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WOMINJEKA (WELCOME)
MPavilion acknowledges the Yaluk-ut Weelam as the traditional custodians of the land 
on�which MPavilion is situated. Yaluk-ut Weelam means �people of the river camp� and 
is�connected with the coastal land at the head of Port Phillip Bay, extending from the 
Werribee River to Mordialloc. The Yaluk-ut Weelam are part of the Boon Wurrung, one 

of�the �ve major language groups of the greater Kulin Nation. We pay our respects to the 
land, their ancestors and their elders�past, present and to the future.

MPavilion 2018 is the �fth in a series of annual architect-designed temporary pavilions 
commissioned by the Naomi Milgrom Foundation and supported by City of�Melbourne, 

Victorian State Government through Creative Victoria and ANZ. It is an architectural 
commission, a design event, a meeting place, a temporary landmark, a spontaneous 

detour and a starting point. From October to February each year we collaborate with 
designers, thinkers, doers and makers to curate a free four-month program of talks, 

workshops, performances and installations.

MPavilion 2018 is designed by Carme Pinós of Estudio Carme Pinós.

SPRING/SUMMER 2018 – 19

MPAVILION.ORG

PRINCIPAL PARTNERS

MPavilion is a unique architecture and design event for Melbourne
9 October 2018 to 3 February 2019

For more information please visit mpavilion.org
For news and updates sign up to our newsletter, like us at facebook.com/mpavilion

and follow us on Twitter and Instagram @MPavilion



To learn more about the Assemble Model and our current or  
future projects and to register your interest visit assemblecommunities.com.

The Assemble Model is our response to the 
very real challenge of housing affordability 
in our much-loved city, Melbourne.

The Assemble Model places people before 
profit to deliver projects where good 
design,  community and sustainability go 
hand-in-hand. 

We take a long-term view with our 
projects and are supported by capital 
partners whose annual returns are 
capped at roughly half that of the ‘off-the-
plan’ approach. With a number of projects 
in the pipeline, the Assemble Model will 
soon take shape for the first time at 
393 Macaulay Rd, Kensington. 

assemblecommunities.com

A new housing model that bridges the gap 
between renting and owning your home. The idea is 

simple: lease your home while you save to buy. Your rent 
and purchase price are fixed, giving you stability while 

you save. All while having the freedom to leave the lease 
or decide not to buy.
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Who Gets to Decide 
How We All Reside?

How can our generation, our children and their children�s 
generations a�ord to remain in cities, even as the world is 
becoming mostly urban? And if we manage to stay, how 
will we live as we grow old together? How can living in 
cities in the digital age be a story of resilience and equity, 
not precarity, exclusion and atomisation? The housing we 
build today will outlast us � will we be proud of what we 
leave behind?

As these pages are going to print, the Gatwick Hotel 
in Melbourne�s St Kilda is going on sale. Formerly run 
(privately) as makeshift crisis housing for between 
100-300 people, the 68-room hotel has been turned into 
�ve luxury apartments, now listed for seven-�gure prices. 
The renovation was the subject of a reality TV show The 
Block, which purchased the building in 2017. If there is a 
story emblematic of how wrong we got our priorities 
around housing, this is it.

This issue of Assemble Papers is presented in 
partnership with our friends at MPavilion, and 
informed by the dialogue grown around the Naomi 
Milgrom Foundation�s Living Cities Forum. Housing is in 
crisis around the world � but the solutions, too, are part of 
this global conversation. Good housing, like healthcare or 
education, is a necessity. We all need to sleep somewhere 
every night � and this alone makes it an exceptional moral 
hazard to leave the provision of adequate housing entirely 
to the market. Meanwhile, Melbourne has been termed 
the �fth most una�ordable housing market in the world: 
the median house price hovers somewhere between 
$800-900,000, or 9.9 times the median income. At the 
same time, 24,000 Victorians are homeless, and almost 
400 people sleep rough every night, almost half of whom 
are on the public housing waiting list, which stretches for 
years. How did we get ourselves here?

�Form follows �nance,� says Jack Self (p�16): we 
have created a system that rewards short-term pro�t 
over social good. Saskia Sassen, renowned researcher of 
globalisation, agrees, pointing out that modest families 
have been thrown under the bus as an overactive 

high-�nance sector turns buildings into �nancial 
assets (p�24). In our rush to pro�tably invest, we forget the 
materiality of buildings, the bricks and mortar that keeps 
us dry, safe, and near our friends and families � a paradox 
illustrated by the �forgotten� boom houses in Spain (p�24), 
and the sublime landscapes on Melbourne�s edge, captured 
by Tom Ross (p�50). Alexis Kalagas�s investigation into 
�proptech� in London (p�40), reminds us that we all need 
a�ordable housing close to jobs � rich and poor alike.

Social housing used to be an object of civic 
pride, says Davide Tommaso Ferrando (p�32), , but it 
was also an opportunity for research into designing 
housing and neighbourhoods of the highest quality. 
In many places, that commitment is no longer there, as 
evidenced by the turning fates of Robin Hood Gardens 
in London (p�66) and Gino Valle�s Giudecca complex in 
Venice (p�32). But in some places, it still is: Amsterdam�s 
commitment to rent security and social diversity (p�80) 
has meant that almost 50 percent of rental housing is 
owned by non-pro�t housing associations, while Finland 
has e�ectively solved homelessness with Housing First 
(p�74), a commonsense approach arising out of a strong 
value placed on solidarity and social cohesion.

If this issue of Assemble Papers tells the story 
of how we got here, it also tells the story of how 
we can do better. Where regulations are �exible 
and innovative forms of �nance exist, small but 
signi�cant practices such as Ryue Nishizawa (p�88) 
and the UK-based Assemble (p�58) are able to maintain 
a rigorous investigation into participatory processes 
and truly groundbreaking architectural forms for 
multi-family living and building. From Germany 
and Scandinavia to Nightingale and our own Assemble 
Model, a multitude of innovative housing development 
models are being tested and successfully scaled up 
(p�48). What matters is that we remember our duties 
to one another: in the words of Carme Pinós (p�8), 
the architect of the 2018 MPavilion, �architecture 
starts with social responsibility�. 

��we have to take a multigenerational, long view of�this earth. 
We are in a society that looks at the 140-character tweet, the 
10-second soundbite, and clicks. The long view is that we have 

seven generations before us, and seven generations after us 
� and that is�your scope of responsibility.� � Jodi Gillette
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The cultural fabric of cities, covering people and projects 
across art, architecture, design and cross-pollinated creativity

ASSEMBLAGEWORDS BY JANA PERKOVI�

Carme 
Pinós: 
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�Architecture starts with social 
responsibility,� Carme Pinós 
tells me. It starts with a demand. 
The building is the answer to that 
demand, and the responsibility 
of the architect is to understand 
which kind of demand is inherent 
to�the�commission.

When approaching a new work, she tries to imagine 
what kind of people will live there, and how they will 
live there. �I start the design thinking about the 
context, the program, the experience of the space. 
But I never start with the �nal shape; it�s additional. 
I start with trying to understand our responsibility, 
because architecture is a service � a social service.�

Speaking with Pinós about architecture means 
to repeatedly encounter two concepts: responsibility, 
as per above � a sense of the profession of architecture 
as someone whose work is about enriching the 
environment into which they are brought; but also 
resistance, rebellion, when the scope of the project 
is too narrow, or modest, or poorly conceived. When 
this Catalan architect describes her built work, each 
is a dynamic narrative about a country, a city, a time, a 
constellation of social forces, into which Pinós inserts 
physics and engineering, activities, and � only in the 
end � a beautiful building.

An easy starting point into Pinós�s way of 
working is Plaça de la Gardunya in her hometown 
of Barcelona, a multi-part project that has included 
the renovation of the back of La Boqueria (Sant Josep) 
Market, as well as the construction of Massana School 
of Art and Painting and a mixed housing project. 
One of Barcelona�s great historical open markets, 
the back of La Boqueria was left empty by an accident 
of planning and history, and used as a parking lot. 
�For years, this place was empty, dirty, a terrible 
space in the heart of the city,� Pinós says. In 2006, 
the municipal government held a closed competition 
to turn the parking lot into a square, as well as build 
an art school and mixed private/public housing on 
each side of the space. Pinós disagreed with many of 
the premises. �It�s an area with many di�erent social 
classes: immigrants, people who lived here all 
their life, foreigners, young people, very mixed. 
Additionally, the public spaces in the medieval old 
city of Barcelona � they weren�t regularly shaped, they 
were all, in a way, the negatives of the buildings.� 
Only one regularly shaped square exists in the area, 
she noted, Plaça Real, a rectangular square in which 
all facades are uniform: �a square made for the 
bourgeoisie�. The competition presupposed this 
geometry. �I said, no way, I don�t want this place 
perfect. It�s an area with di�erent social classes� 
I wanted to stress that.�

Instead, Pinós closely observed the way people 
used the space � the narrow street to the side of the 
market that was the dominant entry into the square, 
the way the passageway opened into an enclosed, 
human-scaled space � and decided to design the 
housing block so as not to interfere with that 
pedestrian �ow. The small, irregularly-shaped open 
spaces she created connect with one another �like a 
string of pearls�. She objected again when she was 
asked to create a facade for the back of the market: 

�I said, I don�t want to. If I make a facade, I will 
transform into a building what was never a building 
before. This was a provisional roof that has become 
permanent, but the market does not have the qualities 
of a building.� But the market had issues with the sun 
spoiling fruit and vegetables, and rainwater entering 
inside. OK, she said, let�s resolve this � but let�s have a 
dialogue with the existing structure. Pinós duplicated 
and repeated smaller roof structures that shielded the 
market without changing its built character, or 
impeding pedestrian �ows. �This movement existed 
before me. I wanted to respect it, because this 
movement belongs to the city.�

�I didn�t want to make �my 
square�,��she says. �I wanted 
to�sew�together a city that had 
been�broken in the middle, in 
dialogue with everything that 
was�there before � the houses 
nearby, and La�Boqueria, which 
has a strong memory for us, the 
people of Barcelona.� 

The �nal piece of the puzzle came with the 
Massana art school, which had moved from its original 
location into the square. The teachers were worried 
about moving into the busy, touristy neighbourhood 
of Raval, and so Pinós designed a building that presents 
a calm, neutral face to the old city, seeming smaller than 
it is through a clever play of scales; and a secluded 
atrium, inspired by the school�s previous location in 
one of Barcelona�s perimeter blocks.

Carme Pinós garnered high regard in the 
1980s, for her work with late husband Enric Miralles. 
The two attracted attention with their bold, unusual 
buildings, representative of the dynamic architecture 
scene that emerged in Spain following the death 
of Franco. In a burst of activity after decades of 
dictatorship, enabled by joining the EU, Spanish 
architecture rapidly developed a distinctive vibrancy, 
with an unusual depth of understanding of regional 
culture and traditions, but open to the future, with a 
willingness to boldly experiment with material, form 
and texture. In 1991, Pinós formed her own studio, 
and has gradually built a highly acclaimed body of 
work � particularly of public institutions and spaces. 
Her works have included the crematorium at Igualada 
Cemetery in Barcelona, Catalan government 
headquarters in Tortosa, and public housing in 
Saint-Dizier, a French town for which she is currently 
preparing the masterplan. In 2016, she was awarded 
the Berkeley-Rupp Architecture Professorship and Prize 
for her �outstanding design, vibrant intellectualism, 
dedication to public architecture and landscape 
in the public realm, and support of women-led 
economic development�.

PREVIOUS� Carme Pinós in Venice. 
Photo�by Tja�a Kalkan.

TOP & BOTTOM� Carme Pinós�s Caixa 
Forum (2014) in Zaragoza, Spain. 
Photos�by Ricardo Santoja.
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Pinós�s is an architecture that re�ects 
community and inclusiveness, designing 
with integrity and generosity � these 
values can get sidelined in a global market 
that favours the grand gesture, with 
architectural projects circulated via the 
single hero image that untethers the 
building from its�local context, and from 
the experience of the daily user. 

 
 
The times might be changing, however, at a time marked by 
adaptation to extreme climate, and in a year that brought women 
into the spotlight. Pinós�s work was one of those highlighted by 
curators Yvonne Farrell and Shelley McNamara at this year�s 
Venice Biennale: the two spoke of a generosity of spirit and a 
sense of humanity at the core of architecture�s agenda, and its 
ability to address the �unspoken wishes of strangers� with free 
spatial gifts of quality, scale, air and light. The project they chose 
to exhibit was Cube I in Guadalajara, Mexico, where Pinós built 
an o�ce tower that emphasises thermal comfort and provides a 
generous open space in the central atrium.

Though the area is now built up, it was a green�eld space 
when Pinós was commissioned. �I couldn�t enter a dialogue with 
the context, because the context didn�t exist,� she says, �so I 
decided to have a dialogue with the weather.� With height, she 
says, a building becomes de�ned by the skin: she wanted to �nd a 
way to restore the open courtyard to the tower. Pinós notes that 
public space is not prized in Latin America; everyone drives door 
to door, only the poor use the street. Pinós did not want to design 
a closed building, that only the wealthy could enter. �I said, no, 
I want to make it a city here.�

The plot was small, but with no height restrictions. 
Restoring a central courtyard to the block necessitated splitting 
the o�ce space into three smaller, taller blocks. To balance the 
structure, some of the lower-level �oors were removed, which 
brought sunlight and sky views to lower-level o�ces, dispersing 
the harsh Mexican light. �A complete game of structure,� is 
how Pinós describes her way of working. It is a tactile process, 
sketching with pen and paper until she has resolved the structure 
and the allocation of spaces, which gives her the rules for what 
will eventually become the �nal shape. Models are then used 
to investigate di�erent con�gurations, until the �nal form is 
found. Then, and only then, does she use the computer � 
�at the resolution at which everything is clear�.

Working from clear rules lets the building express its 
structure. �It�s like natural objects: a tree is only an expression 
of its structure. When the building expresses its structure, it�s 
easier to �nd, it has a stronger presence, honest. You realise the 
connection with land, physical forces � it feels more certain. And 
then all other decisions come from wanting to give a gift to 
people who will use the building.� 

THIS SPREAD� Crematorium (2016) in 
Igualada,�Spain. The crematorium is 
on�top of a hill in a cemetery. The 
design�was�shaped by a wish to gently 
understand the situation implied by 
the�program � and to relate to nature by 
creating a dialogue between the visitors 
and the distant landscape. Photos by 
Jesœs Arenas. (This is where the team at 
Assemble Papers would like to rest � ed.) 
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A similarly commonsense approach underpins her 
design for MPavilion in Melbourne, a city that she feels 
close to � �in an urban sense. It�s a much more European 
city than, for example, Sydney. The dimensions of 
buildings: it isn�t a city consummated by big spaces. The 
weather too: it�s not too hot. I feel that my Mediterranean 
sensibility can translate here � my relation to shadow, to 
open air, to nature.�

Pinós�s MPavilion is a structure of two surfaces 
of timber latticework � one of her favourite shading 
materials � which bend, origami-like, and intersect to 
form a roof. It is designed for people to sit in a park, to 
enjoy the game of light and shadow, of interior and 
exterior. Pinós understood the concerns about 
Melbourne�s variable weather: a layer of transparent 
polycarbonate between the latticework will keep the 
rain out. �I said, OK, I want to also play with water 
� rain will be channelled into the garden. When it rains, 
you will see it and hear it.� She didn�t want to create a 
closed room in the park. �This pavilion is like a porch, 
like a veranda. I thought that the weather permits this.�

Architecture is a trigger of relationships, Pinós 
likes to say; a sensual, not a visual experience. In a 
conversation with SCI-Arc Channel, she memorably 
likened an architect to a �lm director, more than a 
sculptor: �We must have a script before we start� 
and we must work with memory. Architecture is a 
continuous experience. When you pass from one 
space to another, they are not perceived separately.�

�I like to o�er the building to the city,� 
she tells me as we�re walking away 
from the model of her Cube Tower. 
The conscience of the architect, 
she�says, is for her always a social 
conscience � to make architecture 
is�to make the city.� 

RIGHT� Cube Tower I in Guadalajara, Mexico 
�enerously creates a public space in the open-air 
atrium, openin� the buildin� up to the passers-by. 
Photo by Lourdes Gorbet.

TOP� Massana School of Art and Desi�n in Barcelona, 
Spain. The distorted scale of the buildin��s timber skin 
makes the school appear smaller than it is, and less 
dominant in the historical nei�hbourhood. Photo by 
Duccio Mala�amba.
BOTTOM� Catalan Government Headquarters in 
Tortosa, Spain. Photo by Jesœs Arenas.
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Jack Self: 

PIERS MORGAN IN CONVERSATION WITH JACK SELF The cultural fabric of cities, covering people and projects 
across art, architecture, design and cross-pollinated creativity

ASSEMBLAGE
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Jack Self is an architect with 
a practice that extends much 
further than traditional forms of 
architecture. He�s also a publisher, 
editor and director of the REAL 
foundation. In 2016, he co-curated 
the British Pavilion at the Venice 
Architecture Biennale. 

ABOVE� Jack Self. Photo courtesy of 
Jack�Self.

PREVIOUS AND BELOW� Years Room and 
Months�Room, in Home Economics 
British Pavilion, Venice Architecture 
Biennale 2016 curated by Jack Self. 
Photo�by Cristiano Corte. 

Self�s projects interrogate how people�s lives are shaped by 
buildings: he radically engages with neoliberal capitalism by 
manipulating its structures with the aim of providing better 
living conditions. He has made it his mandate to challenge 
some of the underlying principles which govern how people live in 
contemporary society, proposing alternate models by tinkering 
in the engine room of housing and architecture � the �nancial 
models which support and shape how buildings get made.

PIERS MORGAN
Could you describe to me what the REAL foundation is, and 
how your practice relates to traditional architecture?

JACK SELF
The REAL foundation is a cultural institute and an architectural 
�rm: it would be your traditional architectural �rm that likes 
to do cultural projects except that we have adopted a voluntary 
structure of a foundation. We are a limited company, but the 
foundation model means that we have a board of advisers, and 
a binding mission statement. In our case that means that we can 
only pursue certain types of projects, those that advance our core 
aims: the promotion of inclusivity, of democracy � this has 
become more urgent recently than we had thought when we 
founded the REAL foundation � and the promotion of equalities 
of many kinds, including gender, race, class, wealth and space. 
In that sense, we are forcing ourselves not to su�er from mission 
creep. We started working as REAL from the end of 2015, just 
before we applied for the British Pavilion at the Venice 
Architecture Biennale, our �rst project. Which was, I guess, 
an unusual project for a practice to have as its debut.

PM	  Yes, is that unprecedented for the Venice Biennale? 
At least for the British [Pavilion]?

JS	  I think it was. For the British Pavilion, our project was 
called Home Economics. It was about new models of domestic life, 
and it basically suggested that if you want to campaign or push for a 
more just and equal society, then a very good place to look at is how 
the home is designed in terms of its power relationships and its 
economic relationships. How it�s �nanced, how we look at housing 
crises, how we look at furnishing or interior decorating, how all 
these elements are united in a kind of, let�s say, social project.

The other project that we launched simultaneously was 
our cultural magazine, Real Review. We have published about half a 
dozen books, including, most recently, a book about Mies van der 
Rohe�s only UK project [Mansion House Square], called Mies in 
London. We run Real Review in partnership with a design studio 
[OK-RM], and it has expanded to the point where it�s almost a 
separate entity within the practice. However, in the last four or 
�ve months, we are pivoting more to doing design and built work.

PM	  I also wanted to ask you about the adjunct to 
architectural projects that the REAL foundation 
proposes, the �nancial products.
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LEFT� The In�ot is a proposal for a 350m 
(1150ft) �old-plated tower sited next to 
London Brid�e, and desi�ned to house 
low-paid, precarious workers. Ima�e 
courtesy of Jack Self.

TOP AND BOTTOM� Lux Aeterna is a 
theoretical desi�n based on the 
�plastic�number� � an artist studio 
with�four rooms, none of which have 
a�speci�c function. Self was inspired 
by�the Dutch monk Dom Hans van der 
Laan and his use of the �plastic number�. 
Ima�es courtesy of Jack Self.

JS	  We believe that form follows 
�nance, and that part of having 
more control over the built 
environment, and part of building 
better architecture, is having more 
control over the way that buildings 
are �nanced. 

With a traditional developer or housebuilder, a 
project is established, and the �nancial models are 
already in place way before they ask an architect to be 
involved. There�s not a huge amount they can do to that 
brief, to fundamentally alter either what the project is 
about or how it must be delivered, because of those 
�nancial conditions. If a developer is doing what in the 
UK is called PRS, private rental sector, which means 
you build it and you rent it out immediately, a building 
has to be quite durable because your �nancial model 
means that you have to have it occupied for a long period 
of time, as opposed to developers who are simply building 
to �ip and sell buildings immediately. They�re less 
concerned with quality and more with how rapidly they 
can build something, because obviously that is related 
to how much interest they pay on the loan.

 We say that �nance and business models are 
design parameters exactly the same as innovation in 
energy conservation, or water reuse, or historical context, 
or cultural sensitivities, all of these di�erent factors. So, 
increasingly, REAL self-initiates projects. We say that we 
don�t really have clients, we have partners. We will work 
with developers, with cultural institutions, with a variety 
of actors and agents, but we tend not to work directly or 
underneath them in a traditional client model because 
you tend to end up giving away so much agency over how 
the project evolves.

PM	  Is it a model where essentially you dream up 
a project and then go looking for a partner? Or is 
it more in concert with someone who potentially 
wants to invest some money in a building?

JS	  For a number of years we�ve been looking at very 
long-term �nance models. In Melbourne, you have the 
Nightingale project, which I know has become a massive 
success there � we�re deeply sympathetic to those types of 
objectives � but in essence Nightingale is an architectural 

innovation using existing �nancial models. It would be  
very interesting to imagine what would happen if that 
was integrated with, for example, shareholder or bond 
mechanisms, or an equity fund, for example. There are 
as many di�erent �nancial products and models open 
as there are architectural solutions. For �ve or six years 
now, we�ve been researching housing �nance which is 
ultra-sustainable, ultra-long-term and durable, but 
which provides low-cost rent with the possibility to 
build up ownership in the building, and a reasonable 
rate of return to institutional investors. We�re getting 
quite close to establishing a model which we think will 
be viable. We�re working on a master plan for a housing 
project for an educational institution in the UK, hoping 
to produce a prototype for a house that�s available to 
buy for £35,000 (AUD$63,000), which is the average 
deposit on a mortgage in the UK. If that becomes 
successful, then REAL will hopefully start a new 
company solely responsible for delivering extremely 
low-cost houses.

In designing extremely low-
cost,�architecturally designed kit 
homes,�you get to explore a lot of 
really interesting questions about 
the history of functionalism, the 
structure of contemporary life 
and�the family, about the future of 
sustainability, about what is really 
necessary for contemporary life. 

You get to design buildings on spec without having 
a client in mind, and that allows you to design houses 
which are an ideal vision of what you think society might 
want to live in, rather than having to each time respond 
directly to the whims or speci�cs of any individual client. 
We�re really trying to design for society as a whole.

One of a couple of Australasian projects we�re 
involved in at the moment is a co-housing project. It�s 
increasingly very expensive to live in cities like Auckland, 
Sydney and Melbourne, Toronto, London, which have 
very similar property markets, impacted by capital �ight 
and shortfall in supply, which means that you get insane 
overpricing in the markets. But if you move out of the city 
to the countryside, the only available model is the 
single-family home. For people used to �xed-gear bikes, 
�at whites and working in a design studio with like-
minded people, moving to a single-family home in a rural 
environment can be quite isolating. We say there are ways 
in which we can group together, pool our resources and 
build � not just groups of individual houses, but a kind of 
commune or complex with common facilities, such as 
workshops and studios and other types of amenities. If 
we�re prepared to pool our resources, we will always have 
more and better quality than if we insist on building 
everything on our own, which only leads to redundancy 
and duplication.

PM	  What�s your philosophy on the relationship between 
e�ciency and freedom in architecture, and in your work?

JS	  The shortest answer to that is that my main architectural 
interest is in rejecting all forms of functionalism. Buildings can 
serve a function and serve it well, but functionalism, as opposed 
to function, is all about predetermination. In order for architecture 
to remain useful for very long periods of time, we need to design 
spaces which can adapt to di�erent forms of life. 

I�m very interested in��nding new ways to 
explore freedom in space which can create 
greater forms of freedom in society. We�re 
always interested in models rather than 
singular cases. We hope that everything we 
do�can either become a typology or example 
that can be easily imitated�by other people.

 I�m not interested in creating singular artistic works, I�m 
interested in creating systems and multiple models which can 
be replicated and built on collectively, and through that copying 
become more robust.

PM	  There was a project you posted on Instagram [in August] � 
I�m not sure whether it was the beginning of something larger, 
or just a post � based on the �plastic number�?

JS	  It was designed as an artist�s studio for a large, London-based 
cultural institute. They asked for a proposal for an exhibition, but I 
wanted to do a building. 

I had the Australian condition in mind when I was designing 
it; Australians generally have a unique and sensitive response to 
what is actually needed for life, and they�re a lot less conservative than 
Europeans when it comes to alternative forms of life. 

That project is called Lux Aeterna: a building with four rooms, 
no function to them at all, each one pointing in a slightly di�erent 
direction of the compass, with di�erent qualities of light throughout 
the day, and those qualities of light will in�uence your experience of the 
space. Beyond that, I wanted to completely atomise any function in the 
building. The bed is a hand-cart which can be rolled around on wheels, 
the kitchen is basically just a Primus stove, and the bath, which is my 
favourite design, is �lled up with a garden hose, with electric elements 
inside which allows you to heat the water in place. It sits on one of 
those pallet trolleys which are used for moving boxes around 
warehouses. You could have a bath in any of the rooms and you 
can sleep in any of the rooms. It�s up to every individual to inhabit the 
space as they think best.

Architects have often talked a lot about proportion and 
systems of proportion, but they very rarely explain how they�re actually 
used. We all know about Palladio and the golden mean, or Corbusier�s 
Modulor, but no-one designs using these modules of proportion; 
we�re more likely to use an arbitrary industrial standard, like the size 
of a panel of plywood. I�m very interested in this idea of abstract or 
nonhuman systems of proportions. The �plastic number� was invented 
by a monk called Dom Hans van der Laan, who left a very good set of 
lecture notes that make it possible to understand how it can be used 
and how it can apply. I wanted to explore his idea in this building.

p�20 p�21ASSEMBLE PAPERS

A
SSEM

B
LA

G
E

Jack Self: Scepticism & Imagination



RIGHT� Years Room, in Home 
Economics British Pavilion, 
Venice Architecture Biennale 
2016, curated by Jack Self. 
Photo by Cristiano Corte. 

TOP� A project by Modernist architect 
Mies van der Rohe, the subject of the 
publication Mies in London, was 
cancelled after two decades of 
plannin�. Until now, the project archive 
(shown) has been inaccessible to the 
public. Ima�e courtesy of Jack Self.

BOTTOM� Real Review is a quarterly 
ma�azine published by Self�s REAL 
foundation that explores �what it 
means to live today�.

PM	  The same approach to changing qualities of light, of course, 
could be taken with thermal comfort � thinking, instead, of 
�thermal delight�. Spaces shouldn�t necessarily be at 20 degrees 
the entire cycle of the day and the year.

JS	  Certainly. In my master�s thesis in philosophy, I wrote a text called 
20°C, which was a study of Heathrow Airport. Almost all international 
airports try to hit 21 degrees Centigrade as a form of biometric control. 
It�s the lowest temperature that the average body can drop to before it 
begins to feel cold. If you�re trying to get a group of people to sit still for 
long periods of time inside a metal tube, the best way is to lower their 
heart rate and lower their breathing, and lower temperature does that.

Part of what global warming means is being always thermally 
uncomfortable. It does concern me what will happen to social harmony as 
global warming gets worse � I think our species is unlikely to keep its cool. 
We could have substantially avoided the worst of global warming in the 
mid-1970s, and we missed that opportunity. It is likely that most humans 
will die � predominantly the poorest people who are also located in the 
most dangerous places for global warming. The extreme wealth polarity 
in global civilisation will allow a very small elite to be totally insulated 
from the e�ects of global warming. How we can live with ourselves for 
allowing such a thing to occur to other humans will be di�cult to know.

PM	  You seem to be, on the one hand, a realist to the point of 
pessimism, and yet still driven and productive and unwilling to 
give up against what seem to be insurmountable circumstances. 
I�m reminded of what Czes�aw Mi�osz said when he was asked 
what he would do if the world was ending tomorrow; he said that 
he would plant apple trees.

JS	  That�s a beautiful quote. I completely agree. I worked as a 
landscape architect for Jean Nouvel in France, on a project where they 
wanted to import 80-year-old oaks from Holland. I remember thinking, 
the people who planted those oaks as entrance-ways to houses knew that 
it takes 200 years for an oak to reach full maturity. They knew that not 
they, nor their children, nor anyone alive on the planet at the time would 
see the actual design as they had intended, this grand alley of oaks. That 
type of investment in the future no longer exists. People today just want 
to buy ready-made, pre-aged oaks, have them shipped over on a barge 
and have them planted in situ to give the impression of having invested in 
the future without the necessity of actually doing so. Now, that�s just a 
re�ection on the apple tree quote, but I think that Carl Sagan, the 1970s 
awesome astronomer, is my guide on this. He says, �Approach the world 
with scepticism and imagination.� I am very keen on being a realist 
inasmuch as understanding what�s going on and not shying away from 
di�cult discussions, be they about global warming, institutional racism, 
gender inequality or discrimination. These are di�cult subjects to look at 
honestly, but hopefully we can see within that condition the possibility of 
making a proposition.

I think, at its essence, that�s what it means to be an architect. 
Architects are extremely optimistic people. A client will come to you; 
they�ve got a shitty site, no money, they�ve got planning restrictions and 
they say, �What can you do?� And you say, �I�m going to do the best piece 
of architecture you�ve ever seen. I�m going to knock it out of the park.� 
That kind of optimism is the essence of the project. That�s what �project� 
means: to project a vision of something which is an improvement on 
what exists at the moment.

I think architects are quite unique designers: we are forced to 
engage with all of the ills in society, the di�culties and complexities of 
property and the built environment, what it means to live, and out of that 
we always make a coherent proposal. I don�t know whether I became an 
architect because I think that way, or whether my training as an architect 
reinforced this. 

I think it�s extremely important 
to�have criticality, but no matter 
how critical you are, you must 
always make a proposal, 
otherwise, what�s the point? 
Honestly, how would we build 
any society if we didn�t believe 
we could make some�change? 
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Real Estate Boom House is a refurbishment project of 
a�single-family dwelling in Cardedeu, a town 42km from 
Barcelona. The house was built during the Spanish real 
estate boom, which began in the mid-1980s and ended 
abruptly in 2008. At certain times during this period, 
more than 500,000 houses were being constructed 
every year, all over Spain. While responding to the 
speci�c context in Spain, architect Lluís Alexandre 
Casanovas Blanco invites us to examine a global 
situation. His project functions as a laboratory in which 

to explore the relationship between the exponential 
growth of building activity globally, and�the increasing 
accumulation of capital linked to that�growth. It is 
supported by entities such as real estate agencies and 
banks on the one hand, and architecture on the other 
� a relationship frequently overlooked in architectural 
discourse and design criticism, despite its importance. 

� �Diego Barajas and Camilo García  
(Husos Architects) 

BLUEPRINT 
CITY

Practical thinking on urban design, from the physical 
to the psychological space of cities

WORDS BY JANA PERKOVI�
 

The� of 
the 

Saskia 
Sassen: 

IMAGES OF LLU˝S ALEXANDRE 
CASANOVAS BLANCO�S REAL 
ESTATE BOOM HOUSE
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PREVIOUS� Saskia Sassen at Livin� Cities Forum. 
Photo�by Tom Ross.

TOP�LEFT� Photo by Adrià Caæameras.
TOP�RIGHT� Photo by JosØ Hevia.

It is July 2018. Standing at the 
podium at Deakin�s Edge, Saskia 
Sassen is outlining the contours 
of�a new world real estate order, one 
that is reshaping our cities through 
large-scale property speculation:

��Property investment� is 
the�language used,� she says. 
�It�s not quite right. It�s a form 
of�acquirement.�

She describes how 16 million subprime mortgage 
contracts were signed in the United States, of which 
14.5 million went broke � the equivalent of the population 
of Sassen�s native Netherlands. She continues the list 
of the unsettling ways in which bricks and mortar have 
become monetised: buildings traded on the global 
market at a scale and speed never seen before, starting 
from global centres and spreading outwards, to second-
tier markets such as Berlin, Hamburg, Shenzhen, 
Sydney and Melbourne. She notes that the Qatari royals 
now own more of central London than the Queen of 
England. �What are they going to �nancialise next?� 
Sassen asks, and not just rhetorically. �The city is full 
of materiality.� 

The global property market is only one part 
of Sassen�s research. For decades now, the Dutch-
American sociologist, who holds professorial positions at 
Columbia University and London School of Economics, 
has been one of the world�s chief experts on globalisation 
and its underpinning processes. Growing up in a trilingual 
household in Argentina gave Sassen a cosmopolitan and 
egalitarian sensibility that would serve her well in joining 
the dots between economic changes in the global North, 
and the trickle-down e�ects in the South. Her three major 
books gave us a language to imagine invisible processes: 
from international cross-border �ows of people, to the 
centralisation of a few key �global cities� � a term she 
coined � to the de�nition of a moneyed �intermediary 
sector� oiling the wheels of capitalism. 

JANA PERKOVI�
You recently said, �I�m always asked to talk about the 
future.� What do you think it is about your work that 
makes people ask that? 

SASKIA SASSEN
As a scholar, I am interested in discovery, not application. 
Replicating is a mode of establishing how common is a 
certain condition, and I rely on scholars who replicate 
studies � but my mode is to discover. We, social scientists, 
have built knowledge silos, which makes our work less 
and less relevant. I see the need to work transversally, cut 
across di�erent knowledge silos. There is an A and there 
is a D, and most people stay in one or the other, while I am 
interested in what�s in between, the B and the C. Each one 
of my big books takes me many years, and I am in no 
hurry to publish. It has sometimes gotten me into trouble. 
My �rst book got rejected by 12 publishers � that�s a lot! 
[laughs] So, I paid a price. 

JP	  Your work shows an ability to see things 
at a panoramic scale: socioeconomic processes 
in wealthy countries and the matching socio-
economic processes in poor countries. For 
example, your work on rede�ning migration, 
starting with your �rst book, The Mobility of 
Labor and Capital (1988). 

SS	  In my �rst book, I was sni�ng something 
out. We have this notion that migrants just come 
to us in rich countries. Well, there are about two 
billion poor people in the world, and about 300 
million migrants � most poor people don�t migrate. 
So, who migrates? 

When you start tracking who migrates, you 
realise that there is something that connects us. When 
we go around the world occupying, we establish links. 
We, the US, have about a thousand army bases around 
the world, mostly secret. We build bridges; and then 
the migrants come. This is an acute version of a process 
that can have a more diluted shape, too. 

The law recognises two kinds of person: the 
migrant, established in national law, and the refugee, 
established in international law. Today, we see the 
emergence of a third subject, a refugee of certain 
modes of economic development. When she comes to 
our border, we �guratively say, �hey, but your country is 
going very well, the GDP per capita is growing!� But 
the land grabs, the mining, the massive numbers of small 
landholders expelled from their land... we don�t see that. 
We don�t recognise her as a migrant who might be in dire 
need of a job. I am very interested in this third subject, 
the migrant for whom there is no law, for whom we do 
not have a name. Studying her means discovering a 
condition, establishing a way of naming this person. 

So, this is where I am. I am interested in this 
subject, who is invisible to the eye of the law, and who 
does not make sense as a migrant � because all those 
destructions we are generating, that are making her life 
impossible in her homeland, are measured as growth, 
as something very good. 

 
JP	  In The Global City (1991), you proposed 
a language for talking about the growing 
importance of a small number of �global cities� 
in a globalised economy: hyperconnected cities 
o�ering a concentration of highly specialised 
knowledge workers, for transnational companies 
operating across territorial borders. How did the 
book come about? 

 SS	  In The Global City, I was also trying to 
discover something. At the time I was living in 
New York, and most cities were poor: NYC was 
o�cially broke, Paris was poor, London was poor. 
The notion of growth was that it was the economy 
of infrastructure, building suburbs, great enterprises�  
The digital was emerging very strongly. People 
were saying, �We don�t need cities, we can go 
anywhere, we can communicate from wherever.� 
I saw something else happening. Privatisation and 
deregulation (and out of that, globalisation) were 
ascendant. The image in my head was of a complex 
system installing itself in cities. Not emerging out of the 
city, installing itself. 
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ABOVE� Photo by Adrià Caæameras.
RIGHT� Photo by JosØ Hevia.

I tried to talk to local experts about cities; these 
were mostly men, very narrowly focused, planners etc. 
I remember going to a conference, in the late 1980s. I�d go up 
to these guys and say, �I hear you�re really knowledgeable 
about New York. I�m interested in understanding what�s going 
on in Wall Street, and I wonder if you have any contacts for 
me�� And they would look at me � all men � and start laughing. 
�Wall Street is ours, but you know what, you can go at night,� 
they�d tell me. Wall Street had some machines operating, 
but it wasn�t a night district. And I said, �Oh, thank you.� 

I had done a research project with Dominican immigrants, 
who were o�ce cleaners. I arranged to have lunch with them 
� and lunch with cleaners is at midnight, you know. I knew 
something was happening in Wall Street, particularly one big 
clunky building, but you couldn�t tell from the outside � the 
newspapers were saying that the city is �nished, it was invisible. 
So, I brought my sandwich and had lunch with them at midnight. 
I asked, �For whom are you cleaning?� One guy says, �Come, 
I�ll show you.� Small, boutique o�ces, very fancy. He says, 
�There are 70 nationalities here.� That was the data I needed: 
these were small, specialised, international businesses. It was 
everything: Goldman Sachs, but also highly specialised 
international advising of this and that. Law, investment 
advice on how to handle business in Mongolia� a world 
of knowledge, all geared towards making money. And the 
same stu� was happening in London, in Paris � a whole 
new intermediate sector!

When big corporations suddenly go global, operating 
in many di�erent countries, they cannot do all the work in-house: 
they require so many particular modes of knowledge. You may 
need 25 hours of accounting the way they do it in China, 38 hours 
of legal work in Argentina� You need an intermediate sector. 

At its narrowest, most academic, the 
global city function is intermediation. 
A�whole new intermediate sector 
emerged in the late 1980s, that always 
made money, and never lost � even if 
they�presided over mergers and 
acquisitions that failed � because they 
were producing knowledge for others. 

Eventually, this translates into culture, into activism 
� it spreads. But at its core, here it was, a di�erent type of 
economy: up to 30 � 40 percent very smart, often very young 
people, very networked, who became rich and powerful. 
That sector installs itself in cities. They bring a whole new 
wealth to cities. Not old wealth, not the prosperous middle 
classes, and not the top capos. But they made a lot of money, 
the knowledge-bearers. 

It changed the city. Where before you may have had a 
modest home with three families living there, once they took 
over, it was a home for a single person. So now we had a whole 
new city, a city that displaces nurses, primary school teachers� 
Even though NYC was broke, it was an emergent condition 
that became visible. The system installs itself and, frankly, 
starts to take over.
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REAL ESTATE BOOM HOUSE� Lluís Alexandre 
Casanovas Blanco has used one house to 
preserve the le�acy of the Spanish real estate 
boom. Instead of leavin� it as a mummi�ed 
testimony of history, he carefully resi�ni�es 
the space, with various actions on different 
scales: refurbishing a spiral staircase, or 
reconstructing the stippled paint on the 
walls, typical of this period in Spanish 
interiors. Thus, the Real Estate Boom House 
works with various aspects of the boom itself, 
including the social realities, imaginaries, 
dreams and desires that shaped it just as 
much as �nancial interests. 

� �Diego Barajas and Camilo García  
(Husos Architects) 

ABOVE� Photo by Adrià Caæameras.
BELOW� Photo by JosØ Hevia.

JP	  Your work at that point in time provided 
an elegant explanation of how the globalised 
economy worked � something so obvious now, 
but so hard to see in 1991. How has globalisation 
changed since? What conditions are we dealing 
with now? 

SS	  Clearly, there is more than one globalisation. 
When Oxfam sets up a system where fairly isolated 
people � small farmers, �shermen � can upload and 
download information, that is a positive example. 
But the negatives have proliferated over the last decade: 
impoverishment of honest middle classes, working 
classes losing ground� The concentration of wealth 
is just extraordinary. The routinising of a political 
system that is no longer up to par. The ignorance of 
our legislators. 

In my latest book, Expulsions: Brutality and 
Complexity in the Global Economy (2014), I was 
interested in understanding what I call �embedded 
borderings�. Interstate borders are just one kind of 
border; I was interested in border spaces that cut across 
countries, connecting both poor activists and the rich 
and the powerful. 

JP	  In Expulsions, you look at the surprising 
mechanisms behind the subprime mortgage 
crisis in the US, which has now been exported 
around the world. How is the very fabric of our 
cities, our housing, changing? 

SS	  By the term �expulsion� I tried to capture 
something that signals the limits of the material. 
We tend to think that a wall is a wall. But a lot of the 
material today has lost the capacity to be �speech�, in 
an abstract sense. When you �nancialise buildings 
through algorithmic mathematics, as is happening now, 
the building is still there, yes, but the actual operational 
event is not the building as such � it�s an algorithmic 
formula. You can buy and sell that building several times 
a day. In Manhattan, we have a number of luxury 
towers, all empty. People think investors are losing 
money, but what we now have is empty buildings that are 
a greater source of pro�t than occupied buildings. 
That�s really weird, you know? 

JP	  Why are they so pro�table? Are they 
appreciating in value?

SS	  No. It�s not about the economy. A building is no 
longer simply a building. It�s been transformed into an 
asset. The high wave investment circuit has had it with 
derivatives [futures, options, and other, often nebulous, 
�nancial securities � ed.]. They�re now sending derivatives 
to the average person: municipal governments are buying 
derivatives without realising. In Italy, about half a year ago, 
14 municipal governments went broke simultaneously, 

because the derivative had failed. The high investment 
circuit says: give me asset-backed securities. That�s what 
the subprime mortgage crisis was about. It wasn�t about 
mortgages. They used very modest people, who didn�t own 
a house, to experiment. 14.5 million households went broke 
in 7 to 8 years; another invisible story. And now they�re 
doing it with very fancy buildings. 

JP	  When you talk about the changing spatiality of 
the nation-state, in Expulsions, you use an interesting 
turn of phrase: falling o� the �systemic edge�. What 
do you mean by that?

SS	  The easiest example for what that means is the 
long-term unemployed: they really do become invisible 
to the eye of the law, the eye of the system. They fall o� 
the edge� The body is still there, but they are invisible: 
not counted, not recognised.

It intrigues me how the material 
can�become less material� We tend 
to think that a building is a building 
is a�building. Well � not necessarily! 
If you have transformed it via 16 
really complex steps into something 
else, the building is there, but its real 
function is invisible to our eyes. I�m 
really interested in how the material 
has a bit less traction than it used to. 
So much has been �nancialised. 

JP	  You have recently written about 
colonialisation and how it is geographically 
changing. Between intrusions of multinationals 
and new refugee �ows, what is sovereign national 
territory today? 

SS	  That�s a big subject for me. We�re obsessed with 
the traditional interstate borders, but there are other 
borderings we should be paying attention to. One is the 
corporate world that can very easily morph from one 
country to another. They have their own, very partial 
geographies and, like �nancial centres, they don�t care 
about the rest of the country! But then I look at human 
rights activists, especially those people interested in 
recovering bodies in mass graves, they too are not 
interested in the whole country, only speci�c sites. 
There is a long list of cases in which the territorial has 
enormous speci�city for di�erent actors. And yet both 
parties in these two cases still need to get a document 
that allows them access to the country � but they are not 
interested in �the country�, they are interested in a very 
speci�c thing! This is what I mean by �embedded 
borderings�: there are many more at play than we realise. 
Whether interstate borders are becoming weaker or 
stronger is open to debate. But there are other borderings 
for those living now. 
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THIS VERTICAL 
LIFE

A leisurely look at the good, the bad and the ugly of 
apartments throughout the eras of apartment architecture.

WORDS BY JANA PERKOVI�	 PHOTOS BY TJA�A KALKAN

Unfolding 
Pavilion
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PREVIOUS SPREAD� Triplexes at the front of Gino 
Valle�s public housin� complex in Giudecca 
(1986) are connected with an elevated portico, 
which leads to a series of interior open spaces 
that resemble the historical campi of Venice.

LEFT� Giudecca Windowsill, by Studiospazio. 
The��oating garden �extends� the�living room 
into the�garden outside.

BELOW� Pietro Valle, sittin� in the courtyard of 
the�Giudecca housin� complex, desi�ned by 
his�father.

Venice, May 2018. 
The Architecture 
Biennale is opening, 
to a highbrow 
audience of 

journalists, curators, starchitects and 
many underpaid interns. The narrow, 
pedestrian streets of this medieval 
city, largely completed by the end of 
the 15th century (when Venice was a 
city-state of 100,000 inhabitants), are 
crowded with people who will spend 
a�few days at�best in this city which has 
been in slow decline for longer than 
many current metropoles have been in 
existence. Of these visitors, few speak 
Italian and fewer still will bother to read 
the local newspaper, which is reporting 
that the population of the Venetian 
islands has dropped below 54,000, 
compared to 175,000 in 1953. The 
number of tourists, on the other hand, 
has steadily grown to 17 million a year.

Articles with headlines such as �Venice: Dying City� 
report that the daily population ratio of the city is 40:60 
in favour of tourists over residents, that Venice is losing 
thousands of inhabitants each year, and that there are 
more people aged 80�84 than 34�39 living in the city. 
This is what a demographic catastrophe looks like.

Underpinning it all is a severe housing crisis, driven 
� as in many Italian cities � by gentri�cation-by-tourism. 
High costs of maintenance for historical housing stock 
(much dating to the 12th century) on a fully non-automotive 
island, combined with the pro�ts to be made from short-term 
rentals and Airbnb, as well as the sheer economic pressure of 
those 17 million visitors, means that families who have lived 
in this distinct city for generations are �nding themselves 
unable to a�ord to stay in their hometown.

�The average price for ordinary apartments in the 
historical centre is almost �6000 per m2 [AUD$9740],� 
says Davide Tommaso Ferrando, researcher at the University 
of Innsbruck, originally from Turin. This would translate into 
prices rivaling those in Sydney or London; but, he points out, 
at vastly lower wages. �The middle classes cannot a�ord 
private market apartments. White-collar workers who 
work in the city centre cannot a�ord to live there, because 
the rents are too high and the costs of buying are, of course, 
impossible. It�s a generalised housing crisis.�

The opening of the Biennale was mired in protests 
by housing activists, who see the event as exclusionary and 
elitist, out of touch with the real problems plaguing Venice. 
The protesters� banners referenced one of the key exhibits 
in the 2018 Biennale, a three-storey piece of the facade 
of London�s 1970s social housing complex Robin Hood 
Gardens, shipped from London, where the rest of the 
building was being demolished (see p�66). 

This was referred to as turning social 
housing into a design fetish object: 
�aesthetic cover for social cleansing 
of�our cities�.

For many, this is not the social role that architecture 
should be playing. Ferrando is part of a group of young 
architects and theorists behind Unfolding Pavilion, an 
o�-Biennale project, now in its second iteration. The aim of 
this pop-up exhibition and editorial project is to create an 
inclusive, accessible event that takes place in a real building 
in Venice, instead of presenting temporary exhibits in 
walled-o� Biennale spaces. In 2018, the focus is something 
few are aware of: social housing projects in Venice.

While the city has been meticulously socially planned 
since medieval times, the heyday of social housing in Venice 
started in the 1970s, when the city expropriated former 
industrial areas on the edges of the islands forming the 
historical centre and funnelled EU funding into public 
housing construction. �It was a massive intervention,� 
says Ferrando. �In those years, social housing was an object 
of investigation for architects � apartment typologies and 
typological distribution, construction, cost, social mix.�
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ABOVE� The rear of the complex 
features�two-and one-storey houses 
with�gardens, open views and a 
domestic�scale.

TOP�RIGHT � Curators of Unfolding 
Pavilion�2018�enjoying the lagoon 
views�from the top-�oor balcony. 
From�left to right: Daniel Tudor 
Munteanu,�Davide Tommaso Ferrando 
and�Sara Favargiotti.

BOTTOM�RIGHT� A digitally printed  
sculpture by ECÒL and research 
by�Gabriele Pitacco, both Little 
Italy�members, exhibited in the 
second�bedroom of Gino�Valle�s 
triplex�apartment.

The buildings were designed to blend in with the historical 
fabric of the lagoon city, and remain somewhat di�cult to spot at 
�rst glance. However, they are still there, often named after the 
factories they replaced � �ex SAFFA�, �ex Scalera-Trevisan� � and 
include �ne housing complexes by architects such as Alvaro Siza, 
Aldo Rossi, Vittorio Gregotti, or Iginio Cappai and Pietro 
Mainardis. �But this one is probably the best,� says Romanian 
architect Daniel Tudor Munteanu, as we enter Gino Valle�s 
94-unit complex in Giudecca, where Unfolding Pavilion is 
situated this year. �And it�s the �rst time it is open to the public.�

Munteanu is, with Ferrando and Sara Favargiotti, the 
co-convenor of the project. He takes me through the rooms 
of one of the apartments, now occupied by a group of young 
Italian architects called Little Italy, who have responded to 
the building with installations ranging from whimsical Gino 
Valle-themed wallpaper in the children�s bedroom, to a 
display of the original model of the complex, on loan from 
Studio Valle archives. Munteanu explains that this was one 
of the nine unused apartments in the complex: Insula, the 
city-owned company managing social housing, does not have 
the funds to refurbish them. �They just stay empty � in a city 
where housing is such a critical problem.�

Munteanu tells me that they are here because they 
made a deal with Insula to use the apartment rent-free for 
four months; in return, they have renovated it at no charge. 
This has involved lugging buckets of paint on small boats that 
serve as public transport in the city, as well as sleeping on the 
apartment�s �oor during renovation. It �ts with Unfolding 
Pavilion�s ethos of architects as good citizens: �At the end of 
the exhibition, the �at can be rented again � the project brings 
a net bene�t to the city.�

It is easy to see why Munteanu and Ferrando had 
held their sight on Valle�s project for so long: it is of simply 
astonishing quality. The complex was designed by combining 
standard-sized rooms into four rows of buildings of graduated 
heights � from single-storey garden houses to triplexes at the 
back � so that every home has expansive lagoon views. Each 
house opens directly onto a network of lanes, porticos, small 
and large campi, which reproduce the intricate spatiality of the 
historical Venice. Inside, the three-storey apartment is light 
and spacious, with quality �nishes in timber and stucco, and 
garden views on one side, the Adriatic Sea on the other. The 
rooms are small, but in line with the restricted dimensions of 
historical houses in Venice. This is what low-cost housing can 
be in the hands of a skilled architect.

�It is actually an amazing building. It feels like a piece of 
the city, with a really nice scale,� agrees Samuele Squassabia of 
Studiospazio, one of the participants in the exhibition. �But it was 
regulated by strict rules on surfaces, and the living spaces are 
tiny.� He points out that his installation, a cantilevered window 
garden, addresses the complaints from residents that Valle�s 
houses lost too much living space on the three-storey staircase. 

I try to imagine having a similar 
conversation in Melbourne: would we 
measure the design of public housing by 
the highest standards of excellence?
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The era of social housing as an opportunity 
for design investigation is over, says Ferrando, even 
in Europe. �It ended in the 1980s. After that, we have 
a completely di�erent policy, which is to not put in much 
e�ort.� Quality social housing has been built since, he 
says, such as Cino Zucchi�s in the �ex Junghans� area in 
the 2000s, and they are good buildings for low-income 
families, but the design exploration stops at how to 
construct buildings at low cost. Public housing agencies 
such as Insula no longer have the money to build entire 
neighbourhoods. Their remit has shrunk to spot 
interventions: purchasing and refurbishing individual 
apartments � when they have the funds.

Ferrando notes that Venice will invest some 
�7 million [AUD$11 million] into refurbishing houses for 
social use in 2019 � but this won�t be much consolation to 
the �eeing middle classes who do not qualify for social 

housing in the �rst place. This is the sort of wicked 
problem that unchecked market forces can create, 
without a cohesive housing strategy in place.

The V&A exhibition on Robin Hood Gardens (p�66) 
points to the larger shift in political priorities when it quotes 
employment statistics for British architects: in the 1970s, 
49 percent worked in public institutions; now the �gure is 
one percent. The young architects from Genoa 5, one of the 
groups forming Little Italy, who have turned the children�s 
room of Valle�s �at into an exploration of the 1980s 
childhood, tell me that their installation is a requiem for 
the social values of the era, when the state invested in 
high-quality housing for all. They point out that this gave 
architects career opportunities: Gino Valle built important 
work when he was still a young man. �Nowadays, that 
would be impossible. As architects, we don�t have the 
opportunity to produce anything similar.� 

There is still palpable hunger for city-building 
on�this�scale, though, as great interest in 

Unfolding�Pavilion demonstrates. Perhaps because, 
trapped in a global housing bubble, no-one seems 

to�be�having a good time. 

LEFT� The design of graduated heights allows open 
views�and a sense of privacy to all dwellings within 
the�Giudecca complex. 

ABOVE� The original model of the Giudecca complex in 
urban context, loaned�from the Studio Valle archives.
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