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La quotidianità allo specchio
Camillo Magni

“Haus 6” fa parte di un più ampio intervento di 
recupero dell’area Werkhof L57, una ex caserma 
militare di origine prussiana del XIX secolo 
collocata nei pressi di Fritz Schloß Park e 
interessata, a partire dalla fine della Seconda 
guerra mondiale, dai movimenti artistici 
berlinesi. Negli ultimi due decenni è stato 
avviato un processo di riqualificazione urbana 
che ha coniugato l’innesto di alcune nuove 
costruzioni con le preesistenze di maggiore 
valore. L’impianto planimetrico generale 
restituisce l’atmosfera dell’antico rigore militare 
caratterizzato dal susseguirsi di edifici paralleli 
tra loro, semplici nelle forme e inflessibili nelle 
geometrie, mentre le nuove costruzioni, 
eludendo ogni vernacolare mediazione, 
valorizzano il contrasto tra nuovo e antico 
attraverso edifici sovrapposti agli esistenti,  
nel caso di alcuni rialzi, o inseriti tra di essi.

Matthias Sauerbruch e Louisa Hutton sono 
gli autori della maggior parte degli interventi,  
tra i quali Haus 6 rappresenta l’ultimo episodio. 
Realizzato con funzioni principalmente 
residenziali per una comunità di 10 abitanti, 
occupa la parte orientale del lotto e si confronta 
con il limite esterno della proprietà, allineandosi 
lungo la cortina edilizia esterna. Gli edifici 
limitrofi sono costruzioni storiche caratterizzate 
dall’uso di uno splendido mattone rosso  
e dal linguaggio neoclassico delle architetture 
militari, oltre alla presenza di alcuni edifici  
più recenti in cemento armato a vista. 
All’interno di questo contesto Sauerbruch  
e Hutton inseriscono un edificio che rispetta  
i rigorosi principi planimetrici, introducendo  
al tempo stesso elementi dirompenti negli 
aspetti morfologici dell’architettura. L’uso della 
lamiera di acciaio inox ondulato che riveste 
l’intera costruzione (pareti e copertura) ne è 
l’esempio più evidente. Il risultato è un monolito 
di specchio, espediente per catturare frammenti 
del contesto da restituire, in forma effimera  
e smaterializzata, allo sguardo del visitatore.  
Si percepisce la dimensione dell’edificio, ma,  

Sauerbruch 
Hutton
Haus 6, 
Berlino
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al contempo, l’immagine sfugge confondendosi 
tra gli elementi che lo circondano. In questo 
approccio si riconosce un’evoluzione della 
poetica di Sauerbruch Hutton in cui la sofisticata 
ricerca sui cromatismi di facciata lascia spazio  
a una nuova declinazione in cui i frammenti  
di immagini riflesse riproducono i colori  
e le tonalità dell’intorno: alberi, edifici, cielo  
e persone. 

L’edificio esaspera gli aspetti fenomenologici 
dell’architettura, riflettendo brandelli di città  
e di natura e, soprattutto, delle persone che  
sono i veri protagonisti dell’edificio. Ho visitato 
l’edificio in una calda giornata d’estate insieme  
a una ragazza, vestita di nero, che con sguardo 
malizioso cercava la propria immagini tra le 
pieghe della facciata. Gli abitanti assopiti sui 
ballatoi assaporavano un caffè trasformando  
il ballatoio in terrazzi privati. La silhouette  
di Louisa Hutton, scalza e piena di passione,  
ci accompagnava negli alloggi muovendosi tra  
gli abitanti indifferenti al nostro passaggio.  
In quel momento ho compreso l’informalità 
domestica del progetto, il valore di questo 
cohousing, felice esito di un’architettura che  
si riveste di frammenti di vita quotidiana 
favorendo un originale dialogo tra linguaggio 
architettonico, contesto e abitanti stessi. Non 
esiste spettacolarizzazione in questa operazione,  
ma solo domesticità, semplice ed elegante  
in relazione a una funzione e a un luogo. 
Il corpo di fabbrica, di quattro piani fuori terra, 
ha una forma regolare di 10,50 x 46,60 metri  
con un vano scala centrale e un ballatoio esterno 
che distribuiscono tre o quattro appartamenti  
per piano. La struttura dell’edificio è realizzata 
con murature portanti in blocchi di cemento 
collocate lungo le pareti perimetrali delle  
facciate che, inoltre, accolgono le asole per le 
canalizzazioni verticali degli impianti. Il vano 
scala, in posizione baricentrica, è in cemento 
armato e funge da controvento, mentre i solai 
sono realizzati con pannelli in cemento alveolare 
precompresso (EFD 30) con luce regolare di  
10 metri, all’interno dei quali è predisposta  
la canalizzazione dell’impianto elettrico.  

In questo modo l’intera profondità del corpo  
di fabbrica è priva di vincoli strutturali e 
impiantistici, demandando alla facciata tutte  
le funzioni serventi e relegando all’interno 
partizioni unicamente in cartongesso. Ne 
risultano piante straordinariamente flessibili, 
capaci di accogliere le differenti istanze degli 
abitanti che alternano  
le funzioni residenziali a quelle lavorative. 

Gli alloggi sono serviti da ballatoi profondi 
due metri in modo da poter essere colonizzati 
dagli appartamenti prospicienti. Gli interni 
domestici sono semplici, eleganti e luminosi 
grazie alle finestre a tutta altezza, all’uso di un 
pavimento continuo in seminato, agli intradossi 
delle solette in cemento lasciate a vista e alla 
soluzione d’angolo in cui un doppio serramento  
a scorrere di grandi dimensioni smaterializza  
la facciata, trasformando il soggiorno in un 
grande terrazzo che rafforza il rapporto tra 
interno ed esterno.

L’ultimo piano si differenzia dagli altri livelli 
e reinterpreta la tradizione delle mansarde 
berlinesi. L’originale copertura è sagomata con 
un impluvio interno strumentale a un doppio 
lucernario che introduce luce zenitale nel cuore 
di due alloggi di grandi dimensioni destinati  
a una galleria fotografica e alla casa/ufficio per 
un film-maker. In facciata compaiono delle 
finestre piegate che seguono l’andamento delle 
pareti e del tetto, mentre il ballatoio ha una 
profondità minore e acquisisce un carattere  
di maggiore privacy. 

Le sfuocate immagini che si riflettono  
sulle facciate rappresentano, sotto molti punti  
di vista, un simbolo e una sintesi dell’abitare 
contemporaneo più avanzato: il cohousing come 
esito delle aspirazioni degli abitanti di cui 
l’articolato programma è diretta espressione, 
l’uso di sistemi costruttivi prefabbricati 
coniugato a un sofisticato controllo della forma, 
l’armonioso rapporto con il contesto, il valore 
urbano dell’opera, il non convenzionale comfort 
domestico. È nel riflesso di queste immagini che 
ritroviamo la densità di quest’opera e il valore 
dei suoi autori. 

1
dettaglio della facciata 
caratterizzata dalle finestre  
a taglio verticale delle camere  
da letto

detail of the facade featuring 
the vertical openings of the 
bedroom windows

2
vista generale della facciata sud 
rivolta verso il cortile interno 
caratterizzata dai tre ballatoi  
di distribuzione

overall view of the southern 
facade on the inner courtyard 
with three access balconies

2
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4
dettaglio della facciata sud.  
Il nuovo edificio si inserisce 
all’interno di preesistenze 
storiche 

detail of the southern facade. 
The new building inserted in 
the existing historical context 

5
vista generale del fronte nord 
rivolto verso la strada

overall view of the northern 
facade on the street

6
vista della facciata sud.  
Il prospiciente edificio in 
mattoni si riflette tra i ballatoi 

view of the southern facade. 
The brick building in front  
of the site reflected amongst 
the balconies

7
dettaglio del ballatoio la cui 
profondità di 2 metri consente 
usi promiscui 

detail of the balcony, whose 
depth of 2 meters permits 
simultaneous use 

8
dettaglio di facciata. Confronto 
tra la matericità massiva del 
contesto e l’astrazione del nuovo 
edificio

facade detail. Comparison 
between the massive material 
of the context and the 
abstraction of the new 
building

3
dettaglio della facciata sud

detail of the southern facade

3

8

7

6

5
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9
inquadramento territoriale

territorial context
10
disegno costruttivo della pianta 
del primo piano

construction drawing of the 
first floor plan

9

10
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Sauerbruch Hutton
House 6, edificio residenziale 
e per uffici a Berlino 

scheda del progetto
progetto

Louisa Hutton, Matthias 
Sauerbruch, Juan Lucas 
Young; Vera Hartmann, 
Jürgen Bartenschlag, Falco 
Herrmann, Amelie Hummel, 
Meta Popp, Karolina 
Sznajder; Quirin Dilling, 
Dianer Ding, Abigail Yeadon 

progetto paesaggistico
SINAI Gesellschaft von 
Landschaftsarchitekten mbH, 
Berlino

strutture
Andreas Külich 
Ingenieurbüro für 
Tragwerksplanung, Berlino

direzione lavori 
Söllner Architekten, Berlino

materiali e forniture
ELBE Decken, Oranienbaum 
(solai prefabbricati in 
cemento); FSB, Brakel 
(serramenti e porte); Roofinox 
(rivestimenti di facciata)

committente
privato (Cohousing Group)

cronologia
2014: progetto
2016–17: realizzazione

dati dimensionali
2.252 mq superficie lorda  
di pavimento 
13 unità residenziali, 1 studio 
professionale

localizzazione
Lehrter Strasse 57, Berlino, 
Germania

fotografie
Jan Bitter

11
variazioni di riflessi e 
trasparenze della facciata 

variations of reflections and 
transparency of the facade 

12
dettaglio della facciata 
caratterizzata delle ampie 
finestre ad angolo dei soggiorni

detail of the facade featuring 
the large corner windows of 
the living rooms

13
dettaglio dello spazio esterno 
privato connesso con l’alloggio 
al piano terra

detail of the private outdoor 
space connected to the 
apartment on the ground 
floor

14, 15
viste degli alloggi interni:  
da evidenziare l’uso di solai  
in pannelli di cemento 
prefabbricato lasciati a vista

views of the internal 
apartments: not the use of 
slabs in panels of fair-face 
prefabricated concrete

16
piante del piano terra, del 
primo, del secondo e del terzo 
piano e sezione longitudinale

ground, first, secondo and 
third floor plans, 
longitudinal section

scala 1/400

scala 1/400

scala 1/400

scala 1/400

scala 1/400

13

14

15

12

11

16

0 10m
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Colour System] 8 gutter for 
facade, linear, stainless steel 
9 steel angle bracket (S235) 
120x240x15mm with 
dimension l = 1800mm d = 
1800mm welded to perimeter 
beam 10 reinforced concrete 
perimeter beam 11 prestressed 
EFD 20 honeycomb slab  
12 physical plant substrate  
13 internal floor finish  
14 light internal partition 
structures in plasterboard  
15 full-height window frame 
16 galvanized steel parapet 
17 StB 50cm reinforced 
concrete 18 thermal ground 
insulation, Foamglas type  
19 reinforced concrete 
support beam for roof 
structure 20 HEB iron roof 
support beam 21 attachment 
to roof substructure 22 steel 
angle bracket (S235) welded 
to HEB beam 23 rainwater 
drainage apron

18
vista interna dell’ultimo piano: 
in evidenza la geometria della 
copertura e dei lucernari 

interior view of the upper 
level, showing the geometric 
design of the roof and the 
skylights

17
sezione trasversale costruttiva. 
Legenda 1 rivestimento di 
facciata in lastre di acciaio inox 
0,5mm sorretto da profilato 
trapezoidale portante 25mm  
2 intercapedine di ventilazione 
58mm 3 supporto a squadra 
Systea WB 6-86/ WB 6/160 3 e 
T65/60, compreso Thermostop 
6mm 4 isolante termico  
5 muratura portante in blocchi 
di cemento 6 terrazzo realizzato 
con solaio a lastra C30/37 60mm 
e calcestruzzo gettato in opera 
85mm con superficie R9 
acidificata 7 trave a sbalzo 
HEB160, S235 modanata di 
dimensione 1,80m e pendenza 
2%, tinta NCS [= Natural Colour 
System] 8 canale di scolo per 
facciata, lineare, acciaio inox  
9 angolare in acciaio (S235) 
120x240x15mm con dimensione  
l = 1800mm d = 1800mm saldato 
a trave perimetrale 10 trave 
perimetrale in cemento armato 
11 solaio alveolare a lastra 
precompresso EFD 30  
12 sottofondo impianti  
13 finitura di pavimentazione 
interna 14 strutture di 
partizione interna leggere  
in cartongesso 15 serramento  
a tutta altezza 16 parapetto  
in acciaio zincato 17 cemento 
armato StB 50cm 18 isolamento 
termico contro terra tipo 
Foamglas 19 trave in cemento 
armato di supporto alla 
struttura della copertura  
20 trave in ferro HEB di 
supporto alla copertura  
21 fissaggio a sottostruttura di 
copertura 22 angolare in acciaio 
(S235) saldato a trave HEB  
23 scossalina scolo acqua 
piovana

construction cross-section. 
Legend 1 facade cladding in 
stainless steel sheet 0.5mm 
supported by load-bearing 
trapezoidal section 25mm  
2 ventilation interspace 
58mm 3 bracket support 
Systea WB 6-86/ WB 6/160  
3 and T65/60, including 
Thermostop 6mm 4 thermal 
insulation 5 load-bearing 
concrete block masonry  
6 terrace made with C30/37 
60mm slab and poured 
concrete 85mm with  
R9 acidified surface  
7 overhanging HEB160 beam, 
S235 molded, size 1.80m, 
slope 2%, NCS [= Natural 

scala 1/200

23

22

17 18
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12 13
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page 5
Investing in the City in the Brexit era

Marco Biagi

Bloomberg LP is the prestigious and 
influential international agency of 
real-time information services for the 
worlds of business and finance, founded 
in 1981 by the former mayor of New 
York, Mike Bloomberg. To consolidate 
its presence and to facilitate future 
growth projects in Europe, the company 
recently decided to set up its new 
headquarters across the Atlantic in the 
heart of the City in London, which even 
after Brexit will plausibly continue to be 
the nerve center of European finance. 
The new building, among the many 
occupied by the firm, is the first to be 
entirely created from scratch by and for 
Bloomberg. To design it the company 
called on Norman Foster, the most 
eminent (together with Richard Rogers) 
of British architects, and a site located 
near the Bank of England and St. Paul’s 
Cathedral, under which lie the remains 
of the Mithraeum dating back to the 
Roman Londinium. The constructed 
building is opulent in terms of both 
image and content. It fills an entire 
block, on a lot of 13,000 m2, but it takes 
the surrounding urban tissue –contem-
porary and historical– into account, 
incorporating a shopping passage that 
cuts diagonally from Wallbrook to 
Queen Victoria Street, recovering the 
former axis of Watling Street (the Celtic 
and then Roman road that connected 
London to Wales) and dividing the block 
into two separate triangular volumes 
connected by a bridge. The heights, the 
setback of the upper level and the 
profile of the roofs align the complex 
with the levels of the nearby buildings 
and avoid interference with the monu-
mental skyline. The architecture 
combines highly sophisticated techni-
cal solutions, which have brought it an 
“outstanding” score (98.5%) and the 
status of the world’s most sustainable 
office complex in keeping with the 
British BREEAM protocol, with an 
impressive, emphatic formal composi-
tion shaped in stone and bronze. The 
first –Derbyshire sandstone, like the 
neighboring Magistrate’s Court– has 
been used for the main pattern of the fa-
cade frames, placed at alternating levels 
to generate a relationship of scale 
appropriate to the site and the function. 
The bronze alloy, on the other hand, has 
been applied for the sculptural three-di-
mensional sunscreen fins, in a large 
format, that generate the secondary 
pattern of the elevations and conceal, 
on the back in connection with the wall, 
grilles for natural ventilation controlled 
by an automatic system that monitors 
indoor micro-climate conditions, 
thanks to 68 sensors per floor to 
measure temperature, humidity and 
CO2 levels. Throughout the year, and 
especially in summer, the horizontal 
passive ventilation crosses the depth of 
the building, contributing to air 
circulation and cooling of the workspac-
es, reinforced in the central opening by 
the chimney effect activated by special 
openings organized on the roof. Inside 
the 117 bronze fins, liners of insulation 
material solve the problem of noise 
pollution, softening the sounds that 
arrive from the street. 
The building has ten floors (plus two 
basements) and welcomes 4000 workers 

per day. On the ground level, 50% of the 
spaces are for public use. They include 
an auditorium, shops, a new Under-
ground exit and an independent 
entrance to the Roman ruins, shifted on 
site to a level of 7 meters below ground. 
The offices are organized in open-plan 
areas: 700 workstations per floor, 
organized in clusters of six, gathered 
around a circular meeting table. The 
effect of horizontal compartmentaliza-
tion of the workspace, typical of a 
skyscraper, is avoided by means of the 
peripheral positioning of the service 
nuclei and vertical access systems, and 
the central opening of the plan with an 
elliptical full-height void containing a 
spectacular stepped metal ramp 
composed of self-supporting elbows, 
seamlessly assembled in a sequence, 
that form a particular mathematical 
curve in the space, known as a hypotro-
choid, such as those drawn by children 
with a spirograph. The void and the 
ramp do not reach ground level, but 
stop short at the first floor, and are 
merely suggested in the lobby by a 
dramatic installation known as the 
“Vortex.” The latter is generated by the 
twisting of three curved shells, covered 
in American sequoia wood, at the top of 
which looms the work No future is 
possible without a past by Olafur 
Eliasson. 
The special ceilings in “petals” of 
aluminium containing half a million 
low-energy LED lamps are fundamental 
to achieve optimal conditions of 
comfort, also in the innermost areas of 
the plan, and function to absorb sound 
while providing heating and cooling of 
the workspaces, with water refrigerated 
to relatively high temperatures. 
The transparent elevator cabins are 
visible between the buttresses, in the 
thickness of the facades, and take users 
directly to the sixth floor, where a large 
dining area has been organized on two 
levels around the central cavity, lit from 
above by a circular truss skylight. This 
area is also used as a gathering place for 
corporate events and informal meet-
ings. 
Elements that have contributed to 
ensure the high standards of ecosus-
tainability achieved by the complex 
include the recovery of rainwater and 
waste water from the air conditioning 
system, routed to be used for the 
flushing of toilets, as well as the 
presence of photovoltaic panels on the 
roof and an autonomous high-efficiency 
system of gas cogeneration, which 
supplies electrical energy and warmth 
to the structure with very low carbon 
emissions.

page 20
I am not Stiller!
Federico Tranfa

In the heart of the most civil and 
democratic Europe the power of the 
major financial institutions, banks and 
insurance companies makes use of 
architecture to communicate its 
cultural status and the ethical values 
that accompany those of an economic 
nature. In a world monopolized by 
information and incessant data flows, 
the pursuit of solid forms capable of 
reflecting, in their substance, increas-
ingly liquid, impalpable activities is 
objectively difficult. To acquire the 

design of the new Swiss Re office 
building in Zurich, the procedure 
followed was very rigorous: a selection 
of authoritative resumés, the invitation 
to take part in a design competition, the 
selection of a technical counterpart of 
outstanding reputation and then the 
development of an architectural theme 
suited to the profile of the client. An 
apparently ideal, long, complex path, 
but appropriate for the stature of the 
job. The metaphor of transparency (of 
decisions, equal opportunity, expertise) 
has been interpreted by the firm of 
Diener & Diener by proposing the design 
of a dense, massive building, though 
one that is entirely wrapped by an 
enclosure permeable to the gaze, 
composed of panes of curved glass. This 
is not a traditional facade, but a refined 
screen with a mutable surface. In the 
novel by Max Frisch titled Stiller the 
protagonist, Anatol Ludwig, stubbornly 
denies being the artist everyone knew 
prior to his sudden disappearance. 
Having returned to Switzerland after a 
long absence, he no longer identifies 
with his own past, and wants others to 
do the same. An impossible situation 
that in spite of his obstinate urgings 
gradually erodes, due to the surfacing of 
memories. Stiller, a bohemian sculptor, 
returns to his homeland in the guise of 
an American businessman, and is 
arrested because he is traveling with a 
false passport. Something like Stiller, 
the Swiss Re Next project also tries to 
deny its deeper nature, although behind 
its precious packaging the radical 
architecture typical of Diener & Diener 
emerges in all its laconic power. The 
latent conflict between the reasons of 
the design and those of its communica-
tion takes on an emblematic value 
because it represents a recurring 
condition in the most highly evolved 
and developed societies. The character-
istic that Martin Steinmann acutely 
underlines in Architecture engagée: 
Diener & Diener, namely that the 
studio’s projects «stand out for the fact 
of not being fastened to a single 
interpretation of the meaning of their 
form. This is intentional, permitting 
them to absorb the city, or to exist in a 
sort of superimposition with the city,» 
does not emerge with equal clarity in 
the Swiss Re building, which instead 
conceals itself from the gaze behind the 
mutable screen of its facades. Already 
back in 2002–05 Diener & Diener 
intervened in the Novartis Campus in 
Basel with a building clad in panes of 
colored glass, conceived with the artist 
Helmut Federle and the architect Gerold 
Wiederin. But in that case the wrapper 
spoke a language independent from 
that of the architecture below it, and the 
apparent contradiction was mitigated 
by the explicit accent on the collabora-
tion with the co-authors. In the case of 
Swiss Re Next, the relationship of the 
building with the block, the lakefront 
and the city is much more complex, and 
is not limited to the contrast between 
the moldings of the historical buildings 
and the abstract character of the new 
project. The composition of the eleva-
tions stems from the horizontal register 
that divides the volume into two 
portions, a base –which includes the 
ground floor– and a summit, under-
scored by a different radius of curvature 
of the glass modules, larger below and 
smaller above. The construction, 

without an upper cornice but not 
without articulation, stands out from its 
surroundings through difference, but 
its glass apparel is not limited as in 
Basel to the weaving of a pattern, 
because thanks to the undulations it 
takes on an utterly different physical 
substance here, more solid yet mutable. 
An unprecedented situation that once 
inside, however, seems to be led back to 
a more classic relationship between 
opaque and glass surfaces. From a 
typological viewpoint the construction 
is formed by a rectangular body, 
extending to the boundaries of the lot, 
whose internal spaces are bathed in 
natural light thanks to the large 
perimeter openings and the two inner 
courtyards, which extend downward as 
far as the level of connection with the 
surrounding buildings. Applying a 
mixed structure of concrete and steel, 
permission was granted to organize an 
extensive open-plan system for most of 
the offices, in which the work positions 
can be freely chosen by the staff. The 
open internal span allows the gaze to 
roam from one side of the building to 
the other, and to take in the different 
atmospheres, more intimate towards 
the neighborhood on the slope, and 
more open and sunny towards the lake. 
Walking through the spaces, moving 
along the corridors and staircases, one 
admires the excellence of the work of 
Diener & Diener on the architectural 
substance, but at the same time one is 
struck by the ostentation of the second-
ary elements (furnishings, artworks, 
curtains and carpets, all customized), 
whose redundancy raises doubts about 
the peaceful coexistence of the contain-
er and its content. In the opulent 
societies of advanced capitalism 
representative architecture depends less 
and less on the capacity for synthesis of 
the individual author and more and 
more on a complex assemblage of 
specialized forms of design. The 
projects, passing from hand to hand, 
gain intelligence, increase their 
performance and respond with greater 
efficacy to regulations, but they also run 
the risk of losing intensity and charm. 
In this latent tension, sensed so 
forcefully in the case of Swiss Re Next, 
we can observe both the interest for the 
building and the difficulty of making 
architecture today.

page 33
Everyday life in the mirror 

Camillo Magni

“Haus 6” is part of a larger project of 
regeneration of the Werkhof L57 area, a 
former military barracks of Prussian 
origin from the 19th century located 
near Fritz Schloß Park and involved 
since the end of World War II with the 
artistic movements of Berlin. Over the 
last two decades a process of urban 
renewal has combined the insertion of 
several new constructions with the 
existing features of greatest value. The 
siteplan conveys the sense of military 
rigor through the sequence of parallel 
buildings, simple in form and inflexible 
in their geometry, while the new 
constructions –avoiding any mediation 
with the vernacular– exploit the 
contrast between new and old through 
buildings superimposed on the existing 
context, as in the case of certain 

elevations or elements wedged into the 
setting. Matthias Sauerbruch and 
Louisa Hutton have designed most of 
the interventions, of which the Haus 6 
represents the latest episode. Made for 
mainly residential functions with a 
community of 10 inhabitants, it stands 
on the eastern part of the lot and comes 
to terms with the outer limit of the 
property, extending along the external 
frontage. The neighboring buildings are 
historical constructions marked by the 
use of splendid red brick and the 
neoclassical language of the military 
structures, as well as some more recent 
buildings in fair-face reinforced 
concrete. In this context Sauerbruch 
Hutton insert a building that complies 
with strict planimetric principles, while 
at the same time introducing disruptive 
morphological elements. The use of 
corrugated stainless steel sheet to cover 
the entire construction (walls and roof) 
is the clearest example. The result is a 
reflecting monolith, an expedient to 
capture fragments of the context to 
re-present to the gaze of the visitor in an 
ephemeral, dematerialized form. One 
perceives the size of the building but at 
the same time the image is elusive, 
blending into the situation. This 
approach points to an evolution of the 
poetics of Sauerbruch Hutton, in which 
the sophisticated research on facade 
hues gives way to a new interpretation 
in which the fragments of reflected 
images reproduce the colors and tones 
of the surroundings: trees, buildings, 
sky, people. The building brings out the 
phenomenological aspects of the 
architecture, reflecting portions of city 
and nature, and above all of the people 
who are the structure’s true protago-
nists. I visited the building on a warm 
summer day together with a woman 
dressed in black, who with a mischie-
vous gaze sought her image amidst the 
folds of the façade. The drowsy inhabit-
ants on their balconies sipped coffee, 
transforming accessways into private 
terraces. The silhouette of Louisa 
Hutton, barefooted and full of passion, 
accompanied us into the dwellings, 
moving amidst the inhabitants indiffer-
ent to our passage. In that moment I 
understood the domestic informality of 
the project, the value of this co-housing 
complex, the successful outcome of a 
work of architecture that dresses itself 
in fragments of everyday life, encourag-
ing an original dialogue between 
architectural language, context and the 
tenants themselves. There is nothing 
spectacular about the operation, but 
only a sense of domestic quality, simple 
and elegant in relation to a function and 
a place. 
The building, with four above-ground 
levels, has a regular form of 10.5 x 46.6 
meters, with a central stairwell and an 
outer balcony for access to the three or 
four apartments per floor. The structure 
is made with load-bearing masonry in 
concrete blocks placed along the 
perimeter wall of the facade, which also 
contain the openings for the vertical 
insertion of the physical plant systems. 
The central stairwell is in reinforced 
concrete and functions as a brace, while 
the slabs are made with panels of 
prestressed honeycomb concrete (EFD 
30) with a regular span of 10 meters, 
inside which to position the conduits of 
the electrical system. In this way the 
entire depth of the building is free of 

structural and physical plant con-
straints, relying on the facade for all the 
service functions and placing only 
plasterboard partitions in the interior. 
The results are extraordinarily flexible 
layouts, ready to adapt to the different 
needs of the inhabitants, alternating 
residential and work functions. The 
lodgings are accessed from balconies 
with a depth of two meters, making it 
possible for them to be colonized by the 
adjacent apartments. The domestic 
interiors are simple, elegant and 
luminous, thanks to the full-height 
windows, continuous composite 
flooring, the inner surfaces of the slabs 
in fair-face concrete and the corner 
solution in which a large double sliding 
frame dematerializes the façade, 
turning the living area into a large 
terrace that reinforces the indoor-out-
door relationship. 
The upper level stands out from the 
others and reinterprets the tradition of 
Berlin attics. The original roof is shaped 
with an internal impluvium that 
permits a double skylight to bring 
zenithal light into the core of two large 
apartments used as a photography 
gallery and the home-office of a 
filmmaker. The facade features bent 
windows that follow the shape of the 
walls and roof, while the balcony has a 
smaller depth and takes on a character 
of greater privacy.  
The blurred images that reflect on the 
facades represent a symbol and a 
synthesis, from many viewpoints, of the 
most advanced contemporary living: 
co-housing as the result of the aspira-
tions of the inhabitants, for which the 
detailed program is a direct expression; 
the use of prefabricated construction 
systems combined with sophisticated 
control of form; the harmonious 
relationship with the context; the urban 
value of the work; the unconventional 
level of domestic comfort. In the 
reflection of these images, we find the 
density of a work of architecture and the 
value of its makers. 
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Places in common, not commonplaces

Francesca Serrazanetti

At the center of the work of Luis Aldrete 
lies the interest in establishing a 
relationship with what he himself calls 
“common places.” Not conceptual tools 
to highhandedly abuse, but topoi to 
which everyone can make reference and 
in which we can recognize a spontane-
ous relationship with the constructed 
world. The tangible experience of space 
and materials through the senses, in 
fact, is what constitutes the raw 
material of architecture, in Aldrete’s 
view. As happens in the courtyard of his 
studio in Guadalajara, even the anony-
mous existing features and physical 
memory of the space are the key factors 
that decisively influence his design 
process.
So it should come as no surprise that 
one of the most important books in his 
personal library is La casa que canta 
(1982), that collection of images taken 
by the photographer Mariana Yampol-
sky to document the vernacular 
architecture of Mexico. The activity of 
the studio fits into a “contemporary 
tradition” in an attempt to generate 
continuity with the immediacy of 

emotional perception conveyed by 
ruins. 
To create “common places” in a 
metropolis like Guadalajara also means 
compensating for the lack of public 
space outside the historical center. It 
means defying the danger of the streets 
and the resulting tendency towards 
isolation inside private spaces, within 
boundaries that protect domestic 
interiors. 
One example of this research can be 
found in the Rinconada Margaritas, 
completed by Aldrete’s studio in 2017: a 
complex of private residences that 
nevertheless sets out to create a 
semi-public gathering place, in the 
relationship between the vertical 
volumes, asserting itself as a new 
reference point in the city’s skyline.
Guadalajara is the second largest city in 
Mexico in terms of population and 
economic importance, a crossroads of 
major rail lines and highways (it is the 
last stop for those from Central and 
South America migrating towards the 
United States) with a high crime rate. 
In its rapid industrial, demographic and 
urban growth some of the more recent 
expansions have a weak identity, with 
towers that look upward and shopping 
centers that offer themselves as new 
gathering places. In this process of 
growth there are also quality projects 
that attempt to give identity to places, 
like the Cube office towers by Carme 
Pinos, respectively completed in 2005 
and 2014 in the “Puerta de Hierro” 
district of Zapopan, inside the metro-
politan area of Guadalajara (Cube I was 
published in «Casabella» no. 742, p. 34). 
The Cube real estate group also 
commissioned Luis Aldrete to design 
the Rinconada Margaritas, a vertical 
residential development in the Provi-
dencia-Monraz zone. 
The land (an area of 10,126 square 
meters) stands out for its particular, 
complex topography, with a sloping 
embankment and flourishing vegeta-
tion. The constructed volume is 
organized in three blocks, shifted and 
rotated to adapt to the form of the site 
and to provide optimal exposure for the 
housing units. The settlement strategy 
frees up space, creating outdoor areas 
in dialogue with the landscape: 80% of 
the land has been left green, conserving 
the trees at the site.
In the context of Guadalajara, com-
posed mostly of single-family houses, 
this is a high-density project. The three 
towers contain 135 apartments and the 
program includes many community 
services capable of creating a public 
space for social contact on the ground 
level. In the open space between the 
three towers the complex has a swim-
ming pool, shady areas for meeting 
others and spending time outdoors, and 
paths in the midst of dense vegetation. 
In a private residential complex, the 
project thus creates the spaces of 
collective coexistence that are lacking in 
the city. In the close relationship with 
the green zones of the site, the three 
towers seem to take on the character of 
archetypal architecture: mingling with 
the plants that spread up from the 
canyon, the project generates the effect 
of a “contemporary ruin” with a tectonic 
presence that avoids any decorative 
features, inserting itself in a spontane-
ous way in the landscape while conserv-
ing the atmosphere of the place.

The material substance of the design is 
marked by the terracotta color of the 
concrete, the stone floors, the pools of 
water, and the wild vegetation: all these 
factors establish a harmonious relation-
ship, generating a protected environ-
ment of extreme tranquility. Placed on 
three different levels, the three build-
ings have different relationships with 
the public space. One is emptied to 
create a sheltered area with a pool of 
water and spaces for socializing, while 
another contains the entrance and 
reception areas. 
The fronts of the towers are granted 
rhythm by the system of horizontal and 
vertical parts that create a regular grid, 
with continuous openings that are 
varied with the same modules. The 
concrete has a terracotta hue, thanks to 
an oxidizing metal-like additive, giving 
the buildings a particular materic 
impact. The sole details of the facades 
are the handmade iron jalousies with 
decorative floral motifs that create a 
play of shadows as they filter the 
sunlight. The interiors are subdivided 
into units of different types and sizes, 
from the 116 square meters of the 
smallest apartment to the duplex of 244 
square meters, featuring a two-story 
living area. Boasting double or triple 
exposure, the apartments enjoy cross 
ventilation, a necessary characteristic to 
cope with the high temperatures of 
Guadalajara.
The “common place” thus comes from 
listening to the characteristics of the 
context and creating a sense of commu-
nity. Through the evolution of simple 
geometric forms, in constant pursuit of 
a materiality that establishes a relation-
ship with the surrounding nature and 
the climate, the project is the result of a 
rigorous and pragmatic process, with a 
focus on the immediacy of signs. 
Aldrete thus works on an idea of the 
“contemporary ruin,” rejecting any 
intellectualism.
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Fine Tuning

Federico Tranfa 

The “Zurich typological laboratory” to 
which «Casabella» has already made 
amble reference is not active only in 
residential construction, but also 
includes the sector of education and 
services. In this area the investments 
for new constructions are often oriented 
towards programs that favor the 
aggregation of complementary activi-
ties, as in the case of the Bethanien 
complex designed by the firm E2A. The 
building in question is a monolith with 
12 above-ground levels containing 
apparently heterogeneous functions, 
which share the factor of personal 
assistance: a care center for the termi-
nally ill, a day clinic, specialized 
medical offices, conference rooms, 
auxiliary spaces, a hotel and a restau-
rant-cafe. Located near the city center in 
a prevalently business district (Alt-
stetten) that in the past contained many 
production sites, thanks to its function-
al complexity and liveliness the complex 
contributes to generate a typically 
urban atmosphere that enhances the 
site. If one of the structural limits of the 
so-called peripheries lies in the exces-
sive rarefaction of their functional mix 
–with the “dormitory districts” that are 

the most widespread and unpleasant 
version– urban grafts like the one 
represented by the building designed by 
Piet and Wim Eckert, on the other hand, 
constitute an intelligent and easily 
exported solution. The coexistence of 
complementary functions has the merit 
of extending the time spent by people in 
the buildings beyond the usual hours of 
the workday, encouraging neighbor-
hood contacts in contexts where 
reference and gathering points are often 
lacking. In Zurich the achievement of 
such goals is facilitated by constant 
monitoring of planning interventions 
and by an extremely efficient urban 
transport network. Through a systemat-
ic use of the tool of the competition, the 
intuitions of a courageous investor can 
be translated into concrete proposals, 
offering alternatives that are all based 
on the same functional and economic 
program. In keeping with its own 
cultural profile, the studio E2A has 
approached the theme by identifying 
the “unvarying” characteristics capable 
of responding to a demand for high 
flexibility from an architectural 
standpoint. In constructive terms the 
optimization of resources and building 
schedules has led to the choice of a 
single type of casement and the 
development of a formwork-matrix that 
cuts costs of the facades in fair-face 
concrete, poured in place. The slim 
design of the building enhances the 
internal plans, and together with the 
use of a linear core and load-bearing 
facades it prevents the presence of 
internal pillars, making the configura-
tion of the spaces extremely flexible. An 
efficient and complex technical core 
covers most of the functions, some of 
which are also equipped with independ-
ent vertical circulation. The functional 
density is particularly evident at the 
ground level, which beyond the entranc-
es contains the restaurant open to the 
surrounding space. The handling of the 
relationship between external uniformi-
ty and internal individuality has a 
profound impact on the structure of the 
building and the positioning of the 
technical systems required for its use. 
The openings in the facade, for exam-
ple, are not always at the level of the 
floors, but in some cases are placed in 
such a way as to create an internal sill 
that can also be used as seating. 
Likewise, the physical plant systems can 
be exposed, partially concealed by 
suspended panels, or completely 
invisible, a difference that contributes 
to determine the character of the 
internal spaces, above all when they are 
inhabited. The large windows slide 
electrically outside the openings, inside 
which a metal parapet is placed, also to 
permit natural ventilation of the rooms. 
In tune with what happens in the 
organization of the plans, each type of 
usage is reflected by a different position 
of the openings, whose unpredictable 
variations form a constantly changing 
facade pattern. The overall result is that 
of an extremely uniform volume that 
conceals the surprising organizational 
complexity inside. The character of the 
interiors, all custom designed by the 
firm, is based on the materials that 
counter-balance the mineral character 
of the outer cladding. Paneling and 
casements in natural oak, ceramic tiles 
and clinker, mats. The hotel rooms, also 
designed and furnished by E2A, make 
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