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Introduction

This presentation is the product of a research project carried out at the University of Thessaly, Department of Architecture, entitled “OUTCAST IN THE CENTER: the case of a building in Thessaloniki’s civic center” by Nikolaos Tsimas, student, under the supervision of Kimon Thermos, architect - urban designer. The aim of the research project was to investigate the mechanisms involved in the installation of outcast individuals and functions in central city areas.

In this study, a building of the center of Thessaloniki and its surrounding area were examined. It became apparent that, first, the changes in the scale of spatial phenomena - moving from a broader area and the city into the building’s microscale - implies the transition from the collective to the personal space and time of the individual. Secondly, the building and its surrounding area are transitional places liable to continuous transformations. While these findings were expected, what dramatizes them most is the extreme marginal spatial relations of the study area and the building, and the intensity caused by the incoming of the individual.

The methodology employed helped towards this realization. Initially, the research did not focus on the specific building but on the extended area in which it belongs as a unit. Otherwise, in the opposite case, the focus on the specific building would run the risk of becoming exemplary. The research focused on the area around the building. When the building was approached and the individual revealed – whose action was hidden before in to broader spatial formations - the intentness had been at its highest. We believe, that this presentation moves the intensity of this experience.

The presentation consists of two parts: the first part represents a theoretical elaboration of the research’s accomplishments and conclusions by Kimon Thermos, and concerns the extended area of the building. In the second part, the building itself will be presented, as a case study, by Nikos Tsimas.

Α΄ PART:   CITY, TIME AND ITS TRANSFORMATIONS. 
Α.1   The city and its component elements

The city, as every place, is a man-made construction, material and immaterial, that is transformed through time. Perceived as a whole, it consists of individual elements – spatial systems, the smallest unit of the production of space being primarily the individual - the person and his actions, and secondary the building, the latter not always being necessary. The determination of these components is a laborious process, as both the scale of approaching the city phenomena and the observer’s eye are transformed1. The movement of the eye reveals different elements of the city, each time, as components.

Simultaneously, their definition detaches them from the broader system in which they belong, and makes them distinct entities, without losing their identity as parts of the whole. Therefore, through continuous fragmentations we reach to the unit, namely the individual and his personal space and time, who insistently exists in every spatial phenomena scale. 

Α.2     The city and its transformations

The city is a continuously transforming spatial system amenable to successive imprints and readings, and simulantaneously it is a transitional place where different entities are interchanged through time, leaving traces of their temporary stay. The reading of these imprints leads to the decoding of the “other”, where the “other” may be any entity - spatial or social construction.  

These interchanging entities, the old and the new, unknown to each other, participate in the formation of the “Logos” and the “Myth” of their contemporary city2. It is the city that makes these different entities having something in common: the city. Thus, the city appears as a self-supplied system that changes following the transformations of these “individual” constructions, evoking its own transformations. This formulation is a spiral movement around the concept of the city. Corresponding labyrinthine movements can be observed in the transformations of every spatial system around its nucleus, which is continuously mutated and finally escapes. 

All spatial systems do not have the same flexibility to differences and transformations. For example, city centers, as they accept a larger variety of functions, actions and behaviors, appear to be more hospitable to difference and heterogeneity. In addition, historical city centers maintaining old registrations and accepting new ones, form a larger complexity of spatial structures and behaviors3. Finally, the areas that had been or still are, the entrances into the city – harbors, railway stations and streets – have always been the most dynamic areas of the city, as through them, the “strange” enters  - that is knowledge and the experience. Therefore, the local societies consider them as potential dangerous places for their coherence. These places, familiar to the difference, house outcast individuals and functions. At the same time, they are transitional places from a specific place and time to another, usually fictional and unspecified.

A spatial system converses with another of the same species. The harbor district of a city converses with the equivalent area of another city and through these partial systems, the broader systems - cities in this case – correspond with each other. This can also be seen, in the relationships between the inhabitants of the building under study. But also in to the building itself, whose isolation is deepened because it cannot converse with another building of similar species in the broader system that it belongs. This broader system may be the street or its surrounding area. However, individuals, the building and the study area, are systems of the same species and that is why they coexist.

One more realization is that a system appears simultaneously as an open and closed system4. Open to one of the same, and close - introvert to another of different species. The definition and the strength of the border between the two systems results from an amfidromous process, a negotiation, between them.

Α.3   The case study area: a transforming place

The case study area was chosen because it presents the characteristics of the areas mentioned above. It is seated at the south-western edge of the historical center of Thessaloniki, and it had always been the entrance area to the city, as the main roads converged in it. It was, also, near the harbor and the railway station area. Today, it still possesses the same important location, and in addition, it is the main entrance area into the historical center. 

The area houses both central and outcast city functions - wholesale, small industry, warehouses, handicrafts, workshops, specialized and cheap retail trade, banks and offices - acquiring a dynamic and transitional character at the same time5. The variety and the heterogeneity of the functions through time, created a complex space, where different individuals and social groups coexist in different spatial constructions, structures and typologies.

Therefore, the heterogeneity is imprinted on all spatial elements of the area, from the urban tissue to the building. The urban tissue is not homogeneous, as it was formed under two different processes. Its largest part is the transformation of a self-generated urban tissue through partial interventions and opening up of basic city arteries, while its eastern part, which was burned in 1917 together with the largest part of the city center, was designed by the team of Hernest Hebrard, French architect and city planner6. Therefore, the urban tissue of the study area, having, in most of its parts, the introvert characteristics of a self-generated system and, in some others, the extrovert characteristics of a designed one, is broken into sub-areas that reveal a different degree of embodiment in the functions of the city center7. 

The co-existence of such opposed relations can be seen in every partial component of the space. For example, the block sometimes appears to be compact, sometimes fragmented and sometimes so fragmented that it includes a whole section of the urban tissue. The building sometimes embodies also a section of urban tissue and sometimes the tissue penetrates it. The street appears to be sometimes of public use and sometimes not, sometimes it is bordered strictly against another spatial element - the block or the building - and sometimes it intrudes in it and transforms it. The weakening of the border of every element and its function, in space and time, acts beneficially to the space and its user.  

During the last twenty years, because of the withdrawal of the small industry, the wholesale trade and the warehouses, extensive empty spaces appeared increasing the decline and the isolation of the area. Although the functions of the center are expanding, these do not penetrate into it. They by-pass it and are developed in neighboring areas. However, it is expected to be transformed into a very dynamic part of the city center, because, in spite of its introversion, it presents a dynamic and flexible character that has not been decoded by the city yet, that could give it a new, and the same time old, spatial system8. 

Today, the study area is going through a transitional period, but a new dynamism that would produce a broader redistribution of space is not apparent. The ambiguity of this transitional period gives the opportunity to outcast functions and individuals to be installed in the place. This installation seems temporary because the embodiment of the area in the city center seems unavoidable. The time of this transformation, seen by a spectator appears to be slow, yet as “city-time”, it is very quick.

Α.4       The choice of the building

Exploring the transition from a broader to a partial system, a unit of the study area, a building, was selected.

The specific building was chosen because:

· It is seated on the border of two intensely different areas.

· It houses outcast functions, individuals and economic immigrants that use the building as a temporary shelter. 

· It presents a double character, as its ground floor is totally given to the city, while the upper floors are hermetically introvert.

· The building itself has a temporary existence, as it will be demolished soon.

The intensity of the opposite relationships that appear in the building and its individuals increases as we observe the process of one of the continuous, small personal deaths, which constantly take place in the body of the city. It is these small daily deaths that transform and feed its existence.  

Β΄ PART:    THE BUILDING

Β.1   The building and its function   

The building is seated in the block defined by the streets Aristotelous, Vasileos Irakliou, Komninon and Ermou, streets of strong commercial character. It almost touches the main monumental axis of the city, Aristotelous street. The recording of the space and the people took place in three phases, from November 2004 till June 2005.

The building was constructed in 1953, as a continuation of the Nea Agora building, which functioned as a roofed wholesale meat market since 1952. It complemented the neighborly food retail market, the Modiano Market, and Vlali, one of the two open air markets that Hebrard’s master plan provided. Nea Agora’s offices were installed in the first floor and four years later, two more floors were added to accommodate small workshops. Nea Agora and its continuity in the, case study, building were characterized as a preservable monument by the Ministry of Culture.  
On the ground floor, small shops were built across three internal streets, which join Ermou and Vas. Irakliou Streets. Today, after the removal of the meat wholesale market, there are many vacant stores and cold storage rooms in the ground floor, while some butcher’s shops and small cheap restaurants exist in the facade. 

The upper floors of the building have a common floor plan, in which an extract of the ground floor plan is repeated.  Each floor has a corridor along which are aligned small rooms of 18 square meters, and two toilets on the half-landing.  

The building belongs to 33 owners and most of them possess one space, which they rent as workshops, warehouses and economic immigrants’ shelters. Of the 33 owners, only two retired artisans, live in spaces that were previously their workshops. The rest of the residents are immigrants from Albania, Russia and Pakistan, some young street vendors that make jewelry and sell it at Aristotelous arcades, and an artist painter. Most of them live alone, as appeared by the first registration record9. There were only two Albanian families. Only a few of the old workshops have remained, while many rooms are used as warehouses and some are vacant. Finally, the members of a music group use a room for rehearsals. 

Almost all the workshops of the building are found in the first floor. Most of the residents live on the second and very few inhabitants live on the third floor due to the problems of humidity and moisture of the roof. Thus, there is an impression that the depth of the building rises vertically, as one moves to the higher floors where the deterioration increases and the human presence is less.

Β.2   The individuals inhabitants and their relations 

   From the present study, it became apparent that some of the inhabitants of the building have formed groups. The artisans, who knew each other for many decades, gather everyday in some workshops, forming small groups on the first floor. The young vendors, who consider themselves as anarchists, have formed their own community on the second floor, as did the Albanian immigrants. An Albanian family (a couple with a 10 years old girl) related to the other couple, all rent one toilet for personal use. The Albanian who lives in the third floor does not belong to this community despite their common origin.

The other two immigrants, a Pakistani and a Russian, as well as the two retired artisans, do not belong to any community. One of the artisans is particularly indignant at the immigrant living on the second floor, and he describes difficulties in their co-existence. The street vendors described similar difficulties with the retired artisans, because – as they claimed - they try to play a leading role in the second floor. On the contrary, they seem to have good relations with the immigrants, though they admitted that is very difficult living with them. The Albanian community does not seem to have good relations with the artisans of the first floor and the retired men of the second, due to their intense reaction when the Albanians rented one of the two toilets. Problems also appear due to the dogs, owned by almost all residents for security purposes, as they claimed.

The obligatory living in small rooms, the proximity, and the common use of elementary facilities, such as water and toilets, have caused complicated and marginal relations between the people of the building, who organized in groups, try to coexist. This fact, confirmed by the closed introvert character of the upper floors, alludes to institutional conditions and imprisonment places.  

Β.3   The  inhabitance   

All the residents of the building live in 18 square meters rooms, except of the two retired artisans that live in 36. One has joined two rooms, while the other has divided his residence between two separate rooms, one room being using as the bedroom and the other as the living room with a kitchenette. These are the only permanent residents, in contrast to the others who use the building as a temporary lodging10. Thus, the Albanian person on the third floor left the building in May 2005, while two people of the same nationality were installed on the same floor in February. Also, internal moves were marked, from the third to the second floor, because of the moisture.

A description of the Albanian lady’s residence on the second floor is given as an example, for the sake of saving time11.

It is the room where the Albanian family lived. In May 2005, the man and the young girl moved to Albania and only the woman remained. The other Albanian couple had also moved, and the small community had been dissolved.

The room is furnished with two beds, two tables, a sofa, three chairs and a television was placed on a piece of furniture with drawers. The entrance area is separated by a curtain from the rest of the room, and is used as a storage space. On one table are placed the necessary cooking utensils and a flask for water, as there is no tap in the room. The water used by all residents of the building comes from the faucet in the toilet.  

Ropes for hanging wet clothes are placed outside the window. The roof, which can be reached by metallic stairs fixed on the wall, is additionally used for the same purpose. When the weather is bad, wet clothes fill the walls, hung by metallic hooks. Finally, the only decorative elements are pictures on the walls. 

Our records show that every person has his own expectations from his living space, and faces the problems of the bad housing conditions in a different way.  Thus, while the building appears to have a strict floor plan, the interior of the rooms-residences seems to be complicated. The difficulties in living and coexistence are faced with tolerance, which appears obligatory until their move to another place. 

Β.4   The building and the city  

The city seems to face the building with temporary “tolerance”, as well. The complexity and the heterogeneity of its surrounding area, in which housing is absent, permitted this establishment to survive and last, and not to be distinguished. However, the limits of the city’s tolerance seems to end. 

The owners of the building and private developers worked out an architectural project that proposed the demolition of the building and the construction of a commercial department store. The use of the ground floor will remain but the upper floors will change radically. The demolition of the building, though    scheduled for the summer of 2005, has not yet occurred.   

Epilogue

In conclusion, we would like to clarify that in our approach, moving from broader spatial systems to partial ones, seeking the individual’s actions as the driving force of space production, we did not try to compose wholenesses - biographies of cities, functions and individuals - but to show fragmental images and extracts, whose interpretation and recomposition is an open process, demanding and often traumatic.  

Finally, we should also clarify that the starting point of our approach was the space and its functions, and - through it - the actions and behaviors of individuals and social groups. The opposite direction is the subject of other scientific fields.
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