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Poor but Old. Architecture and Demographics

The Old Continent is becoming the continent of the elderly. Demographics and age of the building stock are advancing 
as one. The scenario facing us in the 21st century is that of a network of old cities with limited infrastructural 
development, large wild land areas, a small number of UNESCO cities and territories committed to defending them-
selves against the invasion of tourists, and a small number of vibrant, rich, and bustling cities interconnected with  
the world. In some ways – even in this overly simplistic vision – this is a narrative that takes us back to a pre-modern 
Europe: a sort of reinterpretation of medieval times where tourists are the new pilgrims, today’s dynamic cities are 
the 12th and 13th century network of centres of power and knowledge, isolated monasteries are remote attractions 
over five-six hundred metres above sea level that still draw in tourists, and old poor people are the pestilent wan-
derers banished from the cities. 

Poor but Old. Architecture and Demographics

Il Vecchio Continente sta diventando il continente degli anziani. La demografia e l’età del patrimonio edilizio avanzano 
di pari passo. Lo scenario che ci attende nel Ventunesimo secolo è quello di una rete di città antiche con uno 
sviluppo infrastrutturale limitato, vaste aree di terra selvaggia, poche città e territori Unesco impegnati a difendersi 
dall’invasione dei turisti, e un ristretto numero di città vivaci, ricche e pulsanti, interconnesse con il mondo. In un 
certo senso – anche in questa visione fin troppo semplicistica – si tratta di una narrazione che ci riporta a un’Europa 
premoderna: una sorta di reinterpretazione dei tempi medievali, in cui i turisti sono i nuovi pellegrini, le città 
dinamiche di oggi sono la rete di centri di potere e conoscenza dei secoli Dodicesimo e Tredicesimo, i monasteri 
isolati sono attrazioni remote situate a oltre cinquecento o seicento metri di altitudine che ancora attirano visitatori,  
e i vecchi poveri sono i vagabondi pestilenti banditi dalle città.

Ageing, demography, depopulation, silver society, demographic decline
Invecchiamento, demografia, spopolamento, silver society, calo demografico
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressione 
grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra linguaggi. 
La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri tema-
tici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spazio di 
ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di rubri-
che che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel procedere del-
le diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, progetto, racconto, 
lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, viaggio, ring, 
tutorial, intervista, fundamentals – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the 
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the 
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same 
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus 
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the 
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp 
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a 
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a 
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The journal is 
conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a discourse 
on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into sections that 
offer a range of diverse perspectives on the theme analysed: 
editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, extra, transla-
tion, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, interview, fundamentals. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, col-
lective perception. The principal aim of these sections is not 
to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investiga-
tion of different instances of design and to provide tools and 
materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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A PERIOD
process, involving concepts such as repair, reconstruction and the rev-
elation of the existing as forms of a new architecture (Gregotti 1996).

Dealing with the ageing of buildings entails an integrated approach that 
combines historical and technical knowledge, with a view to enhancing 
the value of the building stock. Historic centres are a perimetrical context 
due to their specificity; for these, ad hoc policies that promote preserva-
tion processes but above all ‘settlement rebalancing’ strategies to tackle 
the museification of the city have to be identified (Schiaffonati 2014). The 
ageing of buildings is a complex process that requires the constant atten-
tion of architects and urban policy makers. Like any previous historical 
period, it is important to distinguish between what needs to be preserved 
and what should be transformed, considering sustainability issues related 
to land occupation (Fiorani 2016, p. 5). A combination of technical activ-
ities, regular maintenance and conservation strategies enables not only 
the preservation of the functionality and safety of buildings, but also the 
appreciation of the architectural heritage for future generations, taking 
into account that buildings will age even faster in the new climate regime 
(Latour 2017). The premature ageing of many of the buildings we face 
today and that has to be tackled is also caused by their ‘fragility’. Indeed, 
many were built during the second half of the last century along the lines 
of the principles of modern architecture (Calder 2021).

The ‘excesses’ of the economic boom, whose demographic explosion 
created a need for concrete, breaking down the boundaries between city 
and country (Molinari 2019), has now become a negative excess. The ‘peri-
od’ envisioned here sees the European cities of 2050, and their inhabit-
ants, ageing rapidly, a scenario of destitution that forces us to imagine a 
new form of the city: the ground floor changes nature, from a swarm of 
corner shops into a large continuous loft, a sort of residential floor direct-
ly connected to the courtyards on the one hand and to the public space on 
the other (La Varra 2007). Re-occupying the ground floors of buildings as 
residential spaces, making them accessible for the elderly population, no 
longer confined to alienating care facilities. The ground floor of buildings 
takes on new significance, while the left-overs of the silver society, the once 
noble upper floors and now a possible new frontier for the new incoming 
population, remain empty. We must broaden our horizons, openly inter-
facing with the demographic issues of the countries in the southern part 
of the world, which, in stark contrast to the rich and developed countries, 
have a population with a greater presence of young people. This is a vision 
of a city whose cross-section looks like an inverted demographic pyramid: 
subdividing the residential spaces of buildings in height, according to the 
age of the inhabitants, in order to rethink social bonds and relationships.

The idea of re-inhabiting the ground floors of buildings does not aim 
to reduce the city to some partial aspect of it, losing sight of its meaning 
(Rossi 1982). On the contrary, it must be part of a broader multidiscipli-
nary process aimed at completely redefining the concept of the western 
city, exploring the relationships between open spaces, buildings and sus-
tainable mobility systems.

A design process that starts from quantity to define quality (Ippolito 
2019), provides wonder in the face of a temporary and illusory eradica-
tion of misery.
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population, a group of the population no longer part of the social and 
economic dynamics of work that is becoming a steadily growing majority.

Imagining the future is becoming an increasingly difficult exercise, espe-
cially if we stop to think of the new civilisations we predict for tomorrow’s 
world, a futuristic vision that needs growth for it to be justified. But if the 
only growth we can be sure of is that of the average age, then it is clear that 
the question of the silver society is an urgent one that has to be tackled 
if we are to anticipate the times and avoid a future of destitution for the 
population of tomorrow. According to the World Social Report 2023, as 
the world continues to face multiple crises, the rights and welfare of older 
people must become the focus of collective efforts to achieve a sustainable 
future. Considering the growing importance of this topic, it is vital to begin 
to reflect on the question of services and welfare models that promote the 
inclusion of the elderly (Sangalli, Trabucchi 2023). Indeed, while on the one 
hand the typical inhabitant is increasingly elderly, visually impaired, slow 
and in need of care, on the other hand, demographic stagnation has made 
many marginal, neglected and forgotten spaces, which are in a state of aban-
donment or underutilisation and represent a vast heritage to be exploit-
ed, less popular, i.e. depopulated (Marini 2010). The demographic decline 
affecting our country today will only favour the depopulation of these spac-
es. We don’t need to imagine apocalyptic scenarios to paint a picture that is 
already rapidly taking shape: the constant and relentless decline in popula-
tion that affects some European countries in particular, inevitably condi-
tions the design of urban space and the way we think about the landscape; 
all aspects that change and must be reconsidered as the numbers change. 

In Cascais, Davos, Brighton, San Remo, Malta, the ‘vice’ of destitution 
takes the form of a never-ending vacation. When the elderly, who have 
amassed sufficient resources to enjoy their retirement like a long holiday, 
reach what were originally tourist cities, these turn into a sort of low-in-
tensity tourist site. It is a space-time that becomes detached from urban 
dynamics, that leaves children and grandchildren in the urban density of 
the city and that can promote perennial leisure time as a wellness experi-
ence. In some ways, these dynamics represent a ‘vice’ of destitution too, 
looking for an ‘ending’ that is isolated from the world and from loved-
ones, that choose to give active sense to an age that has no urban imagery. 

Alongside these scattered hordes of golfers and tennis players who roam 
the many courses and courts along the coast of the Mediterranean, there is 
a destitution that does not have the economic resources, or the imagination 
skills needed to relocate. Old inhabitants, old buildings, outdated furnish-
ings, they all create an ‘ecology’ that lives on the edges of the historic centres 
of medium-sized cities as well as in the ‘sprawl’ built-up areas around large 
cities. And also in the small centres of the Apennines where the average age 
now coincides with the actual age of each individual inhabitant. 

Slow, rapid, rural, urban, voluntary, forced, total, partial, sudden, con-
tinuous; different facets of the same problem which starts from much and 
ends with little, which leads to a decline and tends towards extinction: 
depopulation, not of a single place, not understood as displacement, but 
as a general and widespread tendency towards a diminishing population 
that will lead to zero births in Italy in 2050 (Rosina 2021). It is also predict-
ed that the number of people aged 65 or older worldwide will more than 
double, from 761 million in 2021 to 1.6 billion in 2050 (UN 2023). Yusuke 
Narita, a Yale economist, has proposed a radical solution to Japan’s demo-
graphic problem: mass suicide of the elderly population (Hikari, Motoko 
2023). The problem of a planet that, in some of its wealthiest and most 
affluent areas, is rapidly ageing, somehow seems to become one of the main 
themes of urban design and management. Like Japan, the demographics 
of contemporary Europe, in marked contrast with the rest of the world, 
seems to be one of the most concrete problems also in the field of archi-
tecture and territorial transformation.

If we look at the building stock, we cannot ignore the passing of time 
(Moneo 1999): the relentless ageing of buildings is a global phenomenon, 
affecting their aesthetic quality, functionality and safety. 

In recent years, the European Union has adopted several regulations 
to promote the renovation of the building stock, focusing on sustaina-
bility and energy efficiency. From the directives on energy performance 
that impose minimum requirements, promoting the use of renewable 
energy and introducing specific strategies for building renovation, to the 
2020 Circular Economy Action Plan that promotes sustainability in the 
construction sector, encouraging the reuse and recycling of materials.

From an architectural point of view, ageing can be seen as a process 
that encompasses a series of physical transformations that occur over 
time, influenced by multiple factors, including the choice of materials 
used, construction techniques, and environmental conditions. An impor-
tant element to take into account for the durability of buildings is their 
maintenance, without which the degradation process is greatly acceler-
ated. In current conditions, architectural design is a ‘high maintenance’ 

The Old Continent is becoming the continent of the elderly. Demographics 
and age of the building stock are advancing as one. The scenario facing us 
in the 21st century is that of a network of old cities with limited infrastruc-
tural development, large wild land areas, a small number of UNESCO cit-
ies and territories committed to defending themselves against the invasion 
of tourists, and a small number of vibrant, rich, and bustling cities inter-
connected with the world. In some ways – even in this overly simplistic 
vision – this is a narrative that takes us back to a pre-modern Europe: a sort 
of reinterpretation of medieval times where tourists are the new pilgrims, 
today’s dynamic cities are the 12th and 13th century network of centres of 
power and knowledge, isolated monasteries are remote attractions over 
five-six hundred metres above sea level that still draw in tourists, and old 
poor people are the pestilent wanderers banished from the cities. 

‘Poverty is not a vice, that’s a true saying. […] Beggary is a vice. In pov-
erty you may still retain your innate nobility of soul, but in beggary – 
never – no-one’ (Dostoevsky 2015, p. 16). 

Two forms of ‘beggary’ loom large in this medieval remake of the 
European territory and urban fabric. The ageing city, and an ageing 

Vesper Editorial Staff, Population Pyramids of Italy in 2050, graphic 
elaboration of data by www.populationpyramid.net/italy/2050.
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