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Distant Relatives, A Neighborhood Strategy - P. Bartuli

This work represents an attempt to imagine 
how an architectural project could help to face 
a challenge that many countries are called 
to nowadays; that of absorbing incoming 
flows of migrants, and providing them with a 
decent accommodation. The key intent of the 
reflection has been to switch the approach to 
this situation from an emergency facing one, 
into the development of long term dignified 
solutions that could bring benefit to all the 
subjects involved in similar scenarios. 

The main objective of this project is 
therefore to design a residential complex 
able to guarantee, to different groups of 
refugees, the particular quality of life that 
their delicate situation requires. This involves 
the arrangement of specific domestic 
layouts, the presence of special supporting 
facilities, and the accessibility of spaces that 
can permit, by getting in contact with the 
hosting community, to begin a new social 
establishment. The focus has been put on 
assembling a project that might represent 
a cultural and economical opportunity for a 
city to invest in. To do so, a model has been 
formulated, so to make the project replicable 
in other cities as well, in the perspective of a 
coordinated national strategy for a country’s 
cultural development.

Case studies have been of inspiration and 
guide, and have influenced several aspects 
of the internal organization of many spaces. 
Nonetheless, the overall set up of the 
projects has no precedents yet, and only 
a design statement could be taken as the 
final justification for the choices made. A 
certain conclusion is that the direction here 
investigated is worth to be pursued, not only 
for ethic reasons, which could be considered 
to be enough to do so, but also because 
of the hidden potential that the critical 
situation of migrants is actually offering to 
the countries receiving them. For this reason, 
this project wants to be of inspiration for 
similar reflections, which with an additional 
economical valuation, could get closer to an 
actual realization, and to set a real precedent 
for the solving of this complex problem.

Fig.01
commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Hendrick_van_
Cleve_III_(1525-1589)_-_
De_bouw_van_de_tor-
en_van_Babel_-_Kröller-
Müller_Museum_
Otter-
lo_23-08-2016_13-10-57.
JPG#file

                               Abstract

Fig. 01



Graduation Studio Building For The Masses - AY 2018/2019

4

When I decided to study architecture, it was 
on trust of the same sensation I would get 
when drawing something as a kid.  Sometimes 
I would do it with my eyes closed, to then 
look at the result and continue on whatever 
direction it would suggest me.

I started university with the same naivety, 
overlooking my father’s concerns about 
getting a satisfying job in the obstructed and 
corrupted building sector we have in Italy. 
He thought I should have chosen a different 
subject, let’s say to fantasize less, and go on 
a safer direction. We had some discussions, 
but from there on he only pushed me to do 
well and to finish my academic career abroad. 
Once, we were talking about applying for this 
graduation studio, and I am proud it was him 
to suggest me the interpetation of the theme 
that I finally carried out with this design.

The studio “Building for the masses” has 
been a nine months graduation project which 
theme was ‘buildings in cities where large 
groups of people congregate to interact with 
each other’. Starting questions were ‘what 
do these buildings represent?’ and ‘if they 
represent society, can they give identity to a 
city, or parts of it?’. 

The work started with a mapping and 
research phase of three months, which 
aim has been to group research precedent 
buildings around the world, ending with a 
visit to one of those in Europe. Following, 
through a design phase of six months, we 
individually designed an overall masterplan 
and a building for the masses, in a city and 
for a program of our choice. The class was 
composed by 12 students, tutored by David 
Gianotten (Tutor Leader), Maarten Willems 
and Sjef van Hoof. Together, they have 
been of extarordinary guidance. Stimulating 
self-criticism and team commitment, they 
motivated us to form the group that we are 
now, and for that I am sincerely grateful.

The starting point of this project is to consider, 
as ‘mass’, that of the people who are forced to 
leave their countries; which are one every two 
seconds [1]. A first concept was to imagine 
an intervention in the sphere of migrants’ 
interception in the sea. The idea was to 
design a huge platform which could move 
around those areas of the mediterranean sea 
that are mostly crossed by migration routes. 
This would have offered a safe harbour for 
the crowded ships to dock, and a place for 
migrants to stay while repartition through 
european countries could be arranged. 

Afterward, the challenge of designing for 
refugees’ inclusion in a hosting society 
was even more captivating to me, and the 
design turned on that direction. I chose to 
locate the project in Rome, because as it is 
my hometown, I am inspired by the idea of 
seeing a similar reality taking place there. 

I chose ‘Distant Relatives’ as a title because 
it suggests me something that I would 
like to remember more often than I usually 
do. That is the idea of a millions years old 
ancestry that makes us all distant members 
of the same family. I see it as the fundamental 
reason for helping each other, which should 
be the reason for a country to opens its 
borders to migrants. ‘Distant’ also applies for 
the kilometers that separate us from the war 
zones that the migrants are flying from; if they 
are family, their land is our home as well.

These months have been a a wonderful 
journey to me. Writing this book was an 
opportunity to give a clear structure to the 
steps I took, and make it possible for others 
to understand them as well. Through this  
experience I came to realize how a project 
can be a tool for investigation, a research 
method itself. I feel that my interest in the 
theoretical setting of an architectural project 
has grown, and that this is really not the end 
of my studying, but rather a new beginning.

[1] 

https://www.unhcr.org/
f igures-at-a-glance.
html

Preface
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Group Work

“Building for the 
masses is defined for this 
research as the activity of 
intentionally designing for 
a large amount of users, 
congregating at the same 
time and location, and 
engaging in similar behaviours.
The building allows each 
user to be influenced by 
the perception and the 
interaction with large 
numbers of people.” 

During a first phase of group 
research, we have formulated 
our own definition of the 
giving theme. Based on this, 
three categories of buildings 
for the mass were defined; 
those of the examples knew by 
the majority of people, those 
which importance is given 
by the city they are in, and 
the ‘hidden gems’, including 
ancient buildings as well as 
modern architectures that are 
not mainstream attractions. 
Sub-groups were formed 
based on each continent, and 
a total of fifty architectures 
were selected worldwide. One 
of those in Europe was to be 
chosen for a visit, and we took 
a trip to Istanbul to visit the 
Hagia Sophia Cathedral. 

The main conclusion has been 
that a fundamental change in 
function, and therefore in the 
reason for the congregation 
of people, is characterizing 
the development of this ar-
chitectural category, which 
along with cultural and reli-
gious functions, comprehends 
a growing number of commer-
cial buildings, oriented to the 
consumption of goods.

BUILDING

FOR

MASSES

verb noun

Intentionally made for

Made for the benefit of

Accidentally used by

For the collective image of

Designing is the first start of building

Defining by considering specific and real examples (inductive)

Large numbersof people
Congregation at the same time in the same place

At least sensory interaction

Homogeneous / Heterogeneous

Design is with intention

At least one common element

being users of the location

Crowd / Mass distinction

Physical congregation Metaphorical congregation

Virtuality

Designed Built

engaging in the similar behaviour(s)/activities

structure standing more or less permanently in one place (deductive)
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Nowadays nearly 75 millions people worldwide are in 
a condition of displacement, of which over 20 millions 
are refugees; numbers monitored by the United 
Nations, which recognizes the state of ‘refugee’ to 
those who seek international protection to escape the 
risk of persecution in their native countries. 

The actuality of the risk is evaluated by delegates of 
the UNHCR, the United Nations’ commission for the 
refugees, and depends on issues of race, religion, 
nationality, belonging to particular social groups or 
supporting particular political opinions; which can 
constitute a valid reason for asylum seekers to fear 
repatriation.

Asylum-seekers are those whose request has yet to be 
processed, and  amount to around one million people 
every year [1].

Internally displaced people are those who left their 
home to escape a danger, but have not crossed the 
borders. Although UNHCR’s original mandate does 
not cover intervention in this case, expertise is used to 
monitor and help their situation as well.

Returnees are those who fi nally go back home after 
a period of displacement. The UNHCR helds various 
programmes with the goal of assuring sustainable 
repatriations for returnees, both on large scale and on 
an individual level. 

The international legal defi nition of a stateless person 
is “a person who is not considered as a national by any 
State under the operation of its law” [2].
A person can be born in a similar situation, or either 
become stateless.
This can happen in several circumstances, including 
discrimination towards particular groups of people, on 
the basis for example of ethnicity, religion, or gender; 
the setting of new boundaries  or transfers of land 
between exhisting nations; or fl aws and gaps in a state’s 
law. Whatever the reason might be, statelessness is a 
most diffi cult condition for any person any part of the 
world.

Topic 

owadays nearly 75 millions people worldwide are in 
a condition of displacement, of which over 20 millions 

; numbers monitored by the United 
Nations, which recognizes the state of ‘refugee’ to 
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[1] - [2] - Fig. 01
https://www.unhcr.org/ph/
persons-concern-unhcr

Fig.02
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The focus has been on the Mediterranean Sea 
from the start, as it represents the mani entry to 
Europe for the migrants. Before choosing  Rome 
as location, the idea of designing a recepting 
project on the sea coast has also been considered. 
This would have taken place in one of the main 
european countries that face the sea, and are 
therefore mostly challenged in the accomodation 
of the asylum seekers that manage to reach them. 
The most diffi cult situation is happening in Greece,    

where a policy of containing migrants is a key part 
of a EU-Turkey agreement that was signed in 2016. 
This policy is basically trapping people in the camps, 
as their entry in the EU is a complicated procedure 
that takes years, and the infl ow of people has been 
decreasing only recently. As this are more political 
than architectural challenges, the project was fi nally 
imagined to take place in the inland of one of the 
mediterranean countries, involving those who have 
already obrained the refugee status.

The Mediterranean situation





Fig.03
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The condition of the refugees is mainly dealt 
with as one of emergency, resulting in the 
development of refugee camps structured 
so to provide the displaced people with the 
satisfaction of basic needs only; as shelter, 
food and water. 

Such a reality, which for most refugees ends 
to last the time of a generation, leaves literally 
no space for cultural interaction or societal 
establishment of individuals.

european parliament on October 2018 to 
publicly address the development of local 
projects and the support needed on EU 
level. Presenting their housing initiatives 
were present Startblok from Amsterdam, 
DAR=CASA from Milan, Sozialbau from 
Austria and GeWoBag from Berlin.
These european examples show a growing 
reality of sustainable approaches to the 
challenge of migrants’ accomodation.
Moreover, they offer a starting point for the 
design research, framing the intention of this 
work to be an inclusive housing project for 
refugees, happening at a European level.

- How could a project evolve further on the 
path of self-suffi ciency?

Some refugee housing projects succeed in 
creating a healthy einvironment for migrants 
and locals to coexist. But usually a larger scale 
integration happens outside the project, in 
the outern reality. 

Such model can be succesfull indeed. 
Although, it does not matter how inclusive 
can a hosting community be; from going to 
the grocery to participating in public events, 
from recieving an education to fi nding a job, 
the fi rst approach of a refugee person is likely 
to be that of an extraneous to an unknow 
reality. 

- What if all these aspects of social 
development were already available in the 
domestic environment of a refugee housing 
project? 

A similar project  could be structured as a 
temporary living solution for refugees’ fi rst 
approach to a foreign country, working as 
a mechanism that manages to introduce 
them in the community within short periods 
of time.This could be a way for the refugees 
to get used to a new lifestyle effi ciently and 
safely, before leaving and taking further steps 
in their new countries.

Fig. 03

https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=aMC3X-
z81Lvw

Fig. 04 

https://www.oxfam.
org/en/emergencies/
refugee-and-migrant-
crisis

What - A different kind of accomodation
 To fi gure better living conditions

This raises the question if architecture should 
appoint itself with the task of switching the 
approach to this problem from an emergency 
facing one, into the development of solutions 
that are capable to sustain a long term and 
dignifi ed conglomeration of people.

On the European level

The European Union’s Erasmus + programme 
is actually co-founding an international 
project about the production of inclusive 
urban spaces for refugees and forced 
migrants, named Designing Inclusion.  
A transnational seminar was held in the 
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- How could a project allow a self-sufficient   
process of social development, providing the 
refugees’ with a safe and efficient environment 
in which to feel part of a community? 

A neighborhood strategy is how this project 
means to achieve a similar goal, and has as 
primary concept that to consider interaction 
as the center of a vast range of activities, from 
the most basic ones, to the most complex 
processes of social establishment.

This is a further step for the design 
definition,  which on this basis intends to 
include spaces from the living, educational, 
sporting, cultural, working, amusement and 
commercial spheres. With this intent, the 
project assumes  at this point the character 
of a large scale intervention.

A similar setting aims to include the theme of 
refugee housing into the broader concept of 
an independent system, which alone would 
be able to offer all the services that together 
could define a community in its essence; a 
sort of small city within the city.

A fundamental aspect would be the inclusion 
of local residents in the project, in order to 
garantee that diversity that would charcterise 
refugees’ further experiences in the hosting 
countries. 

The reason for this approach is that refugees  
are generally in delicate psychological 
conditions whenever they make their first 
settlment in a new environment. Especially 
considering cultural differences that are most 
likely to be present between migrants and 
locals, integration in a whole new society can 
be a really difficult process. 

The aim of this strategy is therefore to offer 
a context in which integration can happen 
on a broad range of levels, and within the 
boundaries of the project.

This does not mean that all of the refugees 
would need a particular level of protection 
to be considered when designing for them. 
Rather that the objective is to conceieve a 
solution that is capable to safeguard the 
entire complexity of the cases it refers to.

- How could a project evolve further on the 
path of integration?

Some refugee housing projecs succeed 
to create a bond with the sorrounding 
community, as public events like meetings, 
lectures, or culinary initiavites can help to 
bring in people from outside and engage in 
social relationships.

Although, on a broader scale, these realities 
cannnot help to stay islands in the larger 
urban context that they fit into. 

- How could a project avoid to remain a 
detached situation, and become part of the 
urban environment that surrounds it?

Fig. 05

www.urbantransfor-
m a t i o n s . o x . a c . u k /
wp-content/uploads/
i S t o c k - 6 0 4 3 5 6 2 7 6 -
e 1 5 5 3 1 8 8 8 8 2 3 9 3 -
768x327.jpg

Fig. 06

tdh-europe.org/files/
images/romania_psy-
chosocial_blaise-ko-
rmann_2012_Or ig i -
nal_138666.jpg

How: a neighborhood strategy
 To achieve self-sufficiency, and foster a sense of belonging 
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Up to this point of the reflection, this 
project has been defined like a large scale 
intervention, in which a broad variety of 
program guarantees the fundamentals for 
a social establishment and interaction to 
happen. 

The reason for this is to nourish a strong 
sense of community within the domestic 
environment already, and to prevent the 
refugees from striving to fit in society 
mechanisms often too distant to not become 
obstacles to their integration.

A further design definition is now needed and 
is that of having a strong public character.
This is to avoid a separation between the 
project and its context, and to favor a large 
scale inclusion through the built environment 
itself, instead of relying solely on burocracy 
and on the good will of people.

The project will therefore be developed as 
a public space first, possibly including wide 
green areas and gathering spaces, allowing 
the refugees to ‘host’ a large variety of locals.
The public will be then considered as a 
subject as well together with the locals and 
the refugees living in the complex. 

Meeting spaces will have to be considered 
as the cores of the development, and to be 
arranged as diversely as possible, so to grant
a vast range of different groups to be 
interacting. 

A public character would also give the 
opportunity to include tertiary services, which 
the refugees might find a first employment in 
the running of. From maintaining the green 
areas, to work in a shop or a cafe, to hold a 
music lesson, many would be the chances for 
the refugees to earn some money and to get 
a working position in the community.

How: 
choosing a focal node of a city

To expose the project, and benefit 
from an existing urban setting

Positioning in the urban context would be an 
essential factor for the successful outcome of 
a similar project. 

In order to be able to attract large groups 
of people from the surrounding areas, the 
location is intended to be positioned in a 
central area of its city, possibly in the proximity 
of other points of attraction. The project 
could then be working as a connective piece 
of the urban tissue, by offering its public 
ground as a key element of the area’s general 
functioning.

Connecting to the urban surrounding would 
expose the project, and amplify its relevance 
through the experience of large numbers 
of people. This is meant to enhance the 
social issues that the intervention would be 
addressing. Also, it would mean to take the 
chance of considering cultural diversity as 
a trait capable of bringing as much social 
well being and satisfaction, as other kind 
of programs have already proven to do. 
Therefore, something that is worth to invest 
economical resources in. 

Fig. 07

h t t p s : / / w w w .
y a h o o . c o m / n e w s /
immigration-rally-nyc-
mark-world-slideshow-
w p - 1 3 0 5 4 1 4 4 2 /
photo-p-protester-
y e l l s - h o m e m a d e -
m e g a p h o n e -
photo-130541984.html

What - A strong public character
 To avoid segregation from the rest of the city

2
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A further ambition for this design is to 
become a reference point in the developing 
fi eld of the refugees’ accomodation projects.
Moreover, to establish a model for a country’s 
approach to the matter at a national level.

Imagining a government that considers 
granting accomodation and integration for 
refugees as fundamental rights they have, as 
well as a cultural opportunity to invest in, this 
project aims to set a repeatable formula for 
such an investment to be developed on.

Almost like bricks co-operating to make a 
structure, similar projects are imagined to 
build an effi cient reception system by taking 
place on a national level.
 
This could be possible only with a clear 
strategy, which up to this point of the 
refl ection, has defi ned the project as:

- a large scale intervention, in which a 
broad variety of program guarantees the 
fundamentals for a social establishment 
and interaction to happen
- working as a connective piece of the urban 
tissue, by offering its public ground as a key 
element of an area’s general functioning.

Which further trait would complete the 
project’s defi nition, so to make it possible for 
a model to be formulated?

Education is thought to be key tool bringing 
the project together, and connecting it to the 
broader net of similar projects at a national 
level. The term is here intended to have 
several implications.

On the widest acception of it, education is 
meant as an instrument to interpret reality. 
Also, a reciprocal education happens 
when sharing those interpretations by 
communicating through similar languages. In 
the fi rst place, communication simply happens 
through the presence of the other, and from 
the mere intention of, hopefully, co-existing 
peacefully. This kind of mutual education can 
be said to be happening in every space of the 
project; whenever different people play, seat, 
walk, garden, sport or engage in any kind of 
inter-relation.

On a narrower level, education is meant as 
knowhow, and the learning of it.
In this case, manufacturing workshops of any 
kind, from wood to ceramic, from painting 
to cooking, can bring people together and 
stimulate them to engage in sharing cultural 
differences and profi t from them.

More specifi cally, the project is meant to 
incorporate academic facilities regarding 
social disciplines; like political sciences and 
sociology. This decision aims in the fi rst 
place to include local students as a young 
and open minded group that can play a 
decisive role for the success of the project.
Also, it intends to offer a space for refugees 
to attend language and professional courses, 
as well as to continue the academic careers 
that many of them interrupted when they had 
to leave their countries. 

Furthermore, a space for youngest children 
education will be implemented, as a place 
where they can grow intellectually, and meet 
with children  from the hosting community 
through local after school programmes.

How: 
with a strong focus on education

To ground on culture

Fig. 08

https://sales.sthelens.
a c . u k / p r o d u c t s /
i n t r o d u c t i o n - t o -
bricklaying

Fig. 09

h t t p : / / w w w .
refugeedreamcenter.
o r g / r d c _ y o u t h -
p e e r - e d u c a t i o n -
class_2017_008/

 What - A reference model
 To set the base for a cooperation on a national level

3

Fig. 08
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The country where the project is imagined 
to happen is Italy, which together with Spain 
and Greece directly faces the in-flow of 
migrants from the mediterrenean sea, and 
is in the delicate position of having no land 
borders to close as ‘solution’ to control the 
migration flows.

So a comprehension of the italian refugee 
reception system has been the first step to 
develop a project as grounded as possible 
in the conditions of the reality it imagines to 
be a part of.

In Italy, after the first reception happening 
through hotspots on the coast, refugees 
should be sent to the so called SPRAR 
structures, which are capillary diffused in the 
territory, and are meant to offer the conditions 
for the refugees’ integration within society.

These are thought to have small density of 
refugees each, and often happen to work 
through local family units hosting one or two 
individuals.

What happens is that the SPRAR system 
itself works efficiently, but as it demands a 
voluntary participation, many municipalities 
do not engage in it, and the in-flow of 
refugees makes an extraordinary solution 
necessary.

So the CAS structures have taken place, 
which are meant to work as a secondary 
reception, complementary of services such 
as legal and social guidance and support, 
but in reality work as concentrated centers 
too crowded to permit an integration of any 
kind.

  

105 cities take part in the SPRAR system, 
which at the end of 2017 had reached the 
capacity of 36.995 places, and accomodated 
776 refugees in the same year. [1]

For many of those municipalities refusing to 
collaborate with the SPRAR system, a switch 
of mentality seems unlikely to happen in 
the next future. Still, the successful stories 
are numerous, and encourage to discuss on 
how could the system evolve to become as 
efficient as possible, and overcome its own 
limitations.

Fig. 10

https : //www. lenius .
i t / s i s t e m a - d i -
a c c o g l i e n z a - d e i -
migranti-in-italia/

Where - In Italy
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The site is located in the 
northern part of Rome, along 
the old Via Flaminia starting 
from Piazza del Popolo. This 
area was reclaimed in 1905, 
to give space to industrial 
settlments. 

In 1911, in the occasion of 
the International Exposition, 
the area assumed a cutural 
and recreational character; at 
this stage, an hippodrome, a 
national stadium, and various 
art galleries and pavillions 
were built. 

When the fi rst world war burst, 
the area, and particularly 
the project’s plot, assumed 
a military character, and the 
barracks that were built for 
that purpose are still present 
today; mainly abandoned, and 
partly used as police stations. 

With the Olympic Games of 
1960, the P.L. Nervi’s Stadio 
Flaminio and Palazzetto 
Dello Sport  were built, which 
athough are currently not well 
maintained, are now two of 
the fi ve relevant architectures 
surrounding the plot.

In 2000 the Auditorium by R. 
Piano was built, completing the 
layout of the Music Park on the 
east side of Via Flaminia, which 
had, as a masterplan, the idea 
to be relating to the project’s 
plot and the Mancini square 
further north of it, through 
pedestrian connections. 

The MAXXI museum by Z. 
Hadid, and the pedestrian 
Music Bridge at the western 
side of the area were opened 
in 2010 and 2011, as important 
integrations of the original 
masterplan.

Where - Rome, in The Flaminio quarter
2
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Fig. 11

https://modulo.net/
it/realizzazioni/ponte-
della-musica

Fig. 12

h t t p s : / / d e a r c h i -
w o r l d . w o r d p r e s s .
c o m / 2 0 1 3 / 0 2 / 2 2 /
maxxi-national-muse-
um-of-the-21st-centu-
ry-arts-zaha-hadid/

Fig. 13

https://www.maxxi.art/
events/alla-scoperta-
di-pier-luigi-nervi-2/

Fig. 14

https://www.maxxi.art/
events/alla-scoperta-
di-pier-luigi-nervi-2/

Fig. 15

h t t p s : / / w w w .
a r c h i p o r t a l e . c o m /
n e w s / 2 0 1 8 / 0 8 /
architettura/stadio-
f l a m i n i o - s o t t o -
tutela_65415_3.html

Fig. 11 Fig. 12
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Who - focusing on youths

[1] 

https://www.unicef .
org/eca/emergencies/
latest-statistics-and-
graphics-refugee-and-
migrant-children

Fig. 16

www.unhcr.org/news/
u n h c r- c a l l s - u s 2 1 0 -
m i l l i o n - a d d r e s s -
deaths-abuses-central-
western-mediterranean

The main focus of the project will be on 
young refugees, considered under three 
groups. 

One is that of unaccompained refugee kids 
between the age of 4 and 15 years old. 

Between January and December 2018, 
30.000 children arrived in Greece, Bulgaria, 
Italy and Spain; of these, 12.700 (the 42%) 
were unaccompained [1].  

The second group is that of refugee family 
units with children between 0 and 12 years 
old. This includes families who travelled 
together, as well as those reunited after 
unaccompained children were granted the 
right to be reached by close family members. 

The third group is that of young refugees 
between the age of 17 and 21/23 years 
old, who are in the condition of students, 
and want to start or continue an accademic 
career. These are thought to be living with 
local students from the hosting community, 
which are the first group of locals. 

The second group of locals is that of the 
residents, for which a traditional housing 
approach will be taken, with a percentage of 
social housing.

Fig. 17

https://www.globalcit-
izen.org/en/content/
i ta l ian-school - forc-
e s - r e f u g e e - k i d s -
t o - u s e - s e p a r a t e /

Fig. 16
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Concepts                        &                 Research  Questions

As such a large scale intervention has not  a precedent 
which involves both locals and a particular group as 
the refugees are, this question could not be answered 
by any reference study, and has therefore been further 
investigated through a design statement. 

To conclude the research phase, will be presented 
three case studies that helped answering these kind 
of sub-questions:

1)

-  Is it reasonable to imagine the refugees youths to 
be living together with local students?
-   Is integration possible between them?
-  Would the presence of the University be a driving 
factor for the success of the project?

2)

- Is it reasonable to imagine the refugee families 
integrating with the local families?
- What designing approach could help them to build 
a relationship?

3)

- What kind of activities can help the refugee children 
to alleviate their trauma?
- What kind of care taking should be provided to 
them?
- How can a connection between them and the local 
community be built?
- What kind of pedagogical approach should be 
applied for their educational programme?

Ultimately, In the perspective of the studio’s theme, a broader question is asked to the design:

The answer, in my opinion, is yes. Following the overall definition of the project, given in the conclusion page of 
this research phase, a more extensive reasoning is presented.

If a building for the masses could be said to represent society, would this project contribute
 to the identity of Rome, or at least to that of the Flaminio quarter?
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Case Studies
At the end of 2017, the european 
organisations Eurochild and  SOS Children’s 
Villages International, have published an 
overview of 16 projects, ran by some of their 
members and partners in 12 countries across 
Europe, to illustrate their contribution to the 
protection of children’s rights. 

The resulting document was called “Let 
Children Be Children - Lessons from the Field 
on the Protection and Integration of Refugee 
and Migrant Children in Europe ”, and has 
offered this project a valuable guide to orient 
the target of subjects involved and to benefit 
from the report of direct experiences.

The starting point of this analysis and 
reflection was the UNCRC, and the 
UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care 
of Children, which aim to strengthen 
the implementation of the UNCRC 
specifically for children without, or at 
risk of losing, parental care. They were 
formally welcomed by the UN General 
Assembly in 2009 to address the specific 
gaps in the implementation of the 
Convention for this group of children.

The 16 case studies offer lessons from 
the ground on how services can ensure 
refugee and migrant children get the 
necessary protection and individualised 
support. They help gather learnings from 
interventions where the mainstream 
child protection services can provide 
quality family and community-based 
care to respond to the specific needs 
of refugee and migrant children, and 
identify outstanding challenges and 
gaps. 

This publication is meant to be a useful 
resource to: 
a) share practices and learning 
opportunities at local level 
b) support (sub-)national and EU 
level advocacy in the field of refugee 
and migrant children for collective 
influencing 
c) inform and promote a stronger rights-
based approach to the EU’s migration 
agenda. 

This publication also aims to be a helpful 
tool to offer advice to policy makers on 
the investment priorities and long-term 
benefits of realising the rights of every 
child for society as a whole. [1] 

[1] - Fig. 18

h t t p s : / / w w w .
e u r o c h i l d . o r g /
fileadmin/public/05_
L i b r a r y / T h e m a t i c _
priorities/06_Children_
in_Alternative_Care/
E u r o c h i l d / L e t _
Children_be_Children_
FINAL.pdf
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[1] Semi-independent living for children in Austria
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[1] Centre for asylum-seeking families with children in Italy
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Happy Nest: an afterschool programme for children in reception centres [1] 

Fig. 18
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Conclusions
The analysis of case studies has shown that:
 

- The sharing of living and studying facilities 
between refugee youths and local students 
is possible, and integration can happen.

-   As long as assistance is provided, an 
independent living can be arranged for 
them.

- Shared facilities can help the refugee 
family units to establish a relationship with 
local families.

- It is important to design spaces for both 
group activities and meetings for them, and 
for the accomodation of the staff members 
that will also sleep in the complex.

- It is important to design spaces for 
manufacturing, playing, and sporting 
facilities for the refugee kids to use and 
share with the local kids.

- A pedagocial approach that treats them 
as active participants to the organisation of 
the daily routines, can help to establish a 
relation of trust between them and the care 
takers.

As result of the research phase, the project 
has been finally defined as:

- A large scale intervention, in which a 
broad variety of program guarantees the 
fundamentals for a social establishment 
and interaction to happen.

- Working as a connective piece of the 
urban tissue, by offering its public ground 
as a key element of an area’s general 
functioning.

- Focused on education on different 
level; from workshops, to academic 
facilities, to youngest children education 
programmes.

- Taking place in Italy, as part of its s.p.r.a.r. 
reception system. Most precisely in the 
Flaminio quarter in Rome, where a large 
site now occupied by abandoned military 
barracks. Several relevant architecture 
sorround the plot, and are already part of 
a masterplan of pedestrian green areas 
that has not yet been realized, but was 
taken as the starting point for the final 
design.

Following from the consideration that any 
building represents somehow the society that 
produced it, I think that what changes from 
case to case is the extent of the ‘picture’ that 
a building takes, on society.  It is not of my 
competence to say if the picture this project 
took is well done, but I think it definitely has 
two sides. One is stained with blood, as it could 
not have been conceived without the horrifying 
facts that made it necessary. On the other, what 
it wants to achieve is a radiant image, a peaceful 
shot. Unfortunately, it is hard to imagine Italy 
investing resources on a similar project, due 
to its political degeneration, as well as to the 
ignorance that dominates the general opinion. 
Nonetheless, if this project could actually 
become reality, I like to think it would have 
a positive resonance, especially because of 
the uniqueness of the chosen location. Being 
sorrounded by beautiful architectures, with 
two of them belonging to the cultural spheres 
of music and contemporary art, an additional 
focus on education would make the area an 
hotspot of social encounter that has not equals 
in Rome. In addition to the social relevance of 
the project’s inclusive intentions, this would 
certainly characterize the quarter’s identity, and 
presumabely that of the whole city. 

Fig. 19

Domenico Gradito 
in front of his tailor 
shop in Lygon Street, 
Carlton, Australia - 
https://www.sbs.com.
a u / y o u r l a n g u a g e /
g a l l e r y / i t a l i a n -
migrants-australian-
fashion?language=it
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Also, we Italians have migration well present in 
our identity already, even if we seem to have 
forgotten it.

Fig. 19
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Fig. 20

ht tps : / / roma.cor r i -
ere . i t /not i z ie/cron-
aca/15_gennaio_14/
al-via-bando-riqual-
ificare-l-ex-caserma-
guido-reni-6d29c52a-
9 b f c - 1 1 e 4 - 9 6 e 6 -
24b467c58d7f.shtml

Fig. 21

https://issuu.com/elia-
grion/docs/relazione_
tesi_issuu

Fig. 20
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The masterplan of the project is based on the existing one 
developed by the architect Renzo Piano in the occasion 
of his work for the Auditorium. The layout of the area 
responds to a past municipality intention to create a car 
free cultural park that would include functions of art, sport, 
and music. In this perspective, a pedestrian bridge was built 
on the Tiber, at the start of the main direction of the future 
park. The masterplan imagines the plot to be developed 
around a main square, deriving from the extension of the 
MAXXI’s existing one, once the street separating the two 
point would be closed. This was the starting point for this 
project as well, which includes, connected to the square, 
the function of City of Science; also present in the original 
development vision.

Fig. 21
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Design Statement



Distant Relatives, A Neighborhood Strategy - P. Bartuli

is placed as the heart of the complex. This choice 
wants to create a democratic space where the focus 
is a centric one, as well as to attract the families from 
around the project, and make the essence of this part 
of the design to be a cheerful one. The residential 
area will include sporting facilities as well, intended as 
connected to the body and its resting, as also the living 
facilities and the relaxing green areas are. Services will 
also be arranged here, including shops, restaurants 
and bars. A lowered square intends to be the meeting 
point for all the groups to gather, and wants to host 
a space where music, theatre and ballet classrooms 
can result in shows and performances where the 
public can also participate as audience. From here, 
a ‘quiet space’ is accesible. This underground room 
wants to be in particular condition of illumination, so 
to achieve an atmoshpere that can help people to 
reach relaxation, and maybe refugees to alleviate their 
trauma.

The second goal is to connect the residential area to 
the cutural one, which is centred on the main square, 
as well as functionally related to the other cultural areas 
of the masterplan; and has therefore the most inflow 
of public. The function that will be working as a direct 
connection between the two is that of the workshops. 
This is intended as the space for locals and public to 
meet in the carrying out manufacturing activities, as 
well as the building bringing the public close to the 
green area of the residential part, and inviting them 
to use it. On the other hand, the university is the main 
building of the cultural area, a choiche that aims to 
include locals in the main pubic part of the project as 
well.

The main research question asks ‘what is the best 
organisation for a large site, in order to obtain 
a neighboorhood like community, and promote 
inclusion?’. The design approach here illustrated wants 
to achieve two goals in order to realize this objective. 

One, is to consider the residential functions as an 
organism on its own, which means to communicate a 
sense of protection to the users, and make them benefit 
from a partial introversion of the complex. In order to 
do this, the residential area will be developed as a 
continuous yet permeable membrane that sorrounds a 
main green space, at the center of which, the playground





final design
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all the public services of the ground floor, 
like gym facilities, restaurants, shops 
and bars, which all develop on an upper 
system of mezzanines as well. 

In contrast with the rational principle of 
the buildings’ organization, the outdoor 
area wants to be an understandable yet 
autonomous space. Its aim is to have the 
organic character of a natural landscape, 
and the elements through which it 
develops are those of the ‘path’, the 
‘vegetation’ (plants and trees), and the 
‘seating’. To foster a natural aesthetic, 
seats are thought to be fiberglass objects 
resembling stones of different dimensions; 
some would be smaller and suitable to 
seat in pairs, while others would be bigger, 
and would offer a more playful way to seat 
for people. The lighting is thought to be 
mainly functioning with lamps positioned 
on the trees themselves, so to introduce 
as less artificial elements as possible. To 
enhance the theme of the ‘direction’, 
characterizing the element of the paths, 
these are thought to be highlighted by a 
neon line running on their centerlines.

The residential complex is conceived 
as one system, working as a membrane 
developed around a main free space. 

The formal principle is that of a rhythmic 
repetition of slabs. With varying paces 
and heights, these define the volumes 
of the different functions. On the ground 
level, each slab stands on arches, another 
main formal character of the project, 
which aim is to recall the architectural 
tradition of Rome. In another reference to 
the ancient architecture of the city, each 
slab is cladded with roman bricks. Not all 
the slabs’ have the same rhythm of arches, 
a choice that wants to achieve a vibrant 
space; also emphasized by the few curves 
that the direction of the system takes. The 
overall intention of the approach is to 
obtain a project that refers to its historical 
context, but also takes advantage of the 
diversity of its program, so to give an 
always changing experience even within a 
seemingly repetitive layout. 

The arches are seven meters high, and 
host - along with the residential entrances 
- 

Fig. 22

https://mookafurniture.
com/

Fig. 23

Google earth V 7.2. 
(September 08, 2018). 
Rome, Italy.
41° 55’ 43.81”N, 12° 27’ 
59.62”E, Eye alt 360m.
h t t p : / / w w w. e a r t h .
google.com [October 
30, 2019].
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Therefore, each ‘petal’ is though to 
be covered with a plastic film in which 
photovoltaic cells are embedded. This 
would not stop light from passing through, 
but would - hypothetically - absorb 
enough of it to sustain its own energy 
use by night. The inner structure of this 
object is a radial set of steel pillars. Each 
of them holds a steal beam, that together 
carry the concrete petals. The round plan 
of the playground works with two ramps 
converging at the center, and giving a 
continuity of space that can be ran in 
loop. One ramp is dedicated to the most 
energetic activities as sliding, climbing 
or swinging. The other one dedicated to 
a more relaxed use, and offers different 
textures and materials to be experienced, 
as sand pools or water ponds to play 
with. At the center, the radial pillars are 
embedded in a tower like structure that 
offers the opportunity to climb inside 
of it and to play on nets hanging on 
different levels, where a top view of the 
surroundings can also be taken.

Along the outdoor circulation of the 
residential complex, two main architectural 
objects take place; both intended as ludic 
spots where people can pause and meet, 
surrounded by the green. 

The first of the two is imagined as a 
‘playground for adults’. Here a cupola 
covers a round piece of ground slightly 
raised from the rest, where cooking 
facilities are offered, as well as a ping 
pong table, and normal tables where to 
eat, chat, or play any game. 

The second one is the main playground, 
intended for children of different ages. 
This wants to be the heart of the project. 
Here kids can recreate through play, 
and people can regenerate by standing 
by for a while and enjoy the aesthetic 
quality of the object. In fact its structures 
is designed with a flower like shape, in 
which translucent concrete ‘petals’ aim 
to offer a partial shading and covering, as 
well as a captivating light effect. As the 
real trees, this structure is also thought 
to give lighting in the late hours, and it is 
imagined to be doing so self-sufficiently. 
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The main square results from the extension 
of the existing one of the Zaha Hadid’s 
MAXXI. This is organized with an organic 
layout of paths and gravel and cement 
areas that suddenly stops on the gate 
marking the boundary with the adjacent 
road. Imagining to realize the original 
masterplan of the area, and to transform 
the road in a pedestrian route, it almost 
looks like the organism of that square 
was waiting to continue its development 
outside of the gate. This fascination 
inspired the approach to the extension of 
the square, which takes a similar approach 
of routing and areas layout, and tries to 
give completion to the existing space. 

Defining the communal character of the 
new square, a symbolic sculpture wants 
to act as monument and landmark for the 
most public space of the project. With the 
intent to represent the idea of ‘balance’, 
the sculpture puts different rocks on top 
each other, like the similar composition 
that can be found next to rivers or on 
mountain tracks. In a bigger scale, the 
sculpture is here ten meters high. A bit 
lowered in the ground, it stand on water, 
and wants to be a peaceful object which 
people can seat around and stop for a 
while.

Fig. 23 
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Each side of their block hosts a common bed room which 
develops around a gathering point, in a camping like 
disposition. Here, the ceiling has a transparent portion 
that vertically connects the bedrooms, and aims to give 
a felling of company through a continuos skylight.

On the first level, the refugee residential blocks share 
the floor, where common space for each group is 
provided, as well as common services like laundry, first 
aid, consultancy offices, and dining room. Where this 
floor meets with the existing pavilions, which host the 
workshops and the city of science on the ground floor, 
the actual contact between the private space of the 
refugees and two main public functions of the project 
happen. Above the workshops, the shared floor hosts 
cooking facilities where public classrooms can take 
place, with the opportunity for the refugees and the 
public to meet in the activity of preparing food, and 
to share their culinary culture. Dining space is also 
provided here. Above the city of science, the floor hosts 
a learning environment for children, where refugee and 
local kids can meet in after school programs and learn 
together.

The local social housing part of residences is organized 
with three to four people apartments served by 
galleries. Each apartment faces the entrance with a 
semi-open living space, where hosting guests can take 
advantage of the additional space of the gallery as well, 
and interaction with neighbors can happen. Local high-
end apartments take place in the two corner towers of 
the system. Because of their radial disposition, these 
are the only residential blocks where vertical circulation 
does not happen through the distributive element of a 
double slab. Here, two apartments each floor are served 
by stairs and elevators positioned at the corner.

The students’ housing is organized with two apartments 
each floor, with six rooms available overall, and a shared 
balcony where each pair of groups can meet and dine 
together. 

A similar layout hosts the refugee family units, who are 
also settled in two groups each floor, with the opportunity 
to meet in the outdoor space of the balcony. Refugee 
kids are though to be living in two groups of four kids, 
sharing a double apartment where one care taker also 
sleeps. 

UPPER FLOOR PLANS
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Fig. 24

http://lutzhaufschild.
com/Details.cfm?Pro-
d ID=1262&catego-
ry=67

Fig. 25

h t t p s : / / w w w .
rockwel lsheet .com/
r e s i z e d _ i m a g e s /
p roduc t s - l a rge -38 -
image.jpg

Panels made of glass bars, covering 
the space between the arches

Plycarbonate façade 
of the sport fields
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Fig. 26

https://www.core77.
c o m / p o s t s / 1 6 5 6 2 /
Transparent-concrete-
and-cement-at-World-
Expo

Fig. 27

h t t p s : / / w w w .
i m p r e s e d i l i n e w s .
i t / f i l es /2018/04/D_
Prenestino_030.jpg

Translucent concrete of the 
playground roof

Plycarbonate façade 
of the sport fields
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Fig. 28

h t t p s : / / w w w. t e c h -
ni-glassinc.com/indus-
tries/greenhouses/

Fig. 29

https://www.arubacon-
structionandroofing.
com/wp-content/up-
loads/2016/10/met-
al-roof.jpg

Glass façade of the greenhouse Steel roof of the the pavilions 
outdoor spaces
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A break in the residential complex 
becomes at the same time a 
connective point between the 
two main groups of residents, the 
refugees and the locals. Here, 
a lowered square continues the 
outline of the complex, and 
connects the two parts by a gradual 
approach to its lowest portion. This 
square is covered with brick arches 
disposed longitudinally, recalling 
the rhythm of the slabs of the rest of 
the complex. Metal cables are held 
between the arches, and sustain 
plants offering shading underneath. 
On one side, descending happens 
through terraces which host a ballet 
and music school below them, 
where refugees and locals can take 
classes together. On the other side, 
descending seats can be used by 
the public to stay and enjoy the 
atmosphere of the square, or, in 
special occasions, performances 
offered by the students of the music 
and ballet school. In this case, the 
center of the square would be used 
as stage.

Accessible from the lowered square, 
an underground room develops 
beside it. Measuring thirty meters 
by twelve, and seven meters high, 
this room is intended to be of 
flexible use. Having a particular 
light condition, enhanced by a play 
of mirrors that aims to give the 
impression of an infinite space, its 
main function would be that of a 
therapeutic room where people can 
seat with given movable furniture 
and relax in quiet. Also, it could 
be used for events of any kind, like 
musical plays, performances from 
the adjacent school, or expositions 
of other artists’ work.

THE LOWERED SQUARE



Distant Relatives, A Neighborhood Strategy - P. Bartuli

1

2

3

4

Refceltive metal panels

Mirror

1

2

3

4

Wooden partition coated with textile 

Sound absorbing cavity 

A-A’ - 1:500

B-B’ - 1:200

A

B

B’

A’

THE LOWERED SQUARE







Graduation Studio Building For The Masses - AY 2018/2019

110

Conclusions
In my opinion, a first conclusion that 
seems to be possible after completing the 
project, is that a domestic environment 
can be achieved also on a large scale 
public intervention. The effort has been 
put on designing a residential complex 
well connected to its public context, yet 
with a certain degree of intimacy, and the 
project might finally present a reasonable 
balance between public and the private 
space, as well as a fluid transition 
between the two. These characters could 
make the refugees to experience their 
temporary home gradually, and facilitate 
their integration in the community. The 
final result of the design is an attempt to 
answer the research question, that asks 
what is the best organization for a similar 
project to work efficiently. Overall, I was not 
disappointed by the conceptual setting of 
the intervention, and I am persuaded that it 
might constitute a valid answer. 

The chosen site is certainly a special one, 
as it is part of an area of huge cultural 
potential, in a central neighborhood of 
a big city. This made an ideal set for the 
project, and characterized it with a certain 
specificity, which, in the perspective of a 
diffused reception system, makes it more 
an exception than a standard. Nonetheless, 
the same conditions of the chosen spot 
made it possible to stress the significant 
aspects of the approach, which if further 
developed could result successful on 
different scales of application as well. 

Generally, I am convinced that a similar 
reflection is worth to be taken, as whatever 
conclusion it lead to, it most likely would 
sharpen one’s opinion about a complex 
topic as this is. I am glad to have taken this 
path, and I feel like I have learned many 
things. Most of all, I see that my idea of 
architecture has gained a broader view. 
Rather than being something oriented 
to a final result solely, I understood the 
importance of the developing process as 
a fertile ground, where the result can be 
constantly  redefined and definitely found. 
This excites me, and makes me look at my 
coming professional experience with trust 
in the satisfaction that I can get from it. 
The idea of using architecture as a tool to 
learn,  and to communicate creatively with 
the people I will be working with, gives me 
the feeling that this is really what I want to 
invest my future in.

Finally, I would like to greet a few people. 
First of all, I want to say thanks to the group: 
Giorgia, Mark, Vincent, Ha, Laura, Lien, 
Christian, Paulina, Tiziano, and Mandy, it 
has been good fun. A profound thank you 
to the tutors, David, Maarten, and Sjef, I 
have learned so much from your guidance, 
that working with you is alone worth the 
effort of leaving my hometown to study 
abroad. 

Thanks to my parents, who love me 
and supported me even when I was not 
making it easy, I love you too. Thank you 
Francesca and Maria, my sisters, who are 
both a beautiful inspiration to me. Thank 
you Federica, Daria, Zoe, Valerio, Marco, 
Giacomo and Renato, with who we support 
each other in these foreign lands. 

Thanks to all the rest of my family, to all my 
friends, and finally, to the readers who got 
till here.
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