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1. introduction

 Barcelona has a large number of apartment buildings 
built throughout the twentieth century, whose sizes exceed 
the current needs and possibilities of its inhabitants. What 
we traditionally have understood as the family unit (father, 
mother and children) nowadays represents less than 30% of 
all tenants and has given way to other predominant forms 
of coexistence. The new variants and a greater temporary 
character in the lifestyles, combined with high housing pric-
es, require other sizes and forms of organization. The trans-
formation of the existing typologies to respond to the cur-
rent demand would facilitate intelligent reuse of the 
Modern housing heritage of the city.
 The objective of this paper is to establish criteria to 
channel the adaptation of housing buildings of the Modern 
Movement to be re-used, preserving the organizational, spa-
tial and material values of its architecture. The aim is to en-
sure that existing typologies do not fall into obsolescence, 
are not transformed and segregated without criteria and 
speculatively, as it is beginning to happen in Barcelona, and 
that their residential use is not expelled from the city cen-
tre.
 The methodology we use in this work consists of, first, 
the study of some exceptional typological proposals that 
emerged in Modernity and which made it possible to re-
spond to new social needs, to extract from them adapting 
mechanisms that facilitate new life forms in buildings. Cas-
es such as minimum cell collective dwellings and independ-

ent rooms provide guidelines for the development of inter-
vention strategies.
 Second, we test these strategies in some buildings in 
Barcelona to adapt a residential park that, by distribution or 
size, has become obsolete. The residential buildings chosen 
for practical application are three projects by architect 
Francesc Mitjans (1909–2006). Mitjans, who was prolific be-
tween 1943 and 1990, and whose work partly included in the 
Iberian DOCOMOMO and Spain’s National Preservation 
Plan for 20th Century Cultural Heritage, is behind emblem-
atic buildings such as the Barcelona football stadium and 
the Banco Atlántico Tower. The three buildings selected cor-
respond to three organizational typologies, thus allowing us 
to contrast the effectiveness of the strategy:
• 1-floor plan with multiple spans and concatenated 

rooms with double orientation: Apartments in Amigó 
Street 76 (1941). 

• 2-floor plan with several spans and rooms arranged 
along a corridor: SEIDA Apartments on Avenida de Sar-
rià-130–152 (1958).

• 3-floor plan with double span and rooms to two orienta-
tions: CYT Apartments on Via Augusta 20–30 (1958).

2. visionary solutions 

 The Modern Movement formulated, in an exceptional 
way, typological proposals of housing with satellite-segre-
gated rooms that made it easy to adapt to the variable needs 
of its inhabitants, and covered social requirements beyond 
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 Barcelona has a large number of apartment buildings built throughout the twentieth century, whose sizes exceed the current needs 
and possibilities of its inhabitants. The new variants in lifestyles, combined with housing high prices, require other sizes and forms of 
organization. The transformation of existing typologies to respond to current demand would facilitate intelligent reuse of the Modern 
housing heritage of the city. 
 In the Modern Movement there were formulated, typological proposals of housing with satellite segregated rooms that made possi-
ble the adaptation to the variable needs that covered social requirements beyond the traditional family nucleus, incorporating spaces to 
rent, to welcome a relative or set up an office. This paper proposes rescuing design project strategies, based on these lessons that archi-
tectural modernity offered on minimal housing—with shared spaces and equipped independent rooms—and applies them to built-in 
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spatial and material values of their architecture, and ensure that the existing typologies do not fall into obsolescence, are not trans-
formed and segregated without criteria and speculatively, as it is beginning to happen in Barcelona, and that residential use is not ex-
pelled from the city centre.
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the traditional family nucleus. Two of those proposals were 
minimum cell collective dwellings and independent rooms.
 Collective dwellings with minimum cells consisted of 
very small units that shared community areas within the 
same property. The cells, of rectangular geometry, were 
well-oriented, illuminated, ventilated, and studied to the 
smallest detail to house well the domestic functions as-
signed to them.
 Mosei Ginzburg‘s Narkofim in Moscow (1933), a five-sto-
rey rectangular block consisting of 54 two-story residential 
units accessed by two corridor streets, was based on previ-
ous scientific studies that generated a rich typological reper-
toire. They included three habitat models suitable for the 
domestic life of singles, young couples or families, which 
were combined with models of reorganization of shared 
spaces based on collectivizing measures. This “collective 
dwelling”, assigned 9 or 11 m² per person, according to Soviet 
Union standards of 1928 and provided communal services 
such as dining room, kitchen, canteen, library, gym and nurs-
ery in an annex pavilion.¹

 Kisho Kurokawa’s Nakagim Capsule Tower in Tokyo 
(1972) was intended to house businesspersons who worked 
during the week in the city centre. Its design followed the 
ideas of temporality of the Japanese Metabolist movement, 
which manifested itself in buildings conceived as removable 
and adaptable. Thus, the complex consisted of two 14-story 
towers, with 140 prefabricated capsules of 10 m2 that could 
be connected and combined to create larger spaces. These 
interchangeable modules were stacked and rotated from a 
central core. They had basic furniture and a bathroom 
pre-assembled to the walls of the cell to free up the central 
space.² 
 Both projects are “room-houses”, which, although they 
had supplies and collective services, provided personal 
space for their inhabitants. This space, in the form of a min-
imum rectangular cell, acquired all the prominence and was 
located in the most privileged areas of the buildings: the fa-
cades. 
 The independent rooms were wildcard rooms that made 
the use of the house more flexible and made it possible to 
adapt to the variable needs of its inhabitants, incorporating 
spaces to rent, host a relative or set up an office. These inde-
pendent rooms, which allowed a “double life” inside a house, 
appear in few examples of collective housing of the Modern 
Movement.
 In one of the dwellings of Otto Haesler’s Siedlung Dam-
merstock in Karlsruhe (1929), there is a room with an en-
trance from the hall of the apartment, which has access to 
the bathroom and kitchen without going through the living 
room. This was ideal to sublet and supplement a family’s in-
come.³ 
 In the apartments of Charlottenburg Nord, built in Ber-
lin by Hans Scharoun (1956–61), one of the rooms has a larger 
size and is equipped with a small storage room, bathroom, 
cooking area and a terrace. All this makes it, in practice, an 

independent apartment. Its interest lies in the two doors; 
one that links it to the adjoining apartment and another 
that makes it independent and links it directly with the 
staircase.⁴ 
 Each of Berthold Lubetkin’s apartments at 25 Versailles 
Avenue in Paris (1928–31) has a studio at the back of the 
building. The studios have independent access from the hall 
of the neighbours’ staircase and have an office and small 
bathroom.⁵ 
 These cases, exceptional within the Modern Movement, 
consider the room, not the dwelling, as the basic housing 
unit. They are lessons from the past relevant to the future, 
and can inspire reorganization strategies that, based on the 
generation of independent rooms, can meet the needs of to-
day’s society.

3. strategies 

 Two ways of conversion are drawn from these cases 
studies of the Modern Movement, that respond to two reor-
ganization strategies for modifying the pre-established 
structure of uses of the dwelling. The two strategies aim to 
convert the parts of the apartment into autonomous rooms 
that can function as satellites of it. The first one, rooms to 
the front, aims at optimizing coexistence in shared flats, giv-
ing priority to the privacy of the rooms—usually oriented to 
the facade—and relocating the kitchen and the dining room 
to the centre of the apartment. The second, segregated 
rooms, proposes the use of an area of the flat as a segregated 
room, small apartment, atelier or office, with its own en-
trance.

3.1. Rooms to the Front 
 Many modern dwellings built in Spain, such as those 
presented in this paper, opted for a standard layout in which 
the living room is the predominant piece of the apartment 
to the detriment of the rooms. On the other hand, it is com-
mon to refer to the dwelling as a sum of server and served 
spaces, or in terms of day and night areas. Halls, hallways, 
bathrooms, kitchens or storage rooms are used only as spac-
es that link or serve the largest parts of the house: rooms, 
dining room or living room.
 The first strategy consists of turning the rooms outward 
and the common area inwards. The rooms, located in the 
span of the facades, guarantee privacy and, at the same time, 
enjoy the best conditions of natural light and ventilation. 
This conversion of outer structural and spatial span into 
equivalent housing units requires rethinking the spaces 
conceived as servers, disassociating them from their transit 
or service function and using them with the same intensity 
as the rest of the house. This way rooms can be enlarged, 
while diluting the living area into an access piece, central 
distributor and meeting space, furnished with kitchen 
equipment. The rethinking of the kitchen as a “centre” piece 
means that it transcends the mere action of cooking.
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 This transformation adapts the dwelling to the concept 
of co-living that has emerged from the need to share a 
dwelling’s rental and maintenance expenses. The concept is 
currently on the rise, especially in large cities, because it 
meets the demand of the current generation of millennials.

3.2. Segregated Rooms 
 Another way to reuse the dwellings is to provide them 
with an equipped and autonomous room that allows the 
house to change temporarily, depending on the needs of its 
tenants. We call these rooms “segregated rooms”, because of 
their peculiar relationship with the rest of the house. The 
existence of these independent rooms allows a discontinui-
ty in the organic functioning of the dwelling, with all the 
advantages this entails. A room with an entrance from the 
hall that provides access to the bathroom and kitchen with-
out going through the living room offers a wide spectrum of 
use possibilities. 
 A segregated room allows the following: the close coex-
istence of an older person who needs attention without hav-
ing to give up his intimacy, the first steps towards a young 
emancipating, the temporary return home of a son or 
daughter separated from his or her partner, work from 
home without sacrificing its comfort, or, simply, the arrange-
ment of a separate space from the apartment that takes ad-
vantage of this condition. Service rooms, which, as a rule, 
have their own entrance in these large apartments, may also 

incorporate a segregated room through renovation.

4. practical examples 

 Next, we apply these two models to three housing pro-
jects in Barcelona (Figs. 1 & 2): the Oller house on Amigó 76 
(1941), the SEIDA building on Av. de Sarrià 130–152 (1958) and 
the CYT building on Via Augusta 20–30 (1958). These build-
ings were designed by architect Francesc Mitjans, who 
adapted, from the 1940s, the typology of bourgeois apart-
ments of the 19th-century Eixample quarter in Barcelona to 
the parameters of modern architecture.⁶ These parameters 
relate to the functional program (housing sectorization), 
structure (porticos, porches on pilotis), materials (concrete, 
steel, glass), or ventilation standards and views (large terrac-
es and outdoor spaces on the ground floor, upper levels or 
deck). Mitjans designed the buildings on plots that, by depth 
and urban guidelines, preserved the aspects of the Eixample 
quarter, which he was able to transform. Thus, he restruc-
tured the traditional corridor into a concatenation of spaces 
with distributors, preserved the sizes of spaces that facili-
tate their equivalence, and opened the interior courtyards to 
expand light and views from the inside.
 The building where the Oller house is located has 12 
apartments, with one staircase and two houses of about 200 
m2 each per floor. The structure has five layers of structural 
spans, in which similar sized rooms concatenate, serving as 

Fig. 1. Francesc Mitjans. From left to right: Floor plans of the casa Oller, the SEIDA and the CYT apartment buildings. Barcelona. © Arxiu Històric — Centre de Doc-
umentació COAC.

Fig. 2. Francesc Mitjans. From left to right: Fachades of casa Oller, SEIDA and CYT buildings. Barcelona. © Arxiu Històric — Centre de Documentació COAC.
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rooms or passage spaces. This made it easier to implement 
the first strategy respecting the arrangement of each piece, 
placing rooms on the two facades and using the central lay-
ers as common areas and distributors (Fig. 3a). For the sec-
ond strategy, the bedroom with a bathroom located in front, 
close to an existing service entrance, becomes a satellite 
room with direct and independent access (Fig. 4a).
 The SEIDA building has 96 apartments with access 
through six staircases and two apartments per floor of 
about 180 m2 each. The structure has three spans and the 
rooms are arranged along a corridor with orientations to the 
two facades and open patios. The application of the first 
model of adaptation to rooms facing the facade allows a 
ventilated central common space to act as access, kitchen, 
living room and distributor. All rooms have ventilation and 
outward views (Fig. 3b). Transforming the floor plan to fit 
the second model of segregated rooms, one can see how the 
original service area, which also has an independent en-
trance, is easily convertible into a small apartment or studio, 
connecting it or not with the original house (Fig. 4b).
 The CYT building has 35 apartments, with staircases of 
two flats of about 240 m2 per floor, and a third staircase at 
the end with an apartment of 350 m2. The structure has a 
double span, with rooms oriented to the two facades. In the 
typology of the intermediate staircase, by joining the hall 
with the service area we generate a ventilated common 
space, with kitchen and living room, which functions as the 
distributor of the rooms (Fig. 3c). To adapt the floor plan to 
the second model, again the service area, with its own en-
trance, can be converted into an equipped room, apartment 

or independent studio (Fig. 4c).

5. conclusion 

 To face the increasing traumatic reality of integral 
apartment reforms in buildings of the Modern Movement, 
we propose revising the classic organizational hierarchy of 
the house that responds to stereotypes imposed by tradi-
tional ways of life. We have based the revision on the study 
of the typologies of collective dwellings with minimal cells, 
as well as those that have incorporated an independent 
room. From that study, we derived the two strategies devel-
oped on the three case studies, to adapt large apartments to 
current needs and sizes. The rooms to the front strategy 
suits the co-living concept, and the strategy of segregated 
rooms serves to make the dwelling more flexible.
 In the rooms to the front strategy, this revision is based 
on the dissolution of the division between server and served 
spaces and on the adoption of some resources to reorganize 
parts of the dwelling. In the case of the segregated rooms, a 
part of the surface of the apartment is converted into an 
equipped room with an independent entrance that is also 
linked to the rest of the dwelling.
 In the three case studies by Mitjans, the building typol-
ogies have a great depth with three, four or five structure 
spans. This provides a central spatial mattress that can be 
converted into other lounges, that thus reconnect the parts 
of the house in very diverse ways; an opposite situation to 
that of modern architecture’s laminar block, which has one 
or two structural spans at most. The structure of Mitjan’s 

Fig. 3. Implementation of the rooms to the front strategy. © Magda Mària Serrano, Isabela Rentería Cano & Claudia Rueda Velázquez.

Fig. 4. Implementation of the segregated rooms strategy. © Magda Mària Serrano, Isabela Rentería Cano & Claudia Rueda Velázquez.
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buildings offers a multi-layered partition that allows a more 
sustainable energy distribution, as a row of rooms will al-
ways protect the shared centre of the home. At the same 
time, the existence in these large apartments of a service 
area that works parallel to the rest of the house facilitates 
its conversion into a satellite room. In both cases, the house 
maintains its morphological, structural and spatial charac-
teristics. 
 The market is full of products that are presented to us 
under the argument of flexibility, regarding their use and 
technical innovation. One of them is car-sharing. Dwellings 
can also be equipped with mechanisms that make their use 
more flexible by re-distributing the classic organization of 
the spaces, reformulating the degrees of intimacy, or disinte-
grating some rooms, such as the satellites. The tuning of 
these large apartments, according to current life parame-
ters, could go in this direction, to maintain the Modern 
Movement’s heritage by re-using it intelligently.
 These proposals for satellite rooms would renew our 
buildings’ lifespan, the mere preservation of the facades or 
the traumatic redistribution of their interiors. It is not only 
a question of prolonging their useful lifespan, as a construc-
tion, but of protecting them from the point of view of their 
re-use: facilitating co-living but maintaining the necessary 
privacy, enabling other activities, such as work from home, 
or promoting effective coexistence options with young or 
old family members. That is to say, favouring formulas other 
than those that were provided when they were built, to ca-
ter to the evolving needs of its inhabitants.
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