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Research highlights

e  The majority of buildings are not designed by architects, but are the result of processes
and decisions that involve multiple actors (construction regulations, technical and in-
dustrial innovations, social norms, and practices).

e Does that mean that building practices without architects are more successful in satisfy-
ing the needs of users? What are the reasons for their success? Could architects learn
from these alternative approaches to building design?

e This paper addresses these questions by examining the case study of coree, self-con-
structed settlements built on the outskirts of Milan between the 1950s and 1960s, focus-
ing on the corea of Cerchiarello in Pero.

e By analysing the formal and spatial features of Cerchiarello, contextualised in the his-
torical, economic, and social frameworks that generated it, the qualities of coree building
practices will be examined. Accordingly, the working methods and the protagonists be-
hind the genesis, consolidation, and evolution of the corea of Cerchiarello will be recon-
structed and examined.

e The hypothesis of this study is that architectural research and practice should consider
non-authorial and co-produced architecture as relevant as “high” architecture because
it has its own methods and characteristics, whereby it can adapt to the changing needs
of its inhabitants and thus reinvent itself. Therefore, the investigation of the methods
and processes of coree should increase understanding of post-World War II Milanese
architecture, and contribute to the development of practices aimed at making the urban
fabric adaptable.

Keywords: field-urbanism, everyday architecture, coree, post-World War II Italy, Milan

1. Introduction

Cities are complex structures undergoing constant change, where different actors and
users engage in shaping the environment according to their needs and desires. In this pro-
cess, architects are not always involved, especially in everyday architecture: “Most archi-
tecture. . .is by non-architects, or at least the result of larger processes that are, artistically
speaking, unselfconscious: building regulations, governmental acts, the vernacular, plan-
ning laws, mass housing, the mallification of the suburbs, and inventions in the tech-
nical/industrial sphere” (Jencks, 2000, n.p.). In this respect, one might ask why the work
of an architect represents a small portion of the building activity: are non-authorial and
co-produced building practices more adept at satisfying the needs and desires of users?
What are the reasons for their success? Can such practices contribute to the debate on the
resilience and adaptivity of the urban fabric?

This paper addresses these questions by examining the case-study of coree,* self-con-
structed settlements that proliferated on the outskirts of Milan throughout the 1950s and

t These settlements were known as coree because of their similarity to images appearing from the Korean War in the media in that period.
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early 1960s. Despite their bad reputation at the time, coree provided quality housing for
migrants from different parts of Italy, and represented a family-based and collective re-
sponse to the problems caused by immigration and rapid urbanisation in Milan during the
post-War World II period, often helping integration. Coree self-constructors were often
the elite within the immigrant world, and able to invest money and resources in construc-
tion, for whom ad hoc networks and processes formed. Indeed, realising coree involved
many actors and much expertise, including surveyors, entrepreneurs, and technicians
(Foot, 2004). Coree settlements consist mainly of single-family houses, whose design con-
tains typical features of the dwellers’ region of origin, such as flat roofs (South of Italy) or
pitched roofs (Veneto region), carefully differentiated to provide privacy and identity (Di-
ena, 1963). Furthermore, the original buildings were continually modified and extended,
to meet the needs of the occupants or to accommodate tenants. Additional stories and an-
nexes were therefore part of the coree morphology, a permanent non-finito state resulting
from an additive and contextual design method.

As asocial and historical phenomenon, coree were investigated in two main moments
in the 1970s and 1980s.2 However, this unique and dynamic housing system has not yet
been fully studied with regard to its crucial architectural and urban features: coree have
been considered architectural by-products of post-World War IT Milan, built and designed
according to conceptions different from those valued and practiced in the “high” and au-
thorial architecture of the time.

This paper examines the formal and spatial features of the corea of Cerchiarello3 in
the historical, economic, and social frameworks that generated it. This investigation fo-
cuses on Cerchiarello’s urban structure, its construction process, and those involved. Thus,
the crucial features and qualities of non-authorial and co-produced building processes are
examined as a basis for a broader discussion of contemporary design practices. I hypoth-
esize that architectural research and practice should examine non-authorial and co-pro-
duced architecture, as in the example of coree, as “high” architecture: thanks to additive
design methods, pragmatic approaches, stylistic syncretism, and shared authorship,
coree’s architecture is able to adapt to the changing needs of users and thus to reinvent
itself. In this sense, it can be considered as a modern form of vernacular, where traditional
elements were adopted and re-interpreted by a network of professional builders, surveyors,
technicians, and users. On an urban level, coree settlements can be seen from the perspec-
tive of the “field” as “coherent and enduring physical entities because they are inhabited,
subject to, and continuously reshaped by the undending actions and interventions of the
people who live within the material fabric” (Habraken, 2005, p. 31). So, examining the
methods and processes of coree should help to understand post-World War II Milanese
society better, and shed light on adaptive co-produced design approaches.

2. Theories and Methods

Examining the methods and processes of coree means focusing on how they were de-
signed and constructed, i.e. on the mode underlying these architectural practices. The no-
tion of mode, from modus operandi, is still marginal in architectural-historical ap-
proaches, even if it is crucial for a deeper understanding of the built environment
(Boucsein, 2021). According to Yaneva, “if we consider architecture as a mode of activity,
we cannot divide and subdivide its objects in styles, design principles, and architectural
languages. We can only follow the differentiation of the activity into different modes as it
impinges on different materials and employs different media.” (Yaneva, 2012, p. 108)
From an analysis of coree, many external conditions that influenced their construction can
be identified: economy (industrialisation, land ownership), society (networks, immigra-
tion), legislation (building regulations), and technology (infrastructure, building technol-
ogy). These conditions show that, as Till argues, “architecture is [...] shaped more by ex-
ternal conditions than by the internal processes of the architect.” (Till, 2009, p. 1)

The architect’s reactions to these external conditions correspond to precise modes:
the authors of “high” architecture often see external influences as obstacles to be overcome
through the power of design; therefore, they strive to react to them with appropriate de-
sign methods (Banham, 1996). In contrast, those involved in non-authorial architecture,
and in coree in particular, work with external conditions, translating them directly into

2 The first documents, including the works by of F. Alasia, D. Montaldi, L. Diena, and the research promoted by the Istituto Lombardo di Scienze
Economiche e Sociali (ILSES), were produced during the 1970s and are distinguished by a clear political position, according to which the data and
phenomena described are interpreted. During the 1980s, there was an attempt to draw up a historiography of the coree, which culminated in the work
of John Foot, who described the phenomenon starting from the case study of the municipality of Pero.

3 Cerchiarello is a district of Pero, north-east of Milan, where the population grew dramatically, from 2,000 inhabitants in the 1950s to 10,000 by the
early 1970s due to large scale industrialisation and the resulting migration (Foot, 2004).
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architecture since they do not have the resources and the ambition to oppose these condi-
tions. Through the perspective of mode, coree can be best understood and analysed as the
product of specific post-war conditions reflected in built form, and as the result of the
needs and desires of a precise group of users, for whom ad hoc networks and processes
formed. In this sense, coree can be considered as a modern form of vernacular since mi-
grants from all over Italy were constructing and employing their (building) traditions in a
new context. When reading the characteristics of vernacular architecture according to A.
Rapaport, similarities with the coree’s mode of designing and building can be recognized:
“lack of theoretical or aesthetic pretensions; working with the site and micro-climate; re-
spect for other people and their houses and hence for the total environment . . .; and work-
ing within an idiom with variations within a given order. . . Another characteristic of ver-
nacular is its additive quality, its unspecialized, open-ended nature, so different from the
closed, final form typical of most high-style design.” (Rapaport, 1969, pp. 5—6).

A combination of historical, architectural, and sociological approaches was chosen to
identify the coree’s mode and to reconstruct their genesis. These approaches were imple-
mented in two moments: firstly, the genesis of the corea of Cerchiarello was reconstructed
through a formal-spatial analysis from archival files such as plans, official documents, and
correspondence between surveyors, builders, authorities, and owners. The design pro-
cesses and decisions were examined through the archival material and by comparing
building files on selected houses in the same neighbourhood. Parallel to this formal-spatial
analysis, qualitative research based on historical data (primary and secondary sources
such as archive material, interviews, published work) was conducted, in order to identify
the actors involved and the conditions incorporating the corresponding social and spatial
changes. The methodological framework of Situational Analysis (Clarke, 2005) assisted in
understanding the context and mapping the actors and conditions of the genesis of coree,
together with the resulting networks (Zwangsleitner, 2017). In this way, situational maps
supported the formal-spatial analysis, shedding light on the genesis, consolidation, and
evolution of the corea of Cerchiarello (Fig.1).
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Fig.1 Examples of the maps used for the analysis of Cerchiarello’s corea. Situational Analysis
(Clarke, 2005) entails the creation of maps and analysis that, when applied to architectural re-
search, can facilitate the identification of interdependencies or relations that might otherwise re-
main hidden or overshadowed by more obvious and representative argumentation strands
(Zwangsleitner, 2017).

Left: Unordered Situational Map, depicting the elements and actors involved in a certain situation,
in this case the formation of the corea of Cerchiarello.

Middle: Ordered Situational Map.

Right: Relational Analysis using Situational Maps. Focus on coree’s construction and single mi-
grants.

For privacy reasons, the names of the involved actors have been removed.
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3. Results

This section presents a first reconstruction of the design process and the networks
involved in the building of Cerchiarello’s corea from 1951 to 1959. The analysis was devel-
oped by studying archival material in the municipal archive of Pero. The files consist
mainly of planning applications, which include building permits, certificates of occupancy,
drawings, and correspondence between owners, technicians, and the municipality. Situa-
tional maps were employed to identify the relations between the actors involved. Simulta-
neously, a formal-spatial analysis on the plans of selected houses was conducted to recon-
struct the building and design processes.

The archival material reveals valuable information about the origin of the corea of
Cerchiarello and its corresponding design and construction mode. Note that the existence
of such material demonstrates that the corea of Cerchiarello was not illegal — even though
Pero did not have a proper town plan until 1961 (Centro Studi PIM, 1963), planning appli-
cations were required to build. These applications were submitted by owners to the mu-
nicipality, sometimes with the technical support of surveyors. However, even during con-
struction, changes to the approved project were made. Evidence was found in the reports
of municipal technicians, who often stepped in indicating necessary adjustments, such as
the alignment with existing buildings or the position of the bathrooms, stairways, and win-
dows. Building files reveal that owners, self-builders, surveyors, municipal technicians,
and local authorities were key figures in the corea construction network. With regard to
the surveyors, the same names recur in the building files: some of them appeared to have
worked exclusively on coree, guiding owners, and self-builders through design and con-
struction, as Foot also observed (2002, 2004).

Based on the municipal annual lists of new buildings, the first corea-houses in Cer-
chiarello date back to 1951. At the time, the process of allotting previous farmland had
already started: the plots were sold to migrants, who sometimes further subdivided them.
“Visually, we can imagine this early corea as a real village, isolated in the countryside . . .”
(Foot, 2004, 56). Basic infrastructure and services, such as roads, electricity, and drains,
were lacking (Foot, 2002) (see Fig.2). The 1:100 plans included in planning applications
depict simple layouts of 2—3 room one-story houses, which provided space for one or two
households (Fig.4). Two-story buildings were less frequent and were often the result of
later extensions (Fig.3). Examples of this continuous construction can be found in the mu-
nicipal archives: from 1954 on, many building permits were submitted for additional sto-
ries and extensions (Fig.4). The authors of these changes were surveyors or the users
themselves, who modified the original design following a contextual approach, “most of
the authors of this architecture [...] viewed their work as pragmatic and provisional re-
sponses to a state of emergency after the war, and [...] usually did not attach importance
to notions of authorship.” (Boucsein 2021, p. 170)

Reading through building files, a pragmatic and additive approach to construction
and design emerges. The morphology of Cerchiarello was influenced by this co-produced
and non-authorial mode: the result is a variegated urban landscape, structured by small
houses progressively extended with new and improved features (Fig.5). Therefore, the
originality of Cerchiarello, and generally of coree, lies in their origins, as low-rise, urban
village-shaped settlements, progressively evolving according to the needs of the inhabit-
ants.
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Fig. 2. Map of Cerchiarello, 1956. Now as then, Cerchiarello is clearly separated from the centre of
Pero by natural and artificial barriers: the Olona River on the south-west side, the Sempione high-
way and the Condor refinery on the north-east side, and the Milan-Turin highway south. The map
shows the urban structure of Cerchiarello’s corea, comprised of almost only single-family houses,
with the exception of an older farmstead, arranged according to a compact and grid-like scheme.
Cerchiarello was built on farmland that was subdivided and sold in the early 1950s. As in most other
coree, the houses were built in open countryside, without proper roads or infrastructure.

Courtesy of GeoPortale — Comune di Milano

- e AR e
Fig. 3. The extension of a corea-house, a permanent non-finito state,
Courtesy of Piero Airaghi.

1973.




6 of 8

1953

PROSPETTO SEZIONE_A-A
1955 E 3 - Fn
; i L
IMETRI vizi_1: S ——— | !

~ M B

TYRTTYYYYTYRTY

Fig. 4. The evolution of a house in Cerchiarello as an example of the design process in corea.

Top: The 1953 plans depict a simple layout of two apartments with two rooms each, providing space
for two households. In the process of approval, municipal technicians often stepped in, indicating
necessary adjustments. In this case, we can see that the configuration of the bathroom was changed
at a later date (red marked walls).

Middle: In 1954, the building application for a first extension was submitted. The file is in the name
of the same owner and his brother, who most likely moved to Cerchiarello looking for better oppor-
tunities, following a common pattern. This project has been signed by a surveyor, but often the
changes were carried out by the users themselves.

Bottom: In 1955, the files for another extension were submitted. A new volume is designed on the
back of the first extension, providing storage space on the ground floor and an additional room with
a bathroom on the first floor, connected to the existing building.

Courtesy of Archivio Storico del Comune di Pero (archivio aggregato ex Comune di Cerchiate, files
8/1953, 39/1954, 2/1955)
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Fig. ‘5. The two houses from Fig. 3 today. Author photo.

4. Discussion and conclusions

After this initial analysis, coree emerge as complex and multifaceted urban struc-
tures, continually modified by different actors and processes. As argued by Latour and
Yaneva, “architectural design embraces a complex conglomerate of many surprising agen-
cies that are rarely taken into account by architectural theory” (Latour and Yaneva, 2008,
p- 86) and practice. Indeed, coree were built under the extreme pressure of external cir-
cumstances (housing shortages, large scale immigration, loose construction regulations,
among others), and their authors deliberately and consciously worked with the external
conditions they encountered, translating them directly into architecture. In this light,
coree can be understood as a modern form of vernacular through their mode, i.e. as the
product of users’ expectations, of their expertise, and more generally of the unique condi-
tions of post-World War II Milan, which were reflected in the built environment. The
coree’s methods (additive, pragmatic, and non-authorial) were fundamentally different
from those of “high” architecture: it was possible to continually modify these buildings
even after “completion,” making the notion of authorship or originality secondary, as in
vernacular architecture. Consequently, coree were adept in satisfying the evolving needs
and desires of the users, creating unique “fields” of village-like neighbourhoods, homoge-
nous yet differentiated (Foot, 2004).

This study identifies the qualities and highlights of non-authorial and co-produced
architecture, using the example of coree. The investigation of their modes and character-
istics can contribute to the development of practices aimed at making the urban fabric
adaptable. Therefore, coree are worth further study, especially focusing on the influence
of external factors, such traditions, building cultures, and the geographical origin of mi-
grants, on design and construction, while extending the analysis temporally, from the
1960s to the present. In this way, the results of this research could provide a productive
basis for discussions of contemporary architectural and urban practice and inspire greater
appreciation of non-authorial architecture’s adaptive design methods.
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