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EDITORIAL

Affordable housing in the 1910s–1930s: new narratives on unbeaten 
tracks 
Chiara Monterumisia, Aino Niskanenb and Johan Mårteliusc

aDepartment of the Arts, University of Bologna, Bologna, Italy; bHistory of Architecture, Aalto University (Helsinki), 
Helsinki, Finland; cHistory of Architecture, KTH Royal Institute of Technology (Stockholm), Stockholm, Sweden
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Introduction

This special issue aims to explore in detail some unbeaten tracks of the urban policy and housing 
production of the interwar decades in several northern, eastern and southern European countries. 
The articles seek to reorient attention away from the most widely celebrated initiatives – high
lighted at the time of their construction and afterwards through journals and books – such as 
those for example in Vienna, Frankfurt, Berlin, Zurich and Amsterdam, towards a collection of les
ser-known, yet equally significant, case studies from other localities.

Certain historiographical narratives have amplified the significance of particular examples of 
affordable housing projects in Europe. This has resulted in a reduced fresco of the events, which 
has overshadowed what was a more variegated history of modern housing for the working classes. 
The current phase of revising historiographical narratives – via a thorough examination of journals 
and publications of that time, the participation of individuals in international conferences and 
meetings and the analysis of archival documents – is reconfiguring perspective on historical devel
opments. The revised picture produced by this wave of fresh research reveals a broader and more 
complex intellectual landscape. The number of key figures engaged in the modern housing reform 
discourse had increased, but their influence varied. This special issue gathers little-known voices 
(e.g. architects, urban planners, cooperatives and building associations), some almost unbeaten 
to the historiographical narratives till now. It shows that, more than was previously understood, 
transnational exchanges were more intense. That factor led to more nuanced and layered develop
ment of planning solution for housing, challenging earlier assumptions of earlier scholars and 
undermining the notion that housing design evolution followed a linear and inevitable trajectory 
within architectural history.1 In parallel, the academic production on the planning history of cer
tain countries has received comparatively less attention than that of other countries. This can be 
explained by certain obvious linguistic barriers. In addition, because recent scholars’ and research 
groups’ studies are still too frequently conducted in local languages, their findings are less accessible 
to wider audiences. This is particularly evident in the case studies of Nordic, Soviet Union and Ita
lian interwar developments, which are the focus of this special issue. Those projects have received 
only limited recognition beyond their respective national contexts.

© 2025 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group 
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1Cf. Van Gameren, “Tradition and Innovation in 20th-Century European Housing Design,” 27.
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While numerous other realities share a similar need for further investigation and reassessment, 
this special issue focuses on a narrow selection of them so as to enhance their visibility and bring 
them to the attention of a broader international readership. This special issue brings together ten 
significant contributions, primarily exploring various countries in the Nordic region – specifically 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland – as well as the Soviet Union and Italy. The scope of these 
papers extends beyond the respective capital cities of Stockholm, Copenhagen, Oslo (known as 
Kristiania until 1924), Helsinki and Rome so as to encompass other key urban centres, such as 
Leningrad (which, following Moscow’s designation as the capital in 1918, underwent a series of 
name changes, from Petrograd in 1914 to Leningrad in 1924, following Lenin’s death), Gothenburg 
and Trondheim.

This special issue originated in a cycle of two international seminars ‘Affordable housing 1910s– 
1930s: a comparative study’,2 promoted by the Nordic Node of the network Genealogy of Urban 
Design (GUDesign) during the Spring–Summer semester of 2022. Those seminars were hosted 
at the Polytechnic University of Marche (Italy) and Aalto University (Finland). The meetings 
have served as a promising platform for exchange. Following those gatherings, efforts were 
made to broaden the geographical portrayal of interwar housing by involving additional research
ers, while remaining within the seminars’ thematic framework.

From a methodological point of view, the ten papers extend beyond purely historical and archi
tectural approaches. Their methodologies are grounded in a diverse set of sources – in many cases 
novel and never published before – including original drawings (ranging from urban plans to 
dwellings’ layouts) and historical and contemporary photographs, project drafts and sketches, exhi
bition catalogues and documents recording decisions on urban policies and their implementation 
via specialist committees (such as reports, recommendations, and protocols). Additionally, the 
papers draw on other primary sources, including journals and books, as well as secondary ones, 
such as oral testimonies, notably interviews with experts in the field and residents of the housing 
estates.

At first glance, bringing together, Nordic, Soviet and Italian housing instances may seem some
what forced. However, beyond sharing limited knowledge, as outlined above, these countries offer 
compelling insights into the earliest instances of planning initiatives for affordable housing pur
poses. The driving motivation of this special issue is the examination of how different political 
and social systems navigated the profoundly transformative, and often contradictory, early decades 
of the twentieth century. More specifically, it aims to understand how each country contributed its 
own interpretation to the broader yet interconnected milieu of multiple urban theories and archi
tectural models, which, despite originating in distinct cultural contexts, migrated across Europe so 
as to influence many local debates.

The ten papers explore events and case studies from the dynamic and intellectually vibrant 
period of intense debates fuelled by a dense network of exhibitions, competitions and conferences 
on planning and housing issues, which took place around a century ago. These aforementioned 
international and local platforms played a crucial role in shaping modern housing discourse. 
The Nordic countries, the Soviet Union and Italy all faced similar challenges, namely how to 
make their cities respond to emerging economic, social and cultural needs, accommodate escalating 
populations, and determine the locations for installing residential estates and the shape of buildings 
with novel functions.

2These were organised in hybrid formula (23rd March 2022 and 25th May 2022) in the two aforementioned institutions: https:// 
gudesign.org/geographical-nodes/nordic-countries/ [retrieved 20 January 2025].
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In the early 1930s, Leningrad led population growth as it reached approximately 2.5 million 
inhabitants. It was followed by Rome with just over 1 million inhabitants. Stockholm and Copen
hagen had comparable populations of slightly over 600’000 inhabitants, while Oslo, Gothenburg 
and Helsinki ranged between 200’000 and 240’000 inhabitants; lastly, Trondheim, the smallest 
among them, had around 80’000 residents. In such a framework shared by Nordic countries, the 
Soviet Union and Italy, town planners, architects and garden designers strived to provide sanitary, 
aesthetically and practically good quality housing, even in small flats, at low costs. With building 
plots over-exploited and urban congestion, it became crucial to seek alternative town planning 
and architectural answers. In order to combat the ‘evil’ of building speculation and the serious 
housing shortage, phenomena that appear in each of the case studies that follow, two main archi
tectural aggregation models were adopted in the design of new parts of the aforementioned cities: 
on the one hand, one-family houses or detached houses in suburban settlements, and, on the other, 
reformed versions of the existing tenement housing blocks (large perimeter blocks as well as blocks 
in ribbon development in some cases). The latter was based on a clear continuity with the existing 
urban patterns, but it also attended in new ways to greenery, the enlargement of the inner courtyard 
or open spaces, and the building blocks’ layout, such as common facilities and dwellings. In modern 
housing design, the attention was addressed much more to the so-called ‘sanitary greenery’ as 
theorised by the urban planner Camillo Sitte (1884–1903) in his work Großstadt-Grün (The Green
ery within the City) in 1900 rather than to the ‘decorative greenery’ that has its place exclusively in 
streets and squares. Having an influence on human health, the ‘sanitary greenery’ is not ‘found 
amidst the dust and noise of the streets, but rather in the sheltered interior of large blocks of build
ings, surrounded on all sides; only then large in area can it afford to be open to the street’3 as in the 
suburban settlements.

Beyond certain morphological and typological similarities, another overarching theme of the ten 
articles is the role of architectural language. Indeed, across varying political systems, the case 
studies discussed in the special issue all used the formal system of classical architecture as a tool 
to upgrade the social status of inhabitants and embody a quest for community ideals. Referring 
to the 1920s architecture, Alexander Tzionis and Liane Lefaivre underline that: 

the classical canon, with its apparent detached diachronic impartiality, was employed as an argument 
for art for art’s sake at a moment of major social and economic upheavals that demanded the mobil
ization of any cultural potential, including architecture, in a campaign of unprecedent social change 
[…]. Classical architecture has also been attached to another iconographic system, that of tectonics, 
and, through it, to functionalism.4

The enduring presence of the classical formal matrix in architecture is still a controversial and con
tradictory theme. Nevertheless, although classical language has been capable of adapting across 
different latitudes and renewing itself over the decades, at times it has been subject to reductive 
and oversimplified interpretations. This has often overshadowed the significance of its outcomes, 
whether individual buildings or extensive urban areas. However, those reductive approaches have 
not taken into consideration intrinsic connections between the complex web of events and critical 
issues and modern architecture.5

As the ten papers effectively demonstrate, one should not stop at the façades of new residential 
complexes, which feature a vocabulary of reinterpreted classical agreed symbols, because the 

3Sitte, “Greenery within the City,” 319.
4Tzionis, Lefaivre, Classical Architecture. The Poetics of Order, 274.
5Cf. Ciucci, “Introduzione,” 7.
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architecture of those decades ‘worked both with individual aspects or elements […] and with gen
eral aspects, such as at the respect for classicism as a broad, historical current or the silent agree
ment through which buildings are combined to form urban development’.6 Each article explores 
diverse geographical and political contexts whilst also challenging the oversimplified notion that 
classical forms are inherently tied to anti-democratic systems. Collectively, they reveal how a shared 
architectural vocabulary gave rise to a plurality of interpretations of classicism, each reflecting the 
relationship between state intervention and its visual representation.

In sum, this special issue assembles fresh takes on housing construction in the interwar years by 
drawing attention to local specificities, and common aspects within the global contextualization, 
where planning policies were favoured by the particular socio-political milieu in each country, 
and the configurations and the character of housing estates. The following sub-sections aim to 
explore in greater detail some key and common themes of the interwar housing initiatives distilled 
from the ten papers in this special issue.

Multiple backgrounds and the rise of housing as a social utility

The period between the two world wars began with the breakdown of (Western) civilization of the 
so-called ‘long nineteenth century’7 according to the British historian Eric Hobsbawm. 

This civilization was capitalist in its economy; liberal in its legal and constitutional structure; bourgeois 
in the image of its characteristic hegemonic class; glorying in the advance of science, knowledge and 
education, material and moral progress; and profoundly convinced of the centrality of Europe, birth
place of the revolutions of the sciences, arts, politics and industry, whose economy had penetrated, and 
whose soldiers had conquered and subjugated most of the world; whose populations had grown until 
[…] they had risen to form a third of the human race; and whose major states constituted the system of 
world politics. The decades from the outbreak of the First World War to the aftermath of the Second, 
was an Age of Catastrophe for this society. [… .] Without the breakdown of nineteenth-century bour
geois society in the Age of Catastrophe, there would have been no October revolution and no USSR.8

Therefore, the turn of the nineteenth century was literally a turning point, a period of transform
ation and dramatic change across all spheres of national life and territories which led to the ‘age of 
extremes’ embodied by the short twentieth century as noted by Hobsbawm.

For the Nordic countries, in the early decades of the twentieth century newer states gained full 
independence: in 1905 Norway declared its independence after the dissolution of its Union with 
Sweden, which had lasted almost a century; in 1917 Finland gained its independence from the 
Soviet Union and lapsed into a violent period of civil war in the spring of the following year; 
while in 1918 Iceland was recognized as a fully independent state, albeit one that freely associated 
with Denmark in a particular act of union until 1944. Among the Nordic countries, Finland was the 
only one whose territory was directly affected by the Second World War. In contrast, Denmark and 
Norway were occupied by German troops in 1940, an event marked by relatively few casualties but 
significant resistance movements. This shifting geopolitical landscape also brought changes in how 
the region understood and defined itself culturally and politically, as reflected in the evolving ter
minology used to describe it. 

6Mårtelius, “Arkitekturens klassiska spårk,” 43.
7The definition covers the 125-year period beginning with the onset of the French Revolution in 1789, and ending with the outbreak of 

World War I in 1914. Hobsbawm organized the analysis in three books [The Age of Revolution: Europe 1789–1848 (1962), The Age of 
Capital: 1848–1875 (1975), and The Age of Empire: 1875–1914 (1987) plus a sequel.

8Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, 1914–1991, 6–7; 8.
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By the end of the first world war, pan-Scandinavian dreams had given way to the much less ambitious 
aim of international cooperation between nations. Partly because of associations with failed ambitions, 
partly because of the need to incorporate linguistically different Finland into the Scandinavian sphere, 
the term Scandinavia came to be replaced, during the inter-war period, by the alternative term Norden 
(literally, ‘the North’).9

Because the Nordic countries share key commonalities, to a certain extent those lands can be 
considered as a single entity: a Baltic Sea-adjacent geography, climate and a strong presence of 
natural landscapes, which have influenced their building styles, urban form, and townscapes, 
and a shared deeply interconnected cultural foundation. Those unifying elements were perceived 
and promoted for example in 1927 by the principal organisers of the first Nordisk Byggnadsdag 
(Nordic Building Days) held in Stockholm and by many other architects who commented on 
the relevance of that event.10

In the interwar decades, Mary Hilson pointed out that ‘another dimension of Nordic identity 
began to gain prominence internationally’. This was ‘the idea of the Scandinavian or Nordic 
model’.11 Scandinavia, thus, emerged as a progressive and inspiring outpost, particularly on the 
eve of the Second World War. The Social Democratic parties were especially keen on improving 
working-class housing conditions by integrating planning and welfare provisions. In Denmark, 
they won the election in 1924, while in Sweden, they governed from 1932 and in Norway from 
1935. Conversely, in Finland, they played a key role in the early twentieth century, and starting 
from 1937, they were in the government with the central party. However, the commitment to 
addressing the housing question was not the exclusive prerogative of the Social Democratic parties. 
For instance, housing reform associations, as organizations bringing together professionals from 
various fields, encompassed a broad range of political orientations and, in many cases, remained 
entirely apolitical. The interwar years can rightly be seen as a precursor for developments of the 
subsequent decades, in other words, a ‘proto-welfare state’.12

The interwar years saw living standards rise in all Nordic countries. Industry developed dyna
mically thanks to electrification, mechanization, and the rationalization of production. Neverthe
less, the First World War also affected countries that were not directly involved; an acute 
housing shortage forced the adoption of rent control by Nordic governments in order to contain 
inflation and mitigate social chaos.

Across all the geographical and political areas covered in the articles of this special issue, pre
cisely from 1917, with the outbreak of the Russian Revolution and the imminent end of the 
First World War, housing started to be seen as a real social utility. In the history of European 
societies at large, this was the first time that it was seen to be of such importance. As expected, 
the provisions were of different degree and typology depending on the socio-political context.

The situation of housing demand was even more alarming in the Soviet Union; whether before 
the First World War, the population almost tripled in urban areas, by the end of the Revolution in 
1921, the population of major cities, including Leningrad, had drastically declined. Many people 
perished due to cold, hunger and disease. This led to a significant wave of migration primarily 
to the countryside but also to other cities. After the Revolution, driven by the period of economic 
stabilization brought about by the New Economic Policy (NEP, 1922–1926), the construction sec
tor experienced significant growth between 1926 and 1932 under the first Five-Year Plan.

9Hilson, The Nordic Model, 11.
10Östberg, “Några ord om syftet med Nordisk Byggnadsdag,” 303.
11Hilson, The Nordic Model, 19.
12Swenarton, Avermaete, van den Heuvel, “Introduction,” 10.
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During the 1920s and 1930s, each country of those described in the ten papers established the 
institutional and material foundations for urban governance and strategic planning. This process 
was far from linear, and the time available before the outbreak of the Second World War was lim
ited for an extended development of housing and planning solutions – particularly for Italy and the 
Soviet Union, both of which underwent a profound transformation, marked by a clear ‘before and 
after’ due to post-war reconstruction. However, these provisions to one of the key aspects of the 
social question as housing were to a certain extent ‘temporary solutions’ according to Michael Har
loe’s definition,13 but the value of their assumptions, structures and practices exerted an influence 
on the Second World War onwards, revealing their very potential.

As a matter of fact, emergency plans, large-scale public subsidies, associations and housing 
cooperatives were at the forefront of interwar urban planning developments, leading to the 
approval of new provisions for land allocation, such as leasing under favourable economic con
ditions. For example, as Eva Eriksson’s article discusses, the programme of approximately 2’500 
emergency wooden houses (Nödbostad) was built on the outskirts of Stockholm. Conversely, 
the public supervision and financial support implemented in Copenhagen, known as the 
State Housing Fund (Statsboligfond, 1918–1928), did improve housing and living conditions.14

However, as Chiara Monterumisi and Martin Søberg note in their article which reports Kay Fis
ker’s words, it also imposed a certain degree of uniformity in construction and dwelling 
typologies.

The ten articles therefore provide a rich and diverse overview of the role of national policies, 
their local reception and implementation within municipal administrations, and the involvement 
of various actors (including architects, urban planners, cooperatives, housing reform associations, 
public institutions, building corporations, private developers and construction firms) in the nego
tiation and decision-making processes related to planning and constructing.

Additionally, particular attention is given to the financial mechanisms that underpinned the 
construction of housing estates, as they played a crucial role in shaping these developments.

The ten papers collectively suggest that the majority of suburban neighbourhoods and aggrega
tions of large perimeter block targeted middle and working-class residents. This occurred because 
of affordable housing initiatives, and the role of governments and other associations was central for 
offering rental apartments below market rents.

In this framework, cooperatives played a pivotal role too. The foundational principles of such 
organisations, which emerged simultaneously across several European countries, were inspired 
by Enlightenment ideals of freedom, brotherhood, and equality. They also placed a marked empha
sis on self-help and mutual support. However, the concept of cooperatives, in the sense of a modern 
organization, is primarily rooted in the English labour movement and the local tenants’ association.

Parallel to that, taking inspiration from the socialist guilds movements, workers desired more 
active roles and started to construct their own houses or by forming building cooperatives. 
Their attempts were supported by state loans while local municipalities offered construction lots 
in suburban areas.

In the Nordic countries, cooperatives were founded to support production, commerce and con
structing housing. This special issue contributes to histories of these processes, notably with Claes 
Caldenby’s article on the interventions in Gothenburg of Sweden’s second-oldest cooperative, the 
Hyresgästernas Sparkasse- och Byggnadsförening (HSB), founded in 1923. Nina Berre, Eli Støa and 

13For a deeper investigation of this topic in different countries, see Harloe, The People’s Home?, 75–149.
14Cf. Faber, “A Time of Transition 1904–1929,” 183.
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Steffen Wellinger examine Norway’s second-oldest cooperative, the Trondhjems Kooperative Bolig
selskap (TKB), founded in 1922, where members of the construction workers’ union built their own 
homes and set up a production unit for developing new projects. Examples of associations of hous
ing reforms responsible for conducting surveys and producing extensive awareness campaigns are 
included in the contribution by Simo Paavilainen, Pekka Heikkinen, Aino Niskanen as well as Riitta 
Nikula on the Finnish Asuntoreformiyhdistys, established in 1910, as well as Espen Johnsen’s article 
on the Norsk Forening for Boligreformer, initiated in 1913, about Norwegian examples of social 
housing.

In Rome in 1903, the major public body the Instituto per le Case Popolari (ICP, Institute of Pub
lic Housing) was entrusted with the provision of public housing across the country by the reformist 
government of prime minister Giovanni Giolitti (1892–1921). The architect Innocenzo Sabbatini 
(1891–1983), who is the focus of Anu Kaisa Koponen’s account, worked for the institute’s technical 
office from 1919 to 1931. The ICP’s goal was implementing new high-quality construction stan
dards and shielding the population from the excesses of unregulated private activity (speculation, 
high rent prices, poor-quality housing). Fulfilling this social purpose meant integrating the disad
vantage segments of the population into the very urban dynamics.15 Following the First World War 
and into the early 1920s, the ICP’s construction efforts steadily grew, both in scale and territorial 
reach.16 Nevertheless, from 1924 onwards it underwent an administrative reorganization under the 
Fascist regime (1922–1943), which in turn significantly changed the planning approach to the city 
via an extensive programme of demolitions.

Exchanges and migrations of ideas

Between the late nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century, numerous hand
books on civic art were published across Europe as specialized tools for the architectural and engin
eering profession. Among the most notable are the works of Camillo Sitte (1889), Joseph Stübben 
(1890), Otto Wagner (1911), Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker – both of whom promoted the 
Garden Cities movement (1909) – Marcel Poëte (1910), Gustavo Giovannoni (1913), Albert 
Erich Brinckmann (1920), Werner Hegemann (1922 and 1936) and Pierre Lavedan (1926), 
among many others. Despite their different individual or national backgrounds, the authors also 
all shared some common principles and a keen concern about the relationship between ‘modernity’ 
and ‘tradition’. Each of them understood those terms in their own ways. However, they were con
cerned about more than health and hygiene, and the traffic, and other issues faced by cities at the 
time.17

For example, urbanization and industrialization were just getting underway in the Nordic 
countries. Those countries did not face the same kinds of debates about severe urban crises as 
other European cities did. The principal sources of inspiration and reform derived from a prag
matic approach inspired by Sitte’s planning ideas aiming to organize the newly urbanized centres 
without sacrificing artistic concerns for technical matters. They were also shaped by the environ
mental and aesthetic dimensions that were reinforced by Unwin and Parker’s physical planning 
model of a garden city and which evoked a vernacular ethos alluding to the image of tradition 
buildings and streetscapes.18

15Cf. Ciccarelli, “Innocenzo Sabbatini and the Construction of Modern Rome,” 247.
16Cf. Kallis, “Rome’s Singular Path to Modernism,” 276.
17Cf. Calabi, “Handbooks of Civic Art from Sitte to Hegemann,” 161–162.
18Cf. Porfyriou, “Artistic Urban Design and Cultural Myths,” 267–268.
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The relation between ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’, implied necessarily different views with density 
and settlement patterns: on the one hand, reformed courtyard blocks and blocks in ribbon devel
opment, and on the other hand suburbs of single-family or detached houses, In practice the two 
aforementioned imported sources of managing planning matters had multiple points in common. 
For this reason, they were both applied in combination by several Nordic planners. They went on 
foreign study trips (e.g. Germany, England, France and the US,), studied and/or gained professional 
experiences abroad rather than solely in their home countries. For the Swedish production, the 
reference goes to Per Olof Hallman (1869–1941), the focus of Monica Andersson’s article, which 
deals with the planner supervision of Stockholm town plans; and to his colleague Albert Lilienberg 
(1879–1967), who operated in Gothenburg for twenty years as Claes Caldenby’s account shows. 
Whereas, Harald Hals (1876–1959) and Sverre Pedersen (1882–1971) played a key role in the Nor
wegian urban planning discourse as Espen Johnsen, Nina Berre, Eli Støa and Steffen Wellinger 
demonstrate. Moving to Finland, Riita Nikula examines how Bertel Jung (1872–1946) designed 
many proposals for Old and New Vallila; and Simo Paavilainen, Pekka Heikkinen and Aino Nis
kanen investigate Birger Brunila (1882–1979), who worked in the Helsinki town planning commit
tee for thirty years and designed a proposal for Wooden Käpylä. Among the Nordic countries, 
Sweden undoubtedly played a leading role in introducing these new planning ideas and often plan
ners coming from other Nordic countries did internships in, and field trips to, Stockholm and 
Gothenburg. This marks how the network of cross-pollinations and relations between Nordic 
actors of the planning and housing initiatives were very intense and prolific as showcased by 
their participation in certain local and international exhibitions. How they mainly influenced 
one another on smaller, local scales is worthy of detailed examination. However, as in Nordic 
countries, many other events that were platformed had limited local resonance in the Soviet 
Union and in Italian contexts.

Among the many Nordic events, as outlined above, the first Nordisk Byggnadsdag (Nordic Build
ing Days) held in Stockholm in 1927 is notable. The analysis of its thematic organisation, reception 
and planning-housing outputs presented by several eminent Swedish and Danish speakers, among 
them for example Kay Fisker (1893–1965) and Sven Wallander (1890-1968), are detailed in Chiara 
Monterumisi and Martin Søberg’s paper. The contributions to the same event made by the Norwe
gian planner Sverre Pedersen (1882–1971) are explored in Espen Johnsen’s article. The Nordisk 
Byggnadsdag event, the first of a long succession, is positioned between some key international cor
nerstones of the interwar years, including the International Federation for Housing and Town Plan
ning (IFTHTP) gatherings and the Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) 
congresses, amongst others. In those same decades, the Nordic delegations actively participated 
in the IFHTP events because they were perceived as an alternative to CIAM’s monolithic portrayals 
of modernity. In fact, Nordic planners had been involved in the IFTHTP since the very establish
ment of the association in 1913, under the leadership of the English urban planner Ebenezer 
Howard, founder of the Garden City Movement. Over time, Nordic delegations actively partici
pated in the association’s evolution, engaging with a different theme each year both at the confer
ences and in their accompanying exhibitions. Of the eleven IFTHP congresses organised during the 
interwar decades (1923–1939), three of the cities discussed in this special issue also served as host 
locations: Gothenburg in 1923, Rome in 1929 and then Stockholm in 1939. In contrast to the Nor
dic countries and Italy, the Soviet Union only took part in the association debates in the Berlin 
(1931) and London (1935) gatherings.19 Some architects and case studies from the special issue’s 

19For deepening the debate within the IFTHP congresses, see for example: Riboldazzi (2009) and Geertsee (2016).
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papers were also featured in the exhibitions or presented at the congresses. Yet none of the archi
tects or projects discussed in the ten articles which follow were represented at any of the five CIAM 
conferences held during those decades. Regarding the five CIAM gatherings held before the 
Second World War, Nordic participation began with the 1929 edition in Frankfurt (Die Woh
nung für das Existenzminimum) where it was represented by a few of the most progressive 
figures. The same was true for the Soviet and Italian delegations, represented by architects 
from Moscow and Milan.

The case studies in this special issue’s ten articles may seem less radical in their morphological 
approaches and its development of housing units with respect to certain coeval avant-garde exper
iments because retain a certain continuity with the city. This follows the critical standpoint that for 
a long time reduced modernity as a homogenising portray not assuming the evident existence of 
no-linear narratives and hence ‘multiple modernities’.20 In this sense, one can consider that ‘[Nor
dic] functionalists [architects and planners] underestimated the planning of the 1920s, the work for 
better social conditions and hygiene, the efforts to solve the housing question, the discussion about 
the principles of land-use planning and the regional ambition of urban planning’.21 The definite 
breakthrough coincided with the Stockholm exhibition in 1930 after which the majority of Nordic 
architects ‘converted’ to Functionalism. Beyond any propagandistic tone, the underestimation of 
the aforementioned outputs can be interpreted as more of ‘a criticism of architectural ideas, 
than of the actual effects of planning’.22 Indeed, the interwar period provided an equally significant 
contribution to the migration and hybridization of modern urban planning ideas and residential 
reform practices. In many ways, the groundwork for the developments of the following decades 
was laid out in that period.

Even when shifting towards Eastern Europe, the primary sources of reference remained rooted 
in Western Europe and the United States. Throughout the 1920s, Soviet planners and architects 
often relied on nineteenth-century housing models, which had been gradually adapted to socialist 
ideology, blending already older influences with emerging values.23 The debates that oscillated 
between ‘innovative’ and ‘traditional’ devices concerned those issues.

Many imported ideas were influential. Howard’s vision of ‘a peaceful path to real reform’ 
through careful planning and design, which he emphasized in the subtitle of his important book 
(1898), held strong appeal for progressive Russian intellectuals. An equally profound impact on 
Eastern Europe came from rationalistic-neoclassic principles elaborated by Otto Wagner, mainly 
for determining specific requirements for the modern apartment as the main determinant of the 
new urban landscape, primarily in relation to streetscape. Soviet urban policy in the 1920s was, 
in reality, far more complex than the ideological and regulatory framework might have suggested. 
As stressed by Alessandro De Magistris, the transition to the ‘socialist city’ by the mid-1930s was 
highly nonlinear. The radical policies of 1918–1921 shifted towards a more pragmatic housing and 
urban economy model under the New Economic Policy (NEP). Its gradual dissolution paved the 
way for the defining features of Soviet cities in the 1930s.24

Markus Lähteenmäki’s account investigates the housing complexes designed by Aleksandr 
Nikolsky, Aleksandr Gegello (1891–1965) and Grigorii Simonov (1893–1974). These examples 
reflect a carefully considered approach to micro-urban planning, with particular attention to the 

20See Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities.”
21Cf. Ellefsen, “Planning for a New Mankind,” 76.
22Ibid., 71.
23Cf. Bliznakov, “Soviet Housing during the Experimental Years, 1918 to 1933,” 88.
24Cf. De Magistris, La città di transizione, 16.
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positioning of buildings within their plots and, above all, to the landscaping of green spaces. Their 
designs echoed the idyllic, scenographic vision of garden villages promoted during the War Com
munism period (1918–1921), most of which never progressed beyond the conceptual stage.25

Moving South to Italy, early twentieth-century urbanism wholeheartedly embraced the 
resonance of Sitte and Garden cities. There was, in addition, a belief in the vitality and signifi
cance of vernacular architecture, which influenced the subsequent development of the idea that 
modern architecture should respond to the new needs of the city and resolve housing shortages. 
In such a framework, the Roman Associazione Artistica fra i Cultori di Architettura (Artistic 
Association of the Cultivators of Architecture) was established in 1890. Over the next thirty 
years, it became an active centre of debates and influence. Led by Gustavo Giovannoni 
(1873–1947), the association promoted an urbanism that was rooted in the notion of contextu
alism (ambientismo): an artistic correlation between individual work and its surroundings. ‘The 
aesthetic, which Giovannoni called architettura ambientista, was grounded in the ‘prose of 
architecture’, which, as Marcello Piacentini (1881–1960), explained meant ‘minor architecture’ 
(architettura minore), that is the vernacular’.26 Designing popular and pleasant housing, and 
other public buildings, according to these new parameters was interpreted as the moral and 
social task of modern vernacular architecture. This was the context in which the architect Inno
cenzo Sabbatini – who frequented the Roman Associazione Artistica – designed the housing 
estates in Rome, as Anu Kaisa Koponen’s contribution shows. The cities featured in this special 
issue exhibit diverse landscape characteristics, historical urban fabric, and spatial configurations. 
These later influenced the implementation of land use, planning policies and the adoption of the 
two main architectural models.

The ten contributions of the special issue collectively provide a well-balanced picture, showcas
ing both suburban settlements inspired by garden cities, with their characteristic low density, and 
individual reformed perimeter blocks designed to fill vacant spaces within the urban fabric, as well 
as aggregations of courtyard blocks aimed at building a cohesive environment in which greenery 
was integrated. The architects, planners, and charitable/not-for-profit associations behind these 
developments are often known only within the historiography of their respective countries because 
they have been overshadowed by the more radical projects that gradually gained prominence 
throughout the 1930s.

Plurality of classicism’s interpretations

The classical formal matrix is a recurring theme across the contributions of this special issue. The 
articles also cover various geographical contexts and span the whole political spectrum. This natu
rally raises the question posed by Alan Colquhoun, namely 

does the classical tradition have a-historical aesthetic value, or is it bounded by a specific history and 
therefore a specific set of inescapable political connotations?27

The same English architect and historian suggests that classicism is not tied to one specific meaning 
or ideology – indeed it is a flexible tradition that can carry many, even conflicting, interpretations 
within the same cultural context. The case studies discussed in each article engage with the 

25Cf. Ibid., 65–66.
26Etlin, Modernism in Italian Architecture, 1890–1940, 128. For widening the understanding, see for example the recent special issue “The 

Art of Preserving and Building Cities in Italy (1860–1930): Legacies and Actors” (2022).
27Colquhoun, “Classicism and Ideology,” 37.
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normative tradition of classicism through a perspective of ‘reproducibility’. Classicism was Euro
pean architecture’s dominant language from the 1910s to the early 1930s.

Yet Nordic architecture differed from the mainstream thanks to its modest scale and balanced 
sense of monumentality. ‘The distinguishing feature of these town planning projects was the 
demonstrated effort to achieve formal organization on both a large and a small scale. Variations 
within a homogenous whole and a tendency to add monumentality to commonplace buildings’.28

It is even to have embodied a ‘new lightness’29 among the norms of Academism and the new norms 
introduced by Functionalism. The latter become the umbrella term for modernism in general. It 
was imported northwards by the pioneering two Norwegian architects Edvard Heiberg (1897– 
1958) and Lars Backer (1892–1930). They were followed by the Swedish architects Uno Åhrén 
(1897–1977) and Sven Markelius (1889–1972),30 the Finnish architect Erik Bryggman (1891– 
1955) and Alvar Aalto (1898–1976), and the Danish architect Poul Henningsen (1894–1967), 
amongst many others. To a certain extent the ‘classical intermezzo’31 can be considered ‘as a period 
of transition from the national past to the international past, and then to the international future’.32

The new generation, who were, nevertheless, classically trained, was inevitably influenced by these 
circumstances, which played a decisive role in ensuring the inherent quality of new architecture.

The foundation of their classicism was naturally rooted in antiquity, and architects (not exclu
sively the Nordic ones) frequently travelled southern Europe to grasp the potential and qualities of 
the language of architectural classicism and then exploited its lessons in quite free and open- 
minded ways. Myriad possibilities were imagined by the authors in the Nordic panorama. These 
range from an archaeological attitude to an abstract perspective inclined to only use certain prin
ciples that were thought to resonate with modern conceptions – a highly sophisticated approach. 
Or they could comprise national historicist flavours (inspired by Swedish Gustavian neo-classicism 
and the Danish architect C.F. Hansen (1756–1845), among others), the loosening of a strict rational 
layout, or the embrace of simplicity and local traditions seen in the approach of the German archi
tect Heinrich Tessenow’s (1876–1950).33

Nevertheless, the cultural framework extends even further as it also encompasses aspects of ver
nacular tradition(s) mainly drawn from local rural settlements and farmhouses which had adopted 
a combination of several timber construction techniques and the use of stone. This reveals an unex
pected compatibility between two seemingly contradictory sensibilities – classicism and the verna
cular – which, in the minds and hands of Nordic architects, were understood, and applied, as one 
and the same thing. In this regard, Demetri Porphyrios reminds us that 

the ability and determination to practice concurrently classicism and vernacular without the slightest 
embarrassment that it might be mistaken as practicing an eclecticism, suggest that it was not stylistics 
that the architectural mind of the period was after’.34

Thus, there was a strong interest in the ‘minor architecture’ (or architettura minore) of a broad 
spectrum of buildings that were not regarded as monumental works, for example, modest and 
anonymous buildings from the Middle Ages, the Renaissance or the Baroque period. Anonymous 
rural buildings, particularly the architecture of the pre-industrial era and the early nineteenth 

28Andersson, “Modern Classicism in Norden,” 27.
29Cf. Eriksson, “Rationalism och Klassicism,” 60.
30For deepening the topic, see for example: Seelow, “From the Continent to the North” (2016).
31Johansson, “Mälardrottningen byter kläder,” 403.
32Linn, “The Transition from Classicism to Functionalism in Scandinavia,” 76.
33Cf. Andersson, “Hyperborean Classicism,” 142.
34Porphyriou, “Scandinavian Doricism. Danish and Swedish Architecture: 1905–1930,” 25.

PLANNING PERSPECTIVES 463



century were also defined in this way. German culture was a veritable point of reference, particu
larly publications such as Um 1800 (1908) by the architect and theorist Paul Mebes (1872–1938), 
which advocated the simple and dignified application of classicizing Baroque, Neo-Classicism, and 
Empire Architecture in unpretentious buildings. The refined classicism of Tessenow and its bour
geois domesticity which is illustrated in his book Hausbau und dergleichen (1916) was one of the 
favourite texts of Nordic practitioners. In the wooden towns of Sweden and Finland, and in some 
parts of Norwegian garden cities, the proportions of houses followed the measurements used by 
carpenters, whereas Denmark was focused on timber-framed buildings. These characteristics 
were reiterated so that it remained visible in the unified cityscapes. Generally, in the Nordic 
countries, there was an interest in the local traditions of wooden towns and the housing areas 
associated with ironworks, insomuch as architectural students made surveys by measuring and 
re-drawing the buildings that were scattered across the landscape and in smaller towns.35

This is not the place for an in-depth discussion about the various labels assigned to this Nordic 
period in the historiographic studies across the decades. It is, however, worth recalling that just over 
forty years ago, in 1982, the symposium Classical Tradition and the Modern Movement was held at 
the Alvar Aalto Museum in Jyväskylä, Finland. There, the speakers included several prominent 
Nordic scholars as well as foreign historians such as Kenneth Frampton, Demetri Porphyrios 
and David Watkin. The symposium was a joint event: indeed a travelling exhibition36 that brought 
together the architectural achievements of the interwar years and was launched under the title Nor
disk Klassicism 1910–1930. The exhibition, accompanied by a catalogue, was curated by Simo Paa
vilainen in collaboration with the directors of the architectural museums of the Nordic countries. 
This remarkable and comprehensive narrative remains a reference point for studies in this field to 
this day.

This resurgence in interest in architecture’s classical vocabulary was rooted in the worldwide 
debate fuelled by Post-Modern architecture between the mid-1970s and 1980s. The main concern 
of that debate around the death of modern architecture and the defence of architecture as a 
language made up of components similar to syntax was directed to a very ‘wider social protest 
against modernisation, against the destruction of local culture by the combined force of rational
isation, bureaucracy, largescale development and [… .] Modern International Style’.37 In such a 
search of a pluralistic spectrum of expressions, the playfulness, naïve candour and irony of the Nor
dic styles of the 1920s were looked to as landmark for the Post-Modern architects at large.

The coexistence of classic and vernacular was not exclusive to the Nordic context of that period; 
in fact, both Italy and the Soviet Union developed their own interpretations of this combination. At 
the turn of the twentieth century, the broad repository of timeless and anonymous buildings that 
make up vernacular architecture, featured the first wave of modern Italian architecture. Enrico 
Mantero has developed a hypothesis about the exceptional nature of Italian Rationalism(s) 
which, as he sees it, can be divided into three phases. However, the boundaries of those hypothetical 
categories should not be regarded as rigid or impermeable to overlap. These were based on funda
mental themes – ‘the first centred on the presumption of free dialogue, the second on the presump
tion of persuasion, and the third on the reconstruction of autonomy’.38 Given the chronological 
scope of this special issue, this editorial focuses solely on the initial period. The first phase is charac
terized by an 

35Cf. Eriksson, “Rationalism och Klassicism. 1915–1930,” 60.
36In the timespan 1982–1985, the stopovers were: Helsinki, Oslo, Stockholm, Copenhagen, Madrid, Barcelona, Paris, Aarhus, Rome.
37Jencks, “The Value of Post-Modernism,” 29.
38Mantero, Il Razionalismo italiano, 26.
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agreement in openly declaring its references, drawing inspiration either from Central European archi
tecture, as seen in Milanese Rationalism […], from vernacular influences, as exemplified by Roman 
Rationalism […], or, finally, from a synthesis between Neoclassicism and Romanticism, as in the 
case of Turin’s Rationalism.39

This implies no homogeneity among the various Italian contexts, where for the case of Rome, the 
pursuit of a modern architectural language that remained deeply rooted in local identity led to a 
fusion of classical influences and a synthesis of diverse elements from the vernacular architecture 
of the Renaissance and Baroque, known locally as barocchetto. According to Vittorio Gregotti and 
Guido Canella, the reference to classicism in the Roman school was 

tinged with a romantic nostalgia, even where the buildings appear to be erected by giant hands and man 
seems like a tiny pygmy […] There is always a rustic, pastoral undertone to the grandiose […] to the 
towering apartment blocks that are not infrastructures, and the small buildings rising in that suburban 
fringe where the city fades away. Here, there is no trace of the smoky chimneys of the industrial city, 
only thistles and the noble ruins of a new touristic arcadia.40

In this regard, it is essential to acknowledge the influence exerted by the Associazione Artistica, 
which actively promoted both the preservation and the inspirational value of vernacular architec
ture as a response to the modern pressing need for housing. Moreover, it was also ‘held up as a 
mirror in which its champions saw the reflection of their own values in a changing modern 
world’.41 In the very first years of the 1930s, the Fascist regime started to dictate a redrawn public 
housing programme provision. This immediately impacted subsequent projects in terms of 
relations to classical vocabulary showing imperial effects on monumental rhetoric.

Shifting the focus to Eastern Europe, the 1920s (shaped by the aftermaths of the Soviet revolu
tion and the New Economic Policy) were marked by the conflicting coexistence of a re-emergence 
of classical models, alongside a revolutionary architectural experiments, both in forms and 
language. This return to traditional architecture showed clear parallels with approaches that had 
begun to emerge in Germany, the Nordic countries and Switzerland in the early 1910s.42 During 
this period and the following too, neither the party nor the government took an active interest 
in ideological fights about the socialist character of architecture and their relations with the architec
ture of the capitalist countries. Rather these were debated almost exclusively within architectural cir
cles. For the Soviet government, the construction sector was the foremost material and economic 
effort, in other words, the rapid industrialization of the country, which, among other priorities, 
required a substantial number of specialists and construction technicians,43 especially in the first 
Five-Year Plan (1928–1932). Saint Petersburg had a rich classical tradition. Markus Lähteenmäki’s 
paper describes how the planners of Leningrad worked with the city’s historic archetypes – the per
imeter block and unified streetscape – in order to reimagine them in a Soviet and socialist light. This 
mirroring can be seen in how key formal tropes and motifs/patterns appear both in plans and in 
elevations. As Soviet architects were educated before the Revolution, some of them remained more 
faithful to traditional classicism and to references drawn from Byzantine and older Russian traditions.

Referring to the special issue’s overall portrayal, Kenneth Frampton’s reflections on ideology and 
representation provide a valuable lens for understanding the plurality of classicism’s 
interpretations. 

39Ibid., 23–24.
40Gregotti, Canella, “La Scuola Romana,” 67.
41Etlin, Modernism in Italian Architecture, 1890–1940, 131.
42Cf. Schmidt, “I rapporti tra l’architettura sovietica e quella dei paesi occidentali,” 258; 262.
43Ibidem, 264–265.
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Architecture would once again exploited in the cause of the state – first, to represent new nations which 
had emerged as independent democracies from the cataclysm of the First World War, and then to cele
brate the revolutionary ‘millennium’ as it became manifest in its various guises between 1917 and 1933 
– first in Soviet Union, then in 1922 in Fascist Italy. 44

On demolition and building protection

As stated at the outset of this editorial, all the case studies examined in this special issue were built 
nearly a century ago. Their enduring presence inevitably raises critical questions regarding preser
vation. These questions concern buildings as physical artefacts. Others are related to buildings’ cul
tural and urban legacies. The buildings that are investigated in the articles that follow crystallize 
distinct chapters in the architectural histories of each respective country. The discourse on preser
vation, however, extends beyond the mere conservation of the built fabric; it involves inherently 
pre-emptive measures, namely the possible establishment of regulatory frameworks that impose 
long-term constraints on both the scope and the methods of intervention and the materials used 
therein, so as to ensure the safeguarding of these structures for future generations. Some munici
palities and local National Heritage Boards recognised the status of ‘cultural-historical value’ (with 
the implication that there were varying degrees of value) in several case studies examined in this 
special issue. However, the process by which these standards are adopted in order for buildings 
to be designated in this way is a long one.

Needless to say, this approach to preservation has not always been upheld. For instance, in the 
1960s, the rise of a strong belief in rationality and technology proved fatal for many wooden hous
ing areas. The modest scale, low standard and equipment, and eventual dilapidation of such hous
ing suburbs did not correspond to the requirements of modernity and efficiency.

Stockholm’s emergency housing programme included an iconic one designed by the architect 
Gunnar Asplund (1885–1940). Throughout 1964, the estate was eventually demolished in a series 
of phases; evacuation difficulties made the process long and painful. At that time, it was in a state 
of severe deterioration, especially in common areas and in the interiors of dwellings. As outlined 
by Eva Eriksson in her paper, the owner decided to demolish the buildings, although alternative 
plans to restore the housing estate were presented by the architect and professor Lennar Holm in 
collaboration with the city planning office and a magazine editor. One week after those parties 
had met, the newspapers reported that a fire, which had ravaged the area, had delivered the final 
blow.45

As stressed by Claes Caldenby’s account, between 1967 and 1975, around 1,000 Governor house 
buildings (Landshövdingehus) were demolished. Göta Lejon, a joint public-private property com
pany founded in Gothenburg in 1960, worked with housing cooperative associations as well as pri
vate developers. Buying and then demolishing buildings was at that time regarded as a method of 
efficient progress. Increased interest in history and public debate brought a new appreciation of the 
value of these houses and the recognition that they were a unique building type produced in 
Gothenburg. After the economic crisis in the early 1970s led to a decline in interest in building 
new apartment blocks, Göta Lejon was wound up in 1976.

What made residents and outsiders alike so passionate about defending these endangered areas? 
The 1970s saw the beginning of a debate about the values and roots of localism and the spirit of 
place. Post-modernism, for its part, cast history in a new light. In all the above-mentioned Nordic 

44Frampton, “Architecture and the State,” 212.
45Cf. Alton, Ericson, “Tumstocken et Stativet in memoriam,” 327
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conservation debates, architecture students were involved in surveying sites and drawing up 
alternative conservation plans.

In the case of Finland, and to Simo Paavilainen, Pekka Heikkinen and Aino Niskanen’s 
paper, in 1960 an architectural competition was held to redevelop the Puu-Käpylä district in 
Helsinki after its lack of upkeep and maintenance led to its deterioration. The resulting town 
plan completed in 1965 would have meant the demolition of the wooden houses solely in 
order to issue a greater number of building licenses. But after a popular movement in favour 
of the preservation of wooden houses emerged, Puu-Käpylä was subjected to another renovation 
plan (1970–1975) that was prepared by the architect and professor Bengt Lundsten. Moreover, it 
was precisely in 1971 that the municipality of Helsinki developed its first master plan focused 
on conservation.46

Similarly, by the early 1970s, the wooden buildings in Helsinki’s Puu-Vallila district had fallen 
into disrepair and their demolition was seen as a foregone conclusion. A new development plan 
with apartment blocks had already been approved by the City Council in 1968. Yet a conservation 
movement initiated by local residents paved the way for a municipal survey of the buildings’ con
ditions. There then followed a pilot project which showed that repair was cheaper than new con
struction. These factors led to a conservation plan that was approved in 1979, as explained in Riita 
Nikula’s contribution.

The Norwegian approach to the preservation of neighbourhoods of wooden houses is explored 
in depth by Nina Berre, Eli Støa and Steffen Wellinger. Their paper traces one hundred years of 
interventions and internal modifications applied to the buildings and communal spaces of the 
Trondheim housing estate. They reveal the great care and attention taken over the houses by 
both the residents and the local authorities.

Unfortunately, across the decades, the regular maintenance that should be carried out by coop
eratives, social-housing offices, and associations has not been upheld with the same frequency and 
care in all of the areas that are investigated in this special issue. The contemporary photographs that 
illustrate some of these articles clearly reveal this. In many cases, the responsibility fell to the resi
dents themselves. Their sense of cooperation and belonging to a genuine neighbourhood commu
nity impelled them to care for the buildings so as to preserve them to some degree.

Conclusions

This special issue offers an in-depth exploration of urban form and its evolving challenges across 
different geographical contexts (Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and Finland – as well as the Soviet 
Union and Italy). The ten papers collectively reveal both similarities and divergences that, to 
some extent, transcend geographical latitude and housing planning policies of the early twentieth 
century. As Carlo Aymonino reminds us, 

while it is true that certain general characteristics can be analysed independently of their historical (in 
relation to a specific country) or geographical (in relation to a specific city) context – such as the 
relationship between street and courtyard in a housing block [… .] – by considering them solely within 
the framework of a particular stage of urban development in its quantitative dimension, it is equally 
true that the very architecture of quality and the very typological concretization of collective facilities 
are distributed differently in each city. Their placement follows a broader growth model, generally 
aligned with the expansion dynamics of the city’s overall structure.47

46Cf. Kivilaakso, “Puu-Käpylä’, rakennussuojelun historian virstanpylväs,” 139–140.
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The architectural values of the housing areas examined in the articles that follow must be under
stood within the broader contextual frameworks provided by the authors. It is essential to approach 
these realities in two ways. Firstly, to do so in order to identify and interpret fresh original docu
ments and other historical sources. Secondly, it is important to seize a genuine opportunity to high
light historical innovations that will contribute valuable insights for understanding future 
interventions in each country. Contemporary urban design practices will also benefit from doing 
this. It is equally important to focus on the reasons and mechanisms (decisions, intermediate 
steps, negotiations, achievements and failures, involvement of different actors, approval process) 
that have hindered the effective implementation of affordable housing programmes and the devel
opment of residential units of improved layout and quality. Hence, it has been essential not to focus 
solely on the final outcome(s), but rather to examine the processes that led to them.

Both one-family or detached houses in suburban settlements and reformed perimeter blocks, as 
well as their organizational systems, feature in this special issue’s case studies. Those housing 
models speak the language of classicist architecture, whilst remaining firmly anchored in local his
tory and building traditions. This fusion has fostered a sense of community among residents, both 
at the neighbourhood scale and within the larger urban fabric. In the 1910s–1930s, architecture and 
urban planning were still seen as a cultural agent and a means of bringing social classes closer to the 
fundamental value of the community, and more largely the civic values.

The notion of dwelling arises from one’s identification with a place – it is not merely about resid
ing in a location, but about establishing a deeper connection with it. Each of the cities examined in 
the ten papers possesses its own distinctive natural character which, when combined with the var
ious elements shaping the urban fabric and network of urban voids and streets, forms a unique cul
tural landscape that is not dependent upon any fixed structure according to the definition coined by 
Christian Norberg-Schulz. When cities, through human intervention, lose this essence – or more 
precisely, their genius loci – they also lose their capacity to foster a sense of belonging among their 
inhabitants.48 The residential developments in Stockholm, Copenhagen, Oslo, Helsinki, Gothen
burg, Trondheim, Rome, and Leningrad, demonstrate how planners and architects aligned, with 
results of different size and forms, their interventions, with this aim. Their decisions to do so con
tributed to preserving and reinforcing the identity of the urban and natural landscape.

One further reason to turn the spotlight on these examples is that one hundred years after they 
were built, they are still very popular and liveable places. This alone would be a significant reason to 
study how they were conceptualised, how they have developed and lastly how they have been trans
formed (where it is applicable) to contemporary exigencies. Later renovations were possible pre
cisely because of the simplicity of the plans. Although housing standards have changed during 
the last hundred years, it has proven possible to combine apartments to form larger ones or, in 
some cases, to raise the height of buildings.

Such affordable housing areas have provided feelings of domesticity, despite their small size, and 
because of the presence of communal areas, supplementary facilities, as well as sanitation, hygiene 
and technical services (i.e. for the perimeter blocks: central heating system, garbage collection, and 
iron rooms, electricity, and in the apartment’s gas, running water, and sewer connections). An 
important step in enlightening people about the benefits of a higher/improved housing culture 
lay in offering remedial features to the smallest-sized flats.49 As the ten papers have convincingly 

47Aymonino, Il significato delle città, 109.
48Cf. Norberg-Schulz, Genius Loci, 6–23.
49Cf. Sax, Den vita staden, 45.
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demonstrated, the interwar period was characterized by a particularly systematic attitude that 
sought to define the key requirements for both planning and construction. This process was driven 
by a proto-rational approach to standardization (e.g. the serial production of doors and windows as 
well as carpentry for kitchen equipment), and to the employment of new building materials. That 
approach was also attentive to improving equipment in the diverse kinds of dwellings that it 
constructed.

Another reason why the case studies examined here can serve as inspiring examples even 
today is the green areas that were incorporated into housing estate designs. Originally, it 
was an integral part of the suburban housing settlement inspired by garden city ideas and 
reformed perimeter blocks. Open and enclosed green spaces were thought to be important 
and their functions were not uniquely aesthetic, but rather contributors to health and well- 
being, promoters of gathering areas for the inhabitants as well as productive (i.e. vegetable gar
dens in the perimeter blocks or even allotments in the suburban aggregations). Today the 
importance of green areas within the dense urban fabric is above all tied to climate change, 
wellbeing and biodiversity.

All of the aforementioned aspects constitute real added value for the overall understanding of 
the interwar period’s multifaceted housing projects, and in turn, of their legacies (and their state 
of conservation today) within wider urban environments.
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