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Public housing from within: childhood memories as a
landscape of care

Chloé Darmon
Abstract

This visual and auto-ethnographic essay — through research in private archives and childhood
memories — aims to reconstruct the history of a public housing building on the Place du Marche
in a small town in the Paris suburbs, Viry-Chatillon, and to show the transformation of the
ideal of public and social housing in the suburbs of the capital. Through amateur and family
photographs, we will examine the organisation, construction and transformation of this site at
three key moments: the 1950s, the 2000s and the present day. This method of photographic
analysis, which is also intended to be artistic, brings together the personal archives taken by
my grandmother, the photographs taken by the author in 2004, and the photos taken by my
grandmother again, in 2024, whom | asked, using a disposable camera, to take a portrait of
the public housing building in which my flat was located and the urban context in which it is
inserted. The result is a mixture of photographs taken in different temporalities and geographies
that create a multifaceted portrait of public housing as a landscape of care based on childhood
memories.

Keywords: photography; grand-mother; childhood; memories; public housing; public space.
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Part | : Banlieue stories

Over the course of several family migrations, the grey Paris region became the meeting place
for my parents. The first ten years of my life were spent in public housing, which became the
place where our little family lived, fragmented across the country. From 1997 onwards, we lived
in this flat in the centre of a suburban town. A very small town, so close to Paris-Capitale, but so
far away at the same time. Public housing was one of the only solutions for young parents with
a young daughter, then two from January 2000. All the memories of childhood, of daily life and
care, of children’'s games and school, come from this flat in this building. Strangely enough, it is
a social housing block, but it wasn't built away from the centre; it was built around the centre,
around the Place du Marché, next to the secondary school and the primary school, next to the
smallMunicipal Theatre. Whichis strange, because many of the public housing blocks in this area
are isolated from the basic facilities needed to maintain daily life - particularly when it comes to
looking after children. The building and flat of my childhood were successful experiments, both
architecturally and urbanistically.

Paradoxically, there is little or no information about the architect, the date of construction or
the impact of this restructuring of the Place du Marché. Despite this urban 'success’, there was
a certain melancholy when we came back from holiday, even if we were lucky enough to be able
to go away in the summer, unlike some of my friends and classmates. This melancholy perhaps
comes from the generic nature of the place, all these towns look the same and the families from
regional migrations are totally uprooted. We miss the south, the mediterranean sea and the sun,
as if they've been torn away from us, and we have to gravitate around Paris, not because we
have any particular attachment to the place, but because the workers in the capital need people
to keep these dormitory towns going (social workers, policemen, nursery school teachers, etc.),
the work of caring for and maintaining the lives of the workers rests on those who keep these
satellite towns going. Through my personal archives, | revisit this scenario, which forms an
important part of my development, and | find photographs that represent our life there.

And in this album, which | take with me wherever | go, | find my first photographs, imperfect
perhaps, but already at the age of 7 (in February 2004), connoting a sensitivity for the details
of the beauty of everyday life, the importance of the sun reflecting on the architecture, the
presence of plantsin the house, the views and the rain that glistens. The photographs presented
inthis visual essay reflect a first relationship with photography and the transition between being
object/subject, being photographed/photographing, in a family where amateur photography
has always been important. In these personal/private archives, we can encounter treasures
that make us reflect on the landscapes of care and on public housing as a catalyst of history
and memory.
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Part ll: how to make photographs talk?

Starting with Susan Sontag's writings in the book On Photography (Sontag 1977), and more
particularly the essay “In Plato’'s Cave", my family album, which | had kept as a memento and
thought was only sentimental, began to be transformed into an important tool for understanding
an experience of social/public housing. Susan Sontag (1977, 8) writes: "Cameras go with family
life. According to a sociological study done in France, most households have cameras, but a
household with children is twice as likely to have at least one camera as a household in which
there are no children.” The presence of cameras in my family is not specific to my family, but a
general trend in the democratisation of photography in households, and French households in
particular. My photo album thus becomes a very specific portrait of my childhood and my life in
this HLM (low-income flats) building, Susan Sontag (1977, 9) writes: " Through photographs, each
family constructs a portrait-chronicle of itself — a portable kit of images that bears witness to its
connectedness. It hardly matters what activities are photographed so long as photographs get
taken and are cherished.”

What remains for me in this album is a phantasmagorical presence in the photographs, the
past remains a presence of a reality already lived and already past, but constitutes a childhood
memory that materialises a memory - sometimes blurred, sometimes falsified, and allows us
to rethink the childhood lived and the first gestures. The standardisation of photographic use is
passed from generation to generation: from my grandmother to my mother, from my mother
to me, from me to my grandmother. The family's photographic subjects are the members of the
family, but the first test photographs | took were of the facade of our building, the flowers and my
sister dancing. The photographic gesture is anchored — because it has become democratised —
and so the HLM (low-income flat) becomes the playground for photographic experimentation,
of the register of the memory of a place. According to Susan Sontag:

“Like the dead relatives and friends preserved in the family album, whose presence in
photographs exorcises some of the anxiety and remorse prompted by their disappearance,
so the photographs of neighborhoods now torn down, rural places disfigured and made
barren, supply our pocket relation to the past.” (Sontag 1977,16)

In this way, the photographs taken around the year 2000 in my childhood, which | took in
2004, and the portrait taken by my grandmother Bernadette Vol, in 2024, are documentation
of a process of urban transformation that began a long time ago. In fact, the market square is
already mentioned at the end of the 19th century, and in the post-war context of reconstruction
inthe 1950s,in 1948 the town centre was the subject of a development planin which apartment
blocks were already appearing around this square. For Susan Sontag (1977, 16): A photograph
is both a pseudo-presence and a token of absence. Like a wood fire in a room, photographs —
especially those of people, of distant landscapes, and faraway cities, of the vanished past —
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are incitements to reverie.” This reverie is the basis for reconstructing the history of this urban
block and square, because the fragmented history of childhood memories and the gaps in the
municipal archives leave room for interpretation. Drawing on my childhood memories from
the photographs in the album and my time living in public housing, | asked myself what the
Place du Marché was like in the past?

It is at this point that the historical dimension of the “landscape of care” that this square
constitutes begins to make sense. The Place du Marché, already a long-established place,
continued to be a place of socialisation, incorporating temporary/ephemeral practices of
public space, a flea market, where you buy your clothes, a local public school, an ideal of
access to education for all, the market where you buy your food and socialise, where women
go with their children, where you gather, where you live, in blocks of flats. The market square,
as it wasin the past, is a major place for socialising and a “"landscape of care” - an extension of
domestic space into public space, where the mode of occupation of public space is between
rural and urban. The use of the term école communale, which refers to the commons and the
Paris Commune, evokes the construction of an ideal city.

&~

9 0a

Figure 1: analysis of the Place du Marché, from a postcard from the 1950-1960.
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In the book Before and After: Documenting the architecture of disaster, authors Eyal Weizman
and Ines Weizman explain that "“The juxtaposition inherent in before-and-after photographs
communicates not a slow process of transformation over time but, rather, a sudden or radical
change". And it was with this in mind that | asked my grandmother to take a portrait of the
present day; in fact, you can see in her photographs that the public space is virtually deserted
and all that remains of my childhood memories is the architecture of the market and the public
housing. This challenge to my grandmother is also a way of getting her to revisit photography,
a practice she loved so much when she was young, and when we were children, and of trying to
understand her sensibility on this particular subject, another way of constructing alandscape of
care from architecture, social housing and photography with shared memories.

Bibliography
Sontag, Susan. On Photography. Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977.
Weizman, E., and I. Weizman. Before and After: Documenting the Architecture of Disaster. Strelka Press, 2014.

Captions

[Fig.1]

visual essay by Bernadette Vol (author's grandmother)

[Fig. 2]

me and my mother at the public of our town (1997) author: my dad.
[Fig. 3]

me and my parents on the balcony of our apartment (1997) author:
my grandmother.

[Fig. 4]

flowers on the balcony - 2004 (photograph of the author)

[Fig. 5]

visual essay by Bernadette Vol (author's grandmother)

[Fig. 6]

my sister dancing in the living room - 2004 (photograph of the
author)

[Fig. 7]

facade of our public housing building after the rain - around 2004
(photograph of the author)

[Fig. 8]

living room of our flat, around 2002 (potograph of my grand-mother)
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Theright distance:
Photographing the neighbourhoods built under the Carnation
Revolution

Ana Catarina Costa, Francisco Ascensao

Abstract

In the preface to his book Why people photograph, Robert Adams mentions a recurring idea in
his writings: "'the effort we allmake, photographers and nonphotographers, to affirmlife without
lying about it". This was the challenge for visiting today the neighbourhoods built under SAAL,
a housing program implemented during the Portuguese revolutionary period that sought to
improve the housing conditions of the poorest classes based on a collective effort and the
aspiration for a more equitable life for all.

Photographing the neighbourhoods built under the Carnation Revolution required the openness
to understand the life and the different fates that each neighbourhood has had, 50 years on
since the 25th of April, in an effort to escape an outdated and nostalgic/melancholic gaze
linked to the moment of its conception. Besides trying to understand the characteristics of the
neighbourhoods in terms of its integrity, community life, conservation and ownership, this work
also required a willingness to establish a link to affections, contributing to the multiplication of
hypotheses in the construction of an imaginary, where ideas of time, restriction and freedom
fit in. The construction of a dialog is fundamental for promoting an encounter, a negotiated
proximity between the photographer and the depicted objects, similar to what John Berger
suggests about the act of painting. Perhaps this negotiation, or the search for the right distance,
can be an approach to the affirmation of life.

Keywords: SAAL; housing; documentary photography; architecture and photography; reality.
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In the preface to his book Why people photograph, Robert Adams mentions a recurring idea
in his writings: "“the effort we all make, photographers and nonphotographers, to affirm life
without lying about it'". John Berger also reflects on the false opposition between the real and
the imaginary, and how reality, far from being something stable and taken for granted, must
be continually sought out, maintained and rescued? Finding coherence between everything
that surrounds us — the set of events that we commonly call reality — is always, in essence, the
construction of animaginary.

Reality goes beyond the mere accumulation of facts or the stabilization of culturally produced
ideas. Capturing reality or affirming life through photography is therefore an exercise that lies in
an uncertain territory between non-fiction and fiction®, where any misstep can upset a desired
balance. With that in mind, we set out the goal of visiting the SAAL neighbourhoods built during
the Carnation Revolution today.

The SAAL (Servico de Apoio Ambulatorio Local — Mobile Service for Local Support) was
a housing programme aimed to support the most disadvantaged classes in transforming
their neighbourhoods, advocating the appropriation of marginally occupied sites and self-
management in the various stages of this process? To this end, although coordinated at
regional and national level, SAAL was a decentralised programme, involving the mobilisation of
technical staff to provide local support to residents’ organisations formalised as associations or
cooperatives and collaboration with local authorities. The state was responsible for providing
technical and financial support, land, infrastructure and assistance in the construction and social
management of the neighbourhoods. Residents were responsible for taking the initiative and
being involved and making decisions at every stage, from diagnosis to dynamisation, design,
construction and management. However, the urgency of implementation and the limited funds
allocated to this programme meant that only part of the costs were borne by the state, and the
programme provided for the residents to bear the rest of the costs through their ownresources,
either by self-construction or by taking out loans collectively, differing in this respect from
conventional public housing programmes. With a considerable experimental character in
terms of the methods adopted, the legal uncertainty supporting the programme itself and the
adaptation to the fluctuations arising from a period of constant change, SAAL was above all
aligned with popular demands, assuming, in some way, a mobilising role®.

1Robert Adams, Why People Photograph: Selected Essays and Reviews (New York: Aperture, 1994), 9

2 John Berger, “The Production of the World," in Steps Towards a Small Theory of the Visible (London: Penguin Books,
2020),66—75.

3 Gregory Halpern, Documentary Sur/Realism, Magnum online course, 2022, https://www.magnumphotos.com/learn/
course/gregory-halpern-documentary-sur-realism/.

4 José Antonio Bandeirinha, O Processo SAAL e a Arquitectura no 25 de Abril (Coimbra: Imprensa da Universidade de
Coimbra, 2007);

5 Phil Mailer, Portugal: A Revolucéo Impossivel? (Lisboa: Antigona, 2018 [1976]), 189
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Despite the short implementation period (between August 1974 and October 1976), 75 SAAL
neighbourhoods were built throughout the country, resulting of the commitment and persistence
of the communities who live there, the technical teams who collaborated on their design and the
various people and movements who organized themselves and fought to defend the right to a
decent home, neighbourhood and city for all. But they also bear witness to the different fates
that each one of them has had, 50 years on since the 25th of April and immersed in a capitalist
system that is increasingly controlled by global finance. The heterogeneity in terms of integrity,
community life, conservation and ownership of the various neighbourhoods reveals the weight
and pressure — and resistance — to which they, like other urban spaces, are subject.

The difficulty was, therefore, trying to escape an outdated gaze and what Fernandez- Savater
identifies as the old revolutionary “zombie-images", stuck in the past, which no longer stimulate
desire and have become reactive and nostalgic/melancholic’.

Photographing these neighbourhoods requires the openness to establish a link to affections,
contributing to the multiplication of hypotheses in the construction of that imaginary, where
ideas of time, restriction and freedom fitin. Approaching thelife of each of these neighbourhoods
through photography is not the result of observation, but of an encounter, of a negotiated
proximity between the photographer and the depicted objects, similar to what Berger suggests
about the act of painting®. There is a sharing, a collaboration, a tense and restless relationship in
the discovery, at each moment, of the right distance that allows us to go beyond the surface,
making the photograph come alive. The construction of this dialog generates another moment,
which simultaneously integrates and detaches itself from that place. Perhaps this negotiation
can be an approach to the affirmation of life.
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Captions

[Fig.1]

Cruz de Pau, Matosinhos, SAAL neighbourhood, 2022,
[Fig. 2]

Contumil, Porto, SAAL neighbourhood, 2022.

[Fig. 3]

Cortegaca, Ovar, SAAL neighbourhood, 2022.

[Fig. 4]

Fonsecas-Calcada, Lisbon, SAAL neighbourhood, 2023,
[Fig. 5]

Fonsecas-Calcada, Lisbon, SAAL neighbourhood, 2023.
[Fig. 6]

Curraleira-Embrechados, Lisbon, SAAL neighbourhood, 2023.
[Fig.7]

Meia Praia-Apeadeiro, Lagos, SAAL neighbourhood, 2020.
[Fig. 8]

Cabanas, Tavira, SAAL neighbourhood, 2022.
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Housing the basque country. Photography of the collective
space

Asier Santas Torres, Luis Sudrez Mansilla, Luis Asin Lapique

Abstract

In 2018, Housing the Basque Country (HBC) opened in Bilbao. The exhibition sought to expose
the results of the housing policy achieved by the Basque Regional Government in the last three
decades. HBC aimed to explain the different stories generated around public housing since
this subject is, without a doubt, one of those that brings together the most realities around it:
from politics to the architectural, going through the economic or productive, the sociological,
historical and legal; setting at the center the inhabitant.

From the exhibition point of view, HBC started with the difficulty of highlighting for a non-
professional audience a theme limited both by its geographical location and by its distance from
spectacular architecture. It was decided to compile a selection of thirty projects that served
to explain the evolution of public housing, taking into account criteria such as their date of
completion, geographical distribution, location in cities or small towns, typological advances, and
aesthetic values. But the projects were also selected for their potential to capture something
that seemed essential to incorporate into the exhibition: the human dimension.

Thus, and during several trips to the thirty projects, it was possible to compile a valuable set
of visual documents containing the "vital substance' that had grown in those environments.
Various photographs in different formats explained aspects such as the current state of these
residential complexes, their urban life, the physical traces of time, the dialogue with nature, the
validity or expiration of their architecture and urban planning, and their social content. For better
or for worse, the aim of that work was not to achieve an aesthetically striking photographic
collection, but rather to bear witness to the literal and direct presentation of the urban - and
therefore human - result in force in those inhabited environments.
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In 2018, Housing the Basque Country (HBC) opened in Bilbao. The exhibition sought to expose
theresults of the housing policy achieved by the Basque Regional Government in the last three
decades. HBC aimed to explain the different stories generated around public housing since
this subject is, without a doubt, one of those that brings together the most realities around it:
from politics to the architectural, going through the economic or productive, the sociological,
historical and legal; setting at the center the inhabitant.

From the exhibition point of view, Housing the Basque Country started with the difficulty of
highlighting for a non-professional audience a theme limited both by its geographical location
and by its distance from spectacular architecture. Placing itself at the antipodes of any exhibition
with attractive contents, it was decided to compile a selection of thirty projects —from among
the hundreds built over thirty years— that served to explain the evolution of public housing,
taking into account criteria such as their date of completion, geographical distribution, location
in cities or small towns, typological advances, and aesthetic values. But the projects were also
selected for their potential to capture something intangible that seemed essential toincorporate
into the exhibition: the human dimension. To catch this was quite a challenge. In absence of
references, the first aim was to materialize the life in and around the selected projects. Thus, it
was decided to collaborate with a prestigious photographer to portray the social reality and the
urban environment of the residential complexes.

The beginnings of our work were tentative. They began by visiting and getting to know the
selected projects, their urban environments, and their inhabitants. The photographer and the
curators applied the strategy of ‘not looking', used by the Dadaists, or rather, the method of
‘searching for the meaning of spaces through micro-experiences aimed at the construction of
an aesthetic action to be carried out in the reality of everyday life’ (Careri 2014, 59). That is to
say, it was intuited that the horizon of our research could be found in the explanation of ‘the city
not from a geometric aesthetic point of view but from an experimental aesthetic point of view'
(Careri 2014,152).

The first approaches hardly gave results different from what it was already known. The
photos portrayed the neighborhoods in their most literal version. They barely delved into the
causalities agglutinated in the temporal layers of the housing complexes. Thus, the first tours
of the thirty projects served to certify aged facades, inhabited dwellings, anonymous public
spaces, consolidated landscapes and developing cities; epithelial appearances without depth
that beyond the aesthetic contribution of suggestive photographs were not infused with the
intuited contents.

The significant change came about by revisiting the San Sebastian neighborhood of
Intxaurrondo. On a cold Thursday in February, bathed in the characteristic leaden light of
northern Spain, an image emerged: four teenagers shared a moment in front of their mobile
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phones sitting with their backs to the camera, in a perfectly defined foreground. Converging in
a virtual and immediate vanishing point, the portico that appeared before them in all its depth
made the moment of the encounter possible under the protection of the rain. The photograph
showed, and finally demonstrated, the essential thing that was being sought in the selected
architectures: that their value does not lie in their beauty, but in everything that happens and
can happen in them: in their contingency (Photography Intxaurrondo )

The photo can be understood as a perfect balance between architectural concepts and social
portrait. On the one hand, it contained the substance of architecture: depth, dimension,
proportion and scale, structure, open and public space, light and even time. On the other hand,
the image placed four anonymous lives in the center of everything, undisputed protagonists of
the scene, as the beginning of the vanishing point that connects the inhabited area with the
horizon that supports it. Without a doubt, the citation of other previous views such as those of
the American photographer Vivian Maier (1926-2009), or the British Nigel Henderson (1917-
1985) was foundational and opened the door to an specific search: the interweaving of daily
life with architecture that was revisited based on aesthetic concepts built with the two realities.

From then on, photos went from literal to real. The architecture ceased to show the urban
condition and became tainted with the human. Work continued to certify the inhabitants’
connection to the everyday spaces in which their lives were being built. And, why not confess
it, in the disconnection that in some cases was found among urban planning, the proposed city
model, its public spaces and its neighbors —these are the cases of Zabalgana, Salburua and
Lakua neighborhoods in Vitoria-(Photography Zabalgana).

Thus, and during several more trips to the thirty projects, it was possible to compile a valuable
set of visual documents containing the "'vital substance" that had grownin those environments.
Various photographs in different formats explained aspects such as the current state of these
residential complexes, their urban life, the physical traces of time, the dialogue with nature, the
validity or expiration of their architecture and urban planning, and their social content.

In addition, the photographic research sought to explore how everyday living also depends on
the boundaries or layers between public and private space. Some documents explained the
need for thresholds, passageways and covered courtyards, porches, balconies and windows:
in short, residential architecture that contains open space and air. Because, as the poet and
philosopher Gaston Bachelard said, 'what you see from the window belongs to the house as
well' (Bachelard 1965, 99). In some way, the exhibition vindicated all those types of spaces
apparently unnecessary for the economy of housing but essential for life, in other words,
fundamental for the colonization of the city by the human encounter and personal expansion.
Photographs such as those of the Lakua, Loiu or Etxebarri complexes demonstrate the density
of opportunities possible in these places, in many cases in danger of extinction.
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And in the domestic interior, finally, it was possible to show a maxim that presided over the
exhibition: how much the most important objective of any housing policy is not to build a
house affordable for all, but to provide a home for everyone. Photographs such as those in
Salvatierra's living room are psychological portraits or extensions of the inhabitant, like a third
skin that is possible in the supports on which it adheres (the walls, floors and ceilings). Here
the effectiveness of the furniture and the consequent order, the objects in the corners and the
memories they treasure, and the possibility for the imagination to be activated by reading in
silence during a quiet winter afternoon make sense. More than housing, a shelter. More than
home, a universe.

For better or for worse, as if it were an exercise in contemporary neorealism, the aim of that
work was not to achieve an aesthetically striking photographic collection, but rather to bear
witness to the literal and direct presentation of the urban - and therefore human - result in
force in those inhabited environments. The street or the square, the courtyard or the boulevard,
the park or the garden, the corridor or the hallway, in short, the collective space -inhabited or
uninhabited- created by this residential architecture, were part of that exhibition, and above all,
its inhabitants.

Asier Santas Torres Graduated as an Architect from the University of Navarra School of Archi-
tecture (ETSAUN) in 1997, He received the Second National Prize of Completion University in
1998. Santas obtained a PhD in Architecture in 2003 with a doctoral dissertation on Urbanism
and Housing. He has been lecturer of Urban Design until 2007. At present, he is Professor of
Architecture and Director of the Department of Theory, Architecture and Urbanism at ETSAUN.

Luis Sudrez Mansilla Graduated as an Architect with Honors and Special Distinction from the
University of Navarra School of Architecture (ETSAUN) in 1999. He holds a Master in Design
Studies from Harvard University Graduate School of Design since 2003. Suarez obtained a PhD
in Architecture in 2010 with a doctoral dissertation titled Strategies and Effects of Scale. At
present, he is Professor of Architecture and Director of the Master in Theory and Architectural
Design at ETSAUN.

Luis Asin Lapique Graduated as a photographer from the San Francisco Art Institute in 1992.
Between 1998 and 2003 he was an associate professor at the Faculty of Fine Arts in Cuenca. In
2003 he received the Villa de Madrid Kaulak Photography Award. He has had several solo and
group exhibitions in the USA, Spain, France and Portugal. At the present, he is one of the most
internationally recognized professional architecture photographers.

The work is the result of research carried out jointly by Asier Santas and Luis Suarez, but the
photos are by Luis Asin Lapique.
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Captions

Author's work

[Fig.1]

Etxebarri (Vizcaya)

[Fig. 2]

Basauri (Vizcaya)

[Fig. 3]

Zabalgana (Vitoria-Gasteiz)
[Fig. 4]

Leioa (Vizcaya)

[Fig. 5]

Intxaurrondo | (Donostia-San Sebastian)
[Fig. 6]
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INVITED AUTHOR

Close domesticity, intimate glances.
INAKI BERGERA

Throughout my artistic personal career, my projects have explored housing not so much as a
collective phenomenon but rather in relation to the territory or the urban context, understood
as a space for the exception, always conditioned by some kind of latency, transition or
abandonment. Public housing would therefore serve very specific interests that, outwardly,
escape the territories where my gaze has felt attracted and even comfortable.

Typologically, | have felt attracted by the "house" in its objectual condition, from its reiteration
and seriation, as it already happened in the series "Twentysix (abandoned) gasoline stations".
In 2021 the magazine AV' published the series “Collecting Homes" in dialogue with other
somewhat analogous series such as "“Typologies" by Bruno Fontana or “Free Architecture”
by Adam Wiseman. However, that same article already put on the table other views that
penetrate into the domestic sphere, into the interior of the dwelling, where the experience of
collective dwelling really takes place: Todd Hido's work "House Hunting" illuminates the gloom
of the anodyne American suburban spaces by illuminating the inhabited interior and, for their
part, Bogdan Girbovan's 10/1" and Michael Wolf's 100x100" series delve into the relationship
between the repetitive collective domestic space and the way in which the inhabitant and his
objects shape and qualify it.

It is surely in this introverted territory where the reflection of contemporary photography is
forged in relation to collective habitation, which in turn reflects a socioeconomic palpitation
derived, on the one hand, from the radical experience of the worldwide confinement of the
Covid-19 pandemic and, on the other, the unavoidable crisis of public housing as a political
project, unable to respond in many countries to the housing urgency strained by real estate
speculation and, consequently, by the high prices of sale and rent. In both cases, society has
rediscovered a need that goes beyond theright to decent housing,. It is in the home where the
person, theindividual and hisimmediate family nucleus, builds his genuine identity, the sphere
of hisintimacy. The house counts, l insist, not only at a satisfactory level of a basic need —for
protection or shelter— but as a configurator of that which makes us truly individuals who
then project that experience from the private to the public and collective, to the social.

The Spanish philosopher Josep Maria Esquirol has addressed in an essay? this need that human
beings have for that close and intimate place that is the home, as an explicit spatial antidote to

1"Documentos dobles", AV Monografias,n® 237,2021, p. 8.
2 Esquirol, Josep Maria. La resistencia intima. Ensayo de una filosofia de la proximidad. Barcelona: Acantilado, 2015.
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materialism, to virtual exhibitionism, to neoliberalism, to the vacuous nihilismin short that seems
to invade contemporaneity. The house —hut, refuge, shelter and existential center— is thus and
par excellence, the place to which one returns, the scene of the everyday and the close, the
sphere for reflection and slowness. “'The more explicitly reflective life, rather than being seen as
going beyond, further away, can be understood as an attempt to return to proximity,” Esquirol
points out.

I like to think that the photographs taken by Magnum photographer René Burri of the interiors
of the Cité Radieuse in Marseille in 1957, seven years after its construction, mark in some
way the beginning of a humanist architectural photography that focuses on what defines
inhabitation, which is none other than the theatricalized interrelationship between space,
objects and the actors of inhabitation®. These images bring us closer to the intimacy of which
Esquirol speaks, but also to the recovery of architectural realism, so closely linked to and
dependent onits visual representation, as Jesus Vassallo* has analyzed.

This concern for linking the essence of the domestic space and its conceptual definition in
visual terms has also been reflected in my teaching activity, enquiring architecture students
to ask themselves, prior to the design assignment, how they would preview or define with
images that which makes up something like the soul of the domestic space. The result of this
experience’ confirms, on the one hand, the analytical power of the gaze as a design tool and,
on the other, the existence of a kind of vectors that underpin the perceptive and emotional
richness of inhabiting, regardless of or parallel to its material or constructive definition.

Questioned by these solvent premises, | go through my photographic archive with the interest
of finding out —not a priori, but a posteriori—if |lam able to discover something of that essence
of the domestic dwelling as | conceive it here. | discover it perhaps in the interior richness and
in the heterodox furniture of the Carvajal House (Javier Carvajal, 1969) that contrasts with
the cold brutalism of its architecture, in the fiery mestization of the Kallis House (Rudolph M.
Schindler, 1946), in the penumbral and bounded condition of the experimental Muuratsalo
House (Alvar Aalto, 1953), as domestic as the glazes of reflections and transparencies of
the Case Study House (Charles & Ray Eames, 1949) and the Glass House (Phillip Johnson,
1949), in the abstract material warmth of the Hunt House in Malibu (Craig Ellwood, 1957), also
in the almost metaphysical asepsis of the Weissenhof-Siedlung (Le Corbusier, 1927) close to
the narrative constructions of Thomas Demand and certainly in the programmatic Lemoine
House (Rem Koolhsas, 1996), explicitly activated by its operative functionality.

3Riiegg, Arthur (ed.). Le Corbusier. René Burri. Basel: Birkhduser, 1999,
4 Vassallo, Jesus. Epics in the Everyday. Photography, Architecture and the problem of Realism. Zurich: Park Books, 2019.
5 Bergera, Ifaki (ed.). Lo doméstico, narrativas visuales. Zaragoza: Prensas de la Universidad de Zaragoza, 2017.
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The domestic taxonomy of walls, floors, ceilings, doors and windows is completed by furniture,
plants, carpets or curtains. The same light that activates all this towards the sensorial and the
perceptive is the one captured by images. The gaze does not construct the domestic, but it
preconfigures and appraises it, vivifies it, activates it and makes it real, tangible. Whether in
the collective public housing or in the hunt, we inhabit because we build that "body of images"
of which Bachelard speaks by looking at that vital and convergent center of coexistence that
makes us individuals, family, and citizens.

"For the house furnishes us dispersed images and a body of images at the same time. In both
cases, | shall prove that imagination augments the values of reality. A sort of attraction for
images concentrates them about the house. Transcending our memories of all the houses in
which we have found shelter, above and beyond all the houses we have dreamed we live in, can
we isolate anintimate, concrete essence that would be a justification of the uncommon value of
all of our images of protected intimacy?"*.

6 Bachelard, Gaston. The Poetics of Space. Boston: Beacon Press, 1994, p. 3.

244

245



Madrid, 1969

Casa Carvajal, 2019. Javier Carvajal, Somosaguas,



Kallis House, 2012. Rudolph M. Schindler, Los Angeles, 1946
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Muuratsalo Experimental House, 2011, Alvar Aalto, Muuratsalo, 1953
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Glass House, 2012. Philip Johnson, New Canaan, 1949



Malibu, 1957
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Weissenhof-Siedlung, 2013. Le Corbusier, Stuttgart, 1927
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Casa Lemoine, 2023. Rem Koolhaas, Burdeos, 1996
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