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Designing for unhomely areas. A teaching
experiment

Maurizio Meriggi, Han Linfei

The architecture and urban design workshop “Urban Life. Milan-Beijing
Case Studies”, which involved some 25 pupils and six teachers from
research doctorate courses at Milan Polytechnic and the Masters
course at the Beijing University of Technology, was designed as an
experiment — and a challenge.

It was experimental in attempting to bring together two very different
university traditions of design; so different, in fact, that working out
a joint practical proposal for two such diverse situations as those of
Beijing and Milan was a considerable tour de force.

The challenge, on the other hand, was provided by an absolute
constraint on the design proposal: that it should identify alternative
practices and solutions, not those usually on offer either from the
market or in the visions that currently have the sanction of public and
mass media judgement.

What we mean here by “university tradition” is not so much a method
or an established model of practice which the one school or the other is
supposed to have developed in the course of its history (short or long);
rather, we use “tradition” in the sense of familiarity with the real situations
we find ourselves facing every day in each of our schools, and that
situation’s problems which we tackle against their own background.

In this sense, then, “tradition” for the younger school (that of Beijing)
amounts to its customary situation urgently needing to invent a form of
modernity to cope with the present dizzying economic development!;
whereas for the Milan school “tradition” consists of its familiarity with
the issue of the complex relationships between the assumptions
and discoveries which history brings up again and again in Italy and
the invention of an original modernity capable of maintaining some
continuity with that history?. In both cases what is in some sense at
stake is these cities’ very identity, in the face of the over-simplifications
offered by globalization.

The themes tackled in the workshop — an “urban village” in the case
of Beijing, and in Milan’s case the historic San Vittore prison — are
ones we tentatively describe as “territories of discomfort”. In spite of
the enormous differences between them, they both offer common
denominator; the absence, in current practice, of any original or tailor-
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An urban pattern in one building

Beijing

Forbitten City. Repetition of coutyards
complexes at different scale in one great
building of regular grid.
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Articulated urban pattern

Beijing

West central area. Repetition of
coutyards complexes at different scale
mingled in a courtyard tiny urban tissue.
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Functional polarization in the city

Milan

The Cathedral (C) and its square and
the Great Hospital (H) in typologies
clearly identified in the urban space and
distincted by the surrounding mixed
tissue.
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made approach.

For both these subjects — the transformation of the extensive peripheral
areas adjoining the historic nucleus of Beijing, which the literature at
present categorizes as “slums”, or the recycling of historic building
complexes that form part of the central fabric of Milan and labour
under powerful functional constraints such as being a prison — current
practice offers the self-same solution; “removal” and “disguise”. Both
are forms of “obliteration” of identity and memories in the name of
greater economic advantage, functional efficiency, and urban ‘comfort’,
or in the name of a self-proclaimed “realism” which cynically argues
that by now, in its present condition, there is nothing left to conserve or
to preserve, that all is already lost.

Removal, in the case of the “Shilihe village”, means the physical removal
of the original characteristics of a ‘countryside in the city’ by demolition
and re-settlement of the land with run-of-the-mill condominium boxes,
and the consequent shunting of the original inhabitants to areas further
out. This is what we are given to understand is already going on in
the very section of Beijing studied here: the bulldozers have already
removed the fabric that was our subject-matter only a year ago.

For the prison, it means removal as an institution away from the living
fabric of the city and building anew, with more up to date and presumably
more comfortable and functional facilities sited out of town in one of the
“unplaces” of the hinterland. With the prison community banished from
this purpose-built penitentiary, the building would then become available
for conversion to some other function — a museum, for instance. Under
the most radical proposals, San Vittore — an architectural monument of
the XIX century — would actually be demolished, so that the site could
be given over to the hungry speculation that stalks our central areas.
This is what is even now being proposed, in the ongoing debate in
Milan.

And so we come to appreciate this subtle thread that the two cases have
in common: how are we to conserve and use areas and monuments
which form part of our cities’ identities but are hard to manage in terms
of advantage to the real-estate operator?

The projects designed in this workshop sought to give a reply that was
primarily a technical one, far from any ideological or moralizing stance
whatsoever, but simply seeking to evaluate alternative paths to those
offered by the market or in current architectural debate.

The themes and the projects

Beyond the possible associations between the two subjects that
might stem from a recognition of the “discomfort and unhomeliness” *
suffered by the two communities housed there, the one in prison — so
overcrowded as to be a source of punishment indeed, rather than an
instrument of rehabilitation — and the other, in its “urban village”, living



in conditions so near the edge of what is bearable as to make it a very
slum, the comparison between the two subjects invited the workshop to
think not only beyond the social problems raised by these communities
but particularly consider the conceptual problem of urban design in a
conversion project.

Starting with the peculiar characters of each of the two subjects, the
workshop sought to break through purely functional limitations and
identify new architectural forms and settlement patterns offering a
glimpse of how the design of our cities might in future smack less of
the bargain basement than what is presently on offer — for Milan and
Beijing alike — in the shiny models of the new international style.*

Urban village

Let us start with the theme of converting the “urban village”.

The essays presented here on the original characteristics of the Study
Area and the Beijing-specific issue of the “urban village™ bear witness
to the substantial differences between this area and what the current
literature defines as a “slum”.

What we have here, as the authors point out, is a kind of settlement that
has arisen just recently from a coming together of city and countryside
which in the Western world belongs in the distant past; where there
is still a considerable significance to the community approach of the
original half-urban, half-rural inhabitants, overlaid by a new community
of migrants from the countryside (and usually from the same region).”
In particular, in the case study dealt with here, the original half-rural
settlement found itself next to a commercial area of second-hand
markets and antique-sellers which has by now grown to city-wide or
even nation-wide importance. The combination of the two gave rise
to a fairly unique marriage between an informal residential settlement
of self-built or community-built village buildings on one or at the most
two storeys, mainly residential (the “village” strictly speaking), side by
side with big, turreted “hotels” acting as representations of particular
regions of China, real merchant warehouses aligned with those regions’
particular markets.

Now any ltalian reading the description of such a picture will
immediately be put in mind, not so much of the generic landscape® of
an urban periphery but of medieval Venice with its Turkish and German
warehouses gathered around the market of Rialto. But this Rialto of
Beijing actually takes the form of a small town wedged, like many
others, into part of the fabric of Beijing’s urban/rural ecotone. Each of
these micro-cities has in the end come to accommodate a population
of as many as 100,000 inhabitants, some in the horizontal fabric of a
“slum” (or at least a settliement of informal buildings), others in glass
skyscrapers of offices and in residential tower blocks®. According to
some estimates, at least one third of China’s GDP is in fact generated

Functional polarization in the city

Florence

The Cathedral (C) and the Hospitals
(H1,2) in typologies clearly identified in
the the urban space but mingled in the
surrounding tissue.
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in such informal settings as these “urban villages” in the bigger cities
and the “new townships” that have sprung up throughout the territory
in a process of urbanization of the countryside in situ, a process that
began in the coastal regions and is now spreading to the inland ones
as well.

A number of Western academics have high expectations of these
experimental transplants of aspects of the urban scale to areas with
an originally rural or semi-rural layout, such as the urban villages.
Nevertheless the phenomenon has so far been studied mainly by
sociologists and urban geographers®, while studies of their architectural
culture are extremely few and far between, at least in the literature
published in Western languages."

According to some US academics these city transplants in the
countryside and vice versa are giving rise to patterns of human
settlement unprecedented in the history of the world, at least in
economic and anthropological terms."?

With this in mind, the three ltalian/Chinese working groups which
tackled this subject in the Beijing workshop organised at the Beijing
University of Technology in October 2005 explored three different
avenues, though starting from a common approach.

The Chinese reader should not be surprised to recognize in these
projects an almost philological recourse to reminiscences of themes
and methods which characterized the researches of the very first
generations of Modern Movement architects. This is an approach
adopted by the school of Milan partly because many of its teachers are
familiar with the masters and protagonists of the international Modern
Movement (and indeed knew them personally), and partly because of
the great amount of research and the many studies generated within
the school on the work of the Avant-garde masters and the succeeding
generations in Italy and various other European countries.

Nor should there be any surprise at the special attention paid to the
city and its history, morphology and classification, the characteristics
of its fabric and its monuments; for this approach is perhaps the
one for which the school of Milan is best known on the international
architectural scene.

Concerning this specific feature of the three proposals, it should also
be pointed out that in the history of the Western city it has been the
peripheries which, ever since the Middle Ages, have been the site of the
development of new forms of social and economic behaviour'®; and in
recent history itis these very peripheries (the industrial one in particular)
that have been especially studied by avant-garde architectural research
for the development of innovative types.™

With this as background, the projects designed in the workshops
sought to find alternatives to the simple removal of the “urbanised
rural” characteristics of the Shilihe Village area, by offering solutions

aimed at keeping the social and functional mix by integrating it with the
markets and small manufacturing businesses and with the social and
hospital services present in the area, while still keeping a low density.
Rather than aiming to propose possible recipes for a solution, the three
projects saw their task as a series of investigations that could bring out
the opportunities. They aim to show how fertile Beijing’s architectural
and cultural heritage can still be for the development of the modern city
and of new architectural types, from the historic fabric of its hutongs to
its great monuments, and including the building regulations which are
a feature of its urban landscape on both large and small scales, in the
historic city as much as in the modern one.

The Panopticon of San Vittore

In the case of Milan, the choice fell on an area of the city which nowadays
counts as central, inside the circuit of the XVIth century fortifications
which were demolished only at the start of the XXth century. As shown
in the chronicle offered in one of these essays' the area can be looked
at from two different — indeed opposite — viewpoints.

From the topographical point of view, this is a sort of “inner periphery”,
inside the central nucleus; as such, indeed, it was the site of functions
like the prison and the public slaughterhouse during the first stage of
the city’s industrial expansion. From the point of view of its architectural
quality, on the other hand, this area nowadays forms an integral part of
the city centre, being close to some of the most important monumental
complexes of medieval and Renaissance Milan (the Santo Ambrogio
complex, and that of the convent of Santa Maria alle Grazie which
houses Leonardo da Vinci's Last Supper) — and indeed the presence of
the prison, itself an architectural monument of the XIX century.!®

One aspect must be pointed out, which the participants were able
to observe directly on their visits during the workshop, including
those to other Italian cities (Venice, Florence, and Pavia): prisons,
like hospitals, took a monumental form characteristic of big civic
institutions, differentiating them from and showing them off against their
surroundings; at the same time they had a role in the organizing of the
city as an architectural whole. This applies both where the prison is
sited within a complex of medieval origin intended for the administration
of justice and located in the city centre in front of the cathedral - as
in the case of the “Broletto” type of building, examples of which the
students saw in Milan and Pavia — and where the prison consists of a
separate, clearly identifiable building, as in the case of San Vittore in
Milan.

Simplifying somewhat, we may see how the San Vittore building,
constructed between 1872 and 1879, takes its place alongside a
number of contemporary civic installations located in a ring along the
outer perimeter of the historic city centre. This consists of social facilities



(the prison, the workhouse, the public baths, alms houses, orphanages,
etc.) along with various service structures (the slaughterhouse, the grain
market, the railway stations, and so on), forming a primary connection
between the city (still enclosed within its walls) and the archipelago of
existing extramural nuclei'” regarded as “urban villages” in a transitional
area between town and countryside.

On the one hand this set of institutions and public buildings played
a fundamental role in defining the hierarchical order of the industrial
townscape and its components; on the other, they functioned as growth
points in the formation of the industrial settlement itself.

Today, even after the progressive dismantling of city-based industry (a
process that began as early as the 1970s), the prison and the other
civic institutions erected in the early stages of industrialization, were in
the end surrounded by a mainly residential fabric which has replaced
the industrial landscape and over-written the memory of the earlier
factories. These still-existing facilities, having thus begun to stand out
from the surrounding fabric, are today almost all vanished from our
townscape because of the predominance of the residential building that
has grown up around them.

When we look at the centre of Milan, or indeed at many of its semi-
central neighbourhoods, we can nevertheless see how the city’s pattern
is the result of a deliberate and measured re-connection between
architectural objects belonging to a variety of functional régimes, eras,
and architectural languages. San Vittore prison is one case in which
this re-connection with the altered character of the townscape has not
taken place.

Looking, then, at this situation, the three Chinese/Italian working groups
which tackled this subject in the workshop organised in Milan at the
Department of Architectural Design of Milan Polytechnic in July 2006
worked experimentally to develop three different solutions, trying to
find strategies that would ensure proper integration between the prison
complex, with its monumental characteristics and its awkward function,
and the city.

The designs were developed on the basis of a programme of activities
calling for the conversion of San Vittore prison into a low-security penal
detention centre with facilities for various kinds of activity suited to
programmes for the inmates’ reintroduction into the life of productive
work.'®

To achieve these objectives, the three groups worked mainly on research
into the Panopticon type of prison facility, trying to test the possibility of
converting the individual parts of which San Vittore’s composite type is
made: a central building with a dome, detention wings with a “basilica”
plan for the men’s section, a building with courtyards for the women'’s
section, and a pavilion style building for the entrance, as well as the
surrounding wall with its walkway and turrets.

In the process of reorganizing these parts, each of which was redesigned
and reclassified in view of the new significance which the prison was
to take on, the three alternatives produced show various degrees of
opening the prison complex to the city: one involved opening up the
surrounding wall entirely — repositioning the panopticon, liberated
on all fronts and arranged on a new basis, in a park area; another a
partial opening — involving part of the surrounding urban fabric, and
inserting the panopticon into this reconfigured fabric; while the third
aimed to maintain the entire set of architectural examples constituted
by this composite-type prison, extending parts of the prison into the
surrounding areas so as to produce a sort of large-scale citadel.

It is perhaps in this attitude — analytic, in that it tends to codify each
individual part of the prison complex and of its urban surroundings, but
at the same time synthetic in its rearrangement of the parts under a
clear hierarchical and symbolic principle — that we may recognize the
details of a wholly Chinese approach to urban design, an approach
whose roots go deep into the millennia-long experience of Chinese
architecture in creating big, organized complexes (imperial citadels,
temples, cityscapes) as well as into the more recent experience of the
industrial and post-industrial city. At the same time, however, this attitude
was manifested here by applying principles for the rearrangement of
component parts that had been observed in the Italian cities visited.
One example will serve for all: the comparison between the huge
building of Milan's Ospedale Maggiore and the complex of the various
Hospitals gathered around the Piazza della S. Annunziata in Florence.
In the Milanese case, porticoes, courtyards, churches and hospital
wings are organised as a closed, unified installation which constitutes
one particularly large city block, while in Florence the same elements
are arranged within the grid of the city’s street network.

Prospects for the future

The outcome of this experience is a firm opinion that the exchange begun
with this workshop can and should continue: it offers an opportunity for
deeper understanding for both Italian and Chinese students through
the preparation of specialist studies — PhD theses, for instance.

In our view, academic research ought to make its contribution by
distinguishing itself both from the current practice of professional
architects and from those critical visions which, having passed the test
of institutional and mass media acceptability, have become the trends
of the moment.

Here we sketch a scenario for future research.

We believe - contrary not only to standard practice which has opted
for a largely automatic delineation of the relationship between building
type and economic profit, but even more to the cynical outlook
which in the name of “realism” annihilates local cultural traditions by
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suggesting they are now mere folklore, incapable of dealing with the
real “unhomeliness” produced by economic globalism run mad'® - that
there is in the very DNA of cities like Beijing and Milan a kind of antidote
that could ensure continuity with the city’s own roots, even given the
fractures provoked by attempts at standardization or, even more, by
“high-speed urbanism”.

The scenario we find particularly alluring here is one in which the
comparison between “traditions” which this workshop has begun
develops a greater awareness in both our institutions about the direction
of the city’s development in the present climate of “globalization”.

As Stefano Cammelli’s essay® later in this book shows, the richness
of the exchanges lies in the encounter of outlooks, producing as many
images of these very different cities as there are observers studying
and describing them.

We feel that the search for those antidotes to the standardization
frequently offered us by globalization will be more fruitful if it starts from
a variety of points of view, with a range of concerns, diverse traditions
and different problems.

We look forward to the day when a group of Chinese academics seeks
to draw up a critical review of the crusading attitude to modernity of
facade which characterises contemporary Italian architectural research
(especially in Milan), just as we look forward to an exercise in which
a group of ltalian academics delves into the Modermist roots of
contemporary Chinese architecture — which, as some young Chinese
master-builders have shown, can be particularly flourishing and
prolific.?!

NOTES

1 On this, see this volume’s essays on City Planning and Architecture in Beijing,
and Houses Change the City. Beijing’s Urban Fission from the 1980s.

2 On this, see this volume’s essays on Milan, and The Time and the Works.
Milanese Architecture.

® This terminology is a conscious reference to Anthony Vidler's suggestions in
The Architectural Uncanny. Essays in the Modern Unhomely, MIT, Cambridge
(Mass.) - London, 1992.

“See the comparisons between Milan and Beijing on this point in this volume’s
essay on Milan.

SSee this volume’s essays on: The area of Beijing Panjayuan district and the
Shilihe village, Discussion and analysis of the transformation of Urban Villages
in Beijing.

See Mike Davis, Planet of Slums, Verso, London 2006.

"Western readers will find a full description of the phenomenon in the essay
by Fan Jie and Wolfgang Taubmann Migrant Enclaves in Large Chinese Cities
published in John R. Logan (ed.), The New Chinese City, Blackwell Oxford/
Malden Mass., 2002

®Rem Koolhaas has offered a very effective description of this kind of landscape
in The Generic City, published in OMA, Rem Koolhaas, Bruce Mau, S,M,L XL,
The Monicelli Press, New York/010 Publishers, Rotterdam 1995.

°See the essay by Chaolin Gu and Haiyong Liu Social Polarization and
Segregation in Beijjing , in J. R. Logan, The New Chinese City, cit.

For a general overview of urban transformations in China as seen in the
Western literature, see the John Friedman’s book, with extensive bibliography,
China’s Urban Transition, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis-London
2005

"Cf. the interesting projects produced by the Beijing group of architects
URBANUS for four different “urban villages” in the city of Shenzhen, described
in the URBANUS volume, Village/City. City/Village,www.cepp.com, Beijing
2005. This was the source of two pictures reproduced in the essay Discussion
and analysis of the transformation of Urban Villages in Beijing.

12See: Gregory Eliyu Guldin (ed.), Farewell to Peasant China. Rural Urbanization
and Social Change in the late Twentieth Century, M. E. Sharpe, New York/
London 1997; G. E. Guldin, What's a Peasant to do? Village becoming town in
southern China, Westview Press, Boulder Colorado/Oxford 2001.

3The literature on this subject is very extensive; we commend to the Chinese
reader one of the best-known supporters of this interpretation in Western history:
Henry Pirenne, in his Medieval Cities, Princeton University Press, Princeton
1952 (English translation of HP’s original French, Les villes du Moyen Age,
Lamertin, Brussels 1927).

“See (to cite only a few examples mentioned in the projects designed by
the workshop students) Giuseppe Terragni's design for the “Cortesella”
neighbourhood at Como in 1940, or the design for “Horizontal Skyscrapers”
by L. Lisickij for the centre of Moscow in 1923, the districts to accommodate
Frankfurt's growth in the Nidda valley designed by Erst May in the second
half of the 1920s, Ludwig Hilberseimer’s schemes for a “Groszstad Architektur”
(“Big City Architecture”), also from the second half of the 1920s.

5See the essay published in this volume on, The Vercellina Gate, Milan:



rehabilitation, re-connection, and integration of the San Vittore Prison and the
Museum of Science and Technology.

®Reading the essay on Prison and Architecture by Guido Canella of 1969
(reproduced in this volume), we learn that the theme of the prison has had
an exceptional development in the West from the point of view of building
type. Central to this development has been the introduction of the panopticon
device from the XVIII century onward, a constructional arrangement organised
into cells and courts, derived from the monastery type. The essay offers one
interpretation of the architectural problem by illustrating both the contribution of
symbolic, functional and cultural motives in the development of the prison as
a type and the contribution of context-linked motives which on each occasion
caused particular variations in the canonical type to accommodate the
characteristics of each development. On the occasion of the present workshop
afascicle entitled TextAnthology on Milan and Prison Architecture was produced
by Professors Pellegrino Bonaretti and Enrico Bordogna and students working
for the Research Doctorate in Architectural Composition at the Polytechnic of
Milan: Micaela Bordin, Jose Luis Chacdn, Marina Kopsida, Giovanni Maggioni,
Elvio Manganaro, Chiara Occhipinti, Alberto Soci. The fascicle is an anthology
of essays following the pioneering one by G. Canella on The Prison in Western
Culture: J. Bentham, The Panopticon Writings (1791), ed. M. Bozovic, Verso,
London 1995; Helen Rosenau, Prisons, in Id.,, Social Purpose in Architecture.
Paris and London Compared, 1760-1800, Studio Vista/Verso, London 1970;
Michel Foucault, Panopticism, in Id., Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the
Prison (1975), Vintage Books, New York 1995; Nikolaus Pevsner, Prisons, in
Id., A History of Building Types, Thames and Hudson, London 1976.

"This settlement, already in existence by the mid-XIX century, was called the
“Commune dei Corpi Santi” and housed, in its dozen or so suburban townships,
a bigger population than the city within the walls; it grew steadily until the
1930s, when it was wholly incorporated within the Milan city administration.
The settlement, closely linked with the hinterland by canal, rail, and suburban
tram, was the site of the city’s main industrial development from the end of the
XIX century.

8See the essay published in this volume on The Vercellina Gate, Milan, cit.
9The judgement expressed here is not a moralistic one. We regard as very
illuminating, for instance, the considerations and analysis put forward by Rem
Koolhaas on the characteristics of the contemporary townscape in his essays
The Generic City, cit. or Junkspace (published in Project on the City 2/ Harvard
Design School, Guide to Shopping, Taschen, Cologne 2001); but we also
consider that academic architectural research must in some way tackle the
social problem of the real physical discomfort of those who live in the “generic
city” and the “planet of slums” (see Mike Davis, Planet of Slums, cit.). While it
is now clear that one of the effects of globalization has been a windfall for the
“uncanny” category in contemporary architectural practice — as investigated
and illustrated by Anthony Vidler in his The Architectural Uncanny, cit. and
Warped space: Art, Architecture and Anxiety in Architectural Practice, MIT,
Cambridge/ London, ¢.2000 — we are of the view that one of architecture’s
tasks is still somehow to find innovative solutions that can make the “territories
of discomfort” comfortable, from every point of view.

2Stefano Cammelli is a contemporary historian from the younger generation of
Italian sinologists. He has written a major work, the History of Beijing and How it

Became the Capital of China, Il Mulino, Bologna 2004, in which, on the basis of
an extensive bibliographical survey, he seeks to bring some order to the myriad
descriptions of the Chinese capital from the time of Marco Polo until the early
XIX century, which have resulted in some utter myths about the city, totally at
variance with its reality.

In Italy it has been possible to appreciate the quality of these architects’ work
in the exhibitions organised by Laura Anna Pezzetti at the 2005 “Festival of
Architecture” in Parma, later installed (Spring 2006) at the Faculty of Civil
Architecture of the Polytechnic of Milan, on which occasion a catalogue
was published entitled Unpacking Chinese Architecture. Tradition and
Transformation. Yung Ho Chang, Wang Shu, Liu Jakun, Zhang Lei, (editor
Laura Anna Pezzetti), Libreria Clup, Milan 2006.
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