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INTRODUCTION

A breeding ground for a modern and re-
fined inhabitant. 

That is the quintessential definition of a so-
cial condenser. Of course it is not the only 
one. There is a multitude of different defi-
nitions that all incorporate different facets 
of the social condenser and what its target 
was. The trouble with a comprehensive 
definition of the social condenser is that it 
was intended to be omnifarious, to incorpo-
rate every possible facet of daily life of the 
person which it targeted. To quote Michal 
Murawski and Jane Rendell from Volume 
22 of the Journal of Architecture might 
prove to be the most expedient method of 
explaining the core of the social condenser: 
„The idea of the social condenser proposed 
deploying architecture as a way to forge 
radical new kinds of human collectivities: 
Collectivities of co-habitation, of co-pro-
duction, of intellectual work; as well as 
collectivities of affect, beauty, empathy and 
passion. Suffused with vivid connotations 
pertaining to electricity, radiation and mag-
netism, the social condenser is a concept 
with an extraordinary, totalizing reach. In its 
very formulation, it encompasses society’s 
economic and material infrastructure, the 
humdrum minutiae of everyday life as well 
as the unruly domains of the transcenden-
tal and fantastical. Crucially it also encom-
passes the entire domain of architectural 

endeavor: From dwelling and work to public 
space and everything in between.“

The idea of the social condenser in the 
Narkomfin building was, by prescribing 
certain circumstances, to lead inhabitants 
into new daily routines and promote certain 
behaviors, for example by eliminating 
proper kitchens from the apartments and 
instead providing a dining hall with a com-
munal kitchen.  Which forces all inhab-
itants to socialize and interact whilst eating 
instead of having them stay in their own 
small groups or families inside their own 
apartments. This pattern was easily appli-
cable to all other social areas which might 
occur interpersonally. In the example of the 
Narkomfin Building in Moscow, there was 
a Gym for all inhabitants, a mess hall, a 
Kindergarten and more facilities promoting 
personal freedom by allegedly freeing the 
inhabitants from pesky daily tasks and rou-
tines. Within the Kindergarten, already the 
youngest were placed in the same rhythm 
as the grown-up inhabitants, attempting to 
ingrain the new and preferred habits right 
from the beginning.

The trouble with Narkomfin and similar pro-
jects was quite simply that the inhabitants 
were not ready and willing to throw out all 
their habits and subordinate themselves to 
the new and allegedly better and one and 
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only way of living. Hence small kitchens 
and bathrooms were illegally installed into 
the single apartments to enable the inhab-
itants to live as they were used to with the 
amount of privacy they wanted.

One of the primary reasons for its rise to 
fame was that the ruling class in Russia 
imagined a perfect breed of comrades to 
support, develop and live their idea of the 
perfect communistic way of life. If the sche-
me of the Narkomfin building would have 
been forcefully employed everywhere, we 
would hazard a guess that it would have 
never worked since humans, by nature, are 
creatures of habit. Ripping one out of his 
or her usual habits and trying to force them 
into new ones would probably just peak in 
hardheadedness and unwillingness to bend 
and give up their own will and habits.

The theory of the social condenser was 
employed around the globe in one form or 
another. Taking the Unité d`Habitation from 
Le Corbusier for example, which came into 
existence nineteen years later in France. It 
shows notable differences to the „classic“ 
version of the social condenser as repre-
sented by the Narkomfin building. Whether 
those differences originate from the gap 
of nineteen years or due to the geogra-
phical and thereby political and cultural 
differences is hard to pinpoint after nearly 
71 years. Unité, put in simplified terms, 
provides a living situation aimed more to-
wards comfort than the Narkomfin building. 
Some of the differences are also simply 
down to the different scale of the buildings. 
In Unité they had more space to include 
more amenities such as a small shopping 
centre and even a Hotel, which opened the 
building to visitors instead of attempting to 
seal the environment of the building and 
the processes happening within. Simply 
put, the targets and methods of the social 
condenser and how they are implemented 
differs from country to country and with the 
political spirit of the times, fundamentally 
however, the core of the social conden-
ser and its ideal goal always remains the 
same, to form a modern and future oriented 
image of the ideal inhabitant. 

The aim with this book is to evaluate the 
development of the social condenser 
throughout the years of its existence with a 
selection of different projects ranging from 
Narkomfin to Via West 57th, from 1928 to 
2016. We want to show how the focus and 
implementation of the theory has shifted 
throughout the times, how it might have 
adapted itself to fit to modern times and the 
socio-economic structures under which it 
had to function. To achieve this, we selec-
ted nine projects, analyzed their allocation 
of spaces to different categories and then 
compared the development of how the ca-
tegories grew or shrunk throughout all the 
case studies. Along with the year of origin 
of the single projects, the geographical pla-
cement and the prevailing socio-economic 
structure, this gave us a good idea of how 
the theory developed and adapted. 

Pinpointing a path for the future of the 
social condenser seems difficult, as it is an 
ever evolving idea which freely conforms 
itself to the given structures. The theory of 
the social condenser is so ambiguous that 
it is hard to tell how it might develop in one 
area of its impact. By one of its many defi-
nitions it is said that the social condenser 
aims to challenge and change the whole 
life of a person by affecting every area of 
its life. The topic of the social condenser 
can be applied pretty much to any given 
moment in a persons life, since everything 
that forces people to interact in some way 
can be considered a social condenser to 
some extent. The trend which was found 
might give some indication as to where it is 
headed.
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Img.1: Oldschool Architecture Office
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For better understanding of the develop-
ment of the theory, we decided to divide 
our case studies into subsets. The first of 
our subsets is that of the experimental be-
ginnings. These three projects, in a way, all 
present an early incarnation of the theory 
of the social condenser or a slight alterati-
on of it.
First of all, of course, there is the Narkom-
fin building. This was the first apartment 
building built singularly on the theory of the 
social condenser. The idea of Narkomfin 
was born out of the necessity of living spa-
ce for the high ranking workers of the Com-
missariat of Finance. Nikolai Miljutin, back 
then the Commissar of Finance, sponsored 
the erection of the building according to the 
plans of Moisei Ginzburg and Ignaty Milnis 
in 1928. The fundamental idea of the Social 
condenser was that everybody will be 
raised to be equal. Within Narkomfin, this 
might have actually worked if it were not 
for one noticeable issue. Miljutin, instead of 
bowing to the ideas of the social conden-
ser, decided to semi-privatise the rooftop 
for himself and his family by requesting 
a penthouse. In this way, even outside of 
work and in the most obvious of ways, he 
could still represent his seniority over the 
other inhabitants which were his subordi-
nates during the working hours. Thereby, 
in a way, he brought business back into the 
privacy of the people. 

Unité d’Habitation is essentially a westerni-
zed development of the Narkomfin building. 
Not only because the idea of combining 
different functions into one sphere, but 
quintessentially because Le Corbusier was 
actually inspired by the Narkomfin building 
when he visited it prior to developing his 
first Unité building. Several details have 
been transferred into his design. The wes-
tern or capitalist influence can be seen by 
including a small shopping mall and a hotel 
into the structure, showing the first traits of 
commercialization. 

Habitat 67 is the last building of the first 
chapter of case studies. Its speciality is 
that it was supposed to represent a mo-
dern method of re-densifying the suburb 
into a smaller sphere, alongside with the 
factor that it was not bound to a locale to 
enable a flexible development of cities. 
The factor of it becoming a social conden-
ser was more or less a coincidence since 
Safdie was only planning it as a redensified 
suburb. He incorporated all factors which 
a suburb needs to function as one, from a 
school to a supermarket and job opportuni-
ties. By compiling all those factors in the 
shape he chose, the basis for a modern 
social condenser aimed at the higher social 
classes was born.

EXPERIMENTAL 
BEGINNINGS
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NARKOMFIN
Narkomfin was a communal housing project built in Moscow from 1928-1932. The archi-
tects involved were Moisei Ginzburg and Ignaty Milnis and the client was Nikolai Miljutin, 
representing Narodnyo Kommisariat Finansov (the Peoples Commissariat of Finance), 

Narkomfin was a communal housing pro-
ject built in Moscow from 1928-1932. The 
architects involved were Moisei Ginzburg 
and Ignaty Milnis and the client was Nikolai 
Miljutin, representing Narodnyo Kommisa-
riat Finansov (the Peoples Commissariat 
of Finance), which also is the origin of the 
name Narkomfin. Even though the client 
was a private person, the whole building 
project was also a political endeavor. 
Around the time of conception there was 
a large scale housing shortage in Moscow 
due to a grand rural flight following the 
1917 Revolutions. Hence, the city had to 
react and provide a maximum of housing 
space with the smallest possible footprint.
Here’s where Ginzburg and Milnis come 
into play. With Narkomfin they wanted to 
develop a modern housing concept which, 
in a way, was also meant as a kind of expe-
riment on transforming the everyday life of 
the average citizen. This idea in itself was 
remarkable since it presented a whole new 
ideology of raising the current and following 
generations of the city.
Narkomfin was based upon the theory of 
the social condenser which first came up 
in Russian architectural texts in the 1920s. 
It states, when viewed loosely, which is a 
necessity since the term „social condenser“ 
was used in a broad sense by the Russian 
theorists, that architecture should be de-
ployed „as a way to forge radical new kinds 

of human collectivities: collectivities of 
co-habitation, of co-production, of intellec-
tual work; as well as collectivities of affect, 
beauty, empathy and passion. Suffused 
with vivid connotations pertaining to elec-
tricity, radiation and magnetism, the social 
condenser is a concept with an extraordi-
nary, totalizing reach. In its very formula-
tion, it encompasses society’s economic 
and material infrastructure, the humdrum 
minutiae of everyday life as well as the 
unruly domains of the transcendental and 
fantastical. Crucially, it also encompasses 
the entire domain of architectural endea-
vor: from dwelling and work to public space 
and everything in between.“ (Murawski and 
Rendell, 2017). When applying this theory 
to Narkomfin building, we can see that a 
couple of factors fit already. The collecti-
vity of co-habitation, co-production, affect, 
beauty, empathy, passion and intellectual 
work for example. 
The notion of co-habitation can be easily 
seen, since the apartments were arranged 
in such a way to prohibit their assessment 
as Kommunalkas, which is the term for 
subdivided large apartments that housed 
several families in post-revolutionary 
Russia. The space per person was sepa-
rated in such a way that it was too small 
to be changed into a Kommunalka setting, 
keeping it a private complex just for the 
employees of the peoples Commissariat of 
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Finance. This was probably a side effect of 
the setup of the apartments, in the sense 
that the project essentially was a private 
endeavor, but Ginzburg took the chance 
to implement his modern vision of a social 
condenser to exemplarily attempt a test 
towards its functionality in a sort of closed 
loop setting. 
Co-production doesn’t necessarily fit for 
the Narkomfin building itself, but since all 
inhabitants had some sort of position at the 
Commissariat of Finance they could use 
Narkomfin as a place to discuss issues of 
work in a private setting. In this way Nar-
komfin had the function of a collective hub 
of co-production since it took an essential 
share in keeping the employees productive 
and satisfied. 
The other factors, affect, beauty, empathy, 
passion and intellectual work, are each 
more a kind of subjective factor since 
they mostly depend on how the inhab-
itants would live together and get along. 
Although, to some extent, they are equally 

dependent on the relationship of the struc-
ture with the inhabitants. In general terms, 
this means how the structure appeals to 
the inhabitants. If it is unobtrusive, it will 
affect them less and be less of a cause 
for interpersonal troubles. If the structure 
is unappealing to the inhabitant, then he 
or she will more likely be unhappy in their 
situation and hence more prone to aggres-
sive behavior. Thus it can be generalized 
that the better the structure, the more it is 
unobtrusive, the happier and more pliant to 
smaller obtrusions the inhabitants will be.
Narkomfin is in a way a hybrid of a priva-
te and political project. On the one side it 
was planned as a housing estate for the 
workers of the Peoples Commissariat of 
Finance. On the other side it presented 
one of the first real attempts to implement 
the theory of the social condenser on a 
housing scale, which in turn made it a 
political issue. The core of the experiment 
which was to be conducted was the idea 
of how the given constrictions and social 

Img.2: View of Communal
Building from first floor
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spaces would manipulate the cohabitation 
of the single apartments or entities within. 

The compound essentially consisted of 
three elements. The gardens surrounding 
it, the apartment building itself and the 
offset communal building containing a gym, 
the kitchen and dining hall. The idea was 
that the inhabitants had no own dining area 
or proper kitchen in their apartments, more 
or less forcing them to cook and eat in the 
communal spaces and hence use that time 
to socialize to some extent. The children of 
the compound were also raised in-house 
so to speak, since a kindergarten was also 
included in the building, enabling the pa-
rents to head out to work without the stress 
of having to drop the children off anywhere.

The modern idea of the project was to force 
the inhabitants to socialize in the given 
spaces where the public eye could act as a 
sort of supervision. When eating, due to the 
communal kitchen and dining hall, every-

body could cook his own meal but still they 
had to share the tables and dine together, 
when exercising in the gym they were 
following a group activity. When socializing 
on the grounds around the building, the 
inhabitants were still somewhat contained 
in their own world since the courtyard was 
separated from the road by the building, 
making it a private space in the sense that 
it was private for the inhabitants and outs-
iders would probably not intrude to sociali-
ze. The only point in time when they could 
escape the continuous inter-social control 
in the complex was when they would leave 
the building to go to work.
The apartments were connected through 
two hallways, one on the first and one on 
the third floor, and two staircases which 
were situated on each end of the main 
Building. On the first two floors type K 
„family“ apartments were located and on 
the third to fifth floor smaller, type F, single 
room apartments were stacked. The largest 
apartments were situated on each end of 

Img.3: View of main Building 
from the Yard 15



the building. Those comprised five rooms 
and 145 square meters. The type K apart-
ments each had three rooms on two floors 
and had about 95 square meters, whilst the 
Type F apartments each only had about 40 
square meters and were either situated on 
one floor or evenly spaced over two floors. 
Furthermore the Type F apartments only 
had a small area designated for cooking 
but no proper kitchen, and only had toilet. 
The inhabitants had to use communal 
bathrooms on the hallways. The type K 
apartments had a small kitchen and dining 
room additionally to a small bathroom with 
the full amenities. The third type of apart-
ments had all the amenities since they also 
were the most luxurious.
The first two floors were, as mentioned 
before, reserved for the type K “family“ 
apartments whilst the top three floors were 
the smaller Type F apartments. Both sets 
of apartments were each accessed by 
one hallway which in turn was accessible 
through the stairwells on either end of the 
building.

Overall it can be said that, as novel and 
groundbreaking the ideology might have 
been, the project still failed in the grand 
scheme of things. It might have provided 
enough of a learning curve to be applied 
to future projects, but itself it was probably 
ahead of its time. Soon after it was pre-
sented and the workers of Narkomfin had 
moved in it became obvious that they did 
not want to budge to the rules presented 
by the structure. The building started to fall 
into disrepair and the inhabitants started to 
modify their own apartments, small kitchen 
units were installed, making the dining hall 
and communal kitchen largely obsolete. 
Thus the desire for privacy, utterly inherent 
in human nature, did not accept the way of 
living dictated by the complex.

Img.4: Axonometrix View with cutout to show apartment layout
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Img.5: The different Apartment layouts, three on bottom are the „single“ and 
two on top are „Family“ apartments 17



Img.6: Different Spaces in Narkomfin Building 18
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Img.1: View from southwest
20



1945, after World War II, France was facing 
a great housing shortage, caused by the 
bombings of several French cities by the 
Western allies. Especially Marseille which 
had been occupied by the Germans, had 
suffered massive destruction after aerial 
attacks in May 1944. Marseille had to face 
the loss of 10.000 buildings, and the civilian 
population severely affected with about 
2.000 dead and 4.000 injured. Also, the po-
grom of Marseille that took place in the old 
town north of Vieux-Port conducted under 
German occupation led to the destruction 
of the entire 1st arrondissement. In Mar-
seille alone, there were 32.000 families in 
need of re-housing and like in other French 
cities, shantytowns arose which resulted in 
extremely poor health and hygiene con-
ditions. (Sbriglio, 2003, pp.120) Marseille 
was in urgent need of reconstruction and 
a large number of people had to be shel-
tered. A fast and economical solution was 
required.
Le Corbusier was commissioned by the 
minister of reconstruction, Raoul Dautry, 
to design a residential project to house the 
citizens of Marseilles. He agreed under 
the prerequisite that he would not have to 
follow the current construction laws. The 
fact that the state chose the leading archi-
tect was typical of the centralized post-war 
reconstruction system.

Letter from Raoul Dautry to Jean Cristo-
fol, the city council of Marseille, dated 27 
December 1945:
“I have decided that a Le Corbusier buil-
ding will be constructed in our city. It is 
quite a challenging scheme, for it has to be 
built quickly, must contain a large number 
of apartments, must comply with all the 
latest health and safety regulations, must 
be of attractive design and in addition, has 
to contain modern conveniences […] Some 
8 to 10 architects will be assigned to the 
project, half of whom will be from Le Corbu-
sier’s team and the other half from Marseil-
les” . (Sbriglio, 2003, pp.134)
Le Corbusier started working on the draft in 
1947 but was incorporating concepts and 
ideas he had developed since the 1910s. 
The theory underlying his drafts was influ-
enced by Fourier and especially his work 
on the Phalanstère. In Le Corbusiers new 
project, the Unité d’Habitation you can also 
find traces of his previous work like the city 
of 3 million inhabitants, Kellermann Sche-
me, Immeuble-Villas (already an invention 
of a new type of building). Immeuble-Villas 
synthesize the advantages of the detached 
country house and the collective town 
housing, thereby “offering a new housing 
solution. Each apartment is in fact a house 
with a garden, located some height abo-
ve the road” (Œuvre complète, vol. 1, p. 
41 op. cit. cited in Sbriglio, 2003, p.126). 

UNITÉ D‘HABITATION
The Unité d‘Habitation presents one of the largest projects in Marseille‘s post war period. 
It was designed by Le Corbusier in 1947 and completed in 1952.
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Le Corbusier introduced a new planning 
theory, the “Helio-thermic axis”. This theory 
was based on natural solar heating and the 
orientation of the apartments towards the 
sun.

The Unité was influenced by the work of 
other architects too, an example from the 
Soviet Union is the Narkomfin, designed 
by Mosei Ginzburg and Ignaty Milinis. Le 
Corbusier visited the Narkomfin building 
during his trip to the USSR in 1928 and 
was inspired by the split level apartments. 
Influence from Germany by the theoretical 
work of Ludwig Hilbersheimer with his “Ver-
tical City” as well as Walter Gropius’ Bau-
haus School is also present in his design of 
Unité d’Habitation. (Sbriglio, 2003, p.130)
Le Corbusier produced several drawings in 
which he demonstrated the space-saving 
strategy of his novel housing design ins-
tead of a traditional garden city layout. This 
design only had a fraction of the footprint of 
the garden city layout. In his description the 

project emerges as a vertical community 
without a political hierarchy, in essence a 
vertical garden city.

“If you want to raise your family in seclusi-
on, in silence, in the conditions of nature… 
place yourself amongst 2.000 persons, 
take yourselfs by the hand; pass by a 
single door accompanied by four elevators 
of twenty persons’ capacity each... You will 
enjoy solitude, silence and the rapidity of 
‚outside-inside‘ contacts. Your houses will 
be 150 ft. [fifty metres] high […] Surroun-
ding the house will be parks for the games 
of children, for adolescents and for adults. 
The city will be green. And on the roof you 
will have amazing kindergartens.” (Œuvre 
complète, vol. 7, 1965–1969, p.208)
Unité d’Habitation is named “Cité Radieu-
se” by Le Corbusier. The concept of the 
Unité was already mentioned in his publi-
cation of the “Ville Radieuse”. The building 
is elevated 8 meters above the ground and 
built upon 15 double rows of pilotis to cre-

Img.2: View into the living room and kitchen, with 
the interior staircase leading to the bedroom
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ate an open space where pedestrian and 
motorcar traffic can flow freely. It provides 
pedestrians with an uninhibited view which 
is not delimited by urban canyons and cle-
ars room for green spaces, bringing nature 
back into the urban context. 
Situated in a large park, Unite d’Habitation 
provides enough green space for all its in-
habitants. Its location next to the Boulevard 
Michelet, one of the main traffic arteries of 
Marseille, establishes an efficient connecti-
on to the city center, also providing access 
to public transportation within convenient 
range for the inhabitants. 
Le Corbusier describes the structural prin-
ciple of the building as a „bottle rack“ where 
a housing unit is a bottle that is placed into 
the load-bearing structure (Sbriglio, 2003, 
p.152). In the case of the Unité in Marseille 
the „bottle rack“ was made in situ and the 
apartments were not prefabricated but as-
sembled on site. The whole building has a 
length of 137 meters, a width of 25 meters 
and a height of 56 meters.

The design of Unité d’Habitation in Mar-
seille is home to approximately 1.200 
inhabitants and holds 337 apartments of 
23 types, varying from single apartments to 
ones for families with up to eight children. 
The apartments which are constructed as 
duplex are distributed over 18 floors. Due 
to the special arrangement of housing units 
only every third floor requires a corridor, 
as each of them serves a pair of housing 
units. For the circulation of the whole 
building only 7 of these corridors, so-called 
inner streets, are needed and extend along 
the longitudinal axis of the building.
Each apartment stretches over two floors 
which are connected by an interior stair-
case. The living room with a height of 4.80 
m extends over both levels. The measure-
ments of the apartments are based on the 
Modulor system, a theory of proportions 
developed by Le Corbusier based on hu-
man measurements and the golden ratio. It 
was the first time he used the Modulor pro-
portions on such a large scale. Le Corbu-

Img.3: Children playing on the 
rooftop terrace 23



sier used just fifteen measurements which 
were repeated throughout the building in 
varying scales.
About mid-way up, along the inner street 
of the seventh and eighth floor is a shop-
ping gallery, offering a grocery store, a 
butcher, a bakery, a launderette and a 
hairdresser. In the course of time a shop-
ping center and a cafeteria opened nearby 
on a neighboring plot, resulting in a loss of 
business for some of the stores, such as 
the butcher and the launderette, which had 
to close down subsequently. The bakery, 
the hairdresser and a newly opened mi-
ni-market are still in operation. In addition 
to the shops there is a hotel for guests and 
visitors and a restaurant located on the 
seventh and eighth floor.
Not only the communal services but also 
the pathways leading there are important 
for the community and the social interac-
tions. The inner streets with their public 
benches, street lamps and bookshops also 
act as meeting places. Furthermore, in the 

area of the shopping gallery a two-story 
high glass wall offers a view of the Medi-
terranean Sea. The different typologies 
of social areas give a framework for the 
varied interests of the inhabitants.
One of the paramount social areas is 
apparently the rooftop terrace. Situated 50 
meters above the ground, a matchless view 
over Marseille and the Mediterranean Sea 
is a highlight of communal living in the Cité 
Radieuse. Offering enough space for all 
kinds of events and gatherings, there also 
is a gymnasium, a 300 meters sprinters’ 
track and a small swimming pool for child-
ren. With a direct connection to the rooftop 
terrace via a ramp, the nursery on the 17th 
floor has access to an outdoor area for the 
children and is conveniently reachable for 
the inhabitants by the elevator. (Sbriglio, 
2003, pp.102)
This vertical city offers needed and desired 
in convenient reach, thus enabling the in-
habitants to build a community and provi-
ding them with the space needed.

Img.4: Floorplan and section of a duplex apartment
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Img.5: Section of
the Cité Radieuse 25



Img.6: Spaces of Unité d‘Habitation 26
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Img.1: View of stacked apartments and 
areation between 28



HABITAT 67
Habitat 67 is a housing development project designed by Moshe Safdie, an
Israeli-Canadian architect. He developed the basis for Habitat 67 as his thesis at McGill 
University. The original idea stemmed from a study trip to North America where he saw 
how badly the suburbs were connected to the cities, forcing the inhabitants to mainly 
rely on their cars as means of transportation. His vision of a Habitat radically changed 
this situation by providing perfect interconnections to the various stages of transportation 
infrastructure.

Moshe Safdie is an Israeli and Canadian 
Architect. He developed the basis for Ha-
bitat 67 as his thesis at McGill University. 
The original idea stemmed from a study trip 
to North America where he saw how badly 
the suburbs were connected to the city, for-
cing the inhabitants to heavily rely on their 
cars as means of transportation. His vision 
of a habitat counteracted this idea by pro-
viding a perfect connection to the various 
stages of transportation infrastructure. 

His urban transportation system was an 
indispensable part of his master plan. It is 
essentially made up of three layers: The 
close quarter movement (slow speed), 
loops to move in greater areas (medium 
speed) and the connection into the nearest 
large city (high speed). The last layer was 
also the only one applied to the Expo 67 
since it connected the single islands and 
bridged them to the city‘s transportation 
infrastructure.

With his masterplan and subsequently also 
the plans for Habitat 67, Safdie envisioned 
a concentrated suburb within the city. The 
structure could also remain self-sufficient 
due to the provided infrastructure, hence 
making the building site a secondary factor. 
The only factor initially required is enough 
space to fully unfurl the whole complex. 
One pioneering idea presented within 

the masterplan was the fact that with the 
flexibility of the structure and how it can be 
arranged, redensification of urban areas 
suddenly becomes a vital result of the 
design.

Habitat 67 was developed as a modern 
example of architecture to be premiered at 
the Expo 67 in Montreal. It essentially is a 
scaled down version of the vision Safdie 
plans and explains in his thesis. This evo-
lution of his original plan contained at least 
one thousand living quarters, as he thought 
that anything below would not yield an 
appropriate community spirit. One crucial 
element of his masterplan was the const-
ruction of the apartment blocks around and 
over a central public area. This public area 
contained a school, a shopping center, a 
hotel with 350 rooms, offices, trade-infra-
structure for the harbor and various leisure 
and cultural facilities. The original structure 
was supposed to be strengthened by a 
framework where the single housing blocks 
were inserted. The whole assembly was 
then further braced by a ledger and brid-
ges that also aided the development of the 
single apartments. Furthermore, the brid-
ges also acted as a framework to spread 
the various stages of building service to the 
single wings of the facility and ultimately 
apartments. The apartments were raised 
over and around the public areas to shield 
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them from environmental impact in general 
and provide a sheltered atmosphere. Th-
rough a specific arrangement of the single 
blocks a sufficient ventilation of the public 
spaces was still guaranteed. 

This stage of evolution of his plan was 
widely accepted but sadly it also created a 
hurdle that the project couldn’t master, high 
expenses connected to the grand scheme 
simply proved too expensive to ever be 
viable for development. The given alloca-
tion forced him to vastly scale down the 
producible count of living quarters and also 
to discard the idea of the grand public spa-
ce. This left him in front of an impossible 
trade-off, since the envisioned combination 
was the unique selling point of the project.

Habitat 67 contained 158 apartments, 
which were constructed from 354 prefa-
bricated cuboids. Each of those cuboids 
measured 5 x 11 x 3 meters and weighed a 
total of about 85 tons (SPIEGEL ONLINE, 

1967). The factory where each of the cu-
boids was built was also newly constructed 
just for the project. From there the single 
units were transported to the site with a 
special truck designed for such abnormal 
loads. Out of those single cuboids, a total 
range of 15 typologies was developed in 
order to cater to the largest cross section of 
needs of the future inhabitants. The single 
cuboids were then arranged in a honey-
comb fashion to ensure adequate natural 
lighting in each of the apartments. The 
general weatherproofing of the rooftops 
and terraces was achieved by introducing 
a special mixture of concrete to the areas 
affected by weather.

Safdie developed the system of prefabrica-
tion in an attempt to keep final production 
costs as low as possible, but due to the 
grand scale of the project the final costs 
for all the apartments amounted to about  
50,000,000 German Mark. This ultimately 
raised the costs of a single apartment 

Img.2: Fountain 
inside the Complex
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Img.3: Frontal view from inside the 
Complex with focus on open space to 
allow airflow and natural illumination to 
public spaces

to approximately 320,000 German Mark 
(SPIEGEL ONLINE, 1967). Consequent-
ly, this raised Habitat 67 from being an 
affordable utopia to a status address for the 
cities elites, which it still is nowadays. Back 
when the project was first unveiled this pre-
sented no impediment since it was never 
his target to provide affordable housing, he 
only wanted to present an alternative and 
future-oriented model for urban living.

Social interaction was mainly confined to 
the public areas on the ground floor, the 
fountain which was located on the backsi-
de of the compound, between apartments 
from terrace to terrace, on the single 
landings of the apartments since they were 
also privatized by the inhabitants to some 
extent, and the given amenities of the com-
plex. Those include a tennis club, a play 
area, walking paths along the shoreline, 
bicycle paths that also connect to the ci-
ty-wide network, and lastly the Cité-du-Ha-
vre Park.

The project essentially evolves around 
its social spaces. Without them, it would 
just be an expensive apartment building 
which was arranged in a novel fashion. The 
building essentially protects and shelters its 
own social space, much like the Markthal 
Rotterdam which will be presented later on 
in the book.

The entire space of the ground floor, which 
is sheltered by the single cuboids, forms 
the largest social space of the whole pro-
ject. This space is at the same time also 
essential for the development of the whole 
complex since it forms the connection of 
the apartments to the infrastructure below 
and around the complex. The next social 
space given are parts of the paths to the 
apartments which the inhabitants have 
appropriated for themselves and utilized as 
a sort of communal space which is usually 
just used by the inhabitants of the surroun-
ding apartments, in essence forming a 
meeting space inside a small bubble which 
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only contains a few apartments, forming a 
small community within the larger commu-
nity of the whole complex. The other social 
spaces surrounding the complex are the 
waterfront, the fountain and the amenities 
included in the complex. 

Since the whole complex is essentially 
a gated community, the included social 
spaces are not accessible for the public. 
In the original plans this would have been 
different. There, only parts of the paths and 
included amenities would be really private 
since the whole project would be scaled up 
to include schools and other commercial 
areas below the apartments, meaning that 
the ground floor would probably be public 
since the inhabitants themselves probably 
couldn’t sustain such a large scale com-
mercial infrastructure by themselves.

In the original plans the environment and 
some of the social spaces would have su-
rely interacted, but as the complex stands 

now, there is no real connection or relati-
on between the different spaces and the 
environment around the complex since it is 
a gated community. 

In total there are four typologies of spaces. 
Circulation, communal, commercial and 
green spaces. The commercial space is a 
small supermarket with the base necessi-
ties for inhabitants. Circulation consists of 
the paths towards the single apartments, 
additionally the spaces where the inha-
bitants repurposed the free spaces and 
utilized them as small communal spaces. 
Communal are the small spaces in the 
circulation, the larger area on the ground 
floor, the fountain and the included ameni-
ties such as the tennis court. Green spaces 
are all the park areas contained within the 
complex, connecting the building to the 
waterfront.

Img.4: Section of the 
Complex
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The complex is situated on the Cité du Ha-
vre Peninsula in Montreal. This placement 
was selected since it provided the free 
space required during the expo 67. Later 
on this was one of the reasons that the 
pricing of the apartments soared since the 
placement of the building offered a perfect 
view of the skyline of Montreal. 

Due to the factor that the complex now is 
a gated community and also to the previ-
ously mentioned steep prices of new units, 
the standard clientele already represented 
a higher up social class. Nowadays there 
are no social housing units included in the 
complex, meaning that the lowest repre-
sented social class is already quite high 
when evaluated conventionally. 

The project provided a new idea of housing 
and living structures, essentially densifying 
the suburb into a structure with a minimal 
footprint. In a way it was a leap too far 
ahead, showing an idea too radical to be 

implemented right from the drawing board. 
At the time of its conceptualization, it partly 
fit into the predominant political structures 
of the time. Every country needed mana-
geable housing which was freely scaleable 
due to ever increasing drift to the cities. In 
this aspect it fit well into the political ideals. 
Where it did not fit in so well was its radical 
approach to housing with the idea of densi-
fication of an entire suburb. Even though it 
became relevant later on, back then it was 
not very highly prioritized. 

The Project was originally intended, as 
previously stated, as a novel approach to 
redensification of cities and a modern view 
on living as a system since the comple-
xes would have contained everything one 
needed for daily life. Safdie admitted that 
he never wanted to definitely develop a 
complex that contained social housing 
apartments, rather showcase a modern 
and futuristic approach to living. So in a 
way it was an Incarnation of his vision.

Img.5: Method of construction 
of Apartment Blocks 33
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Img. 2: Barbican Balcony Details
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The second subset of case studies shows 
the combined traits of large scale social 
housing and commercial influence within 
the projects.

The first project of this subset is Barbican 
estate. The Barbican was built from 1965 
to 1976. It represents one of Britain‘s finest 
examples of coherent large scale de-
velopment and city planning. Chamberlin, 
Powell & Bon decided to individually enter 
a Competition held by the City of Lon-
don to develop the old Cripplegate Area, 
which was devastated during the war. The 
Barbican is one of the most comprehensive 
projects realized in the post-war period. 
The area encloses multiple apartment buil-
dings, a centre for the arts, several schools 
and a public library. All those functions are 
creatively interwoven with the help of a 
multitude of green spaces and an artificial 
pond. Nowadays it presents one of the 
most desirable living spaces in London.

The second is the Jeanne Hachette 
Complex in the Municipality of Ivry-sur-Sei-
ne in Paris. The unique geometry of the 
Complex along with the large amount of 
green space it creates within the city, are 
probably two of its most defining marks. 
Jean Renaudie together with his wife 
Renée Gailhoustet decided to follow a new 
approach to designing a comprehensive 

complex. Whilst it contains a cinema, vari-
ous shops and offices which are oriented in 
a classical fashion, the apartments on top 
are all oriented at an angle, thus creating 
completely new forms for the different living 
spaces. A number of them extend over two 
floors so a second terrace could be ad-
ded. Some of the terraces offer 80 square 
meters of green space per apartment, 
which essentially is a full size garden in the 
middle of a city. 

The third project included in this subset is 
the Wohnpark Alterlaa, situated in Vienna. 
It was built from 1973 to 1985 by the GESI-
BA and designed by Harry Glück & Team. 
This is one of the largest ever completed 
projects in the municipality of Vienna and 
it presents a small universe in itself in the 
middle of the city. The basic idea of the 
design was that of a satellite city which is 
connected to the main city but otherwise 
self-sufficient. This idea was realized with 
grandeur. The setting of the apartment 
buildings right inside a park along with 
all the functions one needs to live, from 
exercise to a school and a shopping mall, 
make it both the ideal example of a satellite 
city that was included inside a city and of a 
social condenser.

SOCIAL HOUSING &
COMMERCIAL 
INFLUENCE
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BARBICAN ESTATE
The Barbican Estate was a development of the Cripplegate district in London, built by 
CP&B between 1965 and 1982.

Barbican Centre was an effort to redevelop 
one of the largest free plots in the city 
centre of London. It provides a full scale, 
multifaceted example of coherent and 
thoughtful functional development which 
incorporated a multitude of spaces and 
endeavors. By intelligently interweaving the 
different zones and institutions via a vast 
network of walkways and green spaces 
they created a small oasis in the middle of 
one of London’s busiest districts.
The project was born out of the city‘s 
necessity to repopulate its center. The Crip-
plegate area was bombed by the Germans 
and nearly completely flattened during the 
second world war. Four years later, with 
the power of the town and country planning 
act, the city of London was able to buy the 
whole area of approximately forty acres 
and begin to develop a master plan en-
compassing the whole district. Before the 
war the district mainly housed warehouses 
of different branches of commodities. After 
the war the population of the city of Lon-
don dropped to about 5,000, so in order to 
keep political power the corporation of the 
city of London had an even more pressing 
basis to get more inhabitants that would 
be eligible to vote back into the city. First 
endeavors to develop a comprehensive 
plan were undertaken in 1954 and took 
until 1959. Due to the colossal scale of 
the project, construction on the residential 

areas took from 1963 to 1976. The arts 
centre was completed in 1982 after eleven 
years of construction riddled with comple-
xities due to the surrounding subterranean 
infrastructure. 
Due to the political advantages the city 
of London held a competition and was 
ultimately also the contractee. Barbican 
could probably not have been realized on 
the same scale it stands today without the 
backing of the city. Due to the long const-
ruction period and subsequent explosion of 
costs, the project has always been focused 
more on the well-paying class of popula-
tion. This was a logical conclusion since 
it was intended to be self-sufficient and 
be raised without loans, so it had to pay 
for itself after conclusion of construction. 
Nowadays the apartments anywhere in the 
complex are incredibly sought after, which 
reflects itself in the average prices of each 
kind of flat.
Since the Barbican complex encompasses 
so many different facilities, ranging from 
schools to a concert hall, cinemas, pubs 
and a manifold selection of different social 
activities, it steadily draws in non-residents. 
Additionally there is an intranet for the 
inhabitants to communicate and even a 
magazine produced just for the complex.
Privacy of course has the highest priority, 
but inhabitants can utilize one of the many 
sources of social interaction provided in the 

39



complex to mingle and form a community. 
Interest groups have been formed with 
various titles and themes. One of the most 
visible to visitors and other inhabitants 
might be the group which takes care of the 
planters and flowers in the public areas 
of the complex. This group was probably 
formed as a reaction to some inhabitants 
not wanting to give up the hobby of garde-
ning. A self-organized residents association 
acts as a patron to all the different groups 
and subsequently takes care of any issue 
ranging from infrastructure to the regula-
tions of how the private planter boxes have 
to look.
There are a total of 2113 units in the whole 
complex. Those range from studios to six 
bedroom apartments and a select few 
miscellaneous Maisonette‘s. The other 
available typologies include the arts centre, 
which includes the Guildhall School of 
Music and Drama, the theatre with seats 
for up to 1250, the conference hall with 
a capacity of up to 2000 people, a public 

library, a multitude of arts galleries, multiple 
cinemas, several restaurants and bars, the 
public meeting areas, a subterranean par-
king lot for inhabitants, several exhibition 
and conference halls which are regularly 
booked, a hostel and YMCA, a sculpture 
court and a conservatory. As we can see, 
with the broad range of typologies and their 
subsequently broad range of social activi-
ties on offer, the social interaction between 
inhabitants and non-residents is perma-
nently offered and given.
Next to all the aforementioned typologies 
there also are the public and private green 
spaces which entice visitors and inhab-
itants alike. The other common spaces 
provide ample opportunities for people to 
intermingle. The private gardens provide 
a haven for the inhabitants and due to the 
arrangement of the buildings and gardens 
on the grounds, they create a feeling of not 
being in the middle of one of the busiest 
cities of the world, which by any means is a 
luxury when evaluating its placement. 

Img.2: Green Space within the Barbican
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The social spaces are formed in part by the 
complex itself and in part by the inhab-
itants who misappropriate rooms or areas 
in it. The different interest groups which 
were formed internally also meet throug-
hout the whole complex, sometimes using 
apartments which have been opened for 
the whole group of inhabitants or selected 
areas in the public space of the complex, 
as seen with the horticulturist communi-
ty which formed itself within the group of 
inhabitants. So, whilst there are designated 
areas such as the Barbican centre which 
houses the concert hall and cinemas, the 
inhabitants also created their own spaces 
which they semi-privatized by putting a 
visible effort into improving the areas. In 
these places they worked to make them 
more desirable for inhabitants or public. 
Sometimes they changed a mere transit 
zone into a meeting space, often by simple 
means such as publicly placed planters 
and green spaces.
Some of the areas are completely acces-

sible for the public, such as the school or 
the barbican centre as well as the different 
exhibition spaces. Others, such as the 
private gardens, are of course a purely 
private area solely for the inhabitants or 
their guests. 
The role which the environment plays in 
the barbican centre is a very special one. 
Due to the protective nature of the arran-
gement of the buildings and communal 
spaces included therein, in a way it creates 
a somewhat fluid border between social 
spaces which are public and private within 
the complex. There is a multitude of spaces 
which can be used for a variety of tasks 
and sometimes have no strictly defined 
everyday function, as seen with the halls 
which can either work as an exhibition 
space or as a space for conferences. The 
same is true for some of the public spaces, 
for example the area in front of the lake, 
which in its core function is a public social 
space. However, with the help of the neigh-
boring music school and the pupils utili-

Img.3: Artificial Pond within the Barbican
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zing the space to practice their music and 
creating an impromptu concert, it becomes 
a sort of private space since the majority of 
the audience is found on the surrounding 
balconies of the apartments. In this way the 
space they use becomes a semiprivate one 
since both the part-time inhabitants, i.e. 
the pupils of the school, and the full time 
inhabitants, i.e. the people using their bal-
conies, make it their own for the duration of 
the practice sessions. Concluding, it can be 
said that the spaces, whilst having a clear 
delineation in certain areas, bleed into each 
other equally as much in others.
Due to the prevalent layout and prices 
of apartments, the predominant group of 
residents are either small families or can be 
counted to a group without children. From 
this single point it would be easy to say 
that there is no real correlation between 
their ages and formations of social spaces, 
but as soon as the pupils of the school are 
incorporated alongside the children of the 
inhabitants, there begins to be a correlati-

on, since the spaces given are available for 
a multitude of uses, as seen with the space 
in front of the music school which acts as a 
meeting zone, a transit zone and can also 
act as an impromptu classroom when the 
pupils practice together. 
The initial plans envisioned 300 inhabitants 
per acre, but has later, in favor of a better 
development of public space been decrea-
sed to 230 inhabitants per acre. In total this 
means that the complex is intended for up 
to 9.200 inhabitants, but this number is just 
theoretical since a building was recently 
converted into more apartments and addi-
tionally not all of the apartments are taken 
and, which is equally important, not per-
manently inhabited since some of them act 
purely as weekend homes or investments.  
The Barbican estate is placed right in the 
center of London, in the old Cripplegate 
district just north of the river Thames. Wi-
thout the war the project would have never 
been able to be realized in the way and 
space that it has been done now. 

Img.4: Section of the Barbican Centre
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The apartments available in the complex 
have been fully privatized and hence no 
apartments are available as subsidized 
housing from the city.
The only interrelation between classes 
which could be observed would be the 
one between permanent inhabitants and 
non-permanent ones.
The project is so significant since it presen-
ted one of, if not the, largest and most com-
prehensive post war development project 
and excelled at it, which is also emphasi-
zed by the fact that it became one of the 
most desirable places to live in London.
Back when it was planned, it played right 
into the hands of the predominant political 
structures since it was a method of the city 
to bring more voters in. Nowadays, since 
the apartments have all been privatized, 
it doesn‘t pull as much weight as a social 
housing scheme when visualized from a 
political angle, but it still presents a political 

weight which cannot be overseen since it 
provides such desirable living conditions 
and it also houses many politically active 
persons. Furthermore, the resident asso-
ciation became a political force in itself, 
for example they managed to silence the 
church bells within the complex and also 
are quite influential outside of the borders 
of their estate.
The original intention was, as stated be-
fore, to repopulate the city of London and 
in turn minimize traffic going into the city, 
which has been an ever increasing prob-
lem due to the large amount of commuters 
travelling into the city on a daily basis for 
work. In a way the whole complex was also 
an experiment since it tried to implement a 
few modern and pioneering features such 
as the separation of vehicle based and 
foot traffic by banning the latter to elevated 
walkways, but those ideas haven’t been 
taken on beyond the borders of the estate.

Img.5: Layout of Proposed 
Development 43
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Img.1: Bare Jeanne Hachette Building
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IVRY-SUR-SEINE
The project is a playful and novel approach to raising Parisian urban densification into 
the third dimension, also including urban spaces into the higher levels. it was contracted 
by the municipality of Ivry-sur-Seine and designed by Jean Renaudie and his wife Renée 
Gailhoustet in 1969.

The project we are concentrating on in this 
chapter is the Jeanne Hachette complex 
at Ivry-sur-Seine. It, together with the other 
complexes, aimed towards the redensifica-
tion of the greater Paris area. Additionally 
it should provide a masterplan for the city 
center of Ivry-sur-Seine and in general 
propose a novel approach to Parisian ur-
ban architecture. Using novel approaches 
to the distribution and placement of func-
tions, the two architects managed to form 
a one-of-a-kind example of disparate but 
still perfectly interacting architecture where 
apartments are placed at angles instead of 
in a standardized grid. This reformed the 
apartments and their sizes and space de-
finitions, forming unusual and one-off floor 
plans which still have a wonderful feeling 
and quality of living. Most of the apartments 
are spread over at least two stories, multip-
lying the amount of terraces per apartment.
It is situated in the suburb of Ivry-sur-Seine 
and composed of a multitude of smaller 
buildings, together forming a coherent 
structure that encompasses a large area 
and combines multiple functions into one 
rounded-off system which worked perfectly 
and still works. 

The original intention of the project was to 
propose a novel way of living in a densi-
fied area with intermingled relationships of 
different spaces. The available apartments 

were all designated as social housing units. 
Along to the apartments, commercial and 
office spaces were also designated inter-
mingled in the complex.

The project was contracted by the muni-
cipality of Ivry-sur-Seine and designed by 
Jean Renaudie and his wife Renée Gail-
houstet. The municipality was looking for a 
modern and timeless improvement of their 
centre with which they could provide much 
needed subsidized housing. The diagonal 
alignment of the plans creates a division 
reminiscent of a Mandelbrot fractal, further 
underlinig the uniqueness of each apart-
ment when viewed in detail.

It is so significant due to its novel approach 
in urban architecture in currently modernist 
Paris. Furthermore it presented a some-
what novel approach to densified living in 
the city, with each of the apartments still 
having a garden allocated to them or near 
them, so even though the place of living 
couldn‘t be more urban, it still provided a 
feeling as if one would live in a suburb. 
Due to the extensive incorporation and 
allocation of green space to the structure, 
from the outside and above it gives the im-
pression of a green mountain in the middle 
of the city, mellowing up the repetitive grey 
monotony of regular city centers where 
concrete usually has the upper hand. Addi-
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tionally, essentially giving the tenants each 
a small garden to care for raises the quality 
of living within the structure.

The project works towards local politics 
since it aimed to redensify the suburbs of 
Paris and at the same time provide af-
fordable housing for those less fortunate in 
life. Furthermore, it played into the hands of 
the then communist municipality since they 
wanted to get away from the predominant 
structures after the riots of 1968. Although 
they might not have understood all the the-
ories behind the designs, they were drawn 
towards it since it proposed something so 
radically different in comparison to the exis-
ting structures. The projects significance 
originates in the fact that it provided a novel 
approach to redensification and public ar-
chitecture in general, which in France might 
not have been such a massive innovation, 
seeing as it has already brought forward 
many dominant figures in architecture, but 
the unique combination of how it came 

to be, the modern approach to an ever 
present question and how it was actually 
realized makes it a significant project in its 
own right.

The project was contracted by the muni-
cipality to provide apartments for social 
housing schemes and redensification of its 
center. The forty apartments included in the 
Jeanne Hachette complex are all desig-
nated purely as subsidized apartments for 
persons and families in need.
„Social“ is defined through different so-
cial spaces on multiple levels, forming a 
coherent connection of the different sys-
tems. Furthermore, the whole complex is 
situated right in the center of the suburb of 
Ivry-sur-Seine, making the commercial spa-
ce below and inside the structure another 
social hub. 

Social space is interwoven into the system 
by as said before bringing it into multiple 
levels in different functions. The spaces 

Img.2: Roof Details
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predominantly within the structure were uti-
lized as social and communal areas since 
the apartments were more concentrated to 
the outside where natural light is present. 
The public is only allowed access to the 
commercial areas of the building, the social 
departments of the structure are reserved 
for the inhabitants and their visitors. Social 
spaces form the filler for the structure and 
the connectivity for the single typologies. 
By fluidly weaving social spaces in bet-
ween the single apartments or blocks of 
apartments, the vision of living in a mun-
dane apartment block gets lost completely 
and due to the plethora of greens throug-
hout the whole structure, it looks nothing 
like living in the city center but rather on 
the suburbs of Paris, giving the impression 
of living, so to say, in a far higher social 
bracket than it might be in reality. Thanks 
to the novel approach to an omnifarious 
system and way of living, the complex sort 
of acts as a little haven in the middle of the 
busy city.

The inhabitants can meet up and sociali-
ze in a number of open spaces which are 
interspersed all throughout the structure, 
also between the single apartments. 
As far as it was discernible, the whole 
complex was integrated into the social 
housing system. Hence all the inhabitants 
can be ascribed to the social class in need 
of subsidized housing, which all of the 
apartments are. 

Again, as far as it was discernible, there 
are no issues within the socially housed 
community in the complex, so no special 
relationship between the inhabitants besi-
des maybe interacting with the neighbors 
from time to time would be an appropriate 
claim. Throughout time however, relations-
hips and friendships might of course de-
velop between inhabitants, forming micro-
cosms of familiarity within the structure. 
Multiple generations of a family might also 
be a possibility within the structure, which 
in itself might be a microcosm already 

Img.3: Full grown Rooftop Gardens
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since, speaking in generalized terms, the 
single parts of the family will always prefer 
the company of their other family members 
over other inhabitants.

The social spaces and also common 
spaces all seem to be similar, if not equal, 
which is not surprising since hardly any 
diversity of social classes is discernible in 
the building. 

The typologies of spaces present are 
apartments, communal areas for the inha-
bitants, commercial areas, offices and the 
pathways. All of these are formed through 
the synergy of the structures and its vertical 
expansion. The communal areas for the 
inhabitants are placed between the apart-
ments, filling voids which were created by 
the placement of the apartments which 
essentially were concentrated on the outer 
shell of the structure since otherwise the 
terraces and green spaces could not be 
incorporated properly.

The 40 apartments included are, as said 
before, all utilized as social housing. The 
commercial space and offices form the 
base for the apartments and green spaces 
which make up the shape and look of the 
complex in general by dispersing themsel-
ves throughout the „skin“ of it, giving the 
complex its terraced facade with green 
spaces and spots incorporated everywhe-
re. 

The social spaces of the inhabitants are 
purely meant to be for them as they are 
interspersed between the apartments and 
because of that are not accessible for the 
public or semi-public which usually resi-
des in the commercial spaces and offices 
respectively which are placed below the 
apartment layers.
As far as we could discern, there is no real 
connection between the inhabitant-only so-
cial spaces and the commercial social spa-
ces below, besides them both belonging to 
the same typology of a social space. 

Img.4: Floor Plan showing the 
abstract apartments
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Img.5: Floor plan of eigth Floor
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Img.6: Spaces of Jeanne Hachette 52
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Img.1: Rooftop view from Block C1
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WOHNPARK
ALTERLAA
Wohnpark Alterlaa, situtated in Vienna is a massive complex designed by a consortium of 
architects lead by Harry Glück in the 1970s which presents a perfect example of a satelli-
te city within a city.

Alterlaa is one of Austrias largest housing 
complexes. With its unique design of single 
houses in the complex, which contains all 
the amenities and infrastructure to allow its 
residents to satisfy their day to day needs 
and errands without leaving the compound, 
it essentially forms a city within the city. 
The plans originated in the city‘s efforts of a 
southern expansion around the year 1970. 
Harry Glück then came together with two 
more firms to tackle this monumental idea.
Alterlaa lies in vienna‘s 23rd district, right 
on the border between Inzersdorf and Atz-
gersdorf. Block A is situated in Inzersdorf, 
whilst Atzgersdorf is home to Blocks B and 
C. Back when the project was initiated, this 
was one of the only viable spaces since the 
whole project totaled to a footprint of over 
240.000 square meters, in essence ma-
king it an extension of Viennas municipal 
Borders. 
Alterlaa was originally conceived to extend 
the number of affordable apartments in the 
municipality of Vienna, alongside the wish 
to purposefully fill up the free spaces within 
the municipality‘s borders and extend Vien-
na with representable projects. The apart-
ments are a well balanced mix between 
subsidized ones and privately rented or 
owned ones. 
Alterlaa originates from one of the most 
basic needs of every larger city to provide 
living space for as many people with a 

footprint as small as possible. Furthermore, 
it presents itself as a showcase project for 
satellite cities, which have been predomi-
nant in and around the 1970s.
Alterlaa is one of the largest projects of its 
time and stands as an example for new 
architectural development. Harry Glück was 
fortunate enough that the GESIBA left him 
enough freedom to develop a multifuncti-
onal, life encompassing project which was 
before, at this scale, only known theoreti-
cally. 
The project falls right in line with political 
structures and ideals of the time. The muni-
cipality required a large batch of subsidisa-
ble apartments and in general an increase 
of affordable, high quality apartments which 
were able to provide a living standard that 
could sustain itself far into the future. 
The Private investor „GESIBA“ (Gemein-
nützige Siedlungs- und Bauaktiengesell-
schaft) contracted Harry Glück, Hlawe-
niczka and Requat&Reinthaler in 1970 to 
develop a „Wohnpark“, which subsequently 
was built from 1973 until 1985. The majority 
of the apartments are on the regular public 
market to be rented by everyone, whilst a 
part of the total space available is reser-
ved for social housing. The allocation of 
the apartments is done via a ticket system 
developed by the city of Vienna to simplify 
and speed up the process for those most in 
need of affordable housing. 
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Alterlaa was designed as a so called Satel-
lite City, so it encompassed enough single 
typologies of housing/commercial/leisure 
to be able to function as a self sufficient 
structure. „Social“ is defined through the 
ever present and available functions the 
structure provides, be it the park, the faci-
lities for activities, the swimming pools, the 
school or any of the other manifold activi-
ties provided. All of those provide ample 
opportunity for the inhabitants to socialize 
and communally interact. 
Social spaces are very relevant since the 
structures are already set in a park to provi-
de the green infrastructure around to coun-
terbalance the concrete giants and provide 
the inhabitants with a counterpart to relax 
outside of the complexes and their grand 
supply of social spaces and possibilities for 
relaxation or exercise.
Most of the social spaces inside each of 
the living towers will probably be reserved 
for the inhabitants, but the park and the 
commercial area of the complex should be 

accessible for the public form the surroun-
ding neighborhoods since such a large a 
shopping area just for the inhabitants would 
never be economically viable. 
A total of 9000 people can be housed at 
Alterlaa in around 3200 apartments (Alt-er-
laa.at, n.d.). Those apartments are spread 
out over ten buildings in three rows which 
all sit in a large green area. Inhabitants can 
then mingle and interact through any of 
the provided social activities or commercial 
areas. Spacing or replicating the social 
activities throughout the whole complex 
also ensures that the single towers only 
form microcosms to some extent, enabling 
all inhabitants of each tower to interact if 
wanted.
In principle, the whole building is in a way 
open to every social class, be it as a visitor 
or tenant. Regarding the inhabitants of the 
complex one must distinguish between 
people that can simply afford an apart-
ment themselves and people that received 
a ticket to gain access to the city‘s own 

Img.2: Outdoor Area in the Kaufpark
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pool of available subsidized housing. We 
were unable to find out how the subsidized 
apartments are spread out throughout the 
complex, but it can be assumed that they 
are equally spaced out through all apart-
ment towers, further strengthening the 
theory that all buildings are open to every 
social class that can gain entry in one way 
or another.
No problems are currently known, although 
the whole complex had issues with outsi-
ders gaining access and causing problems 
before every building was equipped with a 
special electronic key system.
The inhabitants can meet and mingle 
throughout the whole complex, be it at the 
park, the various sports fields or the swim-
ming pools included in each building. Ho-
wever, the individual pools in each building 
might be accessible only for the inhabitants 
of that building so that the opportunity for 
social interaction with inhabitants of other 
buildings might be limited. In the same way 
the rooftop pools are accessible for everyo-

ne inside the building, not only a select few 
living right below them. 
The present typologies are circulation, 
communal, commercial, education and 
park. Those include a shopping center, 
health center, schools, kindergartens, 
playgrounds, tennis courts, green spaces 
comparable to a full-scale park, a diversi-
fied range of local recreation possibilities, 
the circulation, the apartments and admi-
nistrative units.
The shopping center is spread out over two 
buildings and multiple floors, one placed 
on the southern end of Block A, and the 
second placed between Block A and Block 
B. North of one Shopping area, placed bet-
ween the blocks, is a school with a sports 
hall nearby.
Due to the nature of the buildings sequenti-
al construction most of the common spaces 
are placed around both Block A and Block 
B, a church and a second tennis hall being 
the only added common spaces between 
Block B and Block C. Although the School 

Img.3: Spring in Alterlaa
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and kindergartens are not necessarily 
needed in such a complex, they still were 
planned and built alongside since the 
whole idea stemmed from the theory of 
the satellite city, meaning that it should be 
self-sufficient as far as possible and for this 
target, the youngest also had to be suffi-
ciently taken care of.
Within this project, the common spaces 
need to be differentiated into private and 
public ones. The private ones are only 
available for the inhabitants themselves 
whilst the public ones are available for 
everyone. The private common spaces 
are solemnly accessible if the person has 
a key to access the apartment houses or 
facilities.
In total there are five different typologies, 
Circulation, communal, commercial, Educa-
tion and the park. Besides the single apart-
ments, all areas and thereby typologies are 
in some way public, even if they may ap-
pear private. To an outsider, the apartment 
buildings might be private whilst the park 

and sports facilities are publicly accessible 
to them, but to an inhabitant of one of the 
towers, the tower itself suddenly becomes 
public too, whilst another tower might still 
remain private to them. So in a way, even 
if the intention was to build a community 
within the complex, every apartment tower 
remains its own little microcosm whilst 
forming a fluid border with the rest of the 
complex and its amenities. As we can see, 
each of the buildings has its own rooftop 
terrace with a pool. The gym and tennis 
halls are somewhat equally spaced too 
with a second tennis hall being a balancing 
addition. Of those spaces, every single one 
mentioned before can also act as a com-
mon space since in one way or another, 
they all provide opportunity to socialize.
Due to Alterlaa being so well connected 
into the public transport system and the 
close lying commercial space alongside the 
public park where the houses are set into, 
the environment around the project does 
bleed into the usually contained social 

Img.4: Overview 
of Alterlaa Complex
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space of the inhabitants. This is further 
amplified by the public school in the middle 
of the grounds where pupils from the neigh-
borhood of the Wohnpark receive their 
education, not only pupils that also live in 
Alterlaa. In essence it can be said that the 
environment around Alterlaa entered a sort 
of symbiotic relationship, profiting from all 

the public amenities included in the project. 
At the same time, not all social spaces are 
publicly accessible, improving the feeling of 
privacy within the massive, publicly infu-
sed project. The rooftop pools and other 
communal areas within the residential 
buildings for example, are only accessible 
for residents or at most their visitors. 

Img.5: Section of apartment building 59
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Img.3: Via West 57
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The third subset is that of commercialized 
living and how it is most remote from the 
classic idea of the social condenser, both in 
theory and time.

The first project included is the 8House in 
Copenhagen designed by the Bjarke Ingels 
Group (BIG). It still contains many traits 
of the classic social condenser, providing 
communal social activities and spaces, a 
cafe, shops and offices, although, in cont-
rast to the Narkonfin concept, inhabitants 
are free to use the facilities or not. One 
new factor which becomes evident is living 
in a complex as a status symbol. This is 
shown through the landmark status which 
the project currently holds and the prices 
per square meter to either buy or rent an 
apartment. Probably the most detrimental 
problem of the complex is its openness to 
the public. Although it is one of the most 
noticeable features of the building, the 
footpath winding around it gives the im-
pression of living in a goldfish bowl to some 
of the inhabitants since the public basically 
stands in their front garden and can look 
right into their apartment. Even though a 
necessity to ensure the continuity of the pu-
blic paths around the complex, the scale of 
public intrusion might be a bit over the top.

The second project is the Markthal in 
Rotterdam. This one is sort of an outlier 
when confronted with the ideals of the 
social condenser since it provides none of 
the basic necessities to act as one. Ins-
tead it essentially shows apartments and 
their inhabitants sheltering a public social 
space below them. The inhabitants do not 
have their own communal spaces, instead 
relying on the public space around and 
below them. Additionally to acting as a 
shelter, due to its unique design it became 
a landmark right in the city of Rotterdam. 
Furthermore it is proportionally the best evi-
dence for the intrusion and inclusion of the 
commercial space within a social conden-
ser-reminiscent structure. 

The third project is Via 57 West, again 
designed by BIG. Although more social and 
communal functions are included within to 
be used exclusively by the inhabitants, it 
probably is the best example of living com-
mercialized as and within a status symbol. 
The cheapest apartments start at several 
thousand dollars rent for a single bedroom, 
but next to the one of a kind placement and 
included facilities, compared to a „classic“ 
social condenser, it couldn‘t be further from 
the ideals. Instead it proposes a new form 
in our view, the socio-commercial conden-
ser.

COMMERCIALIZED 
LIVING & STATUS 
SYMBOL
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Img.1: 8House from the Field
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8 HOUSE
The 8 House is a project designed by BIG in 2006 under commission and built by 2009 in 
the suburb Orestadt in the city of copenhagen in Denmark. It marks his third large scale 
development in Copenhagen. The complex can be categorized as a mixed use building 
due to its multifaceted uses and presented typologies.

The project originated from the task of 
urban development in a new suburban 
area of Copenhagen. The client was the 
St. Frederikslund Holding, so in a way it 
is a mixture of both a political decision to 
further develop the urban areas of Copen-
hagen and the private endeavor to provide 
modern and unique living space in an 
exceptional house with a sensational mix 
of the view and the surrounding infrastruc-
ture. It works towards predominant political 
structures since it, as an example, provides 
affordable housing for young families in a 
perfect setting to raise children. Being right 
near the outskirts of town and adjacent to 
a natural reserve means little traffic and a 
lot of space for the children to roam and 
play in nature. The success of the project is 
in part owed to BIGs tactic of architectural 
alchemy, that is to mix traditional entities in 
novel ways, to create completely new and 
unusual appealing structures that still have 
a feeling of knowing them already, making 
them especially desired since they provide 
the perfect little bridge into the farther unk-
nown territories of housing and architecture 
in general.

It was commissioned by the St. Frede-
rikslund holding and Per Hopfner for an 
assumed price of 92,000,000€. The whole 
complex was built to either be rented out 
or sold, providing a surprisingly well scaled 

starting point for young families to invest 
into their own home.

The 8House has definitely earned a special 
status when it comes to the definition of 
„social“. When viewing the complex as a 
microcosm it functions well with an abun-
dance of opportunities for socialization, 
with a multitude of self-organized groups of 
varied interests and many integral oppor-
tunities which were put in place when the 
complex was erected. When viewing the 
definition of „social“ in coherence with the 
public, which can essentially flow freely 
throughout the complex, it becomes a who-
le new stage. The amount of access and 
insight which a visitor has into the lives of 
the inhabitants and their supposedly private 
apartments gives the impression that the 
inhabitants live in sort of a gigantic show 
house.

In addition to the facilities already given 
internally, inhabitants can use the surroun-
ding land or their self-organized groups 
to relate and socialize, providing a nearly 
endless amount of possibilities for internal 
get-togethers since the interests of indivi-
dual inhabitants might overlap in multiple 
instances, sharing their respective hobbies 
and bonding over them as a common de-
nominator. In an idealized state, this would 
lead to a tightly woven community that 
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could at some point be seen as socially 
independent from outside influences.

Social spaces are formed by two interior 
courtyards separated by the center of the 
complex which houses communal faci-
lities. At the same time a 9 meter wide 
pathway is carved through the center 
sector, connecting the two courtyards and 
enabling a path from the park to the water‘s 
edge, from east to west. Furthermore, the 
pathway connecting the whole structure 
acts not only as a connector for the apart-
ments and public or communal facilities but 
also as a continuous public path winding 
throughout the whole complex.

The relevance of common spaces for the 
project is very high. In a way, they form the 
backbone of the whole project. It thrives 
on creating a playful relationship between 
public areas and intimately private ones. 
Furthermore, according to inhabitants it 
feels more like living in a small community 

rather than a large complex with over 500 
apartments. The inhabitants of the complex 
have organized themselves in a way that 
they created photography clubs, have a 
workshop where people can let their creati-
vity roam, the smaller children can be taken 
care of in an in-house kindergarten, they 
have their own intranet with volunteer-han-
dymen that are available for smaller repairs 
and their communal social program entails 
many more group activities.

As an example for public access to social 
spaces, the footpath traverses the whole 
complex from ground to apex, making it 
a separate social space in addition to its 
function of pedestrian traffic. Inhabitants 
or outsiders might arrange to meet at one 
point to exercise or just for a stroll through 
the complex, enjoying not only the aura of 
the whole but also the views guaranteed 
by the unique arrangement of the single 
sections of the complex.

Img.2: 8House from the air
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All the communal departments have been 
centralized in the heart of the complex, for-
ming sort of a social tower and connector. 
One eye-catcher are the stairs in the tower, 
by crisscrossing the single programmatic 
layers and floors they form a fluid connec-
tion between the single entities. The tower 
contains among others a common area, 
a lounge area, kitchenettes and the guest 
apartments. The whole conglomeration 
spans from the basement to the rooftop 
garden. Furthermore, the communal acti-
vities provided have their own spaces or 
allocations spread throughout the complex.

One speciality of 8House is its capability 
to cater to all ages when it comes to social 
space. With the courtyards, the social to-
wer, the cafe, the pathway, the two plazas, 
the park nearby and the canal on the other 
side, the range of spaces given for various 
activities couldn‘t be broader. Preliminarily 
taking the theorey into account that older 
inhabitants prefer more defined spaces, 

such as parks, cafes, or lounges, and 
younger ones aren’t as picky, we can easily 
see that the complex caters to everyone.

Some of the given typologies of spaces 
are courtyards, public paths, kitchenettes, 
lounges, rooftop gardens, the cafe, the 
three plazas, the waterfront, the endless 
pathway, the apartments themselves and 
the small patios connected to each apart-
ment.

The whole complex encompasses 540 
apartments (Archello.com, 2010), roughly 
10,000 square meters of retail and offices, 
3,500 square meters for one courtyard, 
2,000 square meters for the other. The 
relationship of available, publicly accessible 
and inhabited space is one of a kind in this 
project. The open nature of the courtyards 
and pathways enables a fluid exchange 
of public and private areas. This goes as 
far as asking visitors to pertain to a certain 
timeframe each day whilst out on the pa-

Img.3: Paths in 8House
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thways and semi-private areas. One down-
side to the fluid borders of public areas is 
the opportunity for unwanted voyeurism 
since some of the apartments are well 
visible from the paths and public areas. On 
some days this means that you couldn‘t 
even eat your meals out on the provided 
patio since you basically have a steady 
stream of visitors passing right by your 
table. The balance of willingness to expose 
yourself and your private spaces and the 
demand for privacy shows as a hard issue, 
and no matter how amazing the building 
and location might be, living there doesn‘t 
seem to be for everyone. 

The complex is situated in the Amager 
West district on the outskirts of a newly de-
veloped zone, to the south a vast plain, the 
Naturcenter Amager borders to the com-
plex, bringing the factor of the grand views 
into perspective and also playing with the 
lowered corner of the structure. The only 
real border between the building and the 

plains is the canal, which also acts as a 
source of tranquility and cool air, additional-
ly giving the inhabitants of this section the 
feeling of being on a boat or lakeshore. 

The grand scale of the building, placing 
it right on the programmatic border of a 
single building or a city block, forced the 
given selection of space. Aside of it being a 
prime location with broad, unencumbered 
views, it was one of the only viable places 
of development for such a large project. In 
fact, it all started out as a brief to develop 
a city block, but BIG managed to create 
an intricate neighborhood that feels more 
like a tightly woven community than an 
anonymous concentration of houses or 
apartments. They were able to package 
the intimate feeling of a small apartment 
building and scale it to a whole city block, 
in essence creating a new typology of 
housing.

Img.4: Ground Floor of 8House
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As far as we could find out, all the apart-
ments in the 8 House are on the regular 
housing market, if one becomes available. 
No designated subsidized housing apart-
ments could be found. Furthermore, as far 
as we could identify them, there were no 
multitudes of social classes present since 
the investment to get settled into an apart-
ment there would be so large that it auto-
matically becomes unavailable for anybody 
requiring housing benefits or any other kind 
of subsidized living. 

The 8House falls right in line with the 
needs of Copenhagen, to provide a qualita-
tively high living space which coincidentally 

acts as an architectural landmark for the 
city. The complex reflects the high living 
standard which is present in Denmark. In 
essence the project is one of a kind becau-
se BIG managed to utilize the given space 
perfectly and implemented a modern and 
possibly pathbreaking architectural conglo-
meration of functions. 

This project gives an example of how even 
in a welfare state like Denmark there still 
is room for an architectural landmark for 
the well-off part of society which could not 
have been realized if subsidized housing 
for lower income groups would have been 
a prerogative. Thus it counteracts the idea 
of welfare.

Img.5: Section through South-East 
end of 8House 69
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Img.1: Mural inside Markthal
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MARKTHAL 
ROTTERDAM
Markthal Rotterdam is a unique building that, by sheltering a large market on its light floo-
ded insides, transforms  the mundane task of shopping into a special event. It was built 
by MVRDV in 2014.

The project essentially is built upon a mas-
sive social space. The apartment building 
spans above and around a market place. 
The social spaces on the ground floor 
and basement contain various shops and 
a daily restocked fresh produce market. 
The apartments are stacked on each long 
side of the market, ultimately closing the 
gap with the largest apartments that can 
entail up to 300 square meters of living 
space and very large rooftop terraces. One 
unique factor of the marketplace is the me-
thod of delivery, the trucks are sent under 
the complex offsite and bring their wares 
up via elevators, making the marketplace a 
very clean and pedestrian friendly space. 
Furthermore, the massive piece of artwork 
spanning the whole inner wall and ceiling 
makes it a surreal experience, along with 
the huge empty space above one‘s head 
when shopping. It measures about 11,000 
square meters and was designed and 
made by Arno Coenen.

Unlimited public access is available to 
markets and shops in underground levels 
and on the ground floor, since the private 
sectors only begin above the shop levels. 
The apartments are accessible through six 
flights of stairs and six elevators. Those 
elevators start out on the inner wall and 
due to the overall curved shape, end up on 
the outside wall.

This project shows a unique connection 
between social spaces and the building its-
elf, it is one of a kind. The apartments form 
an arch that spans the whole marketplace 
to shelter it from the elements. Besides 
the protective and circulative role, the 
apartments have no real connection to the 
public space under and inside the building. 

In this specific project, there is no real 
correlation between the age of inhabitants 
and how the social spaces are formed or 
used. This is in part due to the factor that 
the social spaces inside and below the buil-
ding are public spaces that house a market 
and various shops, meaning that there are 
social spaces but none specifically desig-
nated to just the inhabitants of the building. 
Additionally, due to the placement of the 
structure right in the city center, develop-
ment of additional large social areas for the 
inhabitants and public were not really an 
option. 
The different typologies of spaces in and 
around the building are the apartments, the 
circulation, the shops above and underg-
round, the market space in the center, and 
the plaza around the building.
The total available space of 100.000 
square meters is spaced out over 16 floors, 
four of those being subterranean. The 
subterranean floors provide the infrastruc-
ture for the market and shops, additionally 
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they house a parking garage with over 
1200 parking spaces. The infrastructure for 
deliveries had to be placed underground 
since the building above ground has no 
backside where deliveries could usually be 
taken without disturbing the visitors. The 
section of the building visible above ground 
measures 120 meters in length by 70 
meters in width by 40 meters in height. This 
relatively large footprint is a necessity due 
to the market being encased, the building 
making up the hull. Over half of the foot-
print is taken up by the market in its center, 
4,400 square meters out of a total of 8,400 
square meters. The apartment sector of the 
building contains a total of 228 units, 102 
of those being rental apartments and 126 
were for sale when the building opened. 
The range of available apartments started 
at 80 square meters and went up to 300 
square meters. The available typologies of 
apartments were equally diversified, ran-
ging from free layout lofts to multi-bedroom 
two-level apartments.

The project is situated right in the city 
center of Rotterdam. This location had a 
very restrictive effect on the development 
of space around the building, since there 
was just no room to create parks or play-
grounds. For the same reason, dedicated 
spaces for inhabitants could not be realized 
in the neighborhood. 
The idea behind the project was to provi-
de a novel landmark in the city center of 
Rotterdam which combined a multitude of 
functions right in one of the most historical 
parts of the town. Markthal Rotterdam pro-
vides a shelter for a new market near the 
largest weekly markets in the city, enlarging 
the offering of shopping opportunities by in-
cluding commercial spaces below the main 
floor where the market stalls are situated.
The need for a visibly appealing redensi-
fication of the city and in part the wish for 
a new landmark were two of the important 
factors that brought the project to life. In 
addition to providing more housing spa-
ce, the surrounding area also received a 

Img.2:Facade of Markthal
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rejuvenation and the Markthal was only the 
starting point. Using the attention and new 
status of the market, the weekly market 
surrounding it was also be refurbished in 
order to incorporate the Markthal seam-
lessly and provide a comfortable shopping 
experience and perfect interaction of the 
large market on the outside with the new 
attractions inside the building.
The municipality initiated a competition 
to redevelop the market area which was 
won by MVRDV in conjunction with Pro-
vast Developers. Essential requirements 
for the new complex were a cover for the 
market, redensification of the neighborhood 
and providing sufficient parking lots. The 
available budget amounted to 175,000,000 
€ which would be financed partly by sale 
and renting of apartments and commercial 
space. (Mvrdv.nl, 2018)
The social aspect of the building is sort of 
an outlier since the apartments only form 
the shell for the commercial space below. 
In essence, the social space inside and 

around the project provides ample oppor-
tunities to socialize. The special aspect is 
that the social spaces are not exclusive to 
the inhabitants of the building but rather 
completely public. 

As there are no social areas specific to the 
inhabitants of the building and three access 
shafts per side, the inhabitants might 
know their direct neighbors, but otherwise 
speculations can be made that the building 
is quite private in the sense that there is no 
larger community. 

The present typologies are the commer-
cial areas inside the building, the cafes 
and restaurants, the marketplace outside, 
the apartments and the surrounding open 
space. As mentioned before, the commu-
nal or social areas are majorly public since 
they present a large part of the general 
infrastructure of the project and area. The 
apartments are only accessible through the 

Img.3: Marketplace inside Markthal
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entrances on either side of the building, 
only connecting to the apartments themsel-
ves and below the surface to the parking 
space and private storage spaces. 

There are no private common spaces just 
for the inhabitants of the apartments. Ho-
wever, they can utilize the common spaces 
inside of the Markthal and around it just as 
much as the public. 

There probably is no great spread of diffe-
rent social classes inside the building since 
the apartments are either to be bought 
or rented, meaning that to live there, the 
inhabitants are all at least part of the same 
social class, we would dare say that they 
are all at least part of the middle class or 
the upper middle class since otherwise the 
cost of living in the apartments and right in 
the city would be unaffordable.

As far as it was discernible there are no 
apartments in the building that are current-

ly subsidized by the municipality. This is 
probably because the apartments need to 
either be sold or rented for the full price to 
make the building economically viable and 
no landlord wants tenants where the rent 
payments are a source of troubles or paid 
through other entities which might be cause 
for difficulties. 
Since there are not many different social 
classes present in the building and each 
apartment provides more or less its own 
small bubble where the neighbors might 
just infringe slightly, there probably is little 
space for points of contact between the in-
habitants. We would guess that the diversi-
ty of classes in this building complex is not 
very distinct.

Since this project has no defined social 
spaces just for the inhabitants, there are 
also no distinguishable social spaces for 
the different classes. Additionally, there is 
no real spread of different social classes in 
the building, since, as mentioned before, 

Img.4: Vertical Section of Markthal
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the cost of living there requires a certain 
income, so all of the inhabitants would at 
least ‚start out’ on basically the same class 
and maybe differentiate themselves into 
some higher classes.

There is no real significance in this rela-
tionship. The municipality sought a solu-
tion to a housing shortage in the city and 
wanted to develop a second space for 
the market which would be open all week. 
Furthermore they were required to shelter 
the new market since it was impossible to 
build a new open air market since the new 
European regulations prohibited fresh pro-
ducts to be sold outside when the structu-
res are newly erected.

Since the project was initiated by the mu-
nicipality of Rotterdam, it falls right in line 
with the predominant political structures 
at the time of construction. The result of 
redensification and renewal of the urban 

area was another desired outcome of the 
project, which it achieved without fail. 
The original and successful intention of the 
project was, as mentioned before, to reden-
sify and gentrify the place. By implementing 
the project in such a unique formation, the 
architects succeeded fully. The apartments 
form the wall and roof of the commercial 
space inside and below the building. One 
specific aspect why the project was and is 
so successful, is the fact that all deliveries 
for the commercial spaces happen sub-
terranean. In this way, the forecourt of the 
building and the surrounding area connec-
ting to the market become a purely pedest-
rian area, enhancing the quality of living in 
the building even more.

Img.5: Ground Floor of Markthal
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Img.1: Aerial View of W57
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VIA 57 WEST
Via 57 West is the first building of its kind, a Courtscraper, designed by BIG and comple-
ted in 2016. This kind of building is a mix of the american skyscraper and the european 
courtyard. Along with the unique form this enables a one of a kind view of the Hudson 
river and amount of sun-hours per day.

The common spaces are very relevant, 
although they do not promote fluid borders 
between the private and public areas as it 
was the case for another one of BIGs pro-
jects which we also analyzed, the 8House. 
W57 is more of a traditional apartment 
building, albeit with a never before seen 
design. Here the common and social spa-
ces given in the private area of the buil-
ding are still of importance to the general 
infrastructure of the house, but also aid its 
design and program more than presenting 
a necessity. The programmatic mix of a pe-
rimeter development and classic high rise 
provides the building with an ample space 
in the center that has been developed 
as a courtyard. Arranging amenities and 
social spaces around this courtyard simply 
presented the best space to do so, giving 
the user the impression of being at home 
in their own playroom adjoining to their gar-
den, instead of a possibly windowless room 
somewhere in the basement.

The social spaces are formed by and 
through the building, the most noticeable 
being the private courtyard in the center 
which fills the void in the building. On the 
ground and second floor, more social and 
communal spaces were added. Those 
manifest themselves through shops, res-
taurants, and on the second floor, further, 
private, amenities for the residents. Those 

are among others lounges, event spaces, a 
golf simulator, a small cinema, a swimming 
pool, basketball court, a gym, game rooms 
for various tabletop games, and are all ar-
ranged on the same level as the courtyard 
to create a strong connection.

The spaces given are, apart from the 
commercial units on the ground floor, all 
reserved for the residents. Due to the fact 
that the primary function of the complex is 
an apartment building, blending public and 
private spaces doesn‘t really appeal as a 
functionality. The only areas where the two 
mingle would be the lobby of the building or 
also the commercial spaces on the ground 
floor, where residents and visitors from 
outside will meet. 

The infrastructure around and under the 
complex is clearly separated from the 
actual apartments. The apartments begin 
on the third floor, right above the common 
spaces. The main and exclusive social spa-
ces are all concentrated around the second 
floor which also contains a courtyard mo-
deled after the theory of the Copenhagian 
Urban Oasis. Essentially it is a minuscule, 
private version of the central park.

In this project there is no real correlation 
of age and formation of the social spaces. 
The given spaces cater to all ages to a cer-
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about 3,000 square meters of retail space 
on the ground floor.

The building is situated on 635 W 57th 
street on Manhattan Island. Due to the spe-
cial design the inner courtyard opens up to-
wards the south, allowing as much light as 
possible to fall into the central garden and 
create unique views of the Hudson River.

The idea of Via W57th was to provide 
high quality housing in one of New York‘s 
premium spaces. All this was supposed 
to happen with the task at mind to create 
a new landmark which at the same time 
incorporates itself in the scenery of the 
skyscrapers without being too obnoxious or 
loud.

The first beginnings of the project lie further 
in the past. The owner of Durst and Fet-
ner Residential was in Copenhagen on a 
visit in the early 2000 when he met Bjarke 
Ingels. In early 2010 he commissioned 

tain extent, since different age groups tend 
to have widely varying interests. All the 
spaces are designed to be family friendly. 
The amenities are meant as a meeting 
point for families or people pursuing the 
same activities irrespective of age. 

The different typologies of given spaces 
are: the courtyard, the amenities that com-
prise lounges, event spaces, golf simulator, 
small cinema for the residents, a swimming 
pool, a basketball court, a gym and further 
rooms for exercise courses, game rooms 
for poker, ping pong, billiard and shuffle 
board. They are all arranged around the 
central courtyard, forming an intermediate 
zone between public spaces below and the 
private apartments above.

The building has a total floor space of 
about 77,000 square meters denoted for 
apartments. It contains 709 apartments 
in varying sizes and layouts, has a 2,000 
square meters of central courtyard and 

Img.2: View of Courtyard from Balcony
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BIG to mix up the stereotype layout of 
New York‘s housing typologies which he 
subsequently successfully managed by 
creating the „Courtscraper“, a mixture of 
the European courtyard and the American 
skyscraper. 

Via W57th was commissioned by a private 
firm and paid for in part by them and by in-
vestors. All apartments are either for rent or 
privately owned, the same as the commer-
cial space on the ground floor.  
The building, although a large part of it is 
private and purely available for the inhab-
itants and their visitors, still opens itself to 
the public on the ground floor with a restau-
rant, a cinema, retail stores and an abun-
dance of different commercial possibilities. 
Above the public space, in the private spa-
ce, the inhabitants have a plethora of activi-
ties on offer, ranging from a poker room to 
a small, private, cinema. Furthermore, they 
can also follow the want to physically exert 
themselves either by playing basketball or 

going for a dip in the communal pool. 
The inhabitants can use their own little park 
to socialize, they can use any of the mani-
fold opportunities given within the building 
or use the waterfront which is just on the 
other side of the street. Next to physically 
active spaces there also are game rooms, 
different lounges, a communal kitchen, 
so nearly every wish for activities can be 
catered to.  
In total there are four typologies represen-
ted in the building. Those are circulation, 
communal, commercial and park. One of 
the unique factors of this building is the 
incorporation of the small park in the midd-
le, which due to the special shape of the 
facade gets an abundance of sunlight and 
creates a small piece of heaven right next 
to one of the busiest streets in Manhattan. 
Incorporated in the park, which is a minia-
ture version of Central Park, are exercise 
areas so the inhabitants can play games or 
sports „out“ in the green whilst not leaving 
their building. 

Img.3: Game Room
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The communal space, along with the park, 
forms sort of a buffer between the private 
apartments and the public below. The lay-
out of the different spaces sort of forms an 
own communal ground floor for the com-
munity of the building, in essence forming a 
social microcosm within the city. 

There are no noticeably different social 
classes present in the building since it 
forms essentially a community of richer 
people due to the prices for an apartment, 
both either to rent or buy one. Current avai-
labilities put the cheapest offer at above 
$3,000 per month. This alone should be 
evidence enough to show that the building 
is reserved for the higher social classes of 
Manhattan. 

A small part of the apartments is available 
for subsidized housing. These apartments 
are allocated to applicants via a lottery. 
(Mairs, 2017)

In the US, or more specifically in Manhat-
tan, any project of a comparable size has 
a direct fast lane to becoming a landmark. 
BIG has managed exactly that. By bringing 
a fresh idea to the comparatively stale city 
of skyscrapers and incorporating their me-
thods of planning to the needs of the space 
they managed to create a new building 
typology and erect one of the most me-
morable new buildings of recent times. 
The concept of the building complies with 
the currently predominant political culture 
of the United States of America. Such a 
luxury apartment complex seems to be the 
epitome of „America First“ cast in concrete.  

The original intention of the complex was 

Img.4: Longitudinal Section
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to create another high-level habitat for New 
York and to provide a quality of life befitting 
to the upper social classes present on the 
island. Furthermore the intention of provi-
ding a landmark within the city was one of 
the targets.

Img.5: Cross 
Section 85
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~800 m²

~4.050 m²

~3.300 m²

~2.600 m²

~135

~1.200

~450 m²

Narkomfin Unité d‘Habitation
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~12.000 m²

~2.200 m²

~700

Habitat 67

Circulation
Community, Sports & Recreation
Commercial
Inhabitants

COMPARING THE 
CONDENSER
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~76.800 m²

~4.800 m²

~4.000

~120~250 m²

~6.900 m²

Barbican Estate Ivry-sur-Seine
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~30.900 m²

~47.700 m²

~18.400 m²

~9.000

Wohn- & Kaufpark Alterlaa

Circulation
Community, Sports & Recreation
Commercial
Inhabitants
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~8.900 m²

~550 m²

~5.800 m²

~130 m²

~1.200

8 House Markthal Rotterdam
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~11.100 m²

~5.800 m²

~3.900 m²

~11.600 m²

~1.750

~570

Via 57 West

Circulation
Community, Sports & Recreation
Commercial
Inhabitants
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This investigation about of the social con-
denser has shown a trend that commercial 
space gains more and more importance in 
the discussed buildings, sometimes even 
figuratively forming the foundation for their 
development to grow upon, as can be seen 
in the two projects of BIG which we evalua-
ted, the 8House and the Via 57 West. In 
general, the scale of the projects has cont-
inually grown throughout our case studies. 
We consider this one of the proofs of the 
changing focus on importance of different 
spaces and therefore the evolution of the 
social condenser to its present state.

In the subset of the experimental begin-
nings we can see that the social spaces 
are paramount in the designs of the three 
evaluated buildings. Those being the 
Narkomfin, the Unité d’Habitation and the 
Habitat 67. The only outlier in this group is 
the Unité D’Habitation. Here the typology 
of the commercial space arises for the first 
time by introducing a shopping gallery and 
an attached hotel. This has been an early 
indicator of the course of development 
future projects will take. 

The second set which presents the three 
case studies of the Barbican Estate, 
the Jeanne Hachette Complex and the 
Wohnpark Alterlaa. In these three we can 
observe a steady increase of importance 

of additional typologies of spaces, most 
prominently the commercial space. Exa-
mining the different projects, we can see 
that they have all incorporated the public 
to a large degree in order to attain their 
final monumental scale. The case study of 
Jean Hachette at Ivry-sur-Seine appears 
so much smaller since we only decided to 
focus on a section of the whole developed 
neighborhood.

he idea of commercialized living as a status 
symbol is the focus of the third set. Here 
we examined the 8House, the Markthal 
Rotterdam, and the Via 57 West. Within 
each of the three case studies, the living 
quarters are arranged in a way that they 
straddle the commercial areas, showing the 
connection to the public but at the same 
time segregating the living quarters of the 
inhabitants to provide enough privacy. The 
one outlier in this group of case studies is 
presented by the 8House. Here the public 
path which at the same time is the means 
of access the apartments, winds throug-
hout the whole complex. This element of 
design seems to be closely correlated with 
the culture of nordic countries. There, the 
right to roam is ingrained into the sub-
conscious of the people. This means that 
everybody has the right of access to the 
wilderness, so in essence the public path 
throughout the 8House represents a mo-

CONCLUSION
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dern adaptation of this entitlement. These 
three case studies depict a trend towards 
developing the social condenser in such a 
way that a balance between an individual’s 
need for privacy is achieved without exclu-
ding the public.

The trend of the commercial space pushing 
itself into the foreground has effectively 
shown itself throughout our projects. Com-
merce and individualization, along with the 
development of politics and people, have 
been some of the most decisive factors that 
give the development of the social con-
denser a new direction. This proposes that 
the theory of the social condenser should 
evolve further in conjunction with the de-
velopment of cultures and values within the 
country where the idea will be employed. 
In general terms, the modern proxies of 
the social condenser theory have already 
developed and been employed astray of 
the original idea. For this reason we believe 
that the new typologies reminiscent of the 
social condenser core values should recei-
ve a new label and definition, one possibili-
ty being the theory of the Socio-Commerci-
al Condenser.
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