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This graduation thesis explicitly deals with the relation 
between architecture and city in general and the Milanese 
twentieth century apartment building and its relation to its 
urban condition in particular. From the collective research 
within the Milano Centrale graduation studio, the beginning 
of the twentieth century emerged as a crucial period in 
which Milan acquired the urban characteristic that form 
the basis for the metropolis we find today. In this individual 
continuation of the collective research, the combination 
of political, economic, social and cultural shifts that took 
place in that period is set as a framework for understanding 
the development of a new form of residential architecture 
in Milan: the urban apartment building (chapter I and II). 
This thesis has raised the question how in Milan the relation 
between this new typology and the morphology of the city 
occurs, assuming that this can provide a viable base for the 
further development of the Milanese urban condition, as 
well as make a meaningful contribution to the ever-ongoing 
debate on the relationship between architecture and city. 
The conclusion drawn from the architectural historical 
research of chapter I and II is that the twentieth century 
Milanese apartment building has developed into great 
architectural and stylistic diversity under a Milanese School 
of architects. A direct, constant series of typological 
features, however, does not occur, although it must be 
noted that all examples of these ‘stacked dwellings’ for the 

Keywords: dwelling, urban condition, urban apartment 
building, intermediate scale, Milan, twentieth century urban 
architecture.

urban bourgeoisie delicately balance between the scale 
of the individual apartment and the representativeness 
of the type towards the city. Chapter III, consequently, 
tries to understand the way the Milanese urban apartment 
building mediates between the scale of the city, the 
building and the single dwelling from a more generic point 
of view. The typomorphological research method is used 
to define the generative characteristics of this relationship 
(type - morphology) that serve as the basis for the design 
experiment. An important conclusion of this chapter is that 
the urban apartment building in Milan possesses a certain 
‘intermediate scale’: a series of architectural treatments in 
the building’s composition, its facades and its corners that 
mediate between the scale of the dwelling, the scale of the 
complex and the urban condition. In a fictional design brief, 
chapter V aims to demonstrate how this definition of scales 
in the urban residential architecture of Milan can serve as 
a basis for the design of an urban carré, a Casa Urbana. 
Prior to this, chapter IV adds a basis for the design of the 
individual dwelling based on a brief background in dwelling 
cultures and Giò Ponti’s La Casa all’Italiana. Chapter VI, 
as a conclusion, concisely reflects upon the results of the 
design experiment and considers the relationship between 
architecture and the city, as it appears in the Milanese 
apartment building, as a model in a broader debate on 
urban architecture in Europe.

Abstract





This thesis has been completed within the chair of 
Rational Architecture (RA) at the Faculty of Architecture 
of the Eindhoven University of Technology, and that 
is not by accident. I would like to use this preface to 
briefly explain why. The RA chair aims to respond to the 
current architectural discourse by concentrating on the 
development of traditions and continuities within the built 
(urban) environment.1 The German language is able to 
summarize this complex task in one word: weiterbauen. 
As former French and Italian typomorphological schools 
have already recognized, the concept of type, or typology, 
is of central importance in the continuity of architectural 
and urban design and research. The precise study of the 
formal and material characteristics of a certain typology 
and its relationship to the (urban) spatial context is, in 
my opinion, an essential competence that every architect 
who builds in the European city should possess. With this 
graduation thesis within the chair of Rational Architecture, 
I have consciously aimed to develop the skills necessary 
within this competence and I see the results and lessons of 
the past year as the start of my further development as an 
architect within this scope.

In his review of Franz Hessel’s Spazieren in Berlin, 
German philosopher Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) makes 
a distinction between studieren and lernen. ‘Anyone can 
study’, he argues, ‘but learning is something that you can 
only do if you are there for the duration.’2 In other words, 
‘to study’ a city is to take it as an object to be analysed, 

‘to learn’ would be to become transformed by experience: 
Erfahrung. This implies a clear relationship with the idea 
of the flâneur, a motive of growing intensity throughout 
Benjamin’s career. Although the three-month period was 
too short for the true erfahren, this graduation studio gave 
me the opportunity to become part of its own subject: the 
city of Milan. I believe I can state that I have ‘studied’ and 
‘learned’, analysed and strolled, and want to mention here 
that this has enriched my learning process in a special way.

Enrichment also came, be it of a different kind, from 
the people that have guided and surrounded me in the past 
year. I would like to express my gratitude to my graduation 
committee: professor Christian Rapp, Haike Apelt and 
Wouter Hilhorst, for their inspiring critics and the fruitful 
discussions we have had. To the international partners of 
the studio: professoressa Raffaella Neri of the Politecnico 
di Milano and professor Uwe Schröder, Frank Tebroke 
and the participating students of the RWTH Aachen. To 
my fellow students, who also became roommates. And of 
course to my parents, sister and friends, without whose 
support and sharpness I could not have written this thesis. 

Finally, I would like to dedicate this work to both my 
grandmother and my grandfather, who could not see it 
being finalized.

Author’s preface

1.
As can be read on the introduction webpage 
of the chair of Rational Architecture, 
Eindhoven University of Technology.

2.  
Published as Die Wiederkehr des Flaneurs 
and translated as The Return of the Flâneur, 
in Selected Writings. Volume II (Cambridge: 
Harvard, 1999). p. 262-267.
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The European city is one of mankind’s largest 
collective endeavours and required an enormous amount 
of time, negotiations and consensus to reach its current 
state of being. Today, it demonstrates the coexistence 
of different layers of history and therewith embodies a 
level of continuity. It is at the same time coherent and 
varied, permanent and adaptable, specific and generic. 
By means of certain open-endedness, it possesses the 
potential to continuously be shaped and altered under 
influence of ever-changing societal, political and economic 
circumstances. The city’s built form therefore cannot be 
understood without a thorough understanding of these 
circumstances throughout history.3 When building or 
designing in the European City, this understanding is 
crucial in order to – as a final goal – distil the (spatial) 
qualities that determine it and preserve or continue them in 
contemporary design challenges.  

The Milano Centrale graduation studio has positioned 
itself in this debate with the city of Milan as its main 
subject. The collective research, which resulted in an 
atlas, aimed to define the spatial characteristic of Milan 
by studying its origins and development over time. The 
focus is on the city centre and not on the generic tissue 
in the periphery. In order to analyse the historical and 
existing built production, the typomorphological research 
method has been used. In this, the origin of the urban 
form and its transformation through time, the morphology, 
were studied in relation to the framework of social and 
cultural backgrounds in which they were established. With 
this knowledge, the research into the Milanese spatial 
characteristic has continued on the scale of the building 
(the architectural space), the ensemble of buildings (the 
urban space) and the urban fragment (the urban spatial 
sequence). The most important conclusion from this study 
is that the metropolitan spatial character of Milan as we 

find it today arose in a relatively short period of its history: 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. What these 
spatial characteristic actually imply and how they initiated 
this individual research, is best explained by means of a 
concrete situation: the title picture of this introductory 
chapter (page 10).4 This image, in my opinion, is typical for 
Milan for a number of reasons:

1. We see a collection of buildings that 
accommodate a mixture of functions and (more 
importantly) together define the public space. This 
public space acts as a ‘room’ in the city, a public 
extension of the private domain. As a pedestrian, 
one always approaches this room from the 
sidewalk, so that the urban space unfolds to the 
‘flâneur’ in a coulisse-like manner.

2. The fabric is readable as made up out of individual 
buildings, with their individual architectural 
expression. All buildings, however, show similar 
architectonic elements in their façades. They 
exist besides each other as brothers, despite 
the fact that they were built in different periods 
of the city’s history. We see buildings from the 
nineteenth century, the interwar- and post-war 
period: Milan’s most important developmental 
stages.

3. The recurrence of similar elements in the façade 
compositions is no coincidence. They are 
ornaments that are omnipresent in the Milanese 
streetscape: balconies, bay windows, vertical 
window openings with decorative frames around 
them and the cornices that finish the buildings in a 
beautiful way.

4. Materiality and colour: above the high plinths in 
stone is a colour palette in a multitude of soft, 
pastel shades of patchwork, tiles, natural stone or 

Milano Centrale

The perception of a coherent heterogeneity
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brick. 
5. The urban greenery, which is experienced in the 

public realm of Milan on the roofs and balconies of 
the buildings (as seen in the centre of the picture) 
or in the gardens visible to the city when building 
blocks are not completely enclosed.

6. The use of public space. In an almost coincidental, 
unplanned and frivolous way, the sidewalks 
(which are wide enough!) are appropriated by 
Milanese inhabitants and shop-/restaurant 
owners. Although efficiency dominates - from the 
traffic signs to street lighting - chaos never takes 
control. 

These factors together determine a heterogeneous 
and layered cityscape in Milan, which at the same time 
possesses a strong notion of coherence and consistency. 
It is this seemingly paradoxical perception of a coherent 
heterogeneity that I felt was worth elaborating upon in 
the individual phase of the research. Because the urban 
apartment building, given its majority in the built landscape, 
plays a major role in the creation of this typical Milanese 
urban condition, I found starting points to conduct a 
research into the relationship between the Milanese early 
twentieth century urban apartment building as a type and 
the urban condition in Milan’s city centre.

There are many colleague students who have also 
studied the development of a contemporary residential 
architecture in other cities – Amsterdam, Munich, Antwerp 
– based on the typology of the urban dwelling for the 
bourgeoisie. My research starts partly from a similar 
hypothesis, namely that:

The typology of the urban apartment building 
and its relation to the urban condition provide a 
fruitful base to strengthen the highly dense and urban 
characteristics in the city centre in a contemporary 
design exercise.

Throughout the process of this research, moreover, a 
second hypothesis emerged:

Milanese architecture - the apartment building 
in specific - mediates between the scale of the city 
and the individual dwelling. Through a definition of 
this relation, we could learn something from the built 
fabric of the city that could be attended more actively 
in the ever on-going debate on the relation between 
architecture and the city. 

So instead of implementing or applying new theories 
into the Milanese fabric, this second hypothesis assumes 
that we could extract something from it: a lesson, a 
relation, a model even, focused in the case of this research 
on the relation between dwelling and the urban condition. 
This directly underlines the possible relevance of this 
research in a wider context. 

1.
Kostof, S. (1991). The City Shaped, Urban 
Patterns and Meanings Through History. 
London: Thames & Hudson. 

2.
Those who have studied the Milanese 
post-war architecture of Mario Asnago and 
Claudio Vender might recognize this scene as 
a photograph by Hélène Binet on the cover 
of a recent publication by Adam Caruso and 
Helen Thomas. Although Milan is full of scenes 
that embody the same kind of ‘coherent 
heterogeinity’, I could not do different but 
to conclude that miss. Binet had already 

captured the best shot. A shot that I could 
only imitate.
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From this twofold hypothesis (page 13), the following 
research question came forward:

How can the relation between the early twentieth 
century apartment building and the urban condition in 
Milan’s city centre be defined and employed today to 
strengthen the dense and highly urban characteristics 
of the city’s fabric?

The purpose of the research is to rationally define 
the urban potential of the Milanese apartment building, in 
order to demonstrate this definition in a fictitious design 
experiment – defined by the author of this thesis – and to 
consider it in the debate about architecture and the city in 
general.

To achieve this, the main research question has been 
divided in a number of sub questions:

1. What are the societal conditions within which the 
urban apartment building found its introduction 
into the Milanese city centre? 

2. How has the Milanese urban apartment building 
developed architectonically over the course of the 
twentieth century?

3. How can we rationally define the acquired 
architectonic characteristics and their relation to 
the city’s morphology?

4. How can the formulated definition of the relation 
between the apartment building and the urban 
condition be employed and applied? 

5. Can we consider the Milanese apartment building 
and its relation to the urban condition as a model 
for an architecture with a fundamental urban 
character?

(Ad 1.) Chapter I outlines, through historical research, 
the framework of social and morphological transformations 
of Milan between roughly 1880 and 1970, in which the urban 
dwelling has emerged as a new typology. (Ad. 2) Within this 
framework of societal transitions, chapter II chronologically 
elaborates on the development of the Milanese urban 
apartment building through an architectural analysis of 
four paradigmatic twentieth century case studies. (Ad. 3) 
From a more generic perspective, chapter III employs the 
typomorphological research method in order to rationally 
define the architectural characteristics in relation to 
the city’s morphology. Chapter IV, as a sidestep, shortly 
elaborates on the backgrounds of the culture of dwelling 
within the Milanese bourgeois apartment. (Ad. 4) In chapter 
V, the urban potential of the Milanese apartment building 
will be demonstrated in a fictive design experiment based 
on the conclusions of the previous chapters. (Ad. 5) 
Chapter VI, to conclude, will reflect upon the results of the 
previous chapter(s) and will consider the demonstrated 
potential of the Milanese apartment building as a model in 
the wider discussion on the relation between architecture 
and the city (• fig 0.01).

Theoretical framework

Note: all drawings of existing buildings 
are reconstructions, primarily based on 
material from the Lombard Cultural Heritage 
Portal (Lombardia Beni Culturali) and the 
Ordine degli Architetti Pianificatori Paesaggisti 
and Conservatoire della Provincia di Milano, 
supplemented by drawn information in literary 
sources and personal observations on location. 
All drawings and images in this thesis have 
been created by the author unless stated 
differently.





During the nineteenth century, Milan was an important, 
but relatively modest city in terms of size and (international) 
economic importance compared to other Italian cities. This 
position started to change with the turn of the twentieth 
century. In this chapter, a concise historic survey is conducted 
into the political, economical, demographical, societal 
and cultural developments in this period in relation to the 
morphological transformation of Milan into a metropolitan 
city. It aims to address the first of five sub questions brought 
forward in the introduction: to identify the framework of 
social circumstances within which the rise of a new residential 
typology in Milan has occurred. As concluded from the collective 
research in the atlas, this period of urban transformations in 
Milan dates back to the Napoleonic rule and culminated by the 
end of the 1960s. Its most intensive period concerns the early 
and mid-twentieth century, which by the interruption of the 
Second World War and its effects is divided into two distinct 
phases: the interwar period and the post-war reconstruction. 

Chapter I

La Città Moderna

The Rise of a Metropolitan Scale in Milan



18

1.01
Riot in the Galleria by futurist painter 
Umberto Boccioni (1909).
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I. La Città Moderna

Long before the start of the twentieth century, Milan’s 
pivotal position between northern Europe and the Italian 
peninsula provided its status of financial and economic 
centre.1 After Napoleon had seized power over the city 
between 1796 and 1814 to crown it capital of the Kingdom 
of Italy, a period of political turmoil broke out, in which 
the various Italian city states attempted to unite into a 
new nation. This unification period is referred to as the 
Risorgimento. During that period, Milan - in the shadow 
of rapidly changing capitals (resp.) Turin, Florence and 
Rome - benefited more from its geographically favourable 
trading position. Foreign investors and businessmen laid 
the foundations for a new economy, making the city a 
vibrant commercial and industrial centre in the short 
period between the Unification (1870) and the turn of the 
century. Whereas the textile industry used to predominate, 
mechanical and chemical industries now took over. Milan 
saw her population more than tripled by 240.000 inhabitants 
in 1860 to over 800.000 in 1920.2

The emergence of this new capitalist-oriented 
economy is perhaps the most important momentum 
in Milan’s history, giving rise to profound social and 
morphological transformations. The compact fabric of the 
nineteenth century city did not provide space for factories, 
banks, department stores and stations as symbols of this 
new economy, nor could it accommodate the growing 
population numbers. Despite widespread efforts – welfare 
programs, a municipal housing program (1905) and attempts 
to improve the public transport network – Milan also faced 
the dark side of its reputation as a modern and industrial 

economy and at some point seemed unable to cope with 
the effects of its own prosperity.3 Especially among the 
working class, who were driven to the periphery of the 
city and lived in poor conditions, this led to revolts and 
demonstrations. The painting Riot in the Galleria (1909) 
of Futuristic artist Umberto Boccioni shows how even the 
most prestigious public areas of the city became subject to 
public unrest (• fig 1.01).

‘Fascism had its origins on the streets of Milan,’ is 
what architectural historian Lucy Maulsby concludes 
in her recent publication on the role of fascism in the 
emergence of modern Milan.4 And indeed; from the various 
social inequalities known in Milan at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, an opposition led by Benito Mussolini 
(1883-1945) arose. After founding his own newspaper (Il 
Popolo d’Italia), Mussolini achieved great successes during 
the general elections with his Fasci di Combattimento 
(fascist movement) in 1921.5 Subsequently, Mussolini 
established his movement in the National Fascist Party, 
with which he constructed several Case del Fascio (Fascist 
Headquarters) in Milan and surrounding areas. When on the 
first of August 1922, the opposing Socialist and Communist 
Movements organized various strikes and demonstrations 
throughout Milan, Mussolini’s reaction is often regarded 
the ‘triumph’ of the Fascist counter-movement: the 
demonstrations were slandered with violence by Fascist 
troops and the socialists were banned from Milan. In times 
of persistent national turmoil, these admonishing actions 
finally even triggered King Vittorio Emanuelle III to proclaim 
Mussolini as prime minister of Italy in 1922.

1.1 Fascism and the birth of a new economy

1.
Maulsby, L. M. (2014). Milan in Context. In: 
Fascism, Architecture, and the Claiming of 
Modern Milan, 1920-1943 (pp. 12–38). Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press.

2.
Maulsby, 2014. With 240.000 inhabitants 
around 1860, Milan was the second city of 
Italy until the end of the nineteenth century 
(behind Naples with 417.000 inhabitants). 
In a demographic respect, 1860 Milan was 
comparable to contemporary cities like 
Amsterdam, Brussels, Glasgow and Lisbon. 

3. 
Maulsby, 2014. The municipal housing program 
included the founding of ICP (Istituto per le 
Case Popolare), which was Milan’s first public 
housing institution that argued for low-
density residential quarters for the working 
classes based on garden city models.

4.
Maulsby, 2014.

5.
Maulsby, 2014.



1.03
Piano Regolatore Generale for Milan by 
Cesare Beruto (1884).

1.02
Giuseppe Mengoni’s masterplan for the 
geometrically shaped Piazza del Duomo 
and Piazza alla Scala, connected by the 
Galleria Vittorio Emanuelle II (1862-
1878).
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I. La Città Moderna

Characteristic for the European city in general is that 
its morphological developments are often directly related 
to political, economical and social influences.6 In Milan 
too, it did not last long before a response to the social 
tensions as mentioned in paragraph 1.1 emerged. Whereas 
until the end of the nineteenth century the city had never 
known a general expansion plan, the awareness of the 
need for a rational organisation of new urban expansions 
now acknowledged urban planning as a true discipline. 
In 1884, even before the Fascist regime seized power, 
engineer Cesare Beruto (1835-1915) was commissioned 
to develop Milan’s first Piano Regolatore.7 His task was 
to systematically accommodate the convergence of new 
inhabitants. Shortly before, Giuseppe Mengoni had already 
demonstrated around Piazza del Duomo that it was 
possible to acquire a metropolitan scale by means of urban 
and architectural resources (• fig. 1.02). For the construction 
of Mengoni’s masterplan - that also included the Galleria 
Vittorio Emanuele II and was carried out between 1862 
and 1878 – large parts of the buildings around the 
previous, irregularly shaped version of the piazza had to 
be demolished to make way for a geometrically shaped 
square with colonnades and expensive shops. While in 
various other Italian cities, the geometrically shaped public 
space had already made its entry during the Renaissance, 
such projects were unseen in Milan until the nineteenth 
century.8 The construction of a new public transport 
system, several train stations, the Politecnico di Milano as 
the city’s first university and various museums for public 
arts and technology contributed to the modern industrial 
and commercial character of the city compared to other 
Italian cities.9

So, when Beruto began his Piano Regolatore, the 
newly completed Piazza del Duomo was the symbolic and 
monumental city centre. The surrounding, dense urban 
fabric dates back to the Middle Ages and has remained 
fairly compact since the time of the sixteenth century 
Spanish fortifications. Inspired by the cosmopolitan 
aspirations witnessed around the Piazza del Duomo, 
Beruto sought to reconcile the existing Stadtkörper with 
the requirements of a modern metropolis.10 The plan, 
finally approved in 1889, introduces a new, comprehensive 
scale, representative of a new totality (• fig 1.03). It mainly 

focuses on the street network and hygienic facilities as a 
counterpart to the medieval centre. Building blocks were 
shaped after this primary network of almost Haussmann-
like boulevards and long, monumental axes. With the street 
network as a first priority, Beruto managed to establish a 
‘matrix’ for the growth of the city in the coming century. 
Due to the radial, monocentric layout of the plan, the former 
Spanish fortifications - similar to Vienna’s Ringstraße – 
turned into a traffic boulevard, which has kept the contours 
of the fortifications visible in Milan’s morphology until 
today. With this, Beruto’s Piano Regolatore became the 
first manifestation of large-scale rational city planning 
in Milan, contradictory to the spontaneous, small-scale 
and unplanned expansions before. Born in response to 
the critical circumstances of that time, urbanization in 
Milan mainly took her place as a discipline of the engineer, 
focusing on the technical aspects of the construction of 
hygienic facilities and traffic networks above the spatial or 
the aesthetic.11

Looking at the morphological development of the 
city between 1884 and 1922, we also notice a series of 
inner city interventions planned by Beruto in addition to 
the city expansions (• fig 1.04). In this, the ensemble Via 
Dante - Piazza Cordusio, inspired by Napoleon’s earlier 
ideas, is the most obvious. Again, Haussmann’s Parisian 
interventions come to mind: by connecting two important 
monuments in the city (Castello Sforzesco and the Duomo) 
through straight axes, a monumental and grotesque 
character got inserted into the existing fabric, constructed 
as representative visual and spatial unity. At the same 
time, this intervention provided more space for modern 
means of transportation, and several financial institutions 
received a prominent position on the oval Piazza Cordusio. 
Due to numerous other monumental interventions of this 
kind (the Piazzale Fiume, current Piazza della Repubblica, 
for example), the working class and industry were 
increasingly driven out of the centre. In 1910, over 60% of 
Milan’s industrial activity took place outside of the former 
Spanish fortifications, with which the centre truly became 
the domain of financial and commercial institutions.12 Such 
developments – just like the new Piazza del Duomo – 
witnessed an expression of the growing distinction between 
social layers and their activities within the city.13

1.2 The first expansion phase: towards a 
rational city planning

6.
Kostof, S. (1991). The City Shaped, Urban 
Patterns and Meanings Through History. 
London: Thames & Hudson Ltd.

7. 
Maulsby, 2014. 

8.
A possible explanation is that the city has 
served more as a commercial than as a 
political center throughout its history, so that 
in Milan there was no reason for constructing 
geometrically shaped squares as an 
expression of political power.

9.
Maulsby, 2014.

10.
Bettini, G. (2016). Die “Città Animata”. 
Mailand und die Architektur von Asnago 
Vender. Zürich: GTA Verlag. The German term 
‘Stadtkörper’ literally means such thing as 
‘the body of the city’, referring to a city’s 
entire built production in terms of buildings 
and public space. Like German architect Fritz 
Neumeyer uses to point out, the term has no 
proper English equivalent.

11.
Bettini, 2016.

12.
Bettini, 2016.

13.
Panerai, P., Castex, J., & Depaule, J.-C. 
(1977). De Rationele Stad, van Bouwblok tot 
Wooneenheid. Nijmegen: Uitgeverij SUN.
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1.04
Morphological developments of Milan 
between 1884 and 1922, scale 1:25.000.

1. Piazza Cordusio
2. Via Dante

existing fabric 1884

expansions 1884-1922

transformations 1884-1922

1.

2.
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I. La Città Moderna

While parts of the Beruto plan were still under 
construction, it already got a successor in 1911 by the 
engineers Angelo Pavia and Giovanni Masera. This plan 
continued the structuring of urban expansions based on 
the Beruto predecessor.14 When Mussolini and the Fascist 
regime seized power in the 1920s and the social unrest 
was suppressed, Milan was recognized as the important 
gateway to the north again. Together with the new Fascist 
Mayor Magiagalli, a policy was drawn to make Milan (as 
the second city behind Rome) express ‘the greatness of 
Italy’. To develop the city centre and the recently annexed 
surrounding municipalities, the city council organized a 
competition in 1926. This competition for the first time also 
invited architects (not just engineers) to participate, which 
marks an extremely important moment in the debate around 
the architectural and urban development of the Milanese 
city centre. The first prize was won by Milanese architect 
Piero Portaluppi (1888-1967), who, together with engineer 
Marco Semenza, submitted a plan under the motto Ciò per 
Amor (‘for the sake of love’).15 Perhaps even more important 
than this winning entry is the plan of the Club degli 
Architetti Urbanisti (Club of Urban Architects), founded 
by leading architect Giuseppe de Finetti and consisting 
of Giovanni Muzio, Giò Ponti, Alberto Alpago Novello and 
Ferdinando Reggiori, who won the second prize with their 
Forma Urbis Mediolani. With this submission, De Finetti 
brought the spatial principles of modern urbanization as 
formulated by Camillo Sitte to Milan.16 Although none of the 
plans were literally carried out, the differences between 
both were of revolutionary influence on the debate about 
Milanese architecture and urban planning. Portaluppi’s and 
Semenza’s plan embodies the monocentric character of the 
city as deployed by Beruto and favoured the efficiencies 

of engineers and developers. The submission of the Club 
degli Architetti Urbanisti, on the contrary, increased the 
scale and spatial characteristics of the traditional city and 
provided for a decentralized growth pattern.17

It was eventually municipal engineer Cesare Albertini 
who got the assignment to further refine Portaluppi’s 
and Semenza’s plans. Familiar with English and German 
planning strategies to cope with the conditions of the 
industrial city, Albertini provided a further removal of 
industries and working-class housing from the centre 
of the city. Improved infrastructure was necessary to 
maintain a proper connection with the centre. The available 
inner-city grounds were mainly used for governmental 
institutions such as stock exchanges, markets and law 
courts, or were sold to developers. The latter resulted 
in the construction of many mixed-use buildings in the 
city centre, with shops, offices and facilities in the plinth 
and homes for the wealthier upper middle class above. 
Furthermore, Albertini believed that Milan had only a few 
monuments worth preserving and that the fundamental 
commercial character as well as aspirations for a modern 
lifestyle demanded a monocentric order.18 Whereas in the 
Beruto plan only a few inner-city transformations had taken 
place, Albertini and the Fascist regime now implemented 
numerous inner-city interventions on a metropolitan scale 
that depreciated against the existing Milanese city fabric. 
The most important are the Corso del Littorio (current 
Corso Giacomo Matteotti), which connects the new Piazza 
San Babila with the Piazza Filippo Meda (and hence the 
neighboring Piazza della Scala, • fig. 1.06) and the Piazza 
Armando Diaz as a continuation of the Mengoni-planned 
axis from Piazza alla Scala to Piazza del Duomo.

14.
Bettini, 2016.

15.
Maulsby, 2014.

16.
Bettini, 2016. De Finetti studied in Vienna 
during WWI and was introduced there to the 
work of Camillo Sitte.

17.
De Finetti, G. (2002). Milano. Construzione di 
una Città. Milan: Hoepli.

18.
Maulsby, 2014.
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1.05
Morphological developments of Milan 
between 1922 and 1946, scale 1:25.000.

1. Piazza San Babila
2. Corso Giacomo Matteotti
3. Piazza Filippo Meda
4. Piazza alla Scala
5. Piazza Armando Diaz

0 500

existing fabric 1922

expansions 1922-1946

transformations 1922-1946
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1.06
Construction of a metropolitan scale in 
Milan: the Fascist intervention of Corso 
del Littorio (current Corso Giacomo 
Matteotti). Top: prior to construction, 
bottom: after construction.

Albertini thus absorbed many aspects from the plan 
of Portaluppi and Semenza. Nevertheless, the involvement 
of the Club degli Architetti Urbanisti – with a spatial 
perspective on urban planning, and not just an engineering 
approach – also influenced Albertini’s view upon the 
Milanese urban development. This was reflected in the fact 
that Albertini’s plan came about mainly from the intensive 
mapping or public streets and squares. A tight and street-
oriented urbanism even led to the decision to increase the 
maximum building height from 24 to 30 meters. Albertini’s 
contribution to the Milanese city expansions is often 
underestimated, but his position in important municipal 
committees and leading the preparation of his 1934 Piano 
Regolatore made him a major contributor in introducing 
the urban planning discipline to Milan during the interwar 
period.19

19.
Maulsby, 2014.
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1.07
Morphological developments of Milan 
between 1946 and 1972, scale 1:25.000.

existing fabric 1946

expansions 1946-1972

transformations 1946-1972
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After the Second World War and the demise 
of Fascism, a second phase began in the urban and 
morphological transformation of Milan to the metropolis 
we know today. The economic constraints of the Albertini 
plan in combination with the Great Depression of the 
1930s had caused Milan to build huge debts. After WWII, 
the suspension of the Albertini plan led to the need for 
new insights. A group of architects of the Rationalist 
movement, called the Architetti Riunitti, responded to 
this need with their Piano AR in the immediate post-war 
period (1944-1945, • fig 1.08).20 Contrarily to the Albertini 
plan, the Piano AR accommodated the construction of 
satellite neighbourhoods on the edge of the city as a 
decentralizing development inspired by the principles of 
CIAM. The subsequent 1953 Piano Regolatore Generale 
and the Fanfani Plan (INA Casa) also originated from 
the monofunctional residential areas on the outskirts of 
the city. The Quartiere Triennale 8 District (QT8) and 
the Quartiere Gallaratese by Carlo Aymonino and Aldo 
Rossi are two of the few built examples of these post-war 
planning influences. Uncapable to come up with a coherent 
proposal that could guide the city’s direction of growth, the 
immediate after-war urban planning policies in Milan are 
often regarded as a complete failure.21

These large-scale modernist planning policies, however, 
were quite different from what was happening in the city 
centre. There, the demolished fabric that was left after the 
allied bombings was completed again, without drastically 
changing the existing morphological structure (• fig 1.07).  
The reconstruction ‘infills’ of the fabric mostly came from 
individual architects such as Ignazio Gardella, Luigi Caccia 
Dominioni, Giò Ponti, Luigi Moretti, Mario Asnago and 
Claudio Vender and the firm BBPR with Ernesto Rogers. 
These architects, however, did not literally reconstruct 
what used to be there before the war. Instead, the Milanese 

city centre was reconstructed with an architecture that 
was truly contemporary and innovative and continued the 
metropolitan scale of the interwar period. At the same time, 
as opposed to post-war modernist equivalents elsewhere 
in Europe, this architecture showed an understanding 
of the logic of the tissue and the retaining of a sense of 
history. We must imagine that in a typical Milanese scene, 
nineteenth century buildings now coexisted with buildings 
from the Fascist period as well as even more recent post-
war reconstructions. Though fragmented and constructed 
in different periods of history, the ensemble of buildings 
and public spaces in the Milanese city centre showed a 
notion of coherency, which to a considerable degree still 
determines the spatial characteristics of the city as we 
perceive it today (see also: Milano Centrale, the Perception 
of a Coherent Heterogeneity on page 12-13).

With the decline of the social, economical and 
political power of architecture, the profession found itself 
in a deep international crisis in the late 1960s.22 At that 
time in Italy, the Neo-Rationalist movement La Tendenza 
emerged around Milan-based architects Aldo Rossi, Carlo 
Aymonino and Giorgio Grassi. The architectural and urban 
debate seems to continue both on a more theoretical 
and a large-scale level (not necessarily connected with 
one-another) and the built production in the Milanese city 
centre stagnates. In response to the urgent problems of 
suburban expansions and the infrastructure network, the 
role of individual buildings within the historic city centre 
ceased to be a central issue. Moreover, as a result of local 
and national political changes, the role of the Milanese 
middle-class as the primary client for many of the inner city 
constructions began to weaken. The period of ‘Milanese 
reconstruction’ gradually came to an end and with that the 
period of major transitions of the Milanese inner city urban 
fabric.  

1.3 The second expansion phase: post-war 
reconstruction

22.
Kirk, T. (2005). The Architecture of 
Modern Italy, Volume II: Visions of Utopia, 
1900-Present. New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press.

20.
Architetti Riuniti consisted of F. Albini, G.L. 
Banfi, L. Belgiojoso, P. Bottoni, E. Cerutti, I. 
Gardella, G. Mucchi, E. Peressutti, M. Pucci, 
A. Putelli, E.N. Rogers, G. Romano, and M. 
Zanuso. Banfi, Belgiojoso, Peressutti and 
Rogers form the architectural firm BBPR.

21.
Or as Aldo Rossi refers to it: ‘the lowest point 
in the history of urban planning in Milan’. 
In: Rossi, A. (1972). The Construction of the 
City. In Asnago Vender and the Construction 
of Modern Milan (pp. 23–28). Zürich: GTA 
Verlag, ETH Zürich.
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1.08
The Architetti Riuniti Plan (AR Plan) 
of 1945, that supplied large satelite 
neighborhoods outside the city’s historic 
centre.
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This short period between the beginning of the 
twentieth century and the end of the reconstruction phase 
(only 60 years!), in which a metropolitan identity was 
established in Milan, has also brought about a significant 
shift in the city’s cultural discourse. In the years before 
WWI, two artistic movements dominated in Italy: Futurism, 
lead by Filippo Tomasso Marinetti and Antonio Sant’Elia, 
and Pittura Metafisica with Giogrio de Chirico as a 
leading figure.23 It is worthwhile to shortly elaborate on 
both movements and their characteristics here, in order to 
understand how they have been of undeniable influence on 
the transformation of a Milanese urban architecture.

Futurism glorified the rapid industrialization and 
urbanization as the basis for a new European civilization.24 
The aesthetic conception of classical proportions had 
to be overcome by speed and dynamics. This dynamic 
perspective found its place in the modern industrial 
metropolis.25 Stations, factories, cinemas and telegraph 
stations became its new, electrical-powered temples. 
The ideological aggression with which Futurism imagined 
radical social changes (historical institutes, professions 
and classes had to disappear to make way for a young, free 
society) also turned against Italy’s historic city centres and 
building types. Monuments, arcades and sidewalks had to 
make place for fast traffic and an architecture that was 
‘better and more vital’.26 Although the Futuristic point of 
view appealed to artists throughout all Italy, the movement 
had its greatest influence on cities in the northern part of 
the country. The architectural and cultural developments 
in the middle and south of the country were caught in 
superficial imitations of historical style predecessors. 
The sketches and studies of futuristic architect Antonio 
Sant’Elia (1888-1916) focus especially on the Milanese 
context and show powerful ‘anti-historical’ and plastically 
structured shapes in the form of stations and other 
infrastructural works (• fig. 1.09). During the First World 
War (seen by Futurists as ‘the cleansing process of the 
world’), many futuristic artists felt their duty to fight at the 
warfront. Artists like Sant’Elia and Boccioni never returned, 
which meant that with the glorification of World War I, the 
movement eventually initiated its own downfall.

In the same year in which Sant’Elia died (1916), his 
good friend Carlo Carrà for the first time doubted the 
anti-historic and subversive position of Futurism.27 He 
expressed the strong wish to (re-)identify the discipline of 
painting with history, Italian history in particular. Through 
the magazine La Voce (and later La Raccolta), founded 
by Carrà, the aversion of Futurism got strengthened.28 
A year later, the Pittura Metafisica movement was 
established in collaboration with Giorgrio de Chirico, 
Alberto Salvinio and Filippo de Pisis. In the repulsion 
of the extrovert and dynamic Futurism, this movement 
aimed precisely at universal values and continuity in art 
and architecture; a vision of the city based on a more 
introverted, static imperturbability and connection with 
Italian tradition.29 This does not mean, however that the 
Pittura Metafisica movement was not concerned with 
the modern metropolis. In fact, it actively was: in the 
Chirico’s paintings, the station, the factory chimney, wide 
streets and squares with large arcades are constantly 
recurring motives (• fig. 1.10). Not as a bombastic central 
point of view, but as a reinterpretation of classical urban 
and architectural elements. It is worth noticing that the 
works of the Pittura Metafisica represented the city as an 
ensemble of individual, yet coherent elements, compared 
to the Futurists who considered the city or the building 
immediately as one giant entity.30 Although these principles 
seem to be fundamentally different, similarities can also 
identified. First, both movements centralize the relationship 
between the city and its architecture, looking for some 
kind of alternative to the stagnated nineteenth century 
art forms. Second, neither of them produced a single built 
work. It is, ultimately, the combination of technological 
innovation (especially in reinforced concrete construction 
methods), the awareness of the metropolis as the place 
for a new civilization and the increased awareness of the 
importance of historical continuity that laid the foundation 
for a new Milanese urban architecture in the 1920s and 
1930s of the twentieth century.

1.4 Futurism and Pittura Metafisica: cultural 
shifts on the basis of a renewed thinking 
about urban architecture

23.
Burg, A. (1992). Die italienische Kultur im 
Vorfeld des “Novecento.” In Stadtarchitektur 
Mailand 1920-1940: Die Bewegung des 
Novecento Milanese um Giovanni Muzio 
und Giuseppe de Finetti (pp. 11–49). Basel: 
Birkhäuser.

24.
Burg, 1992.

25.
Burg, 1992.

26.
Burg, 1992.

27.
Burg, 1992.

28. 
La Raccolta published ‘The Return of Tobia’ in 
its March 1918 edition, a parable that stands 
for the denial of Futurism and the retrieval of 
(Italian) traditions in contemporary art.

29.
Burg, 1992.

30.
This is partly due to the different ways in 
which both movements frame their images 
in their paintings. Futuristic works depict 
the building as one central entity. Pittura 
Metafisica works are often framed in a 
more coulisse-like way. The depth between 
front and background, combined with the 
various urban and architectural elements, 
accentuates the importance of different 
(architectural) parts that together make an 
urban gesture, instead of one central totality 
in the Futuristic works.



30

1.10
Classical motifs in the Piazze d’Italia by 
Giorgio de Chirico (1915).

1.09
Sketch of grotesque infrastructural 
buildings in La Città Nuova by Sant’Elia 
(1914).
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This chapter identified the social conditions within 
which the Milanese urban apartment building as a type 
arose. We can conclude that this condition is a complex 
combination and interrelation of political forces, changing 
social hierarchies, rapid population growth, a capitalist 
economy and an industrialized society, within which Milan 
grew from a local city to a metropolis of major European 
(economical) importance. Over the course of sixty years, 
from roughly 1910 until 1970, the built identity of the city 
changed accordingly. In an urban sense this meant that 
the morphologic growth of the city changed from organic 
to planned patterns, with the Piano Regolatore of Cesare 
Beruto marking the introduction of the urban planning 
discipline. The Fascist regime, then, had no faith in the 
small-scale, narrow (unhealthy) and compact urban core 
of the medieval city and initiated radical morphological 
transformations. In the meantime, new cultural movements 
in painting and literature had sharpened the believe that 
architecture could reestablish the relation between Italy’s 
history and the industrialized city of Milan. It was not 
without the major Fascist commissions, however, that this 
renewed spirit found its way to actual realisation. Milanese 
architecture was given the opportunity to flourish and 
impose a new, metropolitan scale to the city’s morphology. 
Consequently, in the shadow of the deep international 
urban planning crises in the immediate post-war period, 
several individual Milanese architects (or architecture 
firms) restored the city fabric with an architecture of 
progressive continuity. The city now demonstrated the 
coherent coexistence of different layers of history. It 
is within this framework of political, social, economical, 
cultural and morphological transitions, the following 
chapter can elaborate on the architectural development of 
a Milanese residential architecture.

1.5 Conclusions





Chapter II

La Casa Moderna

This chapter questions how, within the complex framework 
of societal and morphological transformations as brought 
forward in chapter I, the urban apartment building arose as 
a new residential typology in Milan and how its architectonic 
characteristics have developed over the course of the twentieth 
century. The relatively short period of radical morphological 
transformations (roughly 1910-1970) is re-examined on the 
basis of four paradigmatic Milanese case studies of the early 
twentieth century urban apartment building. These case studies 
are analysed with drawings and descriptions. As significant 
milestones, they form the chronological backbone for the further 
exploration of this chapter on the development of the Milanese 
twentieth century architectural culture in general.

Architectonic Analysis of the Milanese Urban   
Apartment Building



“Excelsior! Abito al decimo piano. Il mio grattacielo 
fa parte di quella mandria di grattacieli che pascolano 
l’erba pettinata di piazzale Fiume. I grattacieli, come i 
grandi mammiferi del pliocenico, sono erbivori. Grande è il 
mio grattacielo ma non è il maggiore. Altri ce ne sono più 
grandi di lui, i quali schierano in altezza quattordici, sedici, 
diciotto piani. Chi fermerà l’uomo nella sua scalata verso 
il cielo? […] In cima al mio grattacielo si apronto terrazze e 
giardini pensili, come nella Babilonia di Nabuccodurussur 
che gl’ignari chiamano Nabuccodonosor, e Verdi per brevità, 
Nabucco. Quassù c’è aria da dei […] l’uomo già vive nel 
cielo e si angelica.”1

“Excelsior! I live on the tenth floor. My skyscraper 
is part of that herd of skyscrapers grazing the grass of 
Piazzale Fiume. The skyscrapers, as the gigantic mammals 
of the Pliocene, are herbivorous. My skyscraper is big but 
not the biggest. Others are bigger than it, reaching out 
to 14, 16, 18 floors. Who is going to stop the man climbing 
towards the sky? [...] On top of my skyscraper are terraces 
and gardens, as in the Babylon of Nabuccodurussur, 
misinterpreted by ignorants as Nabuccodonosor, and 
shortened by Verdi in “Nabucco”. Up here is the air of gods 
[...], man already lives in the sky and is permeated with 
bliss.”1

- Alberto Savinio, in Quassù c’è Aria da Dei
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Unlike England, Holland, Germany or France, an 
urban bourgeoisie was only just emerging in Italian cities – 
including Milan – as a result of the growing industrialization 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.2 In the 
few already existing nineteenth century bourgeois houses, 
the poor and the rich lived side by side, even in the same 
building. The stratification occurred by building or by floor, 
with the working class often inhabiting the small attic 
floors. In other Italian cities like Florence, Genoa and 
Naples, the common bourgeois housing typologies of the 
villini, palazzi and pallazine were developed into housing 
types of the new urban middle class. Entire working 
class neighbourhoods in these cities were demolished to 
accommodate middle class housing in palazzi along wide 
streets and boulevards. Instead of further developing 
nineteenth century housing typologies, the exceptional 
growth of the middle class in Milan demanded new forms 
of housing on a larger scale and higher density that at 
the same time would represent the civil status of the 
bourgeoisie. As a result of this period of unprecedented 
expansions (morphologically and demographically), a new, 
dense residential typology emerged in Milan: the urban 
apartment building. The aforementioned interventions 
under the Fascist regime had cleared space in the city 
centre and thus made possible the introduction of this new 
typology in the heart of the city, driving the working classes 
to the periphery. A class-separation by neighbourhood 
therewith was the direct result of industrialization during 
the Fascist regime.3 The emergence of a new civilization 
with a metropolitan lifestyle in Milan, made possible the 
creation of new (artistic and architectural) styles and a new 
culture of dwelling.4 A privileged time for modern Milanese 
architecture had started.

2.1 The Milanese Urban Bourgeoisie

3.
Schumacher, 1991.

4.
Chapter IV will elaborate on the changes in 
dwelling culture in relation to the interior of 
the modern Italian home in the early twentieth 
century.

1.
Excerpt of the poem Quassù c’è Aria da 
Dei by Alberto Savinio in Calcagni, A.C. 
(2011). Una grande Casa, cui sia di tetto il 
cielo, il Giardino nell’Italia dell Novecento. 
Free translation to English by Andrea 
Somma.

2.
Schumacher, T. (1991). Surface and Symbol, 
Giuseppe Terragni and the Architecture of 
Italian Rationalism. New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press.
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2.02 (top)
Ca’Brüta, Giovanni Muzio (1919-
1922), ground floor plan.

2.03 (bottom)
The Ca’Brüta residential ensemble as 
seen from the current Piazza Stati Uniti 
d’America. To the right is the neo-
Palladian serliana that connects both 
parts of the ensemble.
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As a young architect, Giovanni Muzio (1893-1982) 
had mingled himself in Paris among the most distinguished 
painters, artists and poets during the First World War 
(Paris had as a magnet attracted all major Italian artists 
of the time). Immediately after returning in Milan in 1919, 
Muzio began to gather a group of architects and artists 
under a call for a ‘common order’.5 This common order was 
to define a clear framework around existing movements 
and ancient styles in architecture, concerning both the 
theoretical and practical aspects of the discipline.6 ‘In the 
sense of a methodology and system of design and historical 
research, we will counteract a superficiality of architectural 
practice,’ Muzio stated, contrasting with the ‘thoughtless 
eclecticism’ and ‘chaotic confusion’ the Futurist movement 
had shown before.7 The idea of the movement - which soon 
became known as the Novecento Milanese - can thus be 
understood as the result of the aforementioned apparent 
contradiction between Futurism and the Pittura Metafisica 
(chapter 1.4). It is known that many architects who joined 
the Novecento Milanese were also stationed near the front 
during the First World War, in towns where they could 
study the work of the Palladian school.8 Paradoxically, the 
war therefore had a positive influence on the development 
of the ideas of the movement. These young architects 
returned with a strong desire for order, rule, universality, 
connection of theory and practice and historical continuity. 
These classical examples did not serve as the basis 
for mere superficial copies of style elements. Instead, 
the Novecentist shared an attitude (a Geisteshaltung): 
architecture had to be modern and classical at the same 
time, thereby following the laws of evolution.9

After this ‘rappel à l’ordre’, Muzio established himself 
the leading architect of the movement with the design of 
an apartment complex on the corner of Via della Moscova 
and Via Principe Umberto (current Via Filippo Turati) (• 
fig. 2.02). The design was made in the studio of engineer 
Pier Fausto Barelli and architect Vittorino Colonnese, 
but mainly includes the personal influence of their 
young employee Muzio. More importantly, it includes the 
deliberate conversion of the main ideals of the Novecento 
into a manifesto of stone and mortar (and not in words, as 

it was still the case with Futurist manifest). As Annegret 
Burg summarizes in her publication on the Milanese urban 
architecture of the interwar period, the project embodies:

• A return to tradition and strict ordering principles 
in the formal structure of the volume;

• A link to the classic epochs of architecture history;
• The envy of standardized and rigid ornamentation;
• The deliberate relation between architecture and 

urban design: the complex, in addition to enclosing 
the surrounding street spaces, also introduces a 
new public street space.

• The use of state-of-the-art materials, 
construction methods and building physics 
(especially regarding the use of reinforced 
concrete, heating and water supply);

• And the typological innovation in Milanese 
residential architecture.10

Whereas the Milanese population had already been 
somewhat agitated by the images of the Futuristic 
manifesto, they were again astounded when the scaffolding 
was removed from Milan’s latest housing project. On 
a prominent site along the new axis heading towards 
Stazione Centrale, ‘Milan had expected a palazzo, but was 
given a house,’ as Muzio himself once stated.11 It became 
the first Milanese condominio (lit.: ‘joint ownership’): the 
typology of the urban apartment building with a multitude 
of stacked apartments, accessed by (generous) entryways 
and staircases. Because profit maximisation was paramount 
and the window frames were even ordered before Muzio 
was commissioned, it is likely that the ambition to build a 
palazzo was soon out of sight and had never even existed 
with Muzio himself. Typologically seen, Muzio freely derived 
inspiration from the residential architecture in Northern 
European cities, Parisian dwelling typologies in particular.12 
We must imagine that the giant perimeter block on the Via 
della Moscova – according to Muzio ‘of a French type’ 
– massively rose above the existing urban fabric in early 
twentieth century Milan and (literally and figuratively) 
shifted the horizon of residential architecture in relation to 
the urban condition.13

2.2 A Manifesto in Stone and Mortar

11.
G. Muzio, in: Etlin, Modernism in Italian 
Architecture, 1890-1940, p. 176.

12.
Hovernier, J., & Van der Heijden, H. (2014). 
Pragmatische Geometrie, het Sant’Angelo 
Klooster in Milaan. OASE #92. Codes En 
Continuïteiten, 1(92), 70–83.

13.
Ca’Brüta was built after the highest 
permittable building height of the time: 24 m.

de Finetti, Gigiotti Zanini en Tomasso Buzzi 
also joined, who together founded the office 
Labirinto.

7.
Burg, 1992.

8.
Vicenza, Veneto, Verona. Burg, 1992.

9.
Burg, 1992.

10.
Burg, 1992.

5.
Burg, A. (1992c). Die italienische Kultur im 
Vorfeld des “Novecento.” In Stadtarchitektur 
Mailand 1920-1940: Die Bewegung des 
Novecento Milanese um Giovanni Muzio 
und Giuseppe de Finetti (pp. 11–49). Basel: 
Birkhäuser.

6.
The group was not officially defined, but 
existed of: Alberto Alpago Novello, Ottavio 
Cabiati, Guido Ferrazza, Alessandro Minali en 
Ambrogio Gadola were the older generation 
that graduated before the war. Later, Emilio 
Lancia, Giò Ponti, Michele Marinelli, Giuseppe 
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2.04
A graphic revert to classical elements. 
Southwest facade of Ca’Brütta, Via della 
Moscova.
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Hence, not surprisingly, the complex was not very 
well received and soon became known as the ‘ugly house’, 
Ca’Brüta in Lombard dialect. The complex was compared 
with the poor conditions of some of the Berlin Mietshäuser, 
a typology that had made collective housing in general 
face international criticism in the early twentieth century: 
‘barrack architecture’ of monotony and the stacking of 
mass society. However, in architectural terms, Ca’Brüta 
was not at all comparable to the poor quality of the 
Mietshäuser: instead of filling the entire plot with a four-
courtyard complex – originally planned on this location 
– Muzio divided the complex into two distinct parts with a 
public street in between (the current Via Cesare Mangili, 
• fig 2.02). This urban dimension to the project was further 
accentuated by linking the two volumes with a huge neo-
Palladian serliana across the street. Together with the large 
central court in the block volume, light and air supply in 
all homes (and the court itself) was maximized. This was 
further enhanced by the articulation of the volume inside 
the court with bay windows, loggias and balconies. 

Not the least subject of discussion was the façade of 
Ca’Brüta, which may arguably represent the manifesto both 
strongest and weakest. In essence, the volume, surface and 
material are all handled to convey a single strong image: 
that of the collective house in the city. The total volume 
has a classic tripartite: a plinth covered with travertine, a 
middle zone in gray plaster and a step-by-step setback 
‘crown’ in white plaster. Whilst the windows all have the 
same dimensions and the structure of the apartments is 
reasonably consistent, the facade becomes enlivened by 
the free disposition of tectonic elements and ornament 
across all its surfaces. In this, Muzio clearly reverted to 
a classical (partly Palladian) vocabulary - the arch, the 
tympana, the niche, the column, etc. – that was made up 
as an encyclopaedic collection into a somewhat alienating 
façade composition (• fig 2.04). According to Muzio, the 

surface relief, colours and decoration made the façade 
look like a thin membrane alleviating the heavy mass and 
at the same time articulating the building as ‘sum of parts’. 

In a time in which ornamentation in general had been 
degraded to mere standardized cement jewellery – a purely 
superficial status symbol – Muzio reassigned meaning 
to the ornament for the first time in a while. For strict 
classicists, however, Ca’Brüta’s outrageous character was 
contrary to the serenity of classical architecture.

This use of traditional motifs in an alienating manner is 
something Muzio had learned from the Pittura Metafisica 
painters, as their work also positioned traditional motifs 
as the Italian square, ancient temple facades, columns and 
arcades in the contemporary context of factories, chimneys 
and railways. In this respect, a comparison between 
Ca’Brüta and the Pittura Metafisica is easily made and 
Muzio’s composition of elements in the facade can certainly 
be described as painterly. The suggestion of depth and play 
of light in Muzio’s façade are inspired by the perspective 
alienations in De Chirico’s paintings. In addition, Muzio, 
like the painters in the movement, called for architecture 
to be modern and classical at the same time. This concept, 
as well as the search to reaffirm and reinvigorate Italian 
culture, originated from Muzio’s Lombard background and 
was strengthened by the war: 

‘The artistic values of Italian origins should not 
disappear in this culture of industrialization and mass 
housing.’14 

The search of an architectonic identity rooted in local 
and national tradition, as introduced and led by Muzio with 
the Novecento Milanese, thus found her birth in painting. 
Consequently, Muzio’s design for Ca’Brüta was most 
certainly defended within the circles of famous painters.15

14.
Etlin, R. (1991a). Decorative Novecento 
Architecture. In Modernism in Italian 
Architecture, 1890-1940 (pp. 165–224). 
Cambridge: The MIT Press.

15.
Burg, 1992.
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Soon after Muzio had charted the Novecento 
movement with Ca’Brüta, other Novecento architects 
began to construct their first residential buildings too. 
The condominio of stacked apartments around a staircase 
soon became the absolute leading typology for residential 
buildings among the Novecentists. By means of an 
architectural analysis of the Casa della Meridiana, built by 
Giuseppe de Finetti between 1924 and 1925, this paragraph 
will discuss the rise of the so-called decorative Novecento 
in the development of the Milanese apartment building in 
the 1920s.  

In 1924, De Finetti (1892-1952) – leading figure within 
the Novecento movement – acquired a piece of land 
around the ancient palace garden Giardino d’Arcadia of 
the Milanese aristocratic family Melzi d’Eril. The Casa della 
Meridiana and also De Finetti’s design for the adjacent 
residential building on Via San Calimero 17 were part of 
a larger construction program, which De Finetti had set 
up for this area as an alternative to the still valid Pavia-
Masera Plan of 1911.16 The preservation of the gardens was 
an important basis for the design of the ensemble and Casa 
della Meridiana in particular. The Casa della Meridiana 
was the first building within the ensemble (• fig. 2.11). With 
the Casa della Meridiana, De Finetti introduces a number 
of themes that would later become central themes in the 
development of the Milanese twentieth century urban 
apartment building: a small but very influential example. 

2.3 Casa della Meridiana

Casa della Meridiana

Architect:   Giuseppe de Finetti
Client:  Giardino d’Arcadia
Year:    1924-1925
Location:   Via Paolo Marchiondi 7
Floors:   7
Dwellings:   5

Villa architecture as a typological field of experiment in 
housing construction of the Decorative Novecento

16.
Burg, 1992. The Pavia-Masera plan Het 
Pavia-Masera plan voorzag in het verwijderen 
van de eeuwenoude Giardino d’Arcadia met 
prachtige volwassen bomen.



42

0 20

Vi
a 

Sa
n 

C
al

im
er

o

Piazza 
Andrea Ferrari

G i a r d i n i 
d ’ A r c a d i a

Via Paolo Marchiondi

2.05
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Marchiondi 7, scale 1:1000.
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2.06
Giardino d’Arcadia Housing program, 
De Finetti et al (late 1910s), no scale.

Volume differentiation

The first central theme that is introduced here concerns the 
differentiation of the building volume in order to adapt the 
building to its specific urban context. Within the ensemble 
with Via San Calimero 17, Via San Calimero 19 and Via 
Paolo Marchiondi 5, the Casa della Meridiana is located 
on the inside of the building block (• fig 2.05). The block 
encloses the Giardino d’Arcadia and in its present situation 
consists of a rather messy collection of nineteenth century 
buildings and post-war interventions. Set back from the 
dead end Via Paolo Marchiondi, the (in plan) L-shaped 
volume orientates itself to the Giardino d’Arcadia. A shared 
front yard distances the building from public street space. 
The building volume has been subtracted on each level to 
provide every dwelling with an individual southeast oriented 
terrace and – more importantly – a direct relationship to 
the Giardino d’Arcadia (• fig 2.08). The window openings 
are as much as possible oriented on the surrounding 
garden.
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2.07
Casa della Meridiana, isometric 
projection of the base volume in its 
context.

2.08
Casa della Meridiana, isometric 
projection of the setbacks and subtractions 
from the base volume to provide 
individual dwellings with terraces that 
face the Giardini d’Arcadia.

2.09
Casa della Meridiana, isometric 
projection of the subtracted volume with 
window openings.
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2.10
Casa della Meridiana as the first of four 
houses constructed in the ensemble of 
Giardini d’Arcadia.

Stacked Villa’s

The adaptation of the volume also introduces a second 
central theme in the twentieth century Milanese urban 
apartment building. Not only does it react to the specific 
context the building sits in, it also comes forward from a 
strong notion of ‘stacking’ of seemingly individual dwellings. 
As a result, the architectural structure of the building and 
the dwellings (only five in total in the case of Casa della 
Meridiana) differs per floor, as if individual villas were 
literally stacked on top of each other to acquire an urban 
density without losing the quality of individuality. In this 
case, there is no single dwelling layout that is repeated as 
a typical floor plan. The ground and first floor are occupied 
by a duplex apartment to form the plinth of the building. 
The four floors above each accommodate one dwelling. 
A central staircase provides access to all dwellings. De 
Finetti’s introduction of a lift for the apartment owners 
meant that a secondary servant staircase – a common 
feature in every bourgeois apartment building – now 
became unnecessary. From then on, the lift became an 
important tool in Milanese residential architecture, without 
which the whole notion of ‘stacked villas’ would not be 
possible after all. 
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2.11-13
Casa della Meridiana, scale 1:250.
second floor plan
first floor plan
ground floor plan
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2.14-16
Casa della Meridiana, scale 1:250.
fifth floor plan
fourth floor plan
third floor plan
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2.17
Casa della Meridiana, plot occupation.

2.19
Casa della Meridiana, organisation of 
individual dwelling types.

2.18
 Casa della Meridiana, staircase.

Casa della Meridiana

front garden

double floor dwelling, type 1

dwelling type 2

dwelling type 3

dwelling type 4

dwelling type 5
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Relation with the landscape

A third central theme that becomes apparent here concerns 
the relation of the urban dwelling with nature and greenery. 
Whereas the Italian countryside ville used to be surrounded 
by – and oriented on – the landscape and nature, taking 
the villa to the Milanese urban context did not mean this 
relation got lost. With the pyramid-like stacking of the 
volume, De Finetti found a way to accommodate private 
terraces for each individual dwelling, introducing just one 
possible relation between dwelling and the garden, the 
outside space or nature in a broader sense. 
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2.20
Casa della Meridiana south elevation, 
scale 1:200.
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2.21
Casa della Meridiana rhythmic setbacks 
of cornices.

II. La Casa Moderna

Representative façade

As yet another central theme introduced by this building, 
the façade mediates between the single dwelling and the 
representativeness of the complex as a whole. In this, 
the theme of ornamentation as a retreat to a classical 
vocabulary – already introduced by Muzio in Ca’Brüta 
– is applied in Casa della Meridiana too. Not as an 
exaggeration this time, however, but rather as a serene and 
sublime refinement of the building’s architectonic structure. 
Perceiving the building as a single entity on the one hand, 
we see a classic tripartite with a pedestal in natural 
stone, a plastered middle part and cornices that finish the 
volume. These cornices, on the other hand, accentuate the 
volume as a stacked composition of individual dwellings. 
All windows are marked as firm openings in the wall using 
subtle frames. On the piano nobile – the traditional motive 
of a building’s primary floor (usually the first floor) – the 
window of the salon is accentuated with columns. The only 
true ‘decorating’ ornament is the sundial (meridiana), made 
by Pittura Metafisica painter Gigiotti Zanini and to which 
the house derived its name. 
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2.22
Casa della Meridiana, interior 
reconstruction of the second floor 
apartment (260 m2), scale 1:150.
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1. Elevator
2. Staircase
3. Entrance hall
4.  Dining room
5. Salon
6. Salotto-veranda
7. Library
8. Corridor
9. Bathroom
10. Anteroom
11. Wardrobe
12. Bedroom
13. Servant corridor
14. Servant bedroom
15. Scullery
16. Servant bathroom
17. Kitchen
18. Light cavity
19.  Terrace

2.23
Casa della Meridiana, interior 
reconstruction of the fourth floor 
apartment (207 m2), scale 1:150.
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2.24
Casa della Meridiana, space types.

2.25
Casa della Meridiana, use of spaces.

2.26
Casa della Meridiana, exploded spatial 
sequence.
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The individual dwelling

The lift directly leads to the entrance of all dwellings. From 
there, each apartment is built up of a complex spatial and 
functional sequence of rooms or suites (groups) of rooms 
that ‘unfolds’ in a different way in each dwelling. This 
differentiation is a result of the continuously changing 
position of the terraces as the volume rises. It is plausible 
that in this, De Finetti was inspired by the (be it free-
standing) bourgeois interiors of Adolf Loos in Vienna, 
who De Finetti used to work for during the First World 
War. De Finetti’s reduction of unnecessary ornamentation 
is arguably also influenced by the work of Loos. These 
bourgeois interiors were very sophisticated in their dealing 
with privacy and the receiving of guests. When looking at 
one of the Casa della Meridiana dwellings, one arrives in a 
hall that has no obvious function but to provide a generous 
sense of arrival. From this central space, the apartment 
unfolds into a series of suites with different functions and 
orientations; a spatial layout one has to be invited into. 
As a guest, one only sees the public areas of the house: 
the salon, veranda and dining room. The private areas of 
the house – bed- and bathrooms – are always separated 
from the public areas by a secondary ‘in-between’ space. 
This phenomenon of the anteroom (anticamera in Italian 
or antichambre in French) came from the French hôtel 
typology and establishes the privacy of the inhabitants of 
the house. Only privileged guests reach the most private 
parts of the property.

In a functional respect, we can distinguish three 
categories of spaces in each dwelling: ‘public’ areas (in 
which guests were received), private areas and service 
spaces. Although the spatial principle – developing from 
the central room – is similar in all dwellings, the layout of 
this functional structure drastically differs. A comparison 
between two apartments shows how this works (• fig. 2.24-
2.26). In the second floor dwelling, an enfilade of public 
spaces – the dining room, the salon and the salotto – 
occupies the south side of the dwelling. This enfilade ends 

in a small balcony that overlooks the Giardino d’Arcardia. 
The fourth floor dwelling, contrarily, has these same public 
areas in the eastern part of the dwelling, whereas the 
private areas are oriented on the south-facing terrace. The 
dormitories and service areas occupy the northern part of 
the house and (on the lower floors) are connected with the 
living and sleeping areas via a corridor that goes behind 
the staircase. As usual in a bourgeois interior, the service 
rooms are self-sufficient units with their own bed- and 
bathroom(s), so the staff does not have to unnecessarily 
cross the residents’ spaces.

The first residents in all apartments were able to 
decide on the design for certain fixed elements in the 
interior like the built-in cabinets, fireplaces, closets and 
bathrooms.17 The attention to these architectural elements 
as spatial tools in the home is another feature that De 
Finetti must have taken from the studio of Loos to the 
bourgeois interiors of the Milanese Novecento. In addition, 
the interior was equipped with state-of-the-art heating and 
water technology.

17.
Burg, 1992.
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2.28
Palazzina Randaccio, seen from the 
northeast.

2.27
Palazzina Randaccio by Giò Ponti (1924-
1925).
Ground floor plan in context, scale 1:500.

Via Randaccio

Via Eupili
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Decorative Novecento

Style for the Milanese bourgeoisie

As a mixture of classical architectonic orders and 
serenity in ornamentation with a modern stacking of 
dwellings and technical facilities, Casa della Meridiana 
simultaneously reflects the modern and classical spirit from 
which it originated. The design shows a subtle balance 
between the expression of the individual dwelling and 
the representativeness and sculpturality of the building 
as a whole. In the search of the early Novecentists for 
new urban forms of dwelling, the Casa della Meridiana 
is a fusion of the serial, stacked house with the single 
countryside villa and therefore counts as a revolutionary 
example in the development of the Milanese bourgeois 
apartment building.18 With the central themes of 
representativeness, increased density and the relation 
with nature in an urban context, the Novecento architects 
gradually developed a stylistic movement also referred to 
as the ‘decorative Novecento’.19 As a direct derivation of 
the beautiful Lombard Neoclassicism of the nineteenth 
century, this movement was immediately accepted by 
the Milanese middle class as their legitimate form of 
modernity.20 In the following years, however, the graphic 
play of surfaces as a two-dimensional drawing on the 
facade became more important than the plasticity of the 
often-simple main volume, thus slightly moving away from 
the Casa della Meridiana principle. In this, the most obvious 
examples are the residential buildings designed by Giò 
Ponti (1891-1979) and Emilio Lancia (1890-1973) in the late 
1920s. In the Palazzina on Via Randaccio (1924-1926), the 
base volume is ‘overdrawn’ with freely rendered elements 

of a classical vocabulary that made the surface appear 
as a thinly-layered membrane enclosing the dwellings (• 
fig. 2.28, 2.30). The ornaments are built-up or cut-away 
niches, pediments, aedicules, obelisks or raised panels 
under the windows. This drawn-over façade often does 
not correspond to the organisation of the plan, but instead 
emphasizes the (symmetrical) order and scale of the 
building as one representative entity rather than that of the 
individual dwelling entities. 

Contrarily to the design of the façade, the evolution 
in the spatial organisation of the plan and the modern 
bourgeois dwelling typology as introduced by De Finetti 
generally appeared a lot more difficult.21 The plan remained 
a relatively unstructured array of often load-bearing walls. 
Instead of an optimized, serially repeatable floor plan, these 
concern a more organic composition of (on themselves) 
very interesting and rich spaces. The Palazzo Borletti (1927) 
by Lancia and Ponti, for example, has a beautiful column 
gallery, which runs from the front of the building to the 
staircase in one of the side wings (• fig 2.31). The round 
atrium clears the slightly oblique angle in the plot between 
façade and court. Also in Mino Fiocchi’s own Casa Fiocchi 
(1924-1925), the Italian tradition of the beautiful entrance 
hall seems to be reviving. Both Casa Fiocchi and Palazzo 
Borletti are still based upon the typical nineteenth century 
residential building with a representative front part aligned 
with the street and side- and rear wings surrounding a 
central court. 

18.
Somers, D. (2014). A Convincing Reception, 
Visiting Asnago and Vender. OASE #92. Codes 
En Continuïteiten, 1(92), 84–95.

19.
Etlin, 1991.

20.
Etlin, 1991.

21.
Burg, 1992.
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2.30
Palazzina Randaccio facade detail 
(1924-1925).

2.29
Casa Borletti facade detail (1927-1928).
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The first floor of the front part contains the piano 
nobile. Although the layout of the Casa Fiocchi (• fig 
2.32) seems somewhat more structured, it was still far 
from a modern residential typology.22 Already at Casa 
della Meridiana, the principle of the dwelling on the piano 
nobile began to lose strength, as this duplex dwelling also 
occupied the ground floor of the building. The freestanding 
Palazzina Randaccio is arguably the closest example of a 
freestanding villa in an urban context.

Within the common framework of a return to a classical 
vocabulary, the decorative Novecento movement was still 
subject to a lot of different personal styles. One could state 
that the development of the Milanese urban apartment 
building as discussed so far had a purely decorative, more 
than fundamental architectural basis and therefore also 
began to face some critique. Architect Ferdinando Reggiori, 
for instance, even stated about Ponti and Lancia that 
‘their work is never architecture in the true sense of the 
word, because it too often lacks unity and sacrifices to the 
decoration. (…) Walls arranged with pleasing taste, but that 
is not always architecture.’23

22.
Burg, 1992.

23.
F. Reggiori, in: Etlin, Modernism in Italian 
Architecture, 1890-1940, p. 193.
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2.32
Casa Fiocchi by Mino Fiocchi (1925-
1926). Ground floor plan in urban 
context, scale 1:500.

2.31
Palazzo Borletti by Giò Ponti and Emilio 
Lancia (1927-1928). ground floor plan 
in context, scale 1:500.
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2.33
Palazzo Borletti as seen from the Via San 
Vittore (1927-1928).

2.34
Casa Fiocchi façade detail (1925-1926).
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Whilst Muzio had railed against de excesses of 
Futurism with the Milanese Novecento movement in 
favour of a return to classicism, Italian architecture had 
barely touched upon the contemporary position of a more 
avant-gardist Modernism until the early 1930s. The Modern 
Movement by that time had become the major architectural 
movement in large parts of Europe and formulated a new 
paradigm in the relation between architecture and the 
city in general and in the debate around housing for the 
mass in specific.24 This situation in Italy changed when a 
group of seven young Milanese architects argued for the 
development of an Italian Rationalist architecture that 
was based upon the ideals of Le Corbusier’s Vers une 
Architecture (1923) and Walter Gropius’ Internationale 
Architektur (1925).25 Their publication of four separate 
essays in the obscure journal Rassegna Italiana (first essay 
in December 1926) is often referred to as the Rationalist 
Manifesto. In 1928, during the First Italian Exposition of 
Rational Architecture in Rome, this group presented itself 
as the Gruppo 7 (in accordance to their number) and 
initiated the Movimento Italiano per l’Architettura Razionale 
(MIAR). Gruppo 7 consisted of Ubaldo Castagnoli, Luigi 
Figini, Guido Frette, Sebastiano Larco, Gino Pollini, 
Carlo Enrico Rava and Giuseppe Terragni. Similar to 
their European counterparts, Italian Rationalists were 
particularly attentive to functional requirements for modern 
living and deriving architectural form in response to its 
structural system. With this dual imperative, a new, rational 
style would develop ‘from the constant use of rationality 
only, from the perfect correspondence of the building’s 
structure to its scope.’26 With these aims, the modernist 
Rationalists wiped the floor with Muzio’s Novecento 
Milanese, which at that time just had become the leading 
style in Milanese residential architecture.27

Next to their written manifesto, the Italian Rationalist 
movement soon established their ideals in built form. In 
this, there are two buildings of particular importance: 
the Novocomum (1928-1929) and the Casa del Fascio 
(1932-1936), both in Como. Involved in the design of both 
buildings, Giuseppe Terragni (1904-1943) is often regarded 
the leading architect of the movement. Together with 
another member of Gruppo 7, Pietro Lingeri, Terragni built 
five apartment buildings in Milan between 1933 and 1936: 
the Casa Rustici, Casa Toninello, Casa Rustici Commoli, 
Casa Lavezzari en Casa Ghiringhelli. Of these, the Casa 
Rustici is considered to be the most controversial. 
Construction plans were rejected nine times by the City 
Engineer Department and the Building Committee because 
of the unusual interpretation of the building regulations. 
By means of an architectonic analysis of the Casa Rustici 
(1933-1935), the following section aims to elaborate on the 
influence of Italian Rationalism on the development of the 
Milanese urban apartment building.

2.4 Casa Rustici

Casa Rustici

Architects:  Pietro Lingeri and Giuseppe Terragni
Client: Vittorio Rustici
Year:   1933-1935
Location:  Corso Sempione 36
Floors:  8
Dwellings:  16

An International Style to Milanese residential architecture

24.
Schumacher, 1991.

25.
Etlin, 1991.

26.
Etlin, 1991.

27.
Hovenier & Van der Heijden, 2014.
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2.35
Casa Rustici at the Corso Sempione 36, 
scale 1:1.000.
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Volume differentiation in urban context

The Casa Rustici finishes a building block perpendicular to 
the Corso Sempione, a significant axis already initiated by 
Napoleon as a connection between city and countryside. 
Initially, a two-storey villa for the client Vittorio Rustici 
was planned on this site, but Rustici later agreed on 
economical grounds to build an apartment building with his 
own single-family penthouse on top. It would be obvious 
to construct a U-shaped building on this site, but Lingeri 
and Terragni consciously avoided this option to favour a 
more open one: the complex consists of two interconnected 
building volumes facing each other across an open well or 
court (• fig 2.36). Roger Sherwood described this gesture 
as ‘the most inventive solution in the context of a modern 
apartment building in a traditional form.’29 Thus, similar 
to Casa della Meridiana, Casa Rustici also reacts to her 
context by an adjustment of its volume. This time not 
by means of setbacks or volume adjustments, but with 
a primary layout that went beyond all traditional limits. 
It defines the urban space, while at the same time being 
object-like. In addition, instead of aligning the northern 
block with the contours of the site, Lingeri and Terragni 
pull out an orthogonal secondary volume resulting in larger 
apartments in this block. As a result, the plan of both 
blocks is different and cannot be mirrored. 

29.
Sherwood, R. (1978). Modern Housing 
Prototypes. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press.



66

2.36
Casa Rustici, isometric projection of the 
base volume in its context.

2.37
Casa Rustici, isometric projection of the 
additions to the base volume.

2.38
Casa Rustici, isometric projection of the 
volume with window openings.
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2.39
Ground floor plan of the Palazzo Strozzi 
in Florence (1489).

1. Portego

1.

With the overall organization, Lingeri and Terragni refer 
to the layout of an Italian Renaissance palazzo as found 
in Florence or Venice. In this, the open court in the middle 
is seen as the portego, flanked by two main parts of the 
palazzo (• fig. 2.39). The Casa Rustici courtyard has exactly 
the same dimensions as both adjacing blocks. Both blocks 
consist of 8 floors. With this reference, the seemingly 
modernist equivalent of the Milanese apartment building 
suddenly appears to have a clear connection with Italian 
tradition.
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2.40-41
Casa Rustici, scale 1:250.
first to fifth typical floor plan
mezzanine floor plan
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2.42
Casa Rustici, scale 1:250.
sixth floor penthouse floor plan
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2.43
Casa Rustici, plot occupation.

2.45
Casa Rustici, organisation of individual 
dwelling types.

2.44
Casa Rustici, double staircase accessible 
from the mezzanine level.

Casa Rustici

court

ground floor dwelling, type 1

dwelling type 2

dwelling type 3

dwelling type 4

dwelling type 5

penthouse, dwelling type 6
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Villa on top of apartments

Above the first floor with three dwellings divided between 
the two blocks, the Casa Rustici consists of five identical 
floors with two dwellings per block (unlike the stacked, 
individual ‘villas’ of Casa della Meridiana). This way, all 
apartments are provided with adequate daylight and 
ventilation. The top floor accommodates the single 
penthouse, which is divided over the two blocks and gets 
connected via a walkway over the court. As an ‘individual’ 
villa, the penthouse is surrounded on all sides by roof 
gardens with pergolas. The abolition of the piano nobile in 
the typology of the Milanese urban apartment building – as 
deployed by Casa della Meridiana – now is a fact and is 
permanently replaced by the ‘stacked villa’, or in this case 
‘the rooftop villa’ as most luxurious of all apartments.30

30.
Burg, 1992.



72

2.46-2.47
Casa Rustici elevations, scale 1:250.
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Representative façade

The main façade (southwest) binds the two volumes with 
its balconies. The fact that this façade provides a view 
in the courtyard shifts the principle of the representative 
and closed main façade of most Novecento apartment 
buildings. Through a setback of the innermost rooms 
of the front units, the porch is visually extended and 
the readability of the individual dwelling in the facade 
becomes subordinate to the composition of the whole. In 
other words: the façade (like with decorative Novecentist 
façades) mediates between the individual dwelling and 
the representative character of the building as a whole, 
prioritizing the scale of the building as one entity. The 
continuing marble strips in the facade enhance the 
dominant horizontality introduced by the balconies. The 
horizontal rhythm is continued in the side-façades, now 
counterbalanced by a vertical direction to form a grid. 
Except for the continuation of this grid to make the 
columns of the portico on the roof terrace, the rhythm 
hardly corresponds to the organisation of the plan, nor 
with the constructive logic of the building! Whereas the 
façades of Casa Rustici at first sight seem to be completely 
reduced of any form of ornamentation, this graphic 
suggestion of a column-beam structure thus appears to be 
the ornament itself.
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1. Staircase
2. Entrance hall
3. Living room
4.  Dining room
5. Office
6. Bedroom
7. Bathroom
8. Servant bedroom
9. Kitchen
10. Balcony

2.48
Casa Rustici, interior reconstruction of 
the second to sixth-floor typical apartment 
(140 m2), scale 1:150.
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1. Staircase
2. Entrance hall
3. Living room
4.  Dining room
5. Office
6. Bedroom
7. Bathroom
8. Servant bedroom
9. Kitchen
10. Balcony

2.49
Casa Rustici, interior reconstruction of 
the second to sixth-floor typical apartment  
(100 m2), scale 1:150.
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2.50
Casa Rustici, space types.

2.51
Casa Rustici, use of spaces.

2.52
Casa Rustici, exploded spatial sequence.

room

central room

sleeping

living

serving

public use

private use

service area

The individual dwelling

What is remarkable in the series of repeated apartments 
of Casa Rusitici is their size. For a bourgeois standard, 
a 100 m2 apartment is a very modestly, even small-sized 
apartment (less than half the size of an average Casa della 
Meridiana dwelling!). Efficiency in the interior now seems 
to prevail over the spatial richness or the sense of spatial 
generosity as seen in the Casa della Meridiana. Similar to 
Casa della Meridiana, nevertheless, the spatial layout also 
unfolds from a central space, which acts as the heart of the 
house. This way, the long, blind corridor as an unpleasant 
space could be avoided. The composition on the site allows 
the architects to organize all living spaces directly to the 
lateral streets and the benefits of sun, greenery and air, 
while the kitchens and bathrooms are oriented on the 
court. The apartments also still provide spaces for staff, but 
the organization of these rooms as self-sufficient entities 
(compared to Casa della Meridiana) has disappeared. All in 
all, the dwellings of the Casa Rustici seem to go no further 
than a pragmatic organisation of well-oriented rooms. 
The increased efficiency of the plan, together with the 
reduction of its spatial complexity compared to Casa della 
Meridiana, do not go far enough to regard these dwellings 
as a modernist ‘machine for living’.
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2.53
Novocomum in Como, by Terragni and 
Terragni (1928-1929).
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Even before the construction of the five apartment 
buildings in Milan, the Italian Rationalists had announced 
a revolution in urban residential architecture through 
the aforementioned Novocomum in Como (1928-1929). 
Designed and built by Terragni and his brother, an engineer, 
the Novocomum soon became the flagship of the movement 
like Muzio’s Ca’Brüta had been for the Novecento. The 
Novocomum, however, clearly defined itself against 
the recent Milanese Novecento. When the scaffolding 
was removed, it was also received as a scandal in the 
development of modern Italian residential architecture. 
Nobody expected this extensively coloured box with 
dramatically cantilevering parts and plastically shaped 
corners, not the least because a different drawing (of a 
more traditional design) was submitted to secure a building 
permit! The exterior facade was covered with what was 
called a ‘noisette chiaro’ plaster and would originally have 
been yellow-beige.31 The contrast with red-orange window 
frames and green-gray sunscreens, however, would never 
have been approved by the local Commisione d’Oronato. As 
Pagano noted, this was true ‘colour constructivism’, but in 
general the building was soon ridiculed as an ocean liner on 
land.32

31.
In the current condition, the plaster is 
replaced by mozaic tiles in a similar colour.

32.
Etlin, 1991.

33.
Schumacher, 1991.

The Novocomum

Another built manifesto

However, similar to the later Casa Rustici, the 
Novocomum also made a contextual response; not only to 
the lake that it fronted, but also to the adjacent buildings 
with which it completed the building block. Instead of 
featuring cemented ornamentation like these neighbouring 
buildings, the Novocomum offered the sweep of smooth 
horizontal lines and masses to face the blue horizontal 
of the waters and guide the views along the building to 
the mountains. In terms of dwelling, the Terragni brothers 
likened the modern house to a machine, similar to their 
modernist colleagues elsewhere in Europe. ‘But,’ they 
added, ‘it also provides the physical setting in which the 
family could create the ‘moral settings’ of its life.’33
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2.54 (left)
Casa Rustici-Commoli (1933-1935) by 
Lingeri and Terragni.

2.55 (right)
Casa Toninello (1933-1935) by Lingeri 
and Terragni.

2.56 (left)
Casa Ghiringhelli (1933-1935) by 
Lingeri and Terragni.

2.57 (right)
Casa Lavezzari (1933-1935) by Lingeri 
and Terragni.
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The other apartment buildings of Terragni and Lingeri 
further applied the criteria of functional planning and 
prismatic geometry as introduced in the Novocomum. Apart 
from the Casa Toninello, the buildings are all on atypical, 
non-rectangular sites at the ends of building blocks. With 
the clever compositions the volumes on these sites, the 
Rationalists demonstrated what they had referred to as 
‘absolute forms’ in their manifesto.34 This is an aspect that 
had been identified as part of the international substratum 
of the new architecture of the Gruppo 7’s manifesto. 
Although there are only five buildings (compared to a 
much larger production of the Novecento movement), their 
influence on the development of residential architecture 
in Milan should not be underestimated. Every single one of 
them evidences the architect’s desire to create a modern 
idiom in the Italian tradition. As Etlin points out: 

‘The new architecture advocated by the Gruppo 
7 combined national identity and international value 
without sacrificing the integrity of either.’35 

National traits, on the one hand, were an ethnic reality 
that could not be extinguished. International traits on the 
other, arose through the shared characteristics of a general 
modern (European or Western) culture and of the common 
aesthetic elements that formed the underpinnings of each 
nation’s individual architectural style.36

As we have seen, the Casa Rustici can be regarded 
the synthesis of modernist design principles and traditional 
Milanese urban planning. It demonstrates that values 
of nationalism and internationalism do not necessarily 
exclude each other, therewith symbolizing the paradigm 
of Italian Rationalism in the 1930s. Because of this 
stylistic ambiguity between avant-garde and reactionary 
architecture, one could state the Rationalist architects 
lived a kind of double life. From a different perspective, 
however, this meant that rationality could be regarded as 
a mere question of style, just as the decorative Novecento 
was characterized by certain stylistic features too. In that 
respect, the projects are interesting for their modularity 
and pragmatism in ornamentation; a simplification of 
elements that were present everywhere in the existing city. 
Beyond this discussion, Italian Rationalism without doubt 
brought about a new and more modernist interpretation in 
the architectural shaping of the urban apartment building 
compared to the Novecentists. It is therefore not surprising 
that the Novecentists soon got influenced by Casa Rustici 
and the other buildings as Milanese alterations of an 
International, Modernist style.

34.
Schumacher, 1991.

35.
Etlin, 1991.

36.
Etlin, 1991.
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In paragraph 2.4, we saw that in addition to the 
Novecento movement a modernist (stylistic) counterpart 
was introduced that wiped the floor with the decorative 
Novecento. Modernist principles of the serial and efficient 
stacking of identical dwelling units and the reduction 
of ornamentation had found their way into the Milanese 
urban apartment building, be it still with a reference to 
Italian tradition. This did not leave the neoclassical-bound 
Novecentists uninterested. The Torre and Casa Rasini, 
designed by Giò Ponti and Emilio Lancia between 1933 and 
1936, is one of the first projects to show a more geometric 
and efficient influence in Novecento architecture, and 
therefore again marks an important moment in the 
development of a Milanese residential architecture of the 
early twentieth century.37 The complex is known as the 
last project designed by Ponti and Lancia together. It is 
speculated that the project, immediately recognizable as a 
separated tower and corner volume, symbolizes the break 
between them: in this, Lancia would have designed the 
Torre and Ponti the Casa.38

2.5 Casa e Torre Rasini

The Geometric Novecento

Casa e Torre Rasini

Architects:   Giò Ponti and Emilio Lancia
Client:  Banco Rasini
Year:    1933-1936
Location:   Bastioni di Porta Venezia 1
Floors:   12 (tower) 
   7 (corner)
Dwellings:   16

37.
In the same years as in which Gruppo 7 built 
their five buildings in Milan!

38.
Burg, 1992.
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2.58
The Rasini complex, Casa e Torre Rasini, 
at the Bastioni di Porta Venezia 1, 
scale 1:1.000.
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Volume differentiation in urban context

The Rasini complex is the last building on the Corso 
Venezia, winding the corner towards the current traffic 
junction around Porta Venezia (• fig. 2.58). The complex was 
built in a new neighbourhood around the former Lazzaretto, 
which by then got transformed as an upper-middle class 
housing district. The complex obtained its name, like the 
Casa Rustici and many other apartment buildings, after its 
client: the small Milanese Banco Rasini.

Although the complex is almost freestanding, 
the location is not less complex in an urban sense. As 
mentioned, it is on the intersection of the (historically) 
important crossing of Corso Venezia and the Bastioni di 
Porta Venezia. On this former Spanish fortification are now 
two neoclassical entrance pavilions by Rodolfo Vantini 
(1827-1828). Contrarily to this front side of the complex, 
the southwest side is bordered by the public Giardini 
Pubblici Indro Montanelli. The apparent division of the 
complex into a tower and corner part is an important step 
in answering to this complex location (• fig 2.59). The white 
casa volume winds the corner from Corso Venezia to the 
Bastioni di Porta Venezia. Seen from the street, its shape 
in a certain sense echoes the cubic entrance pavilions of 
Vantini. Modern construction techniques and the recent 
development of the elevator made it possible to – after 
winding the corner – make a firm vertical gesture towards 
the open area around Porta Venezia. With the Torre Rasini, 
the tower got introduced in the morphology of the city 
in general, and in modern Milanese urban architecture in 
particular. As seen in figure 2.62, this node in the urban 
morphology clearly benefited (and still does so today) from 
the gesture and the scale of a tower. 
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2.59
Casa e Torre Rasini, isometric projection 
of the base volume in its context.

2.60
Casa e Torre Rasini, isometric projection 
of the extensions to the basic volume.

2.61
Casa e Torre Rasini, isometric projection 
of the volume subtractions in the tower to 
create terraces that face the park.
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2.62
Casa e Torre Rasini at the Bastioni di 
Porta Venezia, just after their completion 
in the late 1930s.

This is not all, however. On a somewhat finer scale, 
between that of urban volumetry and the architectural 
scale of individual dwellings, a series of significant subtle 
volumetric differentiations takes place (• fig. 2.60). These 
extensions simultaneously strengthen the urban embedding 
of the complex and form the architectonic exceptions on 
the scale of the building. First, the volumes are melted 
together with a ‘coupling part’. This coupling part extends 
over the corner volume and is setback from the street to 
keep the two building parts optically separated from each 
other. After this setback, the tower volume has been set 
forward two meters from the corner façade. This causes 
an even better distinction of the different parts (imagine 
they would be in line to form a straight façade towards 
the street...) and strengthens the vertical accent of the 
tower. Secondly, there is the semi-circular bay window 
that is added to the tower volume. Instead of raising 
the bay window above the plinth, it sits on the ground 
to permanently break the idea of the complex with a 
continuous street façade. Together with the crown, the 
bay window emphasizes the symmetry of the tower volume. 
On both tower and corner volume, roof gardens create a 
‘soft’ edge of vegetation to end the volumes. Towards the 
park, the tower volume has been repeatedly subtracted 
to provide the dwellings with a roof terrace (• fig 2.61). By 
allowing the pergolas to overgrow with greenery, the tower 
volume merges with the treetops of the park.
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2.63-64
Palazzo e Torre Rasini, scale 1:250.
sixth floor plan
first to fifth typical floor plan

0 5

1. Vehicle entrace
2. Entrance vestibule
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4. Staircase
5. Porter’s lodge
6. Gallery
7. Entrance hall
8.  Dining room
9. Salone
10. Salotto-veranda
11. Library
12. Office
13. Corridor
14. Bathroom
15. Anteroom
16. Wardrobe
17. Bedroom
18. Dressing room
19. Guest room
20. Servant corridor
21. Servant bedroom
22. Scullery
23. Servant bathroom
24. Kitchen
25. Light cavity
26. Terrace
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0 5

2.65-66
Palazzo e Torre Rasini, scale 1:250.
tenth floor plan
eighth floor plan
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2. Entrance vestibule
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4. Staircase
5. Porter’s lodge
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7. Entrance hall
8.  Dining room
9. Salone
10. Salotto-veranda
11. Library
12. Office
13. Corridor
14. Bathroom
15. Anteroom
16. Wardrobe
17. Bedroom
18. Dressing room
19. Guest room
20. Servant corridor
21. Servant bedroom
22. Scullery
23. Servant bathroom
24. Kitchen
25. Light cavity
26. Terrace
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2.67
Casa e Torre Rasini, plot occupation.

2.68
Casa e Torre Rasini, double staircase in 
each volume.

2.69
Casa e Torre Rasini, organisation of 
individual dwelling types.
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Serial repetition and stacked villas

The division of the tower and corner volume also largely 
determines the architectonic structure of the complex. The 
tower and corner each contain only one apartment per floor. 
The party wall is the separation between corner and tower, 
in which the aforementioned ‘coupling part’ is included with 
the tower volume. The Casa and the tower therefore each 
have their own entrance and staircases, which in the case 
of these luxury apartments consists of a primary stairwell 
for the residents, and a separate staircase for the staff (• 
fig. 2.68). Whereas in the Casa della Meridiana, a series 
of individual dwellings is stacked on top of each other and 
the Casa Rustici, on the contrary, celebrates the serially 
repeated typical plan, the Rasini complex combines both. 
Both in the Casa and in the tower, identical apartments 
are repeated in the lower floors (• fig 2.69). The corner 
volume ends with a roof garden that is partly owned by 
the apartment in the upper floor, which makes it a slightly 
different apartment type from the rest of the apartments in 
the Casa. When the tower rises above the corner volume, 
four different types are stacked in a Casa-della-Meridiana-
like manner. 

Representative façade

Reflecting shortly on the Ponti and Lancia façades of the 
1920s, it becomes clear that the surface ornamentation 
as a two-dimensional drawing on the façade has now 
been replaced by a three-dimensional geometry with both 
urban and architectural significance. Towards the city, 
the complex has a representative and stately character. 
In the case of the tower, the geometric exceptions (bay 
window, crown) are symmetrically composed towards the 
city. These parts are accentuated with accents in natural 
stone, contrasting with the red bricks. The horizontally 
and vertically alternating pattern of the masonry also 
enlivens the perception of the façade. So, instead of 
classic ornamentation, it is now the application of the 
material that enriches the façade. The white veined Marmo 
di Lasa, applied to the corner façade in a multitude of 
plate dimensions, strongly contrasts the red masonry of 
the tower. Whereas the alternating of the tower masonry 
gains it a more decorative function, the marble plates in the 
façades of the Casa are also alternated 90 degrees, which 
becomes apparent in the shifting direction of the marble 
veins (• fig 2.70). Due to this, the marble plates read more 
clearly as a cladding and not as a load-bearing material. 

2.70
Alternating pattern in the direction of 
the marble veins on the façade of the 
Casa Rasini, accentuating the marble 
as a cladding and not as a load-bearing 
façade.
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2.71
Casa e Torre Rasini, northeast elevation, 
scale 1:250.
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2.72
Casa e Torre Rasini, southeast elevation, 
scale 1:250.
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1. Staircase
2. Entrance hall
3. Corridor
4.  Dining room
5. Salon
6. Office
7. Master bedroom
8. Bedroom
9. Bathroom
10. Anteroom
11. Pergola
12. Terrace
13. Servant staircase
14. Kitchen
15. Servant corridor
16. Servant bedroom
17. Servant bathroom
18.  Loggia
19.  Scullery

2.74
Torre Rasini, first to sixth-floor 
apartment (415 m2), scale 1:200.
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1. Staircase
2. Entrance hall
3. Corridor
4.  Dining room
5. Salon
6. Office
7. Master bedroom
8. Bedroom
9. Bathroom
10. Anteroom
11. Pergola
12. Terrace
13. Servant staircase
14. Kitchen
15. Servant corridor
16. Servant bedroom
17. Servant bathroom
18.  Loggia
19.  Scullery

2.75
Torre Rasini, eighth-floor apartment 
(350 m2), scale 1:200
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2.76
Torre Rasini, space types.

2.77
Torre Rasini, use of spaces.

2.78
Torre Rasini, exploded spatial sequence.
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The individual dwelling

To find out if the structure in the dwellings changes with 
the differentiation of the volume, two tower apartments 
have been reconstructed here. The dwellings are very 
spacious and provide room for an 8 to 10 person household 
with service staff, which was a normal amount at that 
time for a wealthy family.38 A brief analysis of the spatial 
structure shows that, like in the Casa della Meridiana 
and Casa Rustici, the house is composed of a series of 
interconnected and well-defined rooms (no continuous 
spaces or open plan principle). In the case of the Torre 
Rasini, a central corridor forms the spatial heart of 
the house. Residents and guests enter in the middle, 
perpendicular to the main direction of the corridor. A view 
to the left and right allows an experience of the full depth 
of the dwelling. With the corridor as a backbone, the rest 
of the interior unfolds as suites of spaces: on the south side 
are the living and dining rooms, the office is located to the 
north. These ‘public areas’ of the house orient themselves 
towards the city. Along the corridor, different doors lead to 
the private areas of the house. Here again, the function of 
the anteroom, which acts as an intermediate room, ensures 
the privacy of these areas. It adds a notion of spatial 
richness and complexity to the in itself straightforward 
stacking of single-floor apartments. The service rooms are 
clustered on the east side of the house and are accessible 
by a separate staircase. A separate corridor directly 
connects the dining area with the kitchen, and the staff 
does not need to move unnecessarily through the primary 
corridor of the house.

Figure 2.76-2.78 show that in all these aspects – 
space types, functional zoning and sequence – the spatial 
structure of an apartment in the lower part of the tower 
does not significantly differ from an apartment in the upper 
part. The only difference is in the terrace of the upper 
dwelling, whereas the apartment in the tower only has a 
loggia on the west.

38.
Olsen, D. (1986). De Stad als Huis, in De Stad 
als Kunstwerk, Londen, Parijs, Wenen 1814-
1914. Amsterdam: Agon.
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2.79
Façades compared: detail, cornice 
and grid of Ponti’s Palazzo Borletti 
(decorative Novecento, left) versus 
Muzio’s Casa Bonaïti (geometric 
Novecento, right).
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It remains unclear whether the Milanese Novecentists 
consciously adopted similar themes, or if they were ‘just’ 
inspired by a Modernist, International Style. What is 
obvious is that the Novecento Milanese drastically changes 
with the rise of Italian Rationalism. As Etlin notes:

“Existing simultaneously, geometric Novecento 
architecture and Italian Rationalism presented related, 
but different approaches to creating a modern 
Italian architecture. For the Rationalists especially, 
Italian Fascism had created demands that altered 
the meaning of a national identity, coloured the 
expression of monumentality and ultimately strained 
the understanding of modernity.”39

Whereas the decorative Novecentists tried to make 
an analogy with the neoclassical past of their city through 
surface ornamentation adapted from a classical vocabulary, 
the later (geometric) Novecentists did the same with 
abstract geometric shapes. Perhaps the most drastic of all, 
Giovanni Muzio also exchanges the classic references for 
the gridded expression, based on constructive features of 
the building. Especially his buildings in masonry facades of 
the 1930s are fundamental works of modern architecture, 
while at the same time Italian, well adapted to place 
and purpose.40 A brief comparative analysis between the 
previously mentioned Palazzo Borletti (1927) of Ponti 
and Lancia and Muzio’s Casa Bonaïti (1935-1936) at the 
Piazzale Fiume (current Piazza della Repubblica) shows 
how Muzio further developed the aesthetic of the grid in 
the geometric Novecento. Both facades express an overall 
sense of order through the repetition of similar forms. The 
explicitly classicizing figures, however, have been replaced 
by a more abstract geometric expression of the building’s 
structure. Both facades remain differentiated enough to 
create a sense of variety. As Ponti indicates:

“The dominant theme of the façades (of the 
Geometric Novecentists, red.) were the tiers of 
loggias, those traditional outdoor rooms integrated 
into the frame of the house. (…) The façade is not a 
design applied on top of a construction. Rather, it is 
an aspect of the structure itself. In the construction of 
the building, loggias, balconies, terraces, shaded with 
curtains, enlivened with flowers, should be considered 
as indispensable elements with which one constructs a 
house today.”41 

Ponti justly designates the difference between the 
façade as a representative shell draped around the 
building (decorative Novecento) and as an extension of 
the building’s structural and architectural logic (geometric 
Novecento). The fact that the geometrical Novecento does 
not deny the connection with Italian tradition appears from 
its argument that the loggia – as a relationship between 
house and garden in Italian tradition – is considered a 
fundamental element in the Milanese urban apartment 
building. 

Geometric Novecento

Gridded façades

39.
Etlin, 1991.

40.
Hovenier & Van der Heijden, 2014.

41.
Etlin, 1991.
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Corso Giacomo Matteotti
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2.80
Torre Snia Viscosa by Alessandro Rimini 
and the housing complex at Corso 
Giacomo Matteotti by Emilio Lancia, 
scale 1:1000.

1. Complex at the Corso Giacomo  
    Matteotti, Emilio Lancia
2. Palazzo/Galleria del Toro, Emilio     
    Lancia
3. Torre Snia Viscosa, Alessandro Rimini
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Contextual buildings

As came forward with the Rasini complex, the Novecentists 
used their interest in geometry of form to fashion 
contextual responses to their surroundings. Around the 
midst of the 1930s, the Fascist morphological intervention 
of Piazza San Babila – Corso del Littorio (current Corso 
Giacomo Matteotti, chapter 1.2) is made up of a series 
of buildings by architects in the Geometric Novecento 
movement. These buildings demonstrate a special 
relationship with the scale and morphology of the city. 
Between 1933 and 1939, Emilio Lancia built the complex 
at the Corso Giacomo Matteotti, which consists of four 
separate residential buildings with their own stairwells 
on the inside of the block, as well as the Galleria and 
Palazzo del Toro, which form the west side of the Piazza 
San Babila. In the same years, Alessandro Rimini designed 
the Torre Snia Viscosa in the northwest corner of the 
square. The ensemble gets an urban dimension through 
the overarching network of arcades along the streets and 
squares. The Lancia complex at Corso Giacomo Matteotti 
also plays a role in the difference between the new Fascist 
intervention and the existing fabric (Via Monte Napoleone, 
Via Bagutta). At the point where the two morphological 
structures cross each other in an oblique direction, Lancia 
introduces a small tower accent. With a few simple shapes 
– rectangle, circle, square – Lancia creates a varied 
geometric pattern in the façade. Lancia’s arcade continues 
in the adjacent Torre Snia Viscosa and then winds the 
corner. The tower serves as a true urban monument, which 
marks the corner of Piazza San Babila. On the west side, 
the arcade continues in the Galleria del Toro and connects 
to the Corso Vittorio Emanuele II. This piece of fabric once 
again marks how the twentieth century Milanese urban 
apartment building mediates between the scale of the 
city and the dwelling through classical elements such as 
arcades, galleries and façade partitions. 

44.
Etlin, 1991.
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2.81
On the right: the Torre Snia Viscosa by 
Alessandro Rimini that marks the corner 
of Piazza San Babila. Behind appears the 
complex along Corso Giacomo Matteotti 
by Emilio Lancia, with the small tower 
accent marking the corner of two streets. 
On the left, Lanica’s Palazzo del Toro 
defines the other façade towards Piazza 
San Babila. The continuation of arcades, 
the urban gestures in their volumes and 
the scale of the buildings all evidence 
the fundamental urban character of the 
Novecentist residential architecture of 
the 1930s.
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Floor plan optimization

Besides the façade, the plan also got increasingly 
rationalized in the geometric Novecento of the 1930s. 
The aesthetic of the ‘stackable’ floor plan as a necessary 
instrument in creating new urban densities got recognized 
in Milan through the Italian Rationalist influences. Unlike 
the International Style, the individuality of the architecture 
and the individuality of the single dwelling remain important 
aspects within the geometric Novecento. The greatest 
possible individuality, within a necessary framework of 
standardization, led to the development of a large number 
of differently dimensioned and structured variations of 
dwelling types. In this, special attention was always paid 
to the relation between building with the city and dwelling 
with nature (the loggia, balcony, veranda, etc.). Never, 
however, did the development of the serially repeatable 
plan exceed the scale of a single apartment building. This 
was due to the way in which the Beruto plan organized the 
division of building blocks and the selling of individual plots 
(set and left unchanged by Pavia-Masera and Albertini). 
Only occasionally, like at Corso Giacomo Matteoti of Emilio 
Lancia or Muzio’s Casa Bonaïti and Malugani, a number 
of plots were fused and apartment buildings with multiple 
entrances and stairwells (fig. 2.80) were formed.
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The opening scene of the 1966 Antonioni movie La 
Notte (• fig. 2.82) shows a typical Milanese situation after 
the interruption of the Second World War. In the middle we 
see a narrow street, Via Lanzone, as part of the historic city 
centre fabric that survived the alied bombings. On the right, 
the reconstruction of the city fabric is in full swing, whereas 
on the left one of the most remarkable buildings of this post 
war period had just been completed: the Condominio XXI 
Aprile by Mario Asnago (1896-1980) and Claudio Vender 
(1904-1986). 

Chapter I already revealed that the post-war Milanese 
architectural debate disintegrated into large-scale urban 
planning in the periphery versus the ‘individual project’ as 
a restoration of the city centre (chapter 1.5). The typology 
of the Milanese collective apartment building as it had 
developed before the war around the Novecento Milanese 
and Italian Rationalism, particularly found its place in the 
reconstructions of the centre, and not in the large-scale 
satellite neighbourhoods outside the city. The post-war 
urban reconstruction was initiated by an energetic and 
progressive bourgeoisie as a driving economical force, 
similar to the interwar phase.42 Thematically seen, the 
work of Asnago Vender can therefore easily be linked to 
this interwar tradition of the Milanese urban apartment 

building. Although they also designed some bourgeois 
houses in Milan before the war, the duo was most involved 
in this diversified field of post-war constructions. The 
architectural analysis of the Condominio XXI Aprile by 
Asnago Vender is the last point of reference in this chapter, 
and aims to explain how the collective urban apartment 
building after the war continued on its early twentieth 
century predecessors. 

2.6 Condominio XXI Aprile

A particular kind of Modernity

Condominio XXI Aprile

Architects:   Mario Asnago and Claudio Vender
Client:  Fabbrica Italiana dei Tubi e Ferrotubi
Year:    1951-1953
Location:   Via Lanzone 4
Floors:   3 (south volume)
   9 (north volume)
Dwellings:   5

2.82
Shot of the opening scene of La Notte by 
Michelangelo Antonioni (1966).

42.
Lunati, A. (2015). Three Perspectives on 
Architecture and Urbanism in Milan, 1942-
1972. In Asnago Vender and the Construction 
of Modern Milan (pp. 29–35). Zürich: GTA 
Verlag, ETH Zürich.
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Via Lanzone

Via S. Pio V

Via O
razio

2.83
Condominio XXI Aprile at 
Via Lanzone 4, scale 1:1.000.
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Volumetric differentiation in urban context

The many reconstruction sites in the Milanese city centre 
had in common that their historic urban situation was 
often very complex. Via Lanzone, one of the oldest roads 
of the city around the district dominated by the Università 
Cattolica, curls around a building block that encloses 
a large (private) garden (• fig 2.83). This garden once 
belonged to a large villa south of Bramante’s courts for the 
Università. The building block was damaged by bombings 
at various locations and is crossed by the later Via S. Pio 
V. The plot of Via Lanzone 4 is now also accessible via this 
road. Before Asnago Vender were commissioned, there was 
already an alternative plan for both plots 4 and 6 (west) 
dating from the immediate after-war years. This plan was 
rejected, after which the Fabbrica Italiana Tubi e Ferrotubi 
bought the plot in 1949 to build an office and residential 
building for its management.

2.84
Condominio XXI Aprile as seen from 
Via Lanzone, looking west. The 
particular shot reveals the series of smart 
alterations in the volume composition: 
the combination of two volumes - one 
that integrates with the scale of the 
street and a higher one in the garden; 
the continuation of the garden with the 
front yard through a subtle setback of the 
volume; and finally the façade rhythm 
that replicates the rhythm in the old 
fabric, but has a fundamental modern 
expression. 
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2.85
Condominio XXI Aprile, isometric 
projection of the base volume in its 
context.

2.86
Condominio XXI Aprile, isometric 
projection of the extensions to the basic 
volume.

2.87
Condominio XXI Aprile, isometric 
projection.
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The Condominio XXI Aprile stands on a very irregular 
site, bounded by Palazzo Visconti and Via Lanzone 6. As 
in the interwar case studies (chapter 2.3-2.5), a primary 
reaction to the urban situation occurs in the composition 
of the main volume on the site, which in this case is also 
a composition of two volumes (• fig. 2.84, 2.85). The south 
volume is three storeys high and relates to the scale of 
the street and the adjacent Palazzo Visconti. Behind, in 
the garden and perpendicular to the street, is the main 
volume of eight floors. This composition also appears to be 
taken over by the adjacent plan on Via Lanzone 6 and the 
expansion at Palazzo Visconti, resulting in an ensemble of 
three high slabs (• fig. 2.83). The south volume has been 
set back from the street, giving the complex a small front 
garden. Instead of making the entrance here, the only 
entrance to the complex is in the higher volume on the back 
of the plot. A small glass extension with a porte-cochère 
and a pond mark this entrance (• fig 2.86). Both volumes 
are connected into one building with a set back roof top 
extension on top of the south volume.
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2.88-89
Condominio XXI Aprile, scale 1:250.
third floor plan
ground floor plan
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0 5

2.90-91
Condominio XXI Aprile, scale 1:250.
eighth floor plan
fourth floor plan
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2.92
Condominio XXI Aprile, plot occupation.

2.93
Condominio XXI Aprile, double staricase: 
for offices and for residents.

2.94
Condominio XXI Aprile, organisation of 
individual dwelling types.

Condominio XXI Aprile

garden

Collective driveway

Pond

residents staircase

office staircase

collectie entrance

dwelling type 1

dwelling type 2
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dwelling type 4

dwelling type 5
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Dwellings above offices

The differentiation between the front and main volume 
does not correspond to the programmatic distribution and 
architectural structure inside the building and therefore 
appears to be mainly related to the urban situation. The 
offices occupy both volumes on the first three floors. In 
the top floors of the slab volume are five dwellings. After 
entering a generous entrance hall, the visitor is led to 
a mezzanine level following a wide staircase. Here, the 
residents use the central staircase leading to the dwellings 
and office employees use the separate (southern) staircase 
(• fig. 2.93). The volume in the garden slightly cantilevers 
where the dwellings start. On the five residential floors, 
four more or less identical dwellings occupy the first floors. 
Above, the apartment on the top floor occupies two stories 
and has a large roof garden. 

Urban façades
As we have seen before, the representative façade in 
general plays a key role in the relation of the Milanese 
apartment building to the city. So do the façades of 
Asnago Vender. In their work, the Milanese tradition of 
clinker and natural stone is taken to a different stage. The 
materiality of their façades refers, on the one hand, to the 
tactile and compositional features of the historic city. The 
application of architectural elements, on the other hand, 
is fundamentally modern. Or, as Professor Dirk de Meyer 
points out in his recent lecture on Asnago Vender’s work, 
they exchange the classical vocabulary for everything 
that looks modern, but adhere to the grammar of the 
classical composition.43 The façades of the Condominio 
XXI Aprile in stone and brick almost look weightless. 
The volumetric distinction between the volume of the 
street and the volume in the garden is not followed by 
the materiality of the building, since the white marble of 
the street volume is also used in (only) the south-facade 

of the garden volume (as can be seen in • fig 2.84). The 
other facades of this volume seem to be built up of beige 
masonry, but in fact these are thin ceramic (brick-sized) 
tiles. This is a recurring feature in the work of Asnago 
Vender; a kind of abstract, dematerialized version of the 
Milanese clinker tradition. The façade of the street volume, 
besides its height, also relates to the other façades in the 
street with its rhythm of figuratively distincted window 
openings. This again emphasizes the connection between 
the new building and its pre-war urban context. The 
bright, white marble, however, still contrasts the grizzled 
earth tones of the pre-war fabric. The window rhythm is 
also applied in the first three floors of the large garden 
volume. The five upper floors have long ribbon windows, 
which are actually small winter gardens. The facade on 
the garden side (north facade) alternates this composition 
(• fig. 2.95): ribbon windows make the base for a slightly 
cantilevered fenestrated wall. There is one bay in this 
facade that is pulled forward. It is not clear whether this 
is the engagement of the architects on the particular 
site or whether this is the collage-like way of showing 
the autonomy of form. What does become aparent here, 
nevertheless, are the many seemingly contradictory forces 
– slender and massive, leveled and recessed, vertical and 
horizontal, graphic and monolithic – that result from this 
excentric montage of different window types. 

2.95
Condominio XXI Aprile, point of 
ambiguity in the north facade facing the 
garden
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2.96-97
Condominio XXI Aprile, elevations, 
scale 1:300.
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2.98
Condominio XXI Aprile, elevations, 
scale 1:300.
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2.99
Condominio XXI Aprile, partial 
interior reconstruction of the third floor 
apartment, scale 1:200.

0 4

1. Staircase
2. Entrance hall
3. Corridor
4. Living room
5. Bedroom
6. Bathroom
7. Toilet
8. Servant bedroom
9. Kitchen
10. Roof terrace

1.
2.

3.

3.

5.

5. 5.

5.

6.

6.

6.

2.

7.

7.

8.

9.

8.

9.

4.

4.



117

II. La Casa Moderna

2.100
Condominio XXI Aprile, double floor 
apartment (seventh and eighth) with roof 
terrace, scale 1:200.
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2.101 (left)
Condominio XXI Aprile, space types.

2.102 (right)
Condominio XXI Aprile, use of spaces.

2.103
Condominio XXI Aprile, exploded spatial 
sequence.
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Single dwellings

With analysis of the individual dwellings in the Condominio 
XXI Aprile a small remark has to be made. Asnago and 
Vender were fundamental practicing architects. They never 
wrote about their work, did not teach at universities and 
never gave lectures. Many design decisions were made at 
the construction site in collaboration with contractors.43 
For that reason, very little information about the projects 
is available or written down. Too little, even, to make an 
informative reconstruction of the interior here. It was 
often that Asnago Vender in their projects were mainly 
occupied with the urban embedding of the volume and 
the facade compositions, after which other architects 
or contractors further constructed the interiors of the 
various residence or office owners.44 Although we can only 
speculate about this, in the plans of the Condominio XXI 
Aprile something similar seems to be the case: Asnago 
Vender were concerned with the urban embedding, the 
façades, the load-bearing structure and the entrance to 
the staircases of the complex. A reason to assume this 
appears in the apartments themselves, whose structure 
seems quite independent from the main load-bearing 
structure of the building. The column structure often even 
crosses the different spaces. Nevertheless, the structure 
of most apartments appears roughly the same: after the 
entrance, each apartment is strictly divided into a night 
time zone with sleeping and bathroom on the north side and 
a daytime zone on the south side. Both zones are accessed 
by a central corridor. The day zone also accommodates the 
service spaces and (where possible) the connection with 
the (roof) terrace. 

43.
Caruso, A. (2017) The Histric Present. Lecture 
at the RWTH Aachen on January 9th, 2017.

44.
Caruso, 2017.
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The ensemble around Piazza Velasca, 
ground floor plans in context, scale 
1:500.

1. Torre Velasca, BBPR
2. Piazza Velasca 4, Asnago & Vender
3. Via Albricci 10, Asnago & Vender
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As but one single example, the Condominio XXI 
Aprile shows the continuation of the historic city, using 
a contemporary vocabulary. Milanese reconstruction 
architecture of the immediate post-war period is an 
architecture where continuity and change were in 
precarious balance. If we again had to bring forward a 
manifest that represents this attitude of a particular 
‘Milanese modernity’, it would arguably be the Torre Velasca 
by BBPR, the firm of Ernesto Rogers. As a 106-meter tower, 
the Torre Velasca was a revolutionary modern building, 
introducing a new scale to the post-war Milanese context. 
Not only its height, but also its mixture of functions (as 
seen in the Condominio XXI Aprile too) was concerned a 
modern feature. Offices occupy seventeen floors in the 
lower part, whereas the six widened floors in the top all 
accommodate residences. This widening of the volume 
where the dwellings need more space is, all of a sudden, a 
very pragmatic move. Moreover, in the stylistic reference to 
a typical medieval Italian castle (like Castello Sforzesco) 
that is made here, this highly modern skyscraper seems to 
reinterpret historic architectural forms. As Ponti points out: 

“Modernity is far from being a controversial 
element of discontinuity in the city’s history and the 
traditional middle-class architecture that shaped 
it. The post-war modernity in Milan of (for instance) 
Asnago Vender represents a search for the ‘style of 
tomorrow’.” 45

Ponti regards this as an evolution of the urban 
forms associated with the neo-classical city and Milan’s 

Novecento movement. The Torre Velasca is part of a larger 
reconstruction area around Piazza Velasca and Via Alberico 
Albricci that includes four (!) other buildings by Asnago 
Vender (• fig. 2.104). These residential buildings have offices 
and commercial spaces on their ground floors and were 
built one after the other for different clients between 1939 
and 1958. After the first building on Via Alberico Albricci 8, 
Asnago Vender could have copied or continued the building 
or façade composition in the adjacing buildings, but they 
consciously chose to differ. It is the façade height, the 
rhythm and their (somewhat hidden) tripartite composition 
that binds them together to form a coherent front to 
the urban space, while at the same time their different 
façade and window openings create a sense of variety and 
heterogeneity.46 

Besides Asnago Vender, BBPR and Giò Ponti, the 
post-war Milanese architectural scene got dominated by 
a new generation of mostly individual architects, such as 
Iganzio Gardella, Luigi Caccia Dominioni and Luigi Moretti. 
As a result of the reconstruction culture, they all often built 
on sites that were previously occupied by other buildings, 
sites of which the morphological outlines were more or 
less determined by the nineteenth century city. Like the 
Torre Velasca, they continued to pragmatically construct a 
coherent urban tissue, in which the scale and capacity of 
the city kept on growing at the same time as retaining a 
sense of its history. However, a coherent movement like the 
Novecento or Italian Rationalism had been before the war 
was never the case. 

Post-war reconstruction

A particular kind of Modernity

45.
Ponti, G. (?). The Style of Tomorrow: Selected 
Works of Architecture by Asnago Vender. 
In Asnago Vender and the Construction of 
Modern Milan (pp. 14–17). Zürich: GTA Verlag, 
ETH Zürich.

46.
Ponti, (?).

2.105
The series of buildings built by Asnago 
Vender at Via Alberico Albricci between 
1939 and 1956.
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In this chapter, we have seen that in twentieth 
century Milan, a relatively young bourgeoisie rapidly 
emerged. From their large number and social status, they 
demanded a dense and representative form of dwelling 
that corresponded to the scale of the modern industrial 
city. The collective urban apartment building as a type was 
soon recognized as their legitimate form of housing, with 
which Milan accurately responded to the change from an 
aristocratic population inhabiting its ville and palazzi to 
a city of homes for the modern bourgeoisie. It served, in 
other words, as a technical answer to the demographic 
growth on the one hand, and as an answer to renewed 
social hierarchies on the other. In this chapter, we have 
chronologically discussed this development from an 
architectonic point of view by means of four paradigmatic 
cases and their related architectural tendencies (• fig. 
2.105). Its conclusion is threefold.

1. The Milanese School
From a more general perspective, firstly, the architects and 
stylistic movements of the twentieth century were united 
by their search for the connection of the modern city with a 
(neo)classical vocabulary and Italian tradition, insofar that 
we could speak of a ‘Milanese School’. Among this School 
would be the interwar Novecentists, Italian Rationalists 
and the post-war reconstruction scene: architects of just 
a few generations (active between roughly 1920 and 1970), 
who almost all studied at the Politecnico di Milano and then 
worked in Milan only. This School is not officially named as 
such; it is the shared attitude towards architecture, city 
and history in the changing context of twentieth century 
Milan that binds them. 

This Milanese School maintained a rather abstract 
connection with history. As seen in all four cases, the rapid 
industrialization and wartime devastation in Milan did not 
lead to a reaction of historical reconstruction (exactly 
copying what was already there), nor starting completely 
anew (like the Modernists). Instead, the modern apartment 
building of the Milanese School demonstrated how 
contemporary architecture – built for the modern state or 
for modern commercial clients – got engaged with the idea 
of the modern European city on one hand, and the material 
and the cultural remains of history on the other. A great act 
of synthesis, both before and after the Second World War.

2.7 Conclusions

2.106 (facing page)
Timeline summarizing the conclusions of 
chapter I and II.
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7. Torre e Palazzo Rasini (1933-1936)
8. Torre Snia Viscosa (1934-1937)
9. Corso Giacomo Matteotti (1933-1939)
10. Casa Bonaïti (1933-1936)
11. Torre Velasca (1951-1958)
12. Condominio XXI Aprile (1951-1953)

11.

9.

7.

12.

10.

8.
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2.108
Concluding matrix ‘La Casa Moderna’.

Dwelling type distribution

Representativity of the façade

Formal adaptations as reactions to the 
urban context

Base volume
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2. La Casa Moderna

Starting with Muzio’s Ca’Brüta, a number of themes was 
introduced to the typology of the urban apartment building 
in Milan that kept on recurring in the work of the Milanese 
School over the course of the twentieth century:

• the balance between the scale of the city, the 
representativeness of the complex as a whole and 
that of the individual dwelling; 

• (in that) the individually ‘stacked villa’ versus the 
optimized and serially repeated typical floor plan;

• the representativeness of the facade and the 
meaning of the ornament; 

• and the dwelling in relation to the (roof) garden. 

If we take a look at all examples that have passed by 
in this chapter (page 122-123), however, we can conclude 
no different that despite the shared ideals of the Milanese 
School as a whole, the apartment building as a Milanese 
type has evidently developed in great formal and stylistic 
diversity. The matrix shows a large number of variations 
on the typology of apartments around a staircase(s), 
all adapted to their specific inner-city sites. A first 
explanation for this comes from the modern capitalist 
perspective: these buildings were private commissions, 
threatening the apartment building as commercial 
property, a product of trade. This allowed architects of 
the time to experiment more freely compared to strict 
municipal housing commissions and, as we have seen, 
break with the traditional nineteenth century standards. 
Modern construction techniques also made possible the 
introduction of the tower into the cityscape. Through its 
increased differentiation, secondly, the apartment building 
could respond to changing urban situations, as well as 
ensure an individual and representative quality to the single 
home and its relationship with terraces and gardens. 

Over the course of the 1930s, this resulted in a wide 
range of specific varieties on the typology of the modern 
bourgeois apartment building as a fundamentally urban 

residential architecture with a high density. As a result, we 
must conclude that from these examples alone, a generic 
series of constant, formal characteristics that are inherent 
to the typology (in the form of – for instance – the layout 
of a building, structure of its plan, representation of its 
façade), etc. cannot be defined here yet. 

3. La Casa Urbana
The way the four primary cases in this chapter are drawn 
and analysed, allows for a comparative conclusion between 
them. It is interesting to concentrate on these examples 
as ‘acts of synthesis’ between different scales: the scale 
of the city, the scale of the building and the scale of the 
single dwelling. In essence, all cases can be deduced to 
basic forms that shape the urban space around them. As 
discussed in point 2 of this conclusion, all cases show 
(a series of) formal adaptations: the setbacks of Casa 
della Meridiana, the north side extension and grid façade 
of Casa Rustici, the coupling part and bay window of 
Ponti and Lancia and the porte-cochère and front yard 
of Asnago Vender. These formal adaptations have turned 
into instruments of urban embedding, using figure and 
abstraction to manoeuver these buildings into their city 
centre sites. On a somewhat finer scale, the façade 
strengthens the representative character of the buildings 
towards the city and mediates between the (scale of the) 
building as one architectonic entity and the stacking of a 
multitude of individual dwelling entities. In the absence of 
an immediately obvious series of typological continuities or 
similarities, it is the way these examples mediate between 
the scale of the city, the scale of the building and the 
scale of the dwelling – while at the same time expressing 
certain representative, bourgeois status – that invites for a 
further, more generic exploration on the Milanese apartment 
building as a fundamental urban piece of architecture. 
As such, this chapter therewith not only contributed in 
answering part of the main research question of this 
thesis, but also brought forward new questions that will be 
elaborated upon in chapter III. 



2.109
The ‘legacy’ anno 2017 of urban appartment 
buildings constructed by the Milanese School in 
Milan between 1919 and 1970.
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x. Chapter title

Chapter III

La Casa e la Città

A Typomorphological Instrument

In Chapter II, we have seen that the rise of the urban 
apartment building in Milan was connected with a ‘Milanese 
School’ of architects who developed it over the course of the 
twentieth century in a variety of architectonic styles. With this 
new typology of dwelling for the bourgeoisie, a new density 
was introduced into the Milanese city fabric. Especially in the 
pursuit of collectivity and grandeur and the connection of the 
apartment building with both the modern city and Italian 
tradition, an interesting Milanese phenomenon seems to reveal 
itself. Following upon the architectural research, this chapter 
therefore aims to elaborate on the connection of the Milanese 
urban apartment building as a type with the morphology 
of the city and the scale of the individual dwelling; hence 
titled la Casa e la Città. Whereas chapter II discussed specific 
examples and therefore could not draw a generic typological 
conclusion, this chapter aims to rationalize the formal and 
urban capacity of the Milanese urban apartment building 
by elaborating on it from a more generic perspective instead. 
In this, the typomorphological research method will be used. 
With a rational definition of the relationship between type and 
morphology in the case of the Milanese apartment building, 
the key aspects to be addressed in the design experiment can 
be extracted. In this regard, Philippe Panerai also speaks of a 
‘generative typological instrument’: “it aims to deduct a formal, 
typological basis (a vocabulary) that serves as a generative 
instrument in the design process.”1
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3.01
Typomorphological analysis of the 
Venetian district San Barolomio in 
Muratori’s Studi per una Operante 
Storia Urbana di Venezia, 1959.
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In order to gain a better understanding of the use of 
such ‘generative typological instrument’, it is worthwhile 
to take a close look at typomorphological research as a 
method. This method has its origins in the 1950s, and in 
one person in particular: Saverio Muratori (1910-1973).2 In 
his Studi per una Operante Storia Urbana di Venezia, led 
and published at the Istituto Università d’Achitettura di 
Venezia (IUAV) in 1959, Muratori, together with students 
and teachers of the IUAV, examined the development of 
the concrete urban shape, the morphology, of Venice (and 
Rome in 1963) in relation to the typological development 
of the buildings within it.3 This method thus builds upon 
the eighteenth and nineteenth century inheritance of 
typological research as a classification method around 
figures such as Jean Nicolas Louis Durand and Antoine-
Chrysostome Quatremère de Quincy. Without deeply 
elaborating on the different general interpretations of the 
term type, an important difference between Muratori’s 
research and its precedents must be mentioned. Muratori 
did not see typological research as an independent 
classification or ideal model, but instead connected it 
with the shape of the city and its development: typo-
morphology. This is seen as a direct response to the 
dissatisfaction of the time with functionalism. His work 
attempted to bend the a-historic, ‘type-less’ city of 
the modernists from a three-dimensional artwork to a 
perspective of the layered city as collective memory, 
in which different typologies have accumulated and 
developed.4 Via Gianfranco Caniggia, Muratori’s student 
and main follower, important figures like Aldo Rossi, Carlo 
Aymonino and (later) Rafael Moneo also got involved in this 
‘renaissance’ of the typological debate. The Italian School, 
also known as the Scuola Muritoriana, has her offspring in 
other parts of Europe in the French School around Castex 
and Panerai and British School (Birmingham School) with 
M.R.G. The Conzen as a leading figure.5

Let us now look at the development of the Milanese 
apartment building from this typomorphological 
perspective. As we have seen in chapters I and II, the 
typology of the metropolitan, collective apartment 
building was introduced in Milan in a decisive period 
of morphological transformations, roughly between 
1910 and 1970. In this ‘layer’ of history, the growth of 
the middle class in the industrialized city initiated new 

challenges in residential architecture, which resulted in a 
‘stacking’ of dwellings with a representative expression 
of the building as a whole. In this sense, the relationship 
between urban morphology and typological development 
is a reciprocal one: on the one hand, the type arises as a 
result of morphological expansions, on the other hand, this 
transformation is carried out precisely through the new 
typology of the urban apartment building. One could state 
that it is this particular typological renewal that created a 
metropolitan scale in Milan. In this, as Annegret Burg noted, 
the inventory of the serially repeatable and structured floor 
plan was a key instrument:

“The serial plan (of the urban apartment building) 
had become a necessity of not to be underestimated 
importance and had to guide Milan’s transformation 
into a European metropolis.”6

Thus, the urban apartment building as a type is at 
the same time the instrument in, and the result of the 
morphological transformation of Milan into the metropolis 
we know today. Here, one of Muratori’s key conclusions 
from his 1959 research in Venice comes to mind: “The type 
can not be determined beyond its concrete urban context.”7

To define the way the typology of the Milanese urban 
apartment building in general mediates between the scale 
of the city and the scale of the individual dwelling, we 
should focus on a number of aspects that already came 
forward in chapter II:

• The morphological structure of the Milanese 
apartment building and the organisation of 
individual dwellings (paragraph 3.2);

• The relation between the apartment building 
and representativeness: the scale of the façade 
(paragraph 3.3);

• The relation between the apartment building and 
the scale of the streetscape (public space) with 
its balconies, roof gardens etc. (paragraph 3.4).

3.1  Typomorphology and the Milanese 
urban apartment building

4.
 Van Zeijl, G. (1987). Typologie, het ombuigen 
van het Modernisme in OASE #15.

5.
Vernez Moudon, 1994

6.
Burg, 1992. Free translation of original: 
‘Der Seriengrundriß war zu einer in seiner 
Bedeutung kaum zu überschätzende 
Notwendigkeit geworden und mußte 
zwangsläufig die Entwicklung der Stadt 
Mailand zu einer europäischen Großstadt 
begleiten.’

7.
Muratori, 1959.

1.
Panerai, P. (1981). Typologieën. OASE #1. 
Plananalyse En Typologie, 1(1), 26–37.

2.
Vernez Moudon, A. (1994). Getting to Know 
the Built Landscape: Typomorphology. In 
Ordering Space: Types in Architecture and 
Design (pp. 289–311). New Jersey: Wiley.

3.
Leupen, B., Grafe, C., Körnig, N., Lampe, M., & 
De Zeeuw, P. (1993). Ontwerp en Typologie. In 
Ontwerp en Analyse (pp. 134–153). Rotterdam: 
Uitgeverij 010.
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As characteristic entity with which the Milanese fabric 
is built, the urban apartment building can be studied as 
an autonomous architectonic object. However, if we think 
of the picture in the introductory chapter of this thesis 
(page 10), we know that the apartment building only 
acquires an urban significance when it is related to other 
apartment buildings, defining streets and public spaces. 
In other words, it is the collaboration of architectonic 
entities that creates an urban order. A first step in defining 
the relationship between both is to gain insight into the 
morphological structure of the urban apartment building in 
Milan. Following the typomorphological research method 
(paragraph 3.1), this is done by a classification based on 
the conclusions of chapter II, together with observational 
research in the Milanese city centre (• fig. 3.02). The 
classification concerns five morphological base forms 
that are not autonomous objects, but all have a specific 
morphological significance: 

1. The row, or linear apartment building: surrounded 
on both sides by neighbouring plots. The row 
stretches the full width of a plot to create a 
continuous street facade. 

2. The corner, or L-shaped apartment building: 
occupies the edge of a building block at the 
intersection of two distinct urban spaces (two 
streets, a street and a square, etc.). 

3. The front, or U-shaped apartment building: 
occupies the edge of a building block at the 
intersection of three distinct urban spaces (two 
streets and a square, three streets, a street with 
two squares, etc.).

4. The block: an entire building block as one 
apartment building, surrounded by urban space on 
all sides.8

5. The tower: the apartment building as vertical 
accent significantly rising above the fabric’s 
average height (24-30m).  

The Milanese city centre is full of ‘regular’ urban fabric 
that can be traced back to one of the five base forms in 
this classification. In figure 3.02, the five base forms are 
displayed with Milanese examples based on their role 
and variations in specific morphological situations, their 
main distributive structure and organization of individual 
dwellings.

3.2  Morphological structure

8.
It must be mentioned that the base form of 
the complete building block hardly appears, 
but theoretically seen it is part of the 
classification.

3.02 (facing page)
Typomorphological structure of the 
Milanese urban apartment building in 
lineair, L-shaped, U-shaped, block and 
tower forms.
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1. Mass

2. Horitzontal division

3. Vertical rhythm

4.  Window openings

a.

a.

x.   x.   x.   x. x.   x.   x.   x.

a.

b.

b.

c.

c.

d.

d.
5.  Rooftop garden or pitched roof 

3.03
The Milanese model façade elaborated.
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As came forward in chapter II, a second important 
aspect in the connection of the Milanese apartment 
building with the city lies in the way the morphological base 
forms (paragraph 3.2) represent themselves towards the 
city: the façade. As we have already seen in case studies of 
chapter II, the façade is an important instrument in the act 
of representation, which mediates between the scale of the 
building and the individual home. Following Giulio Bettini’s 
argument in his publication La Città Animata, it is possible 
to examine a more generic ‘Milanese model’ (by means of a 
caricature) on the scale of the façade:

• Each façade starts from the building mass (1).
• The façade that defines the urban space has 

a tripartite division in a plinth, middle part and 
crown (2). The plinth is usually one storey high, 
but also occurs as a variant involving a mezzanine 
level. The middle part ‘binds together’ the 
individual floors of the building into a solid plane 
that faces the city. This is an important part of the 
representativeness in the Milanese façade.

• The dominant horizontal distribution is 
counterbalanced by the vertical rhythm of the 
windows (3). This rhythm is usually continual.

• The windows are cut out of the wall as vertical 
openings, with the window frames often quite flush 
with the façade plane (very short window reveals) 
(4). The window openings are small in relation 
to the façade surface as a whole. The small but 
flush window openings create an interesting field 
of tension between the façade as a mass and 
the façade as a thin surface. The possibility to 
make larger openings in the plinth for commercial 
purposes often leads to a stronger relationship 
with the public life in the street. In this, the 
vertical rhythm is often left intact. The entrance is 
positioned symmetrically (4a-b) or asymmetrically 
(4c-d).

• In the case of a pitched roof, there is a cornice 
that ends the building and binds it with the 
continuing streetscape. In case of a flat roof, the 
typical Milanese phenomenon of the roof garden 
(5) often occurs. This provides the façade with a 
green, gentle ending over the stone mass. In the 
case of a roof garden, the volume is often set back 
in the top floors, resulting in a step-wise ending 
of the volume. Sometimes, this is introduced by a 
different size of the windows in the top floor of 
the middle section (5d).

Ornaments and materials
The Milanese façade usually has a plinth in natural stone 
(although this is often actually concrete with fake joints 
instead of natural stone). Above, there are many variations 
in plasterwork, tiles or (to a lesser extent) masonry. The 
stone expression in the streetscape is combined with a 
colour palette of pastel tones. Depending on the materiality 
of the middle part, the model façade has a great diversity in 
the application of ornamentation, which often strengthens 
the representative character of the façade as a whole. 
The rule in this case is that the windows are provided with 
a frame that accentuates the window as opening in the 
façade and often also obscures window blinds (which slide 
into the façade behind the list).

3.3  The Milanese façade
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3.04
Grasp of continuously recurring elements 
in the façades that define the Milanese 
streetscape: vertical window openings, bay 
windows, balconies, ornamental frames 
and cornices/roof gardens.
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Rule versus Exception

To summarize, it is the horizontal and vertical division, 
strengthened by the application of ornaments, that bind 
together the façade as a representative skin that answers 
the scale of the city more than expressing the scale of the 
individual dwelling. As Bettini points out, in addition to 
the façade as a series of conventions, it is the variation on 
the rules that is just as important and can serve an urban 
meaning. Again, the work of Asnago Vender can be used 
as an illustrative example. The white corner building on Via 
Alberico Albricci 10 (1956) is a modest building that neatly 
follows the curve of the street and winds the corner to 
Piazza Velasca (• fig 3.05). The space between the window 
openings is getting smaller as the façade rises. The mass 
of the wall becomes lighter, as if a thin sheet of paper is 
wrapped around the building (notice the window frames are 
again flush with the façade plane). The top floor is even left 
without any windows, which makes the building mass slowly 
rise up in the air. The building ends the sight line from Via 
Larga. Here, the façade composition accentuates this 
urban function by shifting two windows in the bottom floors 
of the façade grid. This remarkable exception in the façade 
has nothing to do with the structure of the building behind, 
but only serves this urban gesture. The architecture (in 
this case particularly the façade) engages with the urban 
condition and anchors the building in its context.

Urban façades 

More generally, it can be stated that the order in the 
Milanese facades creates a coherently heterogeneous 
streetscape (• fig 3.04). The expression of the individual 
dwelling is subordinate to the image of the building as 
a representative whole, as if the façade is wrapped 
around the buildings to mitigate the stacking of individual 
dwellings and commercial spaces behind it. It has acquired 
an urban scale. However, changes in the proportions of the 
individual façades, subtle shifts in window rhythms and 
variations in vertical or horizontal divisions (for example in 
materiality) create a varied and heterogeneous image. To 
quote Bettini: “It is precisely this combination of a coherent 
façade with the highlighting of individual architectures that 
makes the special character of the Milanese streetscape.”

3.05
Via Alberico Albricci 10 (1956) by 
Mario Asnago and Claudio Vender seen 
from Via Larga looking south-west. The 
shifting of two windows in the bottom 
floors of the façade creates a focal point 
at the end of the street, with which 
the building is anchored in its specific 
context.
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3.06
Piano dei Rettifili for Milan (1807).
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A third approach is found in the relationship between 
the single apartment building and the larger scale of the 
streetscape. This relationship has been subject of debate 
even before the start of the twentieth century. Royal 
edicts of the late eighteenth century describe the spatial 
characteristics of the Milanese city at that time as an 
image of streets full of traders and appropriated private 
gardens. The uncontrolled growth and appropriation of the 
public urban space ended in 1777, when the Collegio degli 
Architetti di Brera introduced the Piano delle Strade (lit.: 
‘street plan’). Public control of the design of streets meant 
the start of the debate on the new Milanese streetscape, 
in which the appearance of public space became a primary 
subject. The way in which the nineteenth century residential 
buildings faced the city from now on had to be reviewed 
for consistency in their ornamentation as a decoration 
for public space. With the founding of the Commissione 
d’Oronato in 1807, it was required to submit drawings of the 
elevation, cross-section, plan and details. In commission 
of the Commissione d’Oronato, the Piano dei Rettifili 
(Light: Plan of the Straight Axes) was set up in that same 
year, which, in addition to connecting of various parts of 
the city with straight axes, also provides a large number 
of new street façades (• fig 3.06). Here, for the first time, 
the phenomenon of the cortina occurs, which is described 
in Bettini’s La Città Animata as the phenomenon of the 
façade that is not only constituted as a linear element, 
but also has certain depth and therefore functions as 
a spatial element in defining the adjacent urban space. 
The single urban apartment building got subordinated to 
the coherence of a total image. Only after the end of the 
nineteenth century the Piano dei Rettifili is succeeded 
by the plan of Beruto, briefly discussed in chapter 1.2. 
Beruto linked the principle of the Piano dei Rettifili – the 
continuous cortina as a space-defining element – with the 

matrix of the street pattern and modern hygienic facilities. 
The later Pavia Masera Plan (1911) is also based on the 
further structuring of city extensions on this basis laid by 
Beruto.

20th century: influences of Sitte in a renewed urban 
thinking
During the interwar period, the ideas of Camillo Sitte’s book 
Der Städtebau nach seinen künstlerischen Grundsätzen, 
mainly because of Giuseppe de Finetti, found their entry 
into the urban development in Milan. The ideas found their 
repercussions in the thinking in space, instead of in plans 
only (as was the case with Beruto and Pavia Masera). 
As a result, the renewed interest in urban planning as an 
artistic (and not a merely technical) discipline emphasized 
the coherence between themes designed in plan and 
their personal perception from within the urban space. 
The spatial enscening of buildings in the tissue became 
an important theme: what in plan could still be a regular 
ordering principle was translated in a spatial sense so 
that a sequence of different observation situations arises. 
Muzio also argues that one should be concerned about 
the cohesion of buildings above the single building. Still, 
however, the single building remains the primary entity of 
the tissue, but the connection between different structures 
remains important on an urban scale (and not a mere 
architectural control of the facade, such as at the Piano dei 
Rettifili).

3.4  The Milanese streetscape
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3.07
Proportions of the public spaces in 
relation to their defining buildings as 
defined by the Commissione d’Oronato in 
the nineteenth century.

The façade has a height of 5/4 of the 
street’s width.

In the case of a set-back volume, the 
height of the rooftop extension may be 
half the depth of the set-back.

Bay windows and balconies may 
cantilever from 4,2m above street level, 
with a maximum distance of 1,2m.
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An important issue that we distil from the above is that the 
relationship between architecture (of the urban apartment 
building), the street (public space) and the city in Milan 
has been a central subject of debate for centuries. The 
innovations in urban residential architecture were linked 
to more traditional ‘artistic’ urban planning ideals (as 
defined by Sitte). Bettini describes in this context how 
the proportions between street space and façade height 
were recorded in the first building regulations of 1877. The 
façade should have a height of 5/4 of the street width, with 
a maximum of 24 meters (later raised to 30). By means of 
variation to the closed street wall, it is often seen in Milan 
that the building parts are set back or pulled forward. 
Rules were also made for this: a building part that was 
set back a certain distance, could be raised by half of 
this distance. Extending parts such as balconies and bay 
windows were only allowed above a 4,2 meter plinth, with a 
maximum cantilever of 1,2 meters. These regulations were 
incorporated into both plans of Beruto and Pavia Masera. 
The alternation in the rhythm of setbacks and bay windows 
or balconies creates a strong sense of coulisse in many 
Milanese public spaces.

3.08
Via Plinio in the late afternoon. The 
proportioning of the street dimensions 
and cantilevering elements creates a set 
of rules, within which every individual 
building finds its own expression.
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3.09 (left)
Via Alvise Cadamosto – Via Giovanni 
Omboni.

3.10 (right)
Via Francesco Redi – Via Bartolomeo 
Eustachi.

3.11 (left)
Piazza Guglielmo Oberdan – Via 
Marcello Malpighi.

3.12 (right)
Via Giovanni Battista Morgagni – Via 
Francesco Redi.



145

III. La Casa e la Città

To clarify, finally, the abovementioned characteristics of 
the Milanese urban apartment building mediating between 
different scale levels of the city, this paragraph will discuss 
the act of winding the corner. The corner, generally spoken, 
concerns a special moment in the urban fabric. More 
specifically, four Milanese corners will be discussed here 
that reveal the architectonic vocabulary with which the 
architecture of the urban apartment building engages with 
the scale of the city and that of the individual dwelling. 
These corners are chosen by observational research on how 
their architectonic form and elements mediate between 
different scales. 

Via Alvise Cadamosto – Via Giovanni Omboni
The apartment building on the sharp crossing of Via 
Cadamosto and Via Omboni winds the corner in a plastic 
way. The volumetry of the corner as a morphological base 
form is hardly recognizable anymore. It is decomposed to 
face the larger urban space of Piazzale Lavater. Above 
a regular plinth and mezzanine level with commercial 
functions, the deformation of the volume already gains an 
urban function. On a somewhat finer scale, we notice an 
addition of balconies and bay windows that strengthens 
the composition of the main volume. The bay windows 
span almost the entire five floors of dwellings in the middle 
section of the building. The oblique angles that come 
together in the volumetry create a coulisse like effect when 
approaching from both streets. The readability of individual 
dwellings is subordinate to the urban gesture of the volume, 
except for the top floor apartment that now reads as the 
piano nobile. 

Piazza Guglielmo Oberdan – Via Marcello Malpighi
This apartment building consists of a higher part towards 
the Piazza Guglielmo Oberdan and a lower part towards 
Via Marcello Malpighi. The winding of the corner occurs in 
the higher part, that has a symmetrical layout of four bays 
on each side of the corner. The composition of balconies 
corresponds with this angular symmetry. The winding of 
the corner involves no special deformation of the volume, 
but instead occurs through the subtle ornamentation in the 
façade. 

Via Giovanni Battista Morgagni – Via Francesco Redi

The apartment buildings in this block along the Via 
Giovanni Battista Morgagni are arguably part of a 
simultaneous construction of multiple apartment buildings 
at once. This is, however, of minor importance compared 
to the way the corner is winded in this example. Here, 
the balcony as an architectural element gains an urban 
significance. Above the double height plinth, the balcony 
of the first apartment floor stretches the full length of 
the building facing Via Morgagni, winding the corner to 
do the same on the Via Redi. Beneath, a smaller balcony 
accentuates the corner on a smaller scale, creating a 
moment of exception and variation in the total composition 
of the facade. In the upper floors, an alternating rhythm of 
balconies binds the different floors together to subordinate 
the single dwellings to the larger scale of the building 
itself. The pattern of balconies gains the building a very 
representative character. The balcony as an architectural 
instrument mediates between the scale of the building, the 
scale of the individual dwelling and the scale of the city. 

Via Francesco Redi – Via Bartolomeo Eustachi
Down the same Via Francesco Redi, at the crossing of the 
Via Bartolomeo Eustachi (main north-south running axis in 
the Beruto plan), the sharp angle is made by an apartment 
building with a single height commercial plinth and five 
floors of dwellings above. The sharp corner is chamfered, 
creating an almost square-like moment in the urban fabric. 
The pavement at this point is appropriated by a terrace of 
the ground floor restaurant. To accentuate the intermediate 
scale of this corner, a bay window is added on the 
chamfered edge. The bay window does not encompass the 
scale of the full building, not even that of the chamfered 
corner. It stops after the first three floors to create a 
balcony for the fourth floor apartment. This exception to 
the façade anchors accentuates the corner function of the 
building and therewith again mediates between the scale of 
the city, the building and the individual dwelling.

3.5  Four Milanese corners



146

3.13
A vocabulary of exceptions: a study to the 
Milanese corner.

Graphic

Balconies

Chamfering

Rhythm

Detail

Bay window(s)
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III. La Casa e la Città

These four short observations – all in their own way – bring 
forward a notion of an intermediate scale. We have seen 
the use of multiple different architectonic elements that do 
not concern the scale of the entire building nor the scale 
of the individual dwelling. These ‘exceptions’ all in some 
way relate to the city in the sense that they accentuate 
the corner, end the Straßenflucht, serve as a focal point 
or simply enliven the streetscape. With a vocabulary 
of balconies, ornamentation, bay windows or entirely 
chamfered volumetric adaptations, they create exceptions 
to the rule of the basic corner volume in a way that relates 
to both the individual dwelling and the building and binds 
the volume in the (perception of) the urban context. Figure 
3.13 generically summarizes the architectural possiblities as 
discussed in this paragraph.
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Dwelling organisation

Volume and morphology

Subordinating façade 

Rule and exception

3.14
Rational definition of the generative 
typological instrument in the relation 
between the architectural scales of the 
Milanese urban apartment building and 
the urban condition (as applied to the 
generic corner example).
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III. La Casa e la Città

This chapter has brought forward the Milanese urban 
apartment building as fundamental urban entity that 
mediates between the scale of the city (the streetscape, 
the morphology), the building as a representative whole 
and the single dwelling within it. It has discussed the 
morphological structure on the scale of the single 
apartment building, the scale of the façade as an urban 
instrument that subordinates the single dwelling to a 
larger whole, the scale of the urban space as defined by 
the working together of façade and volumetry to create 
a coherent yet heterogeneous streetscape and finally 
elaborated on the Milanese corner and the way it mediates 
between different scale levels. The generative typological 
instrument that can be extracted from the typology of 
the Milanese urban apartment building can therefore be 
rationally defined as follows: 

1. Urban scale level: volume and morphology
The apartment building has an urban dimension in the sense 
that it engages with the urban fabric in a way that can be 
traced back to five morphological base forms. All have their 
own specific function in the fabric. Together with the rest of 
the fabric, they define the urban spaces. 

2. Building scale: the organisation of dwellings is quite 
pragmatic, accessed by (a single) staircase(s). The top 
floor usually is the exceptional dwelling compared to the 
regular middle part.

3. The façade: the façade subordinates the scale of the 
single dwelling to the greater representative scale of the 
building towards the city. It mitigates the variety of stacked 
individual dwellings to respond to the scale of the city and 
express certain representative character towards the urban 
space.

4. Rule and exception: site-specific adaptation of the 
building that mediates between the scale of the building 
and the dwelling and reacts towards the city.

3.6  La Casa e la Città

The intermediate scale





Chapter IV

La Casa all’Italiana

A Manifesto for Modern Italian Housing

One aspect that has remained relatively untreated so far 
is how the architectural development of the urban apartment 
building in Milan is related to the rise of a modern dwelling 
culture and its impact on the individual dwelling. The 
emergence of a modern lifestyle in Milan and in the rest of 
Europe in the early twentieth century is something that the 
architects of the Milanese School were actively engaged with. 
Through their architecture, but also in other media such as 
the magazine (in Milan in influential with Domus and 
Casabella), they propagated a fundamental modern dwelling 
culture that originated from the Italian rural villa and was 
thus directly rooted in Italian tradition. The purpose of this 
chapter is to briefly review what this sense of Italianità is about 
and how it can serve (by means of inspiration) the design of the 
individual dwelling in the following design experiment.



La casa all’Italiana non è il rifugio, imbottito e guarnito, 
degli abitatori contro le durezze del clima come è delle 
abitazioni d’oltralpe ove la vita cerca, per lunghi mesi, 
riparo dalla natura inclemente: la casa all’italiana è come 
il luogo scelto da noi per godere in vita nostra, con lieta 
possessione, le bellezze che le nostre terre e i nostri cieli ci 
regalano in lunghe belle stagioni.

Nella casa all’italiana non vi è grande distinzione di 
architettura fra esterno ed interno: altrove vi è addirittura 
separazione di forme e di materiali: da noi l’architettura 
di fuori penetra nell‘interno, e non tralascia di usare né la 
pietra né gli intonaci né l’affresco; essa nei vestiboli e nelle 
gallerie, nelle stanze e nelle scale, con archi, nicchie, vôlte e 
con colonne regola e ordina in spaziose misure gli ambienti 
per la nostra vita.

Dall’interno la casa all’italiana riesce all’aperto con i 
suoi portici e le sue terrazze, con le pergole e le verande, 
con le loggie ed i balconi, le altane e i belvederi, invenzioni 
tutte confortevolissime per l’abitazione serena e tanto 
italiane che in ogni lingue sono chiamate con i nomi di qui.

Una stessa ordinanza architettonica regge dunque 
in diverse misure, nella casa all’italiana, le facciate e gli 
interni ed ancora regola d’attorno la natura medesima con 
terrazze e gradoni, con giardini, appunto detti all’italiana, 
ninfei e prospettive, orti e cortili, tutti creati per dare agio e 
scena ad una felice abitazione.

La casa all’italiana è di fuori e di dentro senza 
complicazioni, accoglie suppellettili e belle opere d’arte 
e vuole ordine e spazio fra di esse e non folla o miscuglio. 
Giunge ad esser ricca con i modi della grandezza, non con 
quelli soli della preziosità.

Il suo disegno non discende dalle sole esigenze 
materiali del vivere, essa non è soltanto una ‘machine à 
habiter’. Il cosiddetto ‘comfort’ non è la casa all’italiana 
solo nella rispondenza delle cose alle necessità, ai bisogni, 
ai comodi della nostra vita ed alla organizzazione dei 
servizi.

Codesto suo ‘confort’ è in qualcosa di superiore; esso 
è nel darci con l’architettura una misura per i nostri stessi 
pensieri, nel darci con la sua semplicità una salute per i 
nostri costumi, nel darci con la sua larga accoglienza il 
senso di una vita confidente e numerosa, ed è infine, per 
quel suo facile e lieto e ornato aprirsi fuori e comunicare 
con la natura, nell’invito che la casa all’italiana offre al 
nostro spirito di ricrearsi in riposanti visioni di pace, nel 
che consiste nel pieno senso della bella parola italiana, il 
conforto.1

G.P.

La Casa all’Italiana

1.
Ponti, G. (1928). La Casa all’Italiana in Domus, 
l’Architettura della Casa, 1(1), January 1928. 



La Casa all’Italiana to its inhabitants is not a mere 
shelter, stuffed and gutted, against the hardness of the 
climate, like it is for the houses across the Alps, where 
life has to find month-long protection from raw nature: 
(instead,) the Italian house is like a place chosen by us to 
enjoy our lives in pleasant possession of the beauties our 
lands and skies give us over the seasons.

In la Casa all’Italiana, there is no clear distinction 
between interior and exterior architecture: elsewhere, 
there is a separation of forms and materials, with us, the 
architecture of the outside penetrates the interior and does 
not forget to use stone, plaster or a fresco; in the hallways 
and galleries, in the rooms and stairs, with bows and niches, 
vaults and columns and arranges the environment of our 
lives in spacious rooms.  

From the inside, the Italian house is opened to the 
exterior with its porches and its terraces, with its pergolas 
and verandas, with loggias and balconies, altars and 
belvederes, all comfortably shaped for a serene sense of 
dwelling and as such adopted with their literal Italian term 
in many other languages.

A similar architectural order defines in la Casa 
all’Italiana, in varying degrees, the facades and the interiors 
and (in this) employs the same nature with terraces and 
steps, with gardens – so called Giardini all’Italiana – 
nymphs and prospects, vegetable gardens and courtyards, 
all created to give ease and scene to a happy home.

La Casa all’Italiana is extrovert and introvert, without 
complications, welcomes furnishings and beautiful works of 
art and aims at order and space between them instead of 
disorder and congestion. It becomes rich in terms of spatial 
generosity, not in terms of preciousness. 

Its design is not derived solely from the material 
needs of living, it is not just a ‘machine d’habiter’. The 
so-called notion of ‘comfort’ in la Casa all’Italiana does 
not correspond to our lives’ demands, necessities and 
conveniences in terms of functional organisation. 

This notion of comfort lies in something superior: it 
provides us a measure to our own thinking by means of 
its architecture; a recovery of our habits by means of 
its simplicity; a sense of trustworthy communal life by 
means of its inviting character; and, finally, by means 
of its ornamental yet simple connection to the exterior 
and communication with nature expresses to our minds 
to rejuvenate themselves in peaceful surroundings, in 
which lies the true definition of the beautiful Italian word 
conforto. 

G.P.

La Casa all’Italiana 1

1.
In English: ‘the Italian house’. Throughout this 
translation, the Italian term will be used

2,
Free translation to English by the author, 
based on the original La Casa all’Italiana 
in Italian by Giò Ponti in the first edition of 
Domus, January 1928.
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4.01
Studies after the optimisation of 
movement throughout the modern 
dwelling plan by Alexander Klein 
(1931).
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IV. La Casa all’Italiana

With the article about La Casa all’Italiana on the 
previous pages, Giò Ponti opened his first episode of 
Domus, a magazine for architecture and design, co-
founded by Ponti in 1928. The more than 500 word plea for 
a connection of the modern residence with Italian tradition 
triggered the debate about the modern bourgeois home 
interior. This modern bourgeois interior had distinguished 
itself from both the poor working class and the extravagant 
peasant homes just a few years prior to the foundation of 
Domus.3

As concluded earlier, the growth of this bourgeois 
middle class led to the introduction of a new type of urban 
residential building: the stacked apartment. Now that the 
house was stacked using state-of-the-art construction 
technology to introduce a new density and scale in Milan, 
the bourgeois interior had to be transformed accordingly. 
Luxury goods and furniture as previously unique goods had 
to be mass-produced with the same degree of quality. As 
a result, the bourgeois interior, even domesticity in general, 
got commercialized. The bourgeois culture in all Italy 
acquired a mass, a national dimension.4 Not by accident, 
this all emerged from Italy’s most modern city of the time: 
Milan. In this transformation to a ‘national taste’, mass 
media such as newspapers and magazines played a major 
role. Founded in Milan, Domus and Casabella were the two 
most prominent ideological vehicles in the shaping of this 
modernized national domesticity in the Italian inter-war 
years.

It is interesting to briefly compare the more avant-
garde Modernist ideals with regard to dwelling cultures 
with the interwar development under the direction of 
Ponti’s Domus in Milan. In general, the legacy of modernism 
is the quest for the minimal dwelling.5 Rooms became 
increasingly smaller to their minimal functional needs and 
spaces for access (for instance) were too easily ascribed 
as purely functional. These representational spaces of 
possible varied use got reduced to a minimum dimension. 
The famous examples of the Frankfurter Küche (1926) by 
Margarete Schütte-Lihotsky or the phenomenon of the 
Existenzminimum as elaborated upon by Alexander Klein 
(1931) (• fig 4.01) are symbols of the modernist transition 
towards a standardised culture of dwelling: prototypical 
solutions that can be repeated to accommodate the mass 
of the new middle class. The model-like role that the 
‘type-plans’ in the mass production of homes were fulfilling 
almost reminds of the role of Durand’s typologies in the 
nineteenth century.6

4.1  Giò Ponti’s La Casa all’Italiana and 
the critique on the Modernist ideology

6.
Leupen et al, 1993.

3.
Storchi, S. (2013). La Casa all’Italiana. Domus 
and the Ideology of the Domestic Interior in 
1930s Italy. In Beyond the Piazza. Public and 
Private Spaces in Modern Italian Culture (pp. 
57–79). Brussels: P.I.E. Peter Lang.

4.
Storchi, 2013.

5.
Leupen, B., Grafe, C., Körnig, N., Lampe, M., & 
De Zeeuw, P. (1993a). Ontwerp en Gebruik. In 
Ontwerp en Analyse (pp. 72–106). Rotterdam: 
nai010 Publishers.
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4.04
Casa Elettrici, Luigi Figini & Gino 
Pollini (early 1930s). 

4.02 and 4.03
Based on the ideal of the Frankfurter 
Küche, the kitchen became an optimised 
‘machine’ in the household, based on 
functional premises.
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IV. La Casa all’Italiana

The architects of the Milanese School too, as 
discussed earlier in chapter II, increasingly sought their 
salvation in the serially repeatable plan in the 1930s. Under 
the influence of Modernist ideals, the bourgeois interior 
was increasingly rationalized and standardized, with 
factors such as cleanliness and hygiene at the forefront. 
The bathroom and especially the kitchen became a main 
subject of debate and - like the Frankfurter Küche – were 
optimized or minimized to functional ideals (• fig 4.02-
4.03).7 The kitchen in Casa Eletrici by Luigi Figini and Gino 
Pollini, which was very impressive by the time because of its 
optimized and functional layout, was one of the highlights 
during the Triennale exhibition in 1930 (• fig 4.04).

However, the influence of the Modernist principles 
of the optimized dwelling remained limited among the 
Novecentists. As Annegret Burg notes:

“Above all, it (the modernist dwelling principle as 
propagated by Klein) could not comprehend with the 
poetic and sensual values of the dwelling, which the 
Novecentist Movement asserted a high priority to.”8

This priority found its origin in La Casa all’Italiana, 
the aforementioned article in the first edition of Domus by 
Giò Ponti himself (page 152-153). If we briefly analyse this 
article, we find Ponti’s plea for a connection with the Italian 
tradition in aversion to the modernist ‘machine d’habiter’. 
First of all, he argues for a fusion of indoor and outdoor 
spaces, of the house with the garden. This was designed 
with classical architectural elements like arches, niches, 
vaults and columns, all in stone-like materials, as well as 
spatial figures such as the porch, the loggia, the pergola, 
balconies, terraces and staircases. It is not coincidental 
that words such as ‘loggia’ and ‘pergola’, which today are 
taken over in many languages as such, are originally Italian. 
Thus, the relationship between home and garden is the 
basis for the idea of Italian living quality and comfort, and 
still ‘resonates’, according to Tomasso Buzzi, in our modern 
thinking.9

In addition, Ponti literally mentions in his article 
that the house is not a ‘machine d’habiter’. Although the 
architects of the Milanese School agreed that in the house 
‘all possible attention should be paid to the functional 
organization, in order to promote practical user-friendliness 
and hygiene’, this could not be the only ground upon which 
the design of the dwelling was based.10 According to Ponti, 
the house had to be comfortable, in the Italian sense of the 
word conforto, which as he discusses in the article relates 
to a certain mental condition rather than a purely physical 
one. Buzzi adds in his introduction of an article about 
Palladio’s villas (also in the first publication of Domus) 
that “only by the careful and loving execution of materials 
and ethical functions, our home becomes a real home, 
accommodating art and collections. She prefers order 
and spatiality over the overcrowded and the unclear, and 
becomes, instead of the decay of successive modes/trends, 
witness to our intelligence, our lives and our culture.”11

The overall result was an elaboration of the idea 
of the home that moved away from the concept of the 
private home developped merely according to ideas of 
practicality and functionality as proposed by the Modern 
Movement. Instead, it moved towards an idea of the 
house as comfortable and open-ended place for spiritual 
‘conforto’, opposed to the busy streets of the modern city. 
The conncetion to tradition lies in the spatial structure of 
the house and its relation to the exterior, the garden. In the 
early editions of Domus, multiple articles were devoted to 
the Italian countryside villa, its traditional suite of rooms, 
entrance halls and aimed to promote certain sense of 
Italianness, Italianità.12

10.
Ponti, 1928.

11.
Buzzi, 1928.

12.
Storchi, 2013.

7.
Burg, A. (1992a). Die Architektur des 
“Novecento”: Wohnungsbau der dreißiger 
Jahre und Bauten für die Öffentlichkeit. In 
Stadtarchitektur Mailand 1920-1940: Die 
Bewegung des Novecento Milanese um 
Giovanni Muzio und Giuseppe de Finetti (pp. 
95–154). Basel: Birkhäuser.

8.
Burg, 1992.

9.
Burg, 1992.
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4.05
Villa Vico Fiocchi in Lecco, Mino 
Fiocchi. Based on Palladian examples.

4.06
Example for a villa on the countryside as 
published in the first issue of Domus.

4.07
Example for a villa on the countryside as 
published in the first issue of Domus.
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IV. La Casa all’Italiana

The villa is one of the strongest, most persistent forms 
of dwelling in the Italian cultural tradition, which already 
has its origins in Roman times.13 In their quest for uniting 
modern, functional efficiency and spatial and aesthetic 
quality that fits Italian tradition (paragraph 4.1), the 
architects of the Novecento movement found answers in 
the village architecture of (among others) Palladio, which 
they had studied during World War I in the Veneto region. 
Not long after Ponti’s plea in Domus, several exhibitions 
were organized (of which the Triennial exhibition with Casa 
Elettrici was one) about the “villas of Lombardy”, in which 
different architects made new interpretations of fifteenth 
century villas of Palladio and eighteenth century Lombard 
villas. The first publications of Domus are full of examples (• 
fig. 4.05-4.07). The legacy of Palladio is clearly reflected in 
all these plans and is united with the ideals propagated by 
Ponti in his La Casa all’Italiana.

What inspires in these examples is that the spatial 
structure of the house still prevails over functional 
distributions. The relationship with the surrounding 
landscape was inherent to that spatial structure in the form 
of loggias, pergolas, etc. The spatial principles of the suite 
of rooms, the antichambre or the enfilade form the basis 
of the house. The act of entering, for example, was not 
marginalized to become the smallest space in the house, 
but still got generously shaped. A well-known example of 
a detached villa built in urban context is the Villa Necchi 
Campiglio by architect Piero Portaluppi, still to be visited 
as a museum today. This villa also has a spacious spatial 
layout of several enfilades and suites of rooms. On the 
ground floor, these end in one of the most beautiful areas of 
the house: the veranda (picture page x).

The Campiglio family was a typical example of a family 
grown rich through industries, which wanted to move to 
the city without losing the quality of living that they could 
enjoy in the countryside. The Campiglio family owned a 
large plot of land in the centre of the city, which makes 
this particular situation of the villa in the city quite unique. 
However, the translation of the freestanding villa in the 
countryside to the (stacked) apartment building in an 
urban context was not always that easy. The villa in the 
countryside is often alone on a plot and is surrounded on 
all sides by the garden or the landscape. This makes it 
relatively simple to orient the living spaces in the interior on 
the garden and also physically connect them with it. All this 
is in contrast to the urban situation. However, if we go back 
to the four cases discussed in chapter II (• fig 4.08), there 
are some similarities between the villa architecture and the 
renewal in urban residential typology for the bourgeoisie. In 
particular, the spatial structure of the apartments and their 
relation to the garden/terrace is striking. The Casa della 
Meridiana has its central room that after which the house 
unfolds in the various suites of rooms. A similar principle is 
found in the Casa Rustici in much simpler form. The Torre 
Rasini and the Condominio XXI Aprile both extend from 
the corridor as central spatial axis through the house, 
to ultimately end in (roof) terraces or loggias. We can 
therefore state that the villa architecture in general offered 
the architects of the Milanese School specific points of 
reference for reflecting on the functional, aesthetic and 
spatial quality of the home.

4.2  The Italian Villa in the City

13.
Burg, 1922.
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4.08
Four dwellings of the case studies 
discussed in chapters 2.3-2.6, all relying 
on an spatial assembly of rooms instead 
of the house as a functional and repeated 
unit.
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IV. La Casa all’Italiana

This chapter shortly elaborated upon a changing 
culture of dwelling as a result of the growing bourgeois 
middle class that went to live in the new typology of the 
urban apartment building. One could even state that this 
transformation of the ninteenth to the twentieth century 
interior in Milan symbolizes the last radical transformation 
in western dwelling culture in general. Whereas the urban 
dwelling in the nineteenth century used to be inhabited 
by a constantly changing household of an entire family, 
the dwelling circumstances gradually changed towards an 
essential program of increasingly small, monofunctional 
spaces only.14 Within this changing culture of dwelling, 
the architects of the Milanese School sought for constant 
factors. The spiritual notion of the word comfort (conforto) 
is an example of such permanent quality. We can state that 
in their dwellings – instead of a predetermined functional 
structure – they sought for a certain open-ended spatial 
structure. A structure that at least related to the garden 
and could be appropriated by different generations of 
users. Still today, this notion of a domestic structure that 
facilitates occupation in a variety of ways could very well 
suit the needs of an incredibly diverse and multicultural 
society. It is the question of our time, generally, to construct 
dwellings that allow for multiple family circumstances to 
reside, living together. What we can therefore learn from 
this brief elaboration on the twentieth century dwelling 
culture lies in a more abstract idea about dwelling: the idea 
of a domestic spatial structure that is likely to outlive its 
inteded use, beyond functional promises.

4.3  La Casa all’Italiana

14.
Colenbrander, B. (2006). Het Huis zonder 
Eigenschappen. Eindhoven: Technische 
Universiteit Eindhoven.





Chapter V

La Casa Urbana

The design experiment

This chapter addresses the architectonic and typological 
research of the previous chapters in a design experiment. In 
the absence of an immediately evident overarching typological 
structure of the urban apartment building as discussed in 
chapter II, chapter III has sought to define a more abstract 
typomorphological definition of the relation between the city 
and the Milanese apartment building. The design experiment 
will now demonstrate – strengthened by the conclusions in 
chapter II and IV – the application of this definition in the 
design of a grand urban carré. As a matter of research by design, 
it therewith tests the validity of the typomorphological definition 
and the Milanese intermediate scale between dwelling and the 
urban condition. 
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Via del Bollo

Via 
Bocc

het
to

Via Broletto

Via dell’Orso

Via Cusani

Viale Tunisia

S. Carlo al 
Lazzaretto

5.01
Via dell Bollo - Via Brocchetto.
One of the oldest parts of the city 
(Roman era) got confronted by the 
implementation of the Fascist bank 
quarter around Piazza degli Affari and 
Via Brocchetto, leaving two empty corner 
plots in the same building block.

5.02
Via Broletto - Via dell’Orso
The Via Cusani, offspring of the 
19th century implementation of Foro 
Bonaparte, meets the historic axis of Via 
Broletto, creating an empty plot at the 
irregular crossing of streets.

5.03
Viale Tunisia
The strictly orthogonal structure of 
the former Lazzaretto is crossed by the 
early 20th century traffic boulevard of 
Viale Tunisia. Along this boulevard, an 
empty corner plot faces the S. Carlo al 
Lazzaretto.
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V. La Casa Urbana

With the acquired definition of the relation between 
the urban apartment building as a type and the morphology 
of the city of Milan, a new apartment building can be 
designed. The primary condition for a design location to 
demonstrate this would be an inner city Milanese plot, in 
which the coherent heterogeneous character of the layered 
city shows the potential to be strengthened with the design 
of a new apartment building. From the research, it would 
seem obvious that this would concern the design of a 
single building (or a series of buildings) on one or multiple 
separate inner city plot(s). Although these plots do occur in 
the Milanese city centre (• fig 5.01-5.03), they are not what 
this design experiment is about. 

Since the typomorphological model works on a more 
abstract level of an intermingling of different scale levels 
– the city, the building, the dwelling and the intermediate 
scale – the design experiment in this chapter aims to 
elaborate on these findings in a more experimental and 
arguably less evident way: as a demonstration of this 
‘Milanese model’ of an urban residential architecture that 
mediates between the scale of the single dwelling and the 
urban condition. The location chosen for this demonstration 
exceeds the scale of a single plot, which allows the 
experiment to acquire an urban dimension and break free 
from the scale of a single apartment building. Similar to for 
instance Ca’Brüta, it consequently allows to not only fill the 
borders of a certain plot, but to also take on a more active 
urban function: defining existing spaces and creating new 
urban conditions. 

The design experiment
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

10.

11.

12.

13.

8.

7.

9.

5.04
The continuous sequence of urban spaces 
in the Milanese centre seems to show 
its main gap around Piazza Fontana, 
Piazza Becciaria and Verziere.

1. Piazza del Duomo
2. Piazza della Scala
3. Piazza Cordusio
4. Piazza Filippo Meda
5. Piazza San Babila
6. Largo Augusto
7. Piazza Armando Diaz
8. Piazza Missori
9. Piazza Velasca
10. Piazza Santo Stefano

10. Piazza Fontana
11. Piazza Becciaria
12. Verziere

Via 
Larg

a

Via Alberico Albricci
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rso

 E
ur
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V. La Casa Urbana

In the already existent coherent, heterogeneous 
sequence of urban spaces in the Milanese city centre, a 
manco appears southeast of the Duomo (• fig 5.04). This 
enormous traffic junction, known as Verziere, clearly shows 
an interruption in the continuous sequence of the fabric’s 
well-defined streets and squares. As a design location, it 
therefore shows the potential to address an urban scale 
in the demonstration of the typomorphological model (1), 
thereby contributing to the coherent heterogeneity in 
the Milanese city centre spatial sequence (2). However, 
exceeding the scale of the single plot and demonstrating 
the creation of new urban conditions can only be achieved 
if the existing Palazzo del Capitano is not involved in 
the design experiment (3). These three points together 
define the framework of the design experiment. The main 
goal is not to present a realistic, alternative scenario for 
this particular location. Instead, these points define an 
exercise in which the urban apartment building is to react 
on and engage with the coming together of different 
urban conditions, using the acquired typomorphological 
characrteristics.

The undefined and complex morphological situation 
around the Verziere area is the result of the many 
interventions in the Milanese city centre fabric of the past 
century. The most direct influence comes from the plan 
concerning the Rachetta district, which was one of the 
fundamental interventions in the street system in the 1953 
Piano Regolatore Generale. It concerns a wide inner city 
traffic vein that runs from Piazza San Babila to Verziere 
(via Corso Europa) and from Verziere to Piazza Missori (via 
Via Larga and Via Alberico Albricci). Over its history, the 
interventions have caused the spatial situation to become 
less and less defined. 

5.05
Situation around Verziere in the late 
1930s, looking east.
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5.06
The block as a clear figure into the urban 
tissue. 

5.07
Double passage integrates into the urban 
enfilade.

5.08
Tower ends the axis from Piazza del 
Duomo.
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The application of the typomorphological model as 
discussed in chapter III, starts with the relation between 
volume and morphology. The existing urban spaces around 
the location – the Piazza alla Fontana on the west, the 
Piazza Cesare Becciaria on the north, the Via Larga on 
the south and the Corso Europa on the east – are defined 
by inserting a 75 x 78 meter (width x length) block-like 
volume into the centre of the site (• fig 5.06). This clear 
form already shows its first urban act of intent: to occupy 
the place, define existing urban spaces and enclose a new 
one in the interior. This block fits roughly twenty dwellings 
per floor, accessed by eight staircores. Following the 
typological model, the seemingly autonomous block-like 
volume is deformed in the following steps to respond to its 
urban situation.

In a north-south direction, the existing Galleria 
del Corso (north) is continued southward with a double 
passage that crosses the cortile of the block (• fig. 5.07). By 
opening up the block, it acquires a public dimension and is 
accessible for everyone. On the south side, this sequence 
crosses the Via Larga to end at the Piazza Santo Stefano.

From an east-west point of view, contrarily, the axis 
coming from Piazza del Duomo must be properly ended 
(and not continued). The axis gains a visual accent at its 
end by interfering the block volume with a tower. This tower 
volume breaks the symmetry of the cortile. The currently 
vacant site on the northern edge of Piazza alla Fontana 
is filled with a corner building that follows the outline of 
the square (• fig 5.08). The tower and the corner volume 
create a hinge between both Piazza alla Fontana and 
Piazza Becciaria, with which the tower gains its own little 
‘entrance square’ (Eingangsplatz) on its north side. Towards 
the Piazza alla Fontana, the tower is set forward one bay, 
to accentuate its urban function as a focal point at the end 
of the east-west axis coming from Piazza del Duomo. The 
height of the tower (78 m, 21 floors) is determined on the 
basis of its slight visibility from both Via Larga and Corso 
Europa.
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5.09
Continuation of arcades.

5.10
The intermediate scale occurs at corners, 
passages, entrances.
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On a somewhat finer scale, a series of adaptations 
further anchors the complex in its specific situation. First, 
the existing network of arcades and covered public spaces 
is extended in the new ensemble (• fig 5.09). The double 
passage running north-south serves as primary entrance 
to the cortile. On Piazza alla Fontana, the arcade on the 
north side of the square is continued underneath the tower. 
The tower therewith lands more friendly on the ground 
floor level. Where this arcade ends, a secondary entrance 
inside the cortile is made. From this entrance, the arcade 
winds around the north and east side of the cortile (the 
facades that face sunlight from the south west). This way, 
the asymmetry in the cortile as introduced by the tower is 
further established. The arcade as an architectonic element 
softens the border between the building and the public 
realm and – as an intermediate scale – introduces an 
architectonic element that mediates between the building 
and the city. Moreover, it completes the fusion of the tower 
and block volumes into one urban ensemble.  

Second, the differentiation of the corners towards 
the city occurs according to the situation around each 
corner. The southwest corner to Via Larga follows the 
curve of the street to bind the façade in the streetscape. 
The chamfered edge that results from it looks into the 
Via Larga and provides the street with a visual focal 
point. Towards the southeast side, the ensemble faces 
the larger junction of Via Larga/Corso Europa/Verziere. 
Here, the volume is one floor higher and is setback from 
the streetfacade to accentuate the corner as a ‘moment’ 
in the fabric. Compared to the southwest edge, this corner 
answers its situation with a slightly bigger gesture. The 
northeast corner, on the contrary, reacts with a smaller 
scale adaptation and finishes the arcades that run along 
Corso Europa with a small setback and single column. The 
single column marks the transition between Corso Europa 
and Piazza Becciaria on the north of the carré.  
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5.11
La Casa Urbana. The urban carré in its 
inner city Milanese context, scale 1:2000.

0 20

1. Cortile Verziere
2. Piazza alla Fontana
3. Piazza Becciaria
4. Piazza del Duomo
5. Via Larga
6. Corso Europa
7. Piazza Santo Stefano
8. Verziere
9. Largo Augusto

The floor plans that result from this series of volumetric 
adaptations are shown in fig 5.11-5.15. All ground floors 
contain commercial functions, which all have their main 
entrance on the exterior of the block/tower. The staircases 
to the dwellings are all accessible from the cortile or the 
passages towards the cortile. The cortile is planted with 
several single trees and the (partly) surrounding arcade 
will be overgrown with Parthenocissus quinquefolia, better 
known as the Virginia creeper plant that colours red in 
the autumn months. The cortile as defined by the carré 
therewith gains a fundamental different, more informal 
character than the surrounding public spaces. With the 
public cortile, the carré contributes to the variety of the 
urban spaces in this part of the city and adds a new 
condition to the existing sequence. The mezzanine level 
(not shown here) has a similar kind of structure as the 
ground floor, with extra commercial or office space that 
belongs to the tenants of the spaces in the ground floor.

Plans and section
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5.12
Ground floor plan, scale 1:500. 
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5.13
Typical floor plan 2-4, scale 1:500.
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5.14
Fifth floor plan, scale 1:500.
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5.15
Typical floor plan 8-16, scale 1:500.
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5.16
Section north-south, scale 1:500. 
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volume is set back to create terraces that face the cortile. 
Inside the cortile, the expression of individual dwellings 
becomes apparent through a rhythmic series of bay 
windows that enliven the volume. All dwellings have their 
loggias inside these bay windows, oriented on the cortile. 
Towards the upper floors, the bay windows are gradually 
set back to provide terraces for the upper floor dwellings. 
The expression of the dwellings towards the interior thus 
fundamentally differs from the expression towards the 
exterior of the carré. On top of the block and of the tower, 
the carré has a typical Milanese ending in the form of a roof 
garden.  

Above this two-storey plinth, the block and tower are 
fused over five floors with 21 dwellings each, accessible 
by eight staircases. Except for the tower, these staircases 
are either positioned in the corners or in the middle of the 
façade and orient on the cortile. The corner staircases 
provide access to three dwellings each – the southwest 
even to four – and the middle staircases access two 
dwellings per floor. The tower staircase is an exceptional 
one with a double elevator and stairs. Whereas the volume 
on the outside is more statically differentiated to adapt to 
the specific corner situations and passages, the interior of 
the cortile has a more diversified character in terms of its 
volume. After the mezzanine level and the third floor, the 
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city centre. The precast concrete sandwich panel is very 
well suited to this condition, allowing the articulation of 
the façade into individual elements to be developed into 
a tectonic structure and aesthetic principle. All exterior 
façades use a combination of primary precast concrete 
elements in a darker green colour. These elements have an 
acidified finish treatment, which gains them a somewhat 
rougher and more textured look. The secondary elements 
are used as frames around windows and around balconies 
and have a lighter colour and polished finish. The interplay 
of these primary and secondary elements creates a 
rich and varied expression to the exterior facades. In 
the square facing facades, the division of primary and 
secondary elements is different from the street facing 
facades. Towards the street, the facades are kept very flat, 
while accentuating the horizontality through two subtle 
setbacks above the plinth and beneath the crown. This 
way, the street facades better integrate with the rest of 
the streetscape in Via Larga/Corso Europa. The square 
facing facades remain straight, but gain a more articulated 
sense of depth. Here, continuing granite bands distinguish 
the middle part from the crown part. Although the 
formality in the exterior façade dominates, the alternating 
pattern of balconies adds a kind of informal touch. These 
balconies, together with the window frames, are in bronze 
anodized aluminium and have a very fine, fragile grain that 
counterbalances the heavy feel of the precast elements. 
The windows are generally quite flush with the outer plane 
of the façade, to match with the kind of ambiguity of the 
Milanese façade as a stone wall, that still seems very thin.

All plinths are covered in ivory coloured Vincenza 
natural stone. These natural stone panels have smaller 
dimensions than the precast concrete elements in the 
middle and top part of the block, with which the building 
gains a more human scale at the ground floor level. The 
window frames in the plinth are surrounded by polished 
concrete elements. Towards the square, these elements 
span two bays of the plinth to react on the larger scale 
of the square. Towards the street, the rhythm remains 
constant. 

The tower façade also follows the principle of a 
primary (acidified) and secondary (polished) precast 
concrete elements. Their colour differs from the block 
façade to still articulate the tower as a different volume 
than the block. 

The formal variation inside the cortile is restrained by 
a much more sober use of materials. The plinth and arcade 
are made of acidified precast concrete elements. The 
middle part is covered in a green plaster that refers to the 
colour on the exterior of the block. A continuing granite 
band in every floor accentuates the stacking of individual 
dwellings in the cortile and strengthens the plastic 
character of the building mass.

As defined by the typomorphological model, the façade 
obtains a representative character, accentuating the scale 
of the building as a whole. The individual dwelling is clearly 
subordinate to this larger scale. 

The block
The north and east façades of the block face (resp.) the 
Piazza Becciaria and the Piazza alla Fontana. The south 
and west facades face (resp.) the Via Larga and Corso 
Europa. All façades act as public space defining walls. 
The step by step ‘layering’ of elements in the façade is 
derived from the typical Milanese façade model (• fig 5.17). 
The wall surface of the block is divided into a tripartite of 
a plinth, a middle part and a crown (2). This tripartite is 
counterbalanced with a continual rhythm of vertical window 
openings in all façades (3). Towards all sides, the façades 
have a strict repetition of window openings. This basic 
rhythm brings calm and coherence and accentuates the 
scale of the carré as one building. To impose the façade 
with an extra subtle horizontal distinction, the window 
openings in the top three floors are slightly wider than in 
the lower floors. The top ‘floor’ has no windows frames in 
it because it has the roof garden behind. This way, the roof 
garden is integrated into the façade and the block gains 
an open crown with greenery visible from the street. The 
strict rhythm is interrupted in multiple places, for instance 
where the corners are differentiated from the rest of the 
volume (4). The alternating pattern of the balconies does 
not correspond to the organisation of the dwellings behind, 
but has a purely urban function and again accentuates the 
scale of the block over that of the single dwelling. Towards 
the street, the balconies have become French balconies to 
align with the flat and smooth character of these facades 
(5).

The tower follows a different horizontal division. On the 
ground floor, it contributes to the network of arcades and 
has a plinth that is one floor higher than the block volume. 
The first five floors with dwellings are integrated into the 
rhythm of the block façade, but have different dimension 
in their window openings to still accentuate the difference 
between tower and block. As soon as the tower rises above 
the block, the vertical orientation of the façade starts to 
dominate more. The idea of fenestrated wall (as in the 
block) is replaced with a column beam type of tectonic. 
Here too, the window openings become wider as the height 
increases. In the top five floors, the vertical direction of 
the façade is dominating to end the tower with a proper 
‘crown’. 

The further (material) elaboration on the façade 
design makes a distinction between the ones facing Piazza 
Becciaria/Piazza alla Fontana and the ones facing Via 
Larga/Corso Europa. Besides the compositional aspects 
of scale and subordination, the material expression of all 
facades seeks a way to relate to existing conventions of 
a pastel-like pallet and stone expression in the Milanese 

5.17 (facing page)
Façade build-up as derived from the 
Milanese model façade.

Façades
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5.18
Elevation east, facing Corso Europa, 
scale 1:500.
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5.19
Elevation south, facing Via Larga, scale 
1:500.
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5.20
Elevation west, facing Piazza alla 
Fontana, scale 1:500.
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5.21
Elevation north, facing Piazza Cesare 
Becciaria, scale 1:500.
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5.22
Typical street façade section, scale 1:100. 
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5.23
Typical square façade section, scale 1:100.
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5.24
Typical cortile façade section.
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5.25
Typical tower façade section.
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Spatial principles of dwelling types.
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The relation to the garden is established by creating 
a loggia or balcony on the inside of the cortile. The loggia 
serves as the end of the axis that runs perpendicular to 
that of the corridor. In the upper floors, the depth of the 
block itself is reduced, with which the corridor disappears 
and a suite of rooms is created. This means that there is 
no central structuring space, but that the house unfolds 
itself space after space, similar to the principle seen in the 
countryside villas in chapter IV. The suit-type apartments 
have a balcony above the loggia of the corridor types 
beneath. As mentioned before, the balconies on the side 
of the city serve a purely urban function and do not relate 
to the (functional or spatial) organisation of the individual 
dwelling. This again subordinates the single dwelling to the 
scale of the block as a whole. 

A final type of spatial organisation is the apartment 
that unfolds from the centre. These apartments mostly 
occur as a solution to the corner of the block. After 
entering, this central space – that serves no clear function 
but can be appropriated for a number of different functions 
– serves as the heart of the house, from where its private 
and more public parts can be accessed. In the following 
section, each type has been worked out in two different 
options in order to show that the spatial principle of the 
apartments is similar, but the way they are appropriated by 
their inhabitants can differ.

In the typomorphological model, the individual dwelling 
is clearly subdued to the larger scale of the block – mainly 
in its expression in the façade – which in this case means 
that the dwelling organisation adapts itself to the strict 
rhythm in the exterior façade. The main principle for the 
design of the individual dwelling is derived from the short 
elaboration on the architecture of the villa in chapter 
IV. There, the notion of the dwelling that is based upon 
a spatial structure, relating to the garden, rather than a 
mere functional organisation came forward. From these 
backgrounds three basic spatial principles have been 
formulated (• fig x.x): the spatial structure based on the 
corridor, the centre and the suite of rooms. Within the 
adaptation of the block volume of the urban carré and the 
interference of the tower volume, a multitude of variations 
on these standard principles has been created. 

The average depth of the block is 12 meters. The 
dwellings based on the corridor principle have their corridor 
in the centre of this depth, with two main spaces facing 
both the exterior façade (the city) and the cortile. One 
always enters in the axis of the corridor. From the axis, 
the apartment unfolds as a spatial sequence of rooms. 
The loadbearing walls are oriented perpendicularly to the 
direction of the façade. Between the loadbearing walls, 
every tenant or owner can determine the type of passage/
doorway from one room to another. This can change with 
every new generation of inhabitant, with which the spatial 
structure gains certain open-endedness and allows for 
appropriation per user. The rooms have decent sizes 
and, instead of strictly assigning one single function 
to each room, can be used for a multitude of activities. 
The functional relations in the apartment can therefore 
constantly change within its primary spatial structure. The 
position of a bed- or livingroom can for instance change 
according to the position of the apartment within the block 
and its orientation on sun, the city and the rest of the block.

Dwellings
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5.27
Corridor dwelling floor 2-4, scale 1:100.
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0 2

5.28
Corridor dwelling floor 2-5, scale 1:100.
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5.29
Living from the centre dwelling type floor 
2-5, scale 1:100.
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5.30
Living from the centre dwelling type floor 
2-5, scale 1:100.
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5.31
Suite of rooms dwelling floor 5, scale 
1:100.
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5.32
Suite of rooms dwelling floor 2-5, scale 
1:100.
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5.33
Axonometric cut-out, southwest corner.
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At the points where the main volume of the carré 
gets differentiated, the ‘Milanese’ intermediate scale 
as discussed in the typomorphological relation between 
dwelling and urban condition can occur. This mainly 
concerns corners, passages, arcades and other exceptions 
of the block and tower volume. In the elaboration of the 
corners, we can see how this works on an architectonic 
level.

The southwest corner slightly curves to bend in with 
the streetscape of the Via Larga. By bending the façade 
line, a small chamfered edge is created (• fig 5.33) that 
looks straight into the Via Larga. This part of the building 
visually ends the urban space of the street and provides 
- similar to Asnago & Vender’s example at Via Alberico 
Albricci - a focal point at the end of the street. The window 
rhythm in this part is different from the rest of the facade. 
In the plinth, a small set-back is created to provide a 
more human scale when entering the building here. In this 
setback, the windows gain a different frame of natural 
stone instead of precast concrete. 

The intermediate scale
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5.34
Axonometric cut-out, southeast corner.
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The corner that winds the Via Larga over to Corso 
Europa (and faces the junction with Verziere) asked for 
a bigger gesture (• fig 5.34). In terms of composition, the 
entire corner is set back over 3 resp. 4 bays and the volume 
is one floor higher. Optically, this corresponds to the height 
of the open floor with the pergola in the rest of the block. 

The window openings are similar over the entire height 
of the volume (different from the other parts of the façade) 
and have deeper window reveals to strengthen the play of 
shadows. By means of an exception, the shopping window 
in the ground floor is rounded.
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5.35
Axonometric cut-out, north corner.
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The corner that winds the Corso Europa over to Piazza 
Becciaria, contrarily to the southeast corner (• fig 5.34), 
has a smaller-scale reaction to its particular situation. The 
arcade that runs along Corso Europa is ended with a single 
column and a slight setback in the plinth. The window 
rhtyhm in the floors above is slightly shifted to accentuate 
the exception in the block. In this corner, one can also 
notice how the setbacks in the entire façade towards the 
street dissapear when winding over towards the square 
facing façade.
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5.36
Elevation north, facing Piazza Cesare 
Becciaria, scale 1:500.

This view from Verziere looking west shows how the 
intermediate scale differentiates the block and responds to 
the specific urban situation in the centre of Milan. We see 
how the façade along Via Larga curves to connect with the 
other façades in the street. We see how the intermediate 
scale in the corner towards the junction Via Larga/
Corso Europa marks this moment in the fabric through an 
exception in its volumetry and according reaction in the 
composition of windows and facade elements. We see how 
the palette of colours blends in with the colour palette of 
the streetscape. Behind, the tower rises above the block 
and guides the view of the flaneur towards the top of the 
Duomo. 
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5.37
Elevation north, facing Piazza Cesare 
Becciaria, scale 1:500.

This view looks south from the Via Cesare Becciaria 
to his statue on the homonymous Piazza. The block defines 
the border of the square. In this impression, we can also 
clearly see how the facades end in a ‘light’ way using no 
windows in the top floor, allowing the greenery on the 
rooftop to become part of the image in the streetscape. 
The tower relates to the block in its façade rhythm, but has 
a fundamental different expression through the use of a 
different colour of precast elements. Towards the square, 
the balconies in the façade create a greater sense of 
depth, contrarily to the street façade.

On the left, we see the passage that leads to the 
cortile.
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5.38
Elevation north, facing Piazza Cesare 
Becciaria, scale 1:500.

The view from Via Larga, finally, shows how the block 
ends the streetscape. Again, we see the curving of the 
façade as a tool to merge it with the rest of the continuous 
streetscape. In the middle, the southern passage coming 
connects with the cortile. 

One window of the chamfered edge is visible in this 
image, looking into the Via Larga. The horizontality of the 
façade is counterbalanced with the rhythm of the vertical 
windows. In this façade, the balconi





Chapter VI

La Modernità Milanese

 A Concise Reflection

By means of a conclusion, this chapter aims to critically 
reflect upon the presented research, its results and the results 
of the design experiment. It formulates an answer to the main 
research question in this thesis and briefly considers the validity 
of the acquired Milanese typomorphological model and its 
possible relevance in a wider context. 





The chronological examination of the architectonic 
development of this type, however, did not bring forward 
a clear, straightforward generic typological structure. At 
this point in the process of the research, the possibility 
to – as author of this thesis – live in the city and observe 
its generic characteristics generated new insights. The 
hypothesis arose that in the relation between the urban 
apartment building as a type and the morphology of the 
city, a fruitful base could be found to further elaborate 
upon in the research and the design experiment. This 
fruitful base concerned the organic coherence of four 
different scale levels: the scale of the city, the scale of the 
single apartment building as entity in the tissue, the scale 
of the single dwelling and a notion of an intermediate scale 
that mediates between the aforementioned. The research 
has aimed to define the role of the façade, the individual 
dwelling, materiality and morphology in the coherence of 
these scales. The emphasis on the intermediate scale is 
something that can be extracted from the city of Milan and 
has been further investigated in a design experiment. 

To summarize an answer to the research question 
from the prior: the relation between the early twentieth 
century apartment building and the urban condition in 
Milan’s city centre can be defined through a coherence of 
four scale levels: that of the city, the apartment building 
as the tissue’s constructing entity, the individual dwelling 
and the intermediate scale that mediates between the 
aforementioned. The role of the façade, the individual 
dwelling, the entrance, the shape of the building, etc. have 
been defined accordingly. To now consider this phenomenon 
as a Milanese model for the relation between architecture 
and the city might be a precarious attempt. What is an 
architectonic or urban model? Is it a caricature, a series of 
drawings, a description? To study and interpret the form 
of the city as result of a model has turned out a difficult 
part of the process, because in Milan – different from for 
instance Haussmanian Paris, the Siedlungen in Frankfurt, 
the Garden Cities in England, etc. – the model cannot be 
traced back to an explicit theory or doctrine of architects. 
In Milan, the coherence of scale levels has appeared as a 
somewhat unconscious or hidden scheme that underlies the 
shape of the city. 

How can the relation between the early 20th 
century apartment building and the urban condition in 
Milan’s city centre be defined and employed today to 
strengthen the dense and highly urban characteristics 
of the city’s fabric?

Often underrecognized within the constellation of 
important European cities, Milan offers an interesting 
model of a paradigmatic modern city that has successfully 
embodied its history within its modernity.  This thesis has 
elaborated on the relation between architecture and the 
city – the twentieth century Milanese urban apartment 
building in particular –by means of different sub questions 
and subsequent chapters. An answer can be formulated as 
follows:

Milan underwent a fundamental transition in terms of 
its political, economical, societal and cultural conditions 
by the end of the nineteenth/beginning of the twentieth 
century. This interplay of societal forces has - in a short 
time period compared to the history of the city - generated 
the transition of the existing nineteenth century city into 
a modern twentieth century metropolis. The morphological 
structure changed accordingly. The implementation of a 
new, metropolitan scale together with the growing urban 
middle class (the bourgeoisie) raised new challenges in 
the construction of a domestic architecture. In the rumour 
after WWI, a group of young architects (more or less 
unconsciously) initiated what would grow into a Milanese 
School. The Milanese School engaged itself with this 
renewed urban domestic challenge and sought to combine 
the Italian tradition (architecturally as well as culturally) 
with the new condition of the metropolis. The result is the 
emergence of a new, representative typology of housing 
for the urban bourgeois: the urban apartment building, or 
in Italian il condominio. The condominio (re)introduced a 
number of themes that were of continuous importance in 
the synthesis of a metropolitan scale and a renewed culture 
of dwelling: 

• the balance between the scale of the city, the 
representativeness of the complex as a whole and 
that of the individual dwelling; 

• (in that) the individually ‘stacked villa’ versus the 
optimized and serially repeated typical floor plan;

• the representativeness of the facade 
• and the dwelling in relation to the (roof) garden. 

VI. La Modernità Milanese
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