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High Rise  
The transformation of post-war large-scale housing 

The seminar aims to reflect on the legacy of modernity and of the modern housing project. It 
questions the intellectual categories, the working methodologies and the concrete artefacts of 
Modernist architectural production by looking at one of its most paradigmatic fields of action and 
experimentation: large-scale housing estates of the post-war period. Exploring the long life of post-
war housing projects is a means to bridge what is often considered both a closed chapter in the 
intellectual and material architectural culture of the last century and one of the most urgent questions 
of our time.  

The projects discussed in the seminar do not only point to housing matters stricto sensu. 
They foster wider reflections about ideologies, models of social development and cultural beliefs that 
have been partially inherited and transformed and partially forgotten. The social, economic and spatial 
dynamics subsumed in Modernity are multifaceted and inherently ambiguous, ever oscillating 
between the innate drive for new inventions and the continuous reworking of previous ideas: the need 
to continuously test and update the validity of its original paradigms with the challenges of the 
present. After decades of growth, ideological faith in progress and expansive production led by a drive 
for innovation, it appears that once again the main task of our time is the reinvention of the artificial 
and social landscape that we have inherited from the past. The housing projects of the Welfare State 
wait for a serious cultural reassessment framing their future, not unlike factories and railway sites—
their counterparts in the age of Fordist production that went through such appraisals some decades 
ago. 

A first question that the seminar will try to address concerns the relation between housing and 
society. Today’s ‘housing crisis’ expresses the consequences of the financialization of domestic 
space, the shortage of affordable dwellings and the crisis of middle-class tenure models based on 
stable income and savings. It also reflects on the radical mutation of our ways of living and of our 
culture of inhabitation. Modernist housing and urban paradigms expressed in the clearest way the 
interconnection between a social project and the physical design of the living environment. Post-war 
housing estates offer a recent pre-history that locates certain roots of current problems and could 
arguably offer positive alternatives. 

A second question concerns the material condition of these projects, concrete artefacts which 
have endured the passing of time and use. The materials, components and building techniques used 
for construction best represent the modes of production and labor division typical of the post-war 
years. One of the most recurrent preoccupations is whether these projects will still be able in the 
coming years to offer private and collective spaces to their dwellers of adequate quality. Demolition 
and redevelopment are easy answers that need to be questioned. Renovation projects, as long as 
they are not limited to matters of technical improvement of energetic performance, could become a far 
wider process of professional and cultural exchange: an opportunity to resume and confront the 
original challenges posed to post-war architects, technicians and builders. 

Lastly, the seminar aims to clarify heritage, a term that—despite its recurrent use—awaits 
clarification. Heritage, as an intellectual notion and as a set of material artefacts is one of the 
cornerstones of modernity and it balances the positivistic drive for the new by continuously choosing 
what to save of the past and why. The hardly exceptional aesthetics of most of post-war housing 
estates poses a question: should the artefact remain the sole parameter to judge preservation, or 
should we innovate in our understanding of heritage? Looking at the architecture of large-scale 
housing, we propose to reflect on heritage ideas and cultural approaches which do not remain locked 
in antiquarian artistic canons but that investigate the social, political and cultural transformative 
potential of this notion. Only then might we be able to rejoin the unassuming domain of the everyday, 
with the historical project of handing down what we inherited from the past. 

  



Seminar Program 
The seminar is organised in two sessions, each of four presentations. Presentations should be 20 
minutes long, followed by 20 minutes discussion on the submitted paper. At the end of each session 
there will be a collective discussion on the papers of the session. 
 
 
 
9.00 - 9.20  
Introduction 
Title: The transformation of post-war housing estates. Themes, Heritage, Project 
Speaker:  Andrea Migotto and Martino Tattara 
 
 
Morning Session 
9.20 – 10.00  
Presentation 1 
Title: 1980s: Modernism is dead, Long live modernity. OMA’s Bijlmermeer and the ‘project of 
incompleteness’.  
Speaker:  Andrea Migotto (KU Leuven) 
 
10.00 – 10.40  
Presentation 2 
Title: Living together: writing the story of post-war Italian housing estates 
Speaker: Gaia Caramellino (Politecnico di Milano) 
 
10.40 – 11.00 
Coffee break 
 
11.00 – 11.40  
Presentation 3 
Title: Social housing and the restructuring of the sphere of production 
Speaker: Michael Klein (TU Vienna) 
 
11.40 – 12.20  
Presentation 4 
Title: Below the shadows. The progressive vanishing of the design culture in post-war Modernist 
neighbourhoods’ public spaces 
Speaker: Nicola Russi and Federico Coricelli (Politecnico di Torino) 
 
12.20 – 13.00  
Round Table Discussion 
 
 
13.00 – 14.00 
Lunch break 
 
 
Afternoon Session 
14.00 – 14.40  
Presentation 5 
Title: Gossip and Complaint: Expertly ways of (re-)producing the social in housing 
Speaker: Heidi Svenningsen Kajita (University of Copenhagen) 
 
14.40 – 15.20  
Presentation 6 
Title: Negotiating Scale. The Flexibility of White-Collar Work in the London County Council Architects' 
Department, 1945-1956 
Speaker: Jesse Honsa (KU Leuven) 
 
 



15.20 – 15.40 
Coffee break 
 
15.40 – 16.20  
Presentation 7 
Title: The Common Space Project 
Speaker: Umberto Bonomo (Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile) 
 
16.20 – 17.00  
Presentation 8 
Title: Is There an Architecture of Social Housing? 
Speaker: Martino Tattara (KU Leuven) 
 
17.00 – 18.00  
Round Table Discussion and Conclusion 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


