have been made
to purchase something akin to an American car of the
‘70s: so big it could not be parked anywhere, its fuel
consumption amounted to a liter every 5 km, it was
s0 ill designed that it had no appeal and was even
difficult to drive. In addition, it was so expensive that
one could not afford it in the long run...

The program for a new house should answer the many
different questions coming from the many subgroups
our society is currently divided in and from the radical
change in the demographics of our society: mono-
nuclear families, singles, dinkies (two people, two in-
comes, no children), extended families coming from
different countries with different ethnic and cultural
backgrounds. And it couldn’t overlook the dramatic exit
from the binary loop Rest-Work of the First Machine
Age. To adopt such a program entails a radical change
in the shared idea of the house as a living space.
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Therefore, the question is: how can we architects,
planners, building engineers and construction man-
agers mend the dreadful effects derived from the
collective housing programs of the ‘60s and ‘70s
and the failures of the public spaces that have been
designed for them? How can we manage to make
collective housing affordable and worthwhile and —
even fascinating and fashionable — in an age in which
the price per square meter of an apartment is often
higher than single-family house? In an age in which
there is not apparent need for public facilities be-
cause everything having a social dimension seems
to be erased or on the Internet, in a dreadful para-
dox of social distancing we have been immersed in,
in cities where private transportation makes dis-
persion much easier? And then, how can we face
and give form and sense to all of the main changes
the contemporary European house has faced in the
last forty years, that we try to summarize below?
— the general lack of funds from public investors
and the end of public housing programs;

— the transformation of the family unit, with a pre-
dominance of couples without children or with few
children as well as a growing number of singles and
elderly couples;

— extended life expectancy, which means more el-
derly couples;

— the progressive substitution of the traditional notion
of “coexistence” i.e. shared behavior for that of “co-
habitation” merely as a spatial interpersonal contact;.
— the growing marginal collectivity in our countries
(a still relevant rate of unemployment, new forms
of poverty, immigration, refugees);

— the constant fluctuation of the labor market and
the connected feeling of job instability producing dif-
ficulty in long term economic planning and the end
of automatic access to privately-owned housing.
Many jobs had been relocated inside the house well
before the pandemic (smart-working), bringing about
the need for a radical redesign of apartment interiors;
— the gentrification of many European neighbor-
hoods with the closure of facilities at the urban (and
street) level, such as bars, restaurants, sports clubs,
leisure centers, neighborhood shops;

— the increasing “joint participation” of active mem-
bers within domestic economy and the consequent
need for reduced domestic tasks, which would entail
a new concept of those spaces.

Hence, we are led to consider the major set-backs
of the houses in which we live, as they are no longer
suitable for the following reasons:

— they are too big (designed for the ‘70s or for more
remote types of families);

— they are detached (costs are too high for land,
infrastructures, maintenance because they can’t be
divided up as in a housing blocks);

— they are designed for generic residents, with rigid
and not updated spaces and typologies;

— they are built with traditional processes and materials;
— they are not energy self-efficient.

As a result, the urban sprawl and detached house
neighborhoods, apart from being unsustainable,
reflect a way of living which is no longer compel-
ling and affordable as the whole working process
is changing radically as well as the profile and the
composition of families.

The unfitness, the decay and the backwardness
of our residential heritage represents a huge inter-
national emergency. It will harm our economies, our
urban and rural landscapes periodically, each and
every time a natural disaster hits our countries finding
virtually no resistance in the material and conceptual
sturdiness of our buildings and in the maintenance
of our territories. And it will cost even more in the long
term: in costs of repair, in highest ratio of national
energy supply consumed by residential compounds
being energetically inefficient, in consequent pollution,
in the increasing crime rate, in the global worsening
of urban life and environment.

On one hand, to implement our residential heritages
with low cost/high performance strategies is a crucial,
gigantic task for western architects, engineers and
urban planners. Could those buildings and neigh-
borhoods, which were once conceived as advanced
social and architectural experiments, be transformed
in energy hubs and/or nodes for forthcoming “smart
cities”? Could they be as relevant as they were in
shaping forms of our living environment as they were
fifty years ago or after the WWII?

On the other hand, what should be the main features
of the New House? | guess we should outline those
principles:

— a higher residential density compared to that
used in their original settings. European low density
suburbs are nightmarish entities of traffic, pollution,
alienation, land and energy consumption and poor
spatial qualities often translating in a very poor quality
urban life. The compactness (i.e. one massive building
instead many detached houses) could be one of the
main feature of the future housing programs, making
them economically, socially, politically and ecological
affordable, at the same time designing outstanding
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architectural landmarks thus saving land, infrastructure
and maintenance costs. It needs to reach a critical
mass to include economies of scale in a notewor-
thy metaphor of the size attainable by the building.
We are thinking about a sort of advanced urban ar-
tifact stacking layers of houses and public services,
Le Corbusier would name it Outil, an Architecture for
the city instead of an Architecture of the city, a build-
ing which can actually dissolve the stale difference
between “monument” and “fabric”, becoming a real
alternative to urban sprawl;

— energy self-efficiency. The trend, strictly regulat-
ed in the EU, is towards a “Class A” and a “Carbon
Neutral” building, favoring buffer systems for insulation
and solar systems for water and energy: the building
is more and more conceived as an energy hub, as
the radiant surface is clearly favored by its massive
dimensions. High inertia architectural skin is often
coupled with radiant floors and/or ceilings to make
the overall systems of installations more energetically
efficient. The architectural aftermath is that the fagade
is conceived as heavily layered, gaining a transitional
width, filtered by sliding shutters, panels or blinds,
loggias conceived for our weather as climate buffers.
The building gets a new blurred and luminous aspect,
in a process that is apparently deeply rooted in con-
temporary architectural sensibility and languages;
— residential flexibility. This happens to be the main
point, attaining the general design strategy for the
building: flexibility of typologies as well as of di-
mensions of the residential units to encounter the
fluctuation of the survey and variations of the users;
interior flexibility of the unit to modify it just-in-time
and custom-made apartments; flexibility in the cost
of the different units to assure a mixed class and
cultural environment, resulting in groups of residents
of different ages, origins, interests and resources.
Flexibility should be attained from scratch, from the
design process to promptly react to a new economic
situation in the relatively long time which is necessary
to develop a housing project. Flexibility rather than
specialization, which means a new versatility of resi-
dential spaces. And it can be obtained with technical
(great span structures, concentration of the technical
modules and diffusion of the energetic and plants net-
work) and conceptual strategies (great open isotropic
spaces, ready for different plot uses and occupations).
A more fluid and transformable residential space can
be obtained with improved division systems based
on industrial and serial elements, typical of the archi-
tecture of office interiors, a lay-out which improves

accessibility, visitability and adaptability for people
affected by physical or psychological diseases,
in a peculiar conceptual update of the Plan Libre con-
cept. A good contemporary space is a big neutral
space, with few fixed areas, the fewer, the better. As
Atelier Kempe clearly stated: “Developers think that
the job of an architect is to organize the floor plan ac-
cording to the building rules and to design the facade.
And they are right. Because of the global economy
this is a very logical process. Labor is expensive in the
western world and that is why it is reduced to a min-
imum. The next step will be that the interior as such,
will completely disappear. Hence, the apartment be-
comes a single empty room without anything except
a cable shaft and a meter. The inhabitants become
self-builders who create their own living environment
according to taste and budget. The Ikea concept is
extended towards the complete interior. [...] The new
typology of the 21st century is the loft. Sixty years
after the shock of the Farnsworth house this became
the most desired typology. This trend is emphasized
by a flood of publications (Berlin, Amsterdam, London,
New York-Loft) But what is it? We think the loft is more
of an enclosed outside space than a classical room.
It is a platonic internal landscape, a piece of emptiness
in the city. Its success is on one hand a sign of a more
personal and individualized way of living. On the other,
it is a reaction to the decay of urban communities
and public space. In the loft you can create your own
paradise and cut all relations with the public sphere
to a minimum, where the new media people are well
connected and can find and receive almost anything
they wish. The loft is a mix of public and private; it can
be home, office or both. In former times, people went
on the street now they prefer to stay at home” [Atelier
Kempe Thill, 2021]. The contemporary house is not
the “machine for living” imagined by Le Corbusier;
it is a solid infrastructure built for different purpos-
es and functions, a slab measured (and paid for)
in square meters, available to all the fluctuations gen-
erated by markets and/or life;

— common areas and residential facilities: pool,
gyms, kindergartens, workshops, wi-fi areas, 24
hour laundry facilities etc. to build a new sense
of community and civic conscience. The desertifi-
cation of urban roads, the high crime rate of many
areas of our cities and the lack of facilities in many
of the European suburbs lead towards the inclusion
of some of those artifacts of contemporary life inside
the building, actually attaining a semi-public status
if part of those facilities are opened to the neigh-
borhood, which become untamed areas of social
and cultural hybridization in the attempt to lower the
global phenomena of marginality and conflict affecting
western cities: “the new qualities, the specific, can
come out of the extra programs and spaces related
to apartment buildings. Living hotels, the housing vi-
sions of the Russian constructivists come closer. [.. ]
Service can mean on one hand persons that can
eventually help like a porter; a cleaning service or
a craftsman but also extra programs such as a bar,
a swimming pool, a fitness club or a doctor’s practice.
The potential of mass housing is that communally
things/services? Which are not payable by the single
individual are affordable for a larger group? The hotel
can be a perfect model for a big collective housing
project” [Atelier Kempe Thill, 2021];

— prefab constructive systems and new, highly per-
formant materials to cut construction and housing
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expenses. A contemporary constructive system
optimizes the value of repetition but does not deny
the identity of the individual user, eliminating debris
in the construction and reducing execution time,
allowing more precision, versatility and rapidity
in the construction process. “Light” prefab systems
based on the tactic use of modules for plants and
networks instead of “hard” prefab systems based
on the repetition of complete cellular modules.
Traditional “heavy” enclosures based on massive
wall systems have been replaced by “light” ones
based on “dry” materials, such as metal sand-
wich or multilayered wood derived panels as well
as cement-based, and/or fiber-composite ones.
The repercussions on construction costs have been
calculated in about a 10% decrease, allowing an
increase in the interior surface or higher quality
finishings [Gausa, 2002]. Such cost-cutting and
efficiency increasing program of the complete con-
struction process could be heavily implemented by
the extensive use of Building Information Modeling
Technologies (B.I.M.).

This is a huge chance to rethink the fundamental goals
and the theoretical tools of our professions. Architec-
ture, housing and infrastructures have always been
economy uplifting instruments in times of crisis and
recession. Architects, engineers and urban planners
have always been among the major actors in estab-
lishing new goals in urban development and in so
doing they pulled our cities and our countries out
of periodical economic crisis.

It happened before: such radical change of paradigm
in urban housing is not a new issue for architecture
and cities. Not at all. This is shown by the XX century
experiences in Europe: Die Rote Wein and Ernst May
in Frankfurt, Constructivist architects in the Soviet
Union, Hilberseimer in Germany and in the U.S. and
Le Corbusier in Europe and India. Complex urban
programs transformed in radically dense innovative
ideas of architecture and/or urban planning.

In the ‘60s a new generation of technicians led Italy
out of misery, redesigned the national urban and ru-
ral landscape, the real estate market as the famous
Italian Design propelled the great economic boom
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of the '60s. In Russia during the ‘30s several young
enthusiastic architects and engineers amended the
chronic backwardness of the nation, turning it in an
industrial superpower and after the “great patriotic
war” they rebuilt their Homeland from scratches. Wil
this ever happen again?

Architecture, engineering and urban planning are an
expression of our primal need to reshape our envi-
ronment, which takes many forms and serves many
kinds of clients. It may seem a different picture from
what is reflected in the media, which tend to focus
on the extremes and exploits of star architecture and,
perversely, on their epic fails. Nevertheless, a strong
European tradition of community projects which are
socially conscious and technically innovative does
in fact exist, but seems to be overshadowed and
forgotten. Architects, engineers and urban planners
will save themselves as “creative, leading class” from
ineffectiveness and uselessness if they are be able
to regain and update that cultural heritage. As our
above mentioned masters did, we should face, solve
and translate people’s demands and society’s chal-
lenges in new forms, prototypes and advanced tech-
nologies provided we work collectively for a new and
more decent, environmentally sensitive way of living
for the inhabitants of our houses and cities, here and
in reasonable time.

Sixty years ago, at least, the aim seemed to be the
same: integrating domestic and urban life within a so-
cial conscious and healthier environment. What has
changed for housing since then is the “emancipation
process from a mass oriented, mainly social and stan-
dard architecture to a customer orientated, flexible
and individual architecture” [Atelier Kempe Thill, 2021].
Once Emesto N. Rogers wrote: “A house is not a home

if it is not warm in winter, cool in the summer, calm
in any season and with harmonious spaces which
welcome the family. A house is not a home if it does
not contain a corner to read poetry, a bedcham-
ber, a bath, a kitchen. This is a man’s house. | want
a house which resembles me (the best of me): a house
which resembles my humanity” [Rogers, 1958].

To build this kind of house for each and every one
of us is what our collective task is about.
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