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It’s the Big House, again. Two years ago, in the 
midst of the first Covid pandemic, we made our 
first effort to explore the notion. Back then we 
approached the Big House from a very specific 
standpoint. We were looking for examples of 
civic architecture for the less urban of contexts: 
the diffuse urbanisation produced by the sprawl 
of so-called “centres” around the metropolitan 
area of Milan. As the backdrop for our research, 
this evenly covered field of apparent homoge-
neity and hidden specificities became at once a 
catalyst and boundary for our design experi-
ments. It simultaneously bonded and bended 
the narrative of the Big House to a precise and 
extremely complex condition: the small and me-
dium sized town. In this setting, we observed, 
civic architecture tended to develop according 
to a specific type. In the even covered field, we 
learned, the public building tended to be thought 
of as a house like any other but with just enough 
architecture and critical mass to stand out from 
the surrounding fabric as a centre of social life. 
Hence our perhaps caricatural definition of it as 
the “Big House”.



By providing physical constraints, possible 
problems to address or avoid, possible qualities 
to protect or enhance, in our first research on 
the Big House, the context we confronted al-
most automatically turned our projects in a 
precise response to an a priori local situation. In 
this specificity, perhaps, also lay the success 
and cohesive character of the semester work. 
This term, however, we want to approach the 
Big House by following an opposite track. We 
will begin by probing the Big House theoretical-
ly; as a possible theoretical framework for ar-
chitectural design to only later emerge and 
contextualise. Rather than reactive, therefore, 
this time we will be projective. For the first time 
after many semesters, our research will not be 
ancestor-driven. It will not re-appropriate 
Exempla but rather a set of different stories, or 
narratives. From Rossi’s Urban Fact, Ungers’ 
Grossform, Team X’s Habitat, Koolhaas’ Bigness 
to Tschumi’s Transcripts, previous attempts to 
theoretically frame the multifaceted relationship 
between architecture and experience,  abstrac-
tion and performance, form and content, will 
accompany us in the development of our own 
stories. 



In the wake of these, our students will concoct 
multiple and contrasting interpretations of the 
Big House responding to both trajectories in 
architectural culture as well as to social and 
environmental urgencies facing contemporary 
urban life. These interpretations will form the 
basis for diverse strategies of design which the 
students will later translate in an array of 
architectural proposals, understood as 
theoretical propositions executed through 
drawing.  Each narrative will begin with 
descriptive language allowing for a subtext, a 
position, an argument to emerge. Mirroring Joan 
Didion’ critique of contemporary America as it 
emerges from her factual and precise description 
of the official residences of the Governor of 
California in her essay Many Mansions, 
architecture will not be our point of departure, 
but our final destination.

*
Students will work in groups of min.2 max.4 people. A non-mandatory 
trip focusing on high Renaissance architecture in Northern and Central 
Italy is planned at the end of October. (TBC)



Essays



1 
Bernard Tschumi, The Manhattan Transcripts (1976-81)



2 
OMA, Model of Très Grande Bibliothèque (1989) 



3 
Joan Didion, Many Mansions (1977)



4 
Kazuyo Sejima, Platform I (1987)



5 
Ettore Sottsass, Metaphors (1972-79)



6 
Donato Bramante, Plan of St. Peter’s Basilica (1505)



7 
Matt Mullican, Five Into One (1991)
https://www.digitalartarchive.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Virtualart/Videos/webm/v000000893MMullicanFiveIntoOne.webm



8 
Louis Kahn & Anne Tyng, City Tower Project (1952-57)



9 
Frank Gehry, Davis Studio and Residence (1968-72)



10 
Lina Bo Bardi, SESC Pompéia (1977)



11 
Daniel Libeskind, Micromegas (1979)



12 
Itsuko Hasegawa, Exhibition design for Shonandai Cultural Center (1987)



13 
Baukuh, House of Memory (2015)
SOM, Lever House (1952)
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, House with Three Courts (after 1938) 
Ivan Leonidov, House of Industry (1929)



14 
Rita McBride, Parking Garage (S) (2011)



The 
Big House


