Essay:

A Matter of Selection

Thoughts about a selection of housing projects for the book: Global Housing Projects / 25 buildings since 1980

Ramias Steinemann
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In the beginning there was shelter. The first form of architecture
was intended for residential use. Although still provisional

and to some extent mobile, settlements and the first cities
brought forth housing as constructions for the masses about
five thousand years ago. While the main issues have changed
just marginally from the very beginning unto the present day,
the architecture of housing has witnessed social, economical
and cultural movements within the context of human history.
The ‘industrial age’, for instance, represents the needs of rapidly
growing populations, demanding solutions for the problem of
hygiene, while ‘modernism’ reflects the renouncement of old
traditions within metropolitan housing, attempting to integrate
new industrial technology in its constructions. The ‘social

city’ following World War I demonstrated attempts by the new
political governments to transform their social-revolutionary
concepts into new communal housing, while the ‘new urbanism’
following World War II clearly signified the reconstruction of
destroyed cities. Finally, buildings from the sixties and the
seventies render the search for mega-structural, prefabricated
and flexible housing proposals.

The question regarding what is to be considered the architectural
answer to the developments of the last 25 years is evident. The
period after 1980 can be considered a chaotic juxtaposition

of fragmented elements, but there is no obvious structure in
history to describe a common keynote for this period yet. The
world is constantly merging into a global system with a global
market, as well as a facilitated transfer of goods, people and
information.

The present has no unifying theme. The contemporary age is
characterized by a paradox. On the one hand there exists no
historicity and phenomena (works, ideas, facts and buildings)
that successively appear on the scene and disappear again one
after the other, the later hiding the previous, while remaining
independent and isolated. In this sense, the individuality of
every phenomenon (project, building, idea) is all that is evident.
On the other hand, one of the strongest effects of globalisation
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(“the process by which the experience of everyday life is
becoming standardized the world around”) is that it unifies

and connects the world. It is clear that our globalised world
accentuates connections and makes it more complex to operate
using a traditional approach.

Then last year one of the biggest real estate bubbles in history
burst, triggering a financial crisis all over the world and sending
the main financial and building industries into decline. The
omnipresence of the crisis in the media, art and everyday life,
suggests that the initial wave of globalisation that lasted for the
past two decades is now slowing down and a period of rethinking
and reassessment is emerging. Certain recent developments
however give hope that we may have entered a new cultural and
architectural phase.

As a result the so-called Bilbao effect, which turns on the iconic
role of the project (singular buildings that have far outgrown
their use and their affiliation to become objects emblematic

of a place and of a culture), and which also derives from the
euphoria of capitalism, seems no longer to be the answer to

the social and cultural conditions of today. Although collective
housing and economy have always been closely intertwined

in the shape of an architecture of optimisation, it has always
been less in danger of becoming an empty image of an opulent
global culture. Collective housing is less connected with the
contemporary disrupture of capitalism than for example
representative buildings. The function as a condition of necessity
already reflects more than just superficial silhouettes and a
shaped form of profit. Housing with its strong sense of identity,
reaching far beyond the individual and the primary function

as a shelter, immediately creates a spatial and material depth,
in which the outward form responds strongly to the program.
Two projects exemplary of our selection for the book Global
Housing Projects / 25 buildings since 1980 are Nemausus 1 (a+u
06:04: special issue), by Jean Nouvel, and Mulhouse, by Lacaton
& Vassal, representing one of the most important issues of the
present: to increase the surface area of the accommodation
whilst remaining within budgetary constraints. What makes
them stand out from the rest is the achievement of a consistent
building to identify with.

Housing architecture, in contrast to representational architecture,
also reacts more slowly to the new dissemination of knowledge
and the development of human demands due to its sheer
quantity as well as to strong traditions and vernacular habits.
The sheer mass of housing - approximately three quarters of all
buildings can be considered housing - provides for an essential
inertia and resistance against hasty developments. However,
little by little the effects of the “global age” are affecting the
new demands in housing. Housing programs start to transform
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p. 10: Twenty-five buildings selected from all over the world. This
page: Global Housing Projects / 25 buildings since 1980 from the
series of Architectural Papers. Issued by the chair of architecture at
the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology Zurich, Prof. Dr. Josep Lluis
Mateo, edited by Ramias Steinemann and published by Actar, 2008. All
images on this and opposite page except as noted by the author.
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This page: “The American Dream”. The 2009 Venice Biennale opened this year
with an unexpected piece of performance art. Artist Mike Bouchet built a one-to-
one scale replica of a typical American surburban home that he planned to install
on floating pontoons in the Venice Arsenale basin. It was an architectural icon of
the American Dream revealed in all its formulaic absurdity. Amazingly, then, one
of the pontoons capsized, and the entire house sank to the bottom of the canal -
an unintentional yet utterly perfect coda to the house’s own built-in commentary.
Photos by***.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E9Cb9BzQxus
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12

typologies in order to answer to the needs of common changes
in the new world: the increasing dissolution of traditional family
structures, for example, or reinforced individualisation, the
ageing of societies, improved health and new work schedules.

Within this framework we wanted to describe a variety

of typological structures with our selection in formal and
programmatic terms, defining new housing morphologies and
expressions. On the search of a dogma for housing this selection
is an idealised quest seeking to define today’s housing visions.
One could consider the selection for the book Global Housing
Projects a historic criticism with the presented buildings as its
protagonists. It is intended as a contribution within a wider
context. The main goal is to define contemporary architectural
visions of the past 25 years in one specific architectural field,
that is housing, and at the same time render a perspective
regarding the new, important guidelines within domestic
architecture. This selection of influential housing projects of the
last 25 years reflects the most innovative housing projects that
have been realised, seizing common notions and new demands.
Considering contemporary practice, this should help explain and
restructure our recent past as an immediate base for our present.
Projects are chosen under the aspect of being a part of the new
language, responding to the new requirements of our time and
establishing identities without disregarding the context. They
should combine a reaction to a situation, an understanding of
the local typology and culture, yet concurrently without negating
the new global demands and technologies.

Another exemplary project of our selection is Space Block Hanoi
Model in Hanoi by Japanese architect Kazuhiro Kojima, which
handles the specifically deep plot in a high-density residential
surrounding environment with intelligence, putting up a “porous’
space with particular emphasis on ventilation and shade. As

a result, the realised space enjoys excellent ventilation, while
living activities continue in accordance with the surrounding
environment into this semi-outdoor space. The use and
reinvention of old building technologies in order to cope with
specific climatic conditions and further develop an existing
typology gives the best architectonical answer and disproves the
general belief that all globalisation ends in generalisation and
standardisation.

Also the project of Josep Lluis Mateo in Borneo, Amsterdam, is
in a very unusual situation at the tip of an island surrounded by
water on three sides. The complex is a sculpted mass fashioned
along the two coordinating axes. X consist of the strict system
of parallel concrete walls and same-size windows, and Y, the
emergent volumes moving in a non-mechanical way above
these. The built mass begins at the key moment of its junction
with the adjacent mass and unfolds in a particular manner, as
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Above: Nemausus 1 in Nimes, France
1988, designed by Jean Nouvel. Photo
by Shinkenchiku-sha. Below: Mulhouse
2004, designed by Lacaton & Vassal.
Photo courtesy of Lacaton & Vassal.
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far as the ending wall giving on the canal. This produces a great
variety of dwelling possibilities controlled and enabled by the
strict structural and constructional logic employed.

All of the selected projects represent typologies, providing
innovative and diverse solutions with the potential to outlive
the ‘natural’ selection and therefore be a continuous part of

the evolution of housing. To select projects based not only on
clearly measurable motivations is a task that involves a certain
lack of focus. Relying on instinct and unable to describe the
whole decision process, the efficiency of the selection method
may appear uncertain, even though a clear understanding of our
time and history is the basis for choosing these visionary and
prospective projects.

On a quantitative level housing does not just respond to needs;
it also structures towns, areas, even society. The general level
of quality is what counts, beyond all exceptions, remarkable as
they may be. Whether the general level of quality increases or
decreases has an effect on the state of town and of societies in
general. Finally a selection can only be considered successful if,
in the near future and under the charge of architectural quality,
the spirits of the projects live on and can be recognized in new
typologies and projects.

The text was restructured from ‘A Matter of Selection’, Global
Housing Projects / 25 buildings since 1980.
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Opposite, above: Space Block Hanoi
Model, 2003, designed by Kazuhiro
Kojima. Photo by Noboru Inoue /
Shinkenchiku-sha. Opposite, below:
Situation plan of Hanoi Model. This
page: View of Borneo, Amsterdam,
2000, designed by Josep Lluis Mateo.
Photo by Duccio Malagamba. This
page, below: 2nd and 3rd floor plan of

the Borneo. Drawings courtesy of the
respective architects.
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