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Housing Complex at the Gallaratese Quarter, by Pierluigi Nicolin
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In the green belt on the north-west limits of the city of
Milan and on the edges of the largest post-war residential
quarter — ‘“Gallaratese” — one finds three building blocks
arranged along a rhomboid-shaped platform: two lie along
adjoining sides, the other along the diagonal. A fourth,
somewhat lower block, designed by Aldo Rossi, runs
parallel to the latter. This building block now property of
the City of Milan which has allocated it for residences for
its employees, houses something like 2,400 people.
Although Carlo Aymonino meant this ‘“‘urban’ complex to
have a good many social services such as schools, nursery
schools, shops, etc., so far this programme has not been
carried out and the parts intended for collective use have

el MRMARZE Y c ANFAHREEX ZHEEE > BN
REGZHBRMEF T ZEEYH [ BB | ZR - HERREER
ZH— FREWMEZEREY SR BHHRE—IEMZRE
BREBBHP R DR SES o = 5L EY > RIEREHE
ZE > RARREMFR > HWAFAINRSLHMRRZEE - FH L
VEEBEV AN BHEMREESS i EERREEMAR
AE—EAR [ BRES | RTRESHH O ZRARREELTK
» M 2RAKILEATRET > FRERER ~ AREHRBA

been reduced or are still empty. With the gap between sign
and meaning, this emptiness accentuates the ‘“‘theatrical”
character suggested by the block, not only because the
three main building blocks shoot out from the “head” of
an open-air theatre like the shafts of arrows, but above all
because of the “representative’ function that these build-
ings are supposed to fulfil, in spite of everything. Indeed, it
is as if the size, complexity and availability of these
buildings were expected to promote some kind of com-
munal life half-way between the idea of a ‘““palais social”
and that of a civic centre. A kind of intuitive counterform
designed for a society still unborn.

The railing enclosing the area and the active use of
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only one of the big entrance doors heightens the institu-
tional tone of the “Unité” much more than the outside
contacts originally planned.

In any event, it may be said that even in its short
existence this “Gallaratese II”” has accumulated something
of a history. It was designed from 1967 — 1969 for a
private real estate agency but with a programme drawn up
along with the local town council. Flats were offered only
on a rental basis and provision had been made for a
number of functions not allowed under the guide-lines
currently in force in Italy in matters of public housing. In
fact the block was meant to be a show-case project in
regard to both programming and formal values.
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The layout deliberately ignores the site itself — a flat
nondescript terrain surrounded by the usual ten-to-twelve-
story public housing blocks — and a compact form was
sought which would at least appear to be that of a single
construction.

This idea of a large unified architectural complex will
probably make this “Gallaratese II”’ project — together with
the Cor Viale complex now under construction in Rome —
another example of the large-scale architectural projects
which developed in Italy in the ’60s as a result of many
projects and discussions, a type of project which

Aymonino had already tried out in his design for the Turin
and Bologna business centres and that he had offered as
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proof of his contention that a town should be constructed
for mophologically defined places.

Conceived in the years of the Italian boom, this
“affluent urban design” has for some time now been the
subject of extensive revisions and considerable self-
criticism. This has led to the present excesses in which
only slum-clearance and the renewed use of already
existing housing are regarded as feasible policies for dealing
with the chronic lack of public low-cost housing in Italy.
In 1974, when the building yard had begun to apply the
last touches, the ‘““Gallaratese II”’ complex was, so to
speak, inaugurated by poor squatters, who occupied it for
several months. Though first planned during the years of

BRI EME - & I ERMBHHE " | HEAZBEDR
1974 4 3 A 52 ThE BYRS » HE RER—HRABHFEFES - fo
FEEETERA ZA o ZitEa BHERR [ RAFEER | K
AT RXET & o B R AR 5 T TRy A 1E % KRR A T8 R R 2
Ko Rt E#t T ER JEIREHK 2,000 ZHZIFERFEE - fil
MR BB A EE

FEARS ISR I B - BB EVRIES R LR ——&
Bo HERBZRIEERS  AREEEEVNABE KA

the “Italian miracle”, the group was only completed in the
midst of the recession, so the first “tenants” sitting in
judgement were those thousand or so squatters, most of
them from the south.

Subjected to this kind of drastic test, the buildings
showed both their good and bad points. The occupants
were surprised and puzzled by these buildings, which were
so unlike the usual models of bureaucratic or speculative
housing so well known everywhere. What struck them
most were the emblems of community life, but they could
not understand why tenants casually concentrated in these
buildings were supposed to carry on particular social
relations. To this kind of relationship, they preferred the



O B BB RS REREENESETKNER o fRe il
FREBEHANE - BB T AN EATERA - RETEERFLE
SN T R A FE B L B E AN RE RS’ AP Bk 2 i @R 6R o BRI
LR 0 B R RRE KA o MR E RREVE F226H
A AR TIE ErTEARYE Art &5R R o Rt > MlF 8L 8 E
KE» ZRKRE (NHERAFTRGETEEY ZBRAEE ) » B2
RE R - AN AEAT 2B XRKR%E (LWRRE) » &
m& Bt HEESR o

concept of a much larger quarter and social relations on
the job. Consequently, they criticized the width of the
corridors and what they considered a sheer waste of space
(for example, the arcade in Rossi’s building), contrasting
them with what they conceived to be the tight spaces of
the flats themselves (an illusion) and the carelessly
executed finishings.

The colour schemes, too, disturbed and surprised
them. The general feeling was that these were not low-cost
houses at all but residences for the rich. At all events,
subjected as it was to the now ritual defacement of scrawls
and loaded clothes-lines, this residential complex by
Aymonino and Rossi seems to have held up rather well and

Isometric
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my only regret is that we missed a chance for a more
thorough debate on the problems raised by the unforeseen
circumstance of squatter “participation™.

After a few months the squatters were finally ejected
by the police and the now finished buildings were acquired
by the Milan town council, which reserved them for city
employees.

Thus, this huge ‘“palais social”’, imagined as being open
to public use but constructed by a private company,
finally achieved its semi-public institutional guise, and the
council, keeping a few of its original characteristics,
gradually directed it towards the golden mediocrity of the
middle class.
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For Italian architecture these buildings represent the
end-product of a certain kind of study in housing typology
and urban morphology initiated in the early ’60s by
Aymonino and Rossi at the School of Architecture in
Venice. They also indicate that we are now entering a new
phase. Thanks to this common theoretical base the
structures, side by side, emphasize the opposite outcomes
of that research work. At the same time they are a
demonstration of the intelligence of their authors insofar
as they confirm the gap existing between theoretical
analysis and planning on the one hand and a striking

instance of the arbitrary nature of the architectonic sign
on the other.
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Red plaster, which gives a monolithic tone to the
whole and is interrupted only by the yellow of the
foot-bridge and the blue of the corridors, makes a striking
contrast with the white plaster of Rossi’s long railing.

Aymonino concentrates and accumulates all the
materials of his architecture — simple geometrical figures
and their broken-down versions, walks, urban relations,
and the complex section. A whole range of residential
models — court-yard, duplex flats on the upper floors
(passing through the gallery-like organization of the middle
floors) — has been applied in the complex stepped section,
out of which the big cylinders of the lifts protrude at
regular intervals. It almost looks like an attempt to rise out
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of the scale of the normal building into that of the
“macrostructure’: a confusion of “materials’ attenuated
by the simplicity and homogeneity of the ‘“matter’.

Counterbalancing the tempered tumult of Aymonino’s
experiment is Rossi’s high gallery, marked by serried ranks
of septa and dominated by a long wall perforated at
regular intervals by the square windows of the flats.

A sharp crack parallel to the point of dilation splits the
long block into two parts, supported at that point by four
enormous cylindrical pillars rising before the big flight of
stairs leading up to the arcade on the next floor.

Here the type of linear porticoed house is offered
axiomatically as a typology. However, the split serves to

Sketch of D block (Aldo Rossi)
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indicate the repetition of the process of composition and
break-up which underlies the apparent fixity of Rossi’s
work.

Perhaps here at “Gallaratese II” the old rivalries of the
’50s between Roman organicism and Milanese Rational
Architecture will finally make way for the disenchanted
embrace of an ‘‘historical compromise”’.
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