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THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE BUILDING RETROFIT.
READING RETROFITTED ENVELOPES BETWEEN FUN-
CTION AND SYMBOLS

In recent years, the topic of renovation of existing buil-
dings has found wide space in the architectural debate. 
Sustainability has become one of the main drivers of in-
tervention on the built heritage. The climate crisis and the 
more recent energy crisis have made it clear to most how 
dependent Europe is on energy. The building sector is 
responsible for about one-third of the energy consumed 
globally and has the highest potential for improvement.
This research fits into this context and aims to exami-
ne existing residential retrofit projects. In particular, the 
thesis investigates the envelope and surfaces of retro-
fit projects: the question arises as to how sustainabili-
ty principles and techniques influence the architectural 
outcomes of building retrofits. One wonders if and how 
much retrofit projects are skewed either toward perfor-
mance, driven by the instance of resource rationalisation, 
or toward image, driven by symbolic and cultural needs.

The envelope as a catalyst
The research addresses preliminary the issue of the con-
temporary envelope in its dual vocation as incorporating 
an expressive bearing and as a technical element. In this 
paper, only the former theme will be addressed.
There is a moment when the concept of envelope emer-
ges in a particular way. From being considered an inde-
finite mass, the wall splits into two different functional 
concepts: that of envelope and that of structure. As noted 
by Rafael Moneo, this occurs particularly with the spread 
of frame structures. The separation between load-bea-
ring and enclosing elements forces a reflection on archi-

tecture: the wall begins to be considered as a layering of 
elements, each with a specific function and performance.
In recent decades, the topic of envelope has regained 
great centrality for several reasons.

As far as architecture built from scratch is concerned, 
in several contemporary projects, the surfaces seem to 
have gained more importance than the structure. Also, 
the focus is shifting to building boundaries because of 
new environmental requirements. Since interiors often 
need to be able to accommodate frequent changes of 
use, the skin is disconnected from the building’s fun-
ctions, and the architect’s role is often its conception. 
According to Antoine Picon, the contemporary ornament 
is no longer conceived as a supplement but appears in-
separable from the envelope. For this reason, the theme 
of envelope will inevitably intersect and overlap with the 
one of ornament, which, since the late 1990s, has been 
reappearing in architecture.

In parallel, the issue of retrofitting existing buildings has 
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become central. If we neglect the systems, energy retrofit focuses essen-
tially on the building envelope, changing its architectural expression. That’s 
because the other factors affecting energy performance (orientation, shape, 
distribution) cannot be changed.

The research grounds the assumption that designed objects, including bu-
ilding envelopes, always arise from a concrete historical, economic, social 
and material context. Walter Benjamin speaks of “optical unconsciousness”, 
which is the one with which we automatically perceive things in everyday life. 
According to Jörg Gleiter, this occurs when we do not grasp their socio-hi-
storical details. The research aims to read and carry out some conceptual 
reflections on some case studies of retrofitted residential buildings, tracing 
a series of details catalysed therein. Several levels of reading can be outli-
ned: a material level, related to technique, technology, economy and mate-
rials; a functional level, related to the performances it must fulfil; a formal 
level, related to expressive, symbolic, cultural, social and political issues; and 
an authorial level, related to the poetics of the authors (which here will not 
be investigated). Now, some keys to interpreting contemporary envelopes 
are proposed.

Neo-functionalism
Looking at the debate on the architectural envelope and ornament, we find 
Farshid Moussavi and Michael Kubo’s attempt to trace back to functional 
issues in the form of contemporary envelope and ornament. They hope that 
ornament will take on an architectural meaning related to the materiality 
of elements, design and assemblage logics rather than symbolic-discursive 
issues. Indeed, they believe that in such a fragmented multicultural world, 
finding symbols and icons that can find interpretive convergence is a hard 
goal to achieve, potentially conflicting. Thus, in their reading of case studies, 
symbolic and formal motivations are set aside, and contemporary ornament 
is interpreted as an element whose form and patterns are conceived for 
functional (e.g. thermal or lighting) reasons.

Affects and materiality
In addition to the functional issue, the idea that the conception of the con-
temporary envelope (textures, patterns, colours and topological structures) 
is closely linked to the will to produce architectural affects emerges. Accor-
ding to Deleuze, affects do not belong to the sphere of feelings but rather 
to something more sensory and physical. The affect denotes a change in 
intensity involving the body, space, and time in which one is immersed. The 
attention usually given to rhetoric and semiotics is thus shifted to a phy-
sical dimension of experience. This also destabilises the traditional distin-
ction between subject and object and the notion of detached appreciation. 
Viewer and architectural work are understood as part of the same conti-
nuum. Instead of using the terms matter or material, the notion of materiality 
is introduced. It concerns the subjective sphere and possesses a relational 
character. It describes the range of experiences generated during the en-
counter between the subject and the physical world.

Neo-symbolism
According to Robert Levit and Antoine Picon, the reasons for the form of en-
velope and ornament cannot be reduced to a question of function or mate-
riality and affect alone. Despite not immediately legible to contemporary plu-

ral audiences, the symbolic component of form is a necessary category to 
describe the contemporary practice, which involves the social and historical 
circuits of understanding. In contemporary architecture, the symbolic fun-
ction seemed to be abandoned after the excesses it led to during post-mo-
dernism when the envelope (often in contradiction to form, structure, and 
program) took on a semiotic function. However, a relapse into symbolism se-
ems still to occur in some cases. Critics speculate that the roots of neo-sym-
bolism may reside at the intersection of perception and culture. Greening 
practices also seem to play a symbolic role that responds to the concern for 
sustainability and reconciliation between architecture and nature.

Mass non-standard conception and fabrication
Contemporary critics, such as Mario Carpo, describe the changes affecting 
architecture through the digital revolution. It is calling into question some 
fundamental concepts: the idea of standard, which arose with the industrial 
revolution and characterised 20th-century architecture, and the idea of the 
author, which has characterised architecture since the Renaissance. Nowa-
days, it is possible to produce non-standard pieces in series at no extra cost. 
Variation replacing uniformity has also been read through social lenses: it 
refers to the condition of individuals who recognise themselves in a social 
group through a varied assemblage while preserving their individual speci-
ficities.

The digital is also credited with the important role of making possible the 
manipulation, generation, and management of shapes, textures, patterns, 
and topologies at different scales, with an ease that is very evident com-
pared to the past. Today the built form is a still image chosen from endless 
solutions that can be generated and prefigured with the help of software. 
Picon argues that the development of digital culture has accompanied a 
weakening of the tectonic culture and greater importance attached to the 
surface.
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“The PhD Program in Architecture. 
History and Project (DASP) was born 
out of two long lasting traditions of 
doctoral level studies and research 
in the area of Architecture at 
Politecnico di Torino. The PhD Program 
programmatically investigates the 
complexity of architectural cultures 
starting from the multi-disciplinary and 
trans-disciplinary interweaving between 
the history and the design of buildings, 
cities, territories. 

On the one hand, in fact, urban 
and architectural composition and 
technology of architecture favor an 
interpretation of the project as a tool 
for measuring the stratifications of 
theoretical elaborations, technical 

innovations and modifications  
of built environment.
On the other hand, the historical 
disciplines for architecture and the  
city, far from a local vision and thanks  
to the cooperation with other histories  
(the economic, social, anthropological 
and aesthetic ones), trace paths that 
can be traveled by architects and urban 
planners, but also by other humanities  
scholars, such as philosophers  
and linguists”

Marco Trisciuoglio

(from the document Proposal for the accreditation  
of doctorates - a.y. 2023/2024,  
presented to the Italian Ministry of University  
and Research on June 5th, 2023)




