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Architecture: An Adaptable Practice

One of the first lessons an architect learns in school is that archi-
tecture has to do with a series of boundary conditions. We all
know that architecture is not a univocally teachable or learnable
matter, and consequently a single method for actually doing ar-
chitecture does not exist. This means that architectural practice
does not adhere to a single set of rules, especially with regard to
the context. This word represents a spiky category of (design) is-
sues which is often underestimated. Context is not only what sur-
rounds the building plot; it can also be the social, political or his-
torical background of the place of the project. It can also be, say, a
concept or an idea. Think of the question of the type in Aldo Rossi
or the styles of Greek and Roman architecture. A context with re-
gard to a theatre, for instance, can also subsist in other theatres
already built. The context can thus be construed as a background
canvas in the most varied and open sense possible'. How, then,
should architects deal with this omnipresent canvas? This is the
one million dollar question and—if the first sentences of this text
are true—there should not be a proper answer to it. Nevertheless
we can observe that architecture always establishes a relationship
with this canvas. This relationship can be conflicting (the project is
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used as a polemical statement in relation to the context), systemic
(the project tries to establish a dialogue with the context) or it can
simply be indifferent (the project is imposed upon or dropped
into the context). In all these cases the given situations represent a
fundamental tool for architects in their projects. The designers, in
fact, react to each context differently, basing their approaches on
a range of issues, from education to culture, from nonce impres-
sions to rigorously structured logical theories. All these boundary
conditions lead each project to different and (sometimes) unex-
pected results.

This section will discuss a variety of projects which constitute the
final result of their various given situations.

Lines do exist in nature. However, lines in architecture are drawn
by the human hand. What happens when a human-made line
lands on natural soil? The projects presented in the “Linear Land-
ing" section embody this issue. Patkau Architects’ Linear House,
the Great Wall of Warburton by BKK Architects, or the Pedro Reis
Architectos’ House in Melides ask how a linear house can interact
with a natural context. Is this interaction looking for a symbiosis,
for clash, or for a camouflaging of the final effect?

Geometrical values can be expressed as a relationship between
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masses. Assuming, in fact, that a building can be conceived as
a combination of main masses, the projects presented in the “A
Continuous Timeline in Architecture” section highlight the con-
trasts between first and second floor masses, between roof and
wall, or even between existing and new parts of a building.
“Rural Living” projects shed light on the balance between natural
(rural) and artificial aspects in domestic architecture. The progres-
sive research concerning the artificial and the nostalgic apprecia-
tion of the bucolic life are two aspects which exist contemporane-
ously in the contemporary humankind. The projects in this section
demonstrate an important frame for a possible balance between
the two human spheres (natural and artificial) of architecture.
Inanattempt to outline the coexistence of a previous and anew use
of the same house, the “Living above the Memory Cloud” section
presents projects for the renovation of existing houses by means
of extension, maintenance or construction of ex-novo(reinstalls)
parts. The section seeks to outline the previous user's memory in
relationship to the new use of the house. Silvio Carta

1. It is important to note that even architects who intentionally seem not to take the context into
consideration in their designs (cf, e.g., Koolhaas and his consideration for the context in Bigness-S,
M, L, XL), are actually acknowledging its existence. In such cases they are simply demonstrating that
they have decided to ignore it on purpose.
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The Line: A Dimension of the Limit

In contemporary architectural thought the dissolution of the dual-
ism nature-artifice and the increasing complexity of the concept
of landscape and its branches, came to make up for the loss of
effectiveness of the disciplines of architecture and urbanism, is a
subject of constant and deep reflection. The opposition between
nature and artifice tends to be weaker where the nature is steadily
losing its sentimental projection linked to the idea of natural and
virgin nature to be reconsidered in accordance with a cultural
construction in which the natural is a field where you can not
think of a virgin environment, exempt from human changes. One
can imagine such a condition that represents the artificial nature
of contemporary public space in which contemporary man casts
himself and his idea of the city.

Then we enter into a new subject area in which you exceed the
conflict between the rational and linear geometric design, applied
to the determination of artificial construction, and the representa-
tion of picturesque nature produced through signs weaker.

In this context, the architecture becomes an element that tends
to “dissolve” in its surroundings, thus breaking the concept of the
boundary between nature and artificiality of the building that has
permeated the thinking of the modern movement.

The intellectual construction for which the architecture conversed
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with the place in obedience to a mechanism figure-ground where
the project was an artificial construct that was detached from the
background formed by nature, typical of modernity, has now
left room for a more complex reasoning in which the object and
the nature are elements of the same field: the landscape that is
seen not only as a physical space but as a cultural concept. In this
way, the landscape becomes the site of the project, and can be
changed, rethought. In other words, it becomes artificial. Similarly,
the architecture incorporates within itself a certain natural condi-
tion as much in its composition and geometric aspects, as those in
construction, as well as in testing of new environmentally-friendly
materials or in finding a sustainable balance in the consumption
of primary energy sources. This double shift, from nature to the
project as well as to the nature of the project, it materializes a con-
dition of contemporary architecture that Inaki Abalos and Juan
Herreros have called “Ecomonumental”.

This concept moves away from modern tradition or rather from
a classically modern impulse in which the dialogue between the
natural and the artificial was built by the relations between “diver-
sities” in which the concept of limit and detection of the transi-
tion from one field to another was essential in the construction
of the project. Although modern architecture would combine the
architecture and society uniting the interior and exterior spaces,
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this did not happen: the metaphor of the machine led to consider
architecture as a closed system that worked much better as it had
been clear distance between external and internal. In this context,
Le Corbusier came to theorize the liberation of the ground. Freed
from contact with the outside world, the architectural object cre-
ates its own universe.

In amplifying this deterritorializing pulse modern architecture
came to create for their own buildings a new artificial ground that
would have materialized a distance with the natural soil, over-
shadowing it both physically and conceptually. A clear example
is illustrated by Farnsworth House (Plano, lllinois, 1945 - 1950) by
Mies van der Rohe. Following his classicist influences, Mies cre-
ated a platform that would provide support for the residence, a
sort of podium that would isolate the house from contact with
the soil, thus claiming the gap between architectural construction
and location.

However, since the 50s of last century, we witnessed the succes-
sion of movements and manifestos to go beyond the lessons of
the Modern Movement, at the time already in crisis because of
the increasing complexity of society, the aesthetic of modernity,
the language determined “by the play of volumes under the light
of the sun” are still part of the cultural background of contem-
porary designer? And by the light of the crisis of modernity, with

The Line: a Dimension of the Limit_Marco Atzori
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what kind of feeling we have to consider the permanence of the
modern tradition? A reasoning can be born thanks to the four resi-
dences that we will find in the following pages.

It is undeniable that the formal and compositive analysis high-
lights a deep influence by modern language. Linear development,
as well as the use of white, predominantly in the residences de-
signed by Silvestre Navarro and Pedro Reis detach the object from
the context, stressing the distance between the building and the
landscape and back to the duality figure-ground. The construc-
tion of the space, based on the linear sequence, re-introduce a
clear hierarchy between categories: the inside and outside are
clearly separated as a result of extreme clarity in the use of the
straight line as generator.

The straight line does not exist in nature. Introducing a linear sign
in a natural space means profoundly altering it and revealing the
signs of a transformation that then come to the realization of an
artifact.

Consequently, the intention expressed by the use of a sign less as
a straight line or a pure volume as a box is to start a comparison of
diversities in which the elements interact while maintaining their
respective identities. We find clear references to the architecture
of Mies in the House in Melides by Pedro Reis, as well as in the Lin-
ear House by Patkau Architects: as in the Farnsworth House, the
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architectural dimension is diversified by the size of the landscape
in which it is inserted through the creation of explicit limits that
separate the domestic space from the landscape. While not intro-
ducing a physical separation between the plane supporting the
building and the ground, as done by Mies, the works of Pedro Reis
and Patkau Architects create a perceptive distance between the
object and the ground. In the case of Linear House there is a pure
basement (as did Mies in Barcelona Pavilion) on which the object
is placed, in the House in Melides, however, the pure and white
volume is partly set on an element of transition constituted by a
block of red brick and partly overhanging on a slope. This reduces
the portion that rests directly on the ground. The white color of
the solid clearly distinguishes the space belonging to architecture
by natural scenery which resumed its role as a background.

The high permeability of the facades that open almost to frame
the space around them also describe other concepts typically
expressed by Mies. Besides the Farnsworth House may think of
the Tugendhat Villa in Brno. But, even in this case, the visual con-
nection between inside and outside does not correspond to a
real fusion between the two categories of space. Rather we see a
mise-en-scene of external space: nature is observed away from it,
enjoyed it without being part, protected by its aggressive beauty
because we are within the measured and controlled space de-
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fined by the architecture.

The concept of limit and separation between different dimen-
sions of space, is clearly represented in each of the following
projects. It can read different statements, but it is always present,
reveals itself in various forms and may consist of a basement, a
threshold or a wall as a material denouncing the permanence
of nature-artifice dualism. Among the various architectural ele-
ments, the wall is what materializes the idea of limits. In the Great
Wall of Warburton of BKK Architects, the whole building is, in fact,
developed by leaning on a solid and continuous wall that hides
the natural setting which overlooks the house. The role of the
wall is to separate physically and psychologically two different di-
mensions, to materialize a threshold and the sense of a passage.
BKK Architects underline the strong and empathetic relationship
of interior space with the powerful Australian landscape, which is
emphasized, as acknowledged by the architects themselves, only
after having completed the obligatory passage through the dia-
phragm wall that marks the step from one dimension to another.
There is no fusion between the spaces, but a perception of ongo-
ing steps: moving from an indifferent outside to an interior that
builds relationships with other perception of the landscape. The
continued presence of the wall indicates the permanent existence
of this limit which reveals the strength of the internal space that
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protects and puts in relation with nature.

In 1978, Tadao Ando wrote: “In a house the walls that arise indepen-
dent of the nature identify the territory of a house. In itself, expression-
less, they protect the interior while reflecting the changes that occur
in the natural world, allowing nature to become part of everyday ex-
periences of domestic life. Producing evidence of the limit, the walls
reveal the strength of the house." In Ando’s mind there is no trace
of dissolution between categories, you do not think in terms of
cancellation between natural and artificial, or between figure and
background, we build relationships between spaces through ele-
ments who assume the role of separators. The evidence of dif-
ferences creates the conditions for a field of perception in which
the role of architecture is to provide refuge and shelter: ".. if every
thing is allowed to penetrate the inner world, the inner one is com-
promised and its centrality frustrated, this is what happens when the
host is without tension ... Speaking of architecture, this tension is syn-
onymous of a tense confrontation between the inside and outside. For
this, in a building the moments when the internal and the external
order are in contact — moments represented by the openings in the
building — have a decisive importance." In the House Underneath
a Castle, it creates a universe ended in itself that the assertions
remind of Ando. A separate and concluded world that lowers its
level of tension only in certain places and times well represented,

B8 /2, Kalidos Kopika

1. Tadao Ando, The Wall as Territorial Delineation, in “Japan Architect” n.254, 1978
2. Tadao Ando, Introduction, in Tadao Ando. Buildings,Projects, Writings. New York, 1984
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Marco Atzori, graduated cum laude in civil engineering and architecture in Cagliari. He
holds a Ph.D. from University of Cagliari, with a dissertation on “The Project of the
Ground” He has taught undergraduate design studios and postgraduate courses in
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University of Alghero. His writings have appeared in “Il Giornale dell'Architettura” He
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Cagliari.

in fact, through the openings. The walls that surround the court
are, in their turn, deliberately impenetrable, only a small door al-
lows the transition from the patio to the outside space, amplify-
ing the level of tension dimensional even the open space is con-
trolled and measured and leaves the outside world creating a
protective dimension. What considerations can be drawn at the
end of this reflection? Certainly not a clear and definitive position.
On the one hand it is undeniable that the conditions that led to
the birth and development of modern architecture are far from
the needs of contemporary society, as it is evident that there is
still a formal proximity at languages that were developed by the
modern movement. In other ways it is evident that contemporary
architecture has definitely taken the road of complexity and mul-
tiple meanings that lead to the dissolution of categories that have
been discussed at the beginning. So in which perspective should
be considered the four buildings that have commented? We
might think of them as bridge-architectures, or better as events
that can read a link between historicized experiences and future
impulses. The conceptual dimension of space, nature, landscape
is currently undergoing radical change, but it is not fully matured
all formal signs that define it, we are in a phase of experimentation
and transition. Marco Atzori
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House in Melides

The House in Melides, on the southern Alentejo Coast, by Pedro
Reis, represents the desire for a holiday house as a getaway from
the bustle of a big city. The client made the unusual decision to
have an architectural competition among three distinct ateliers,
allowing a choice from a wider range of possible solutions. This

winning proposal presents a reading of the “drama” of the natural
countryside, building it on top of a steep hill relatively protected
by the surrounding “rugged topography”.

Inhabiting this site means “founding a place” by means of a “stro-
ng geometric imprint”, achieved by two volumes overlapping in
the shape of a “cross”. The aim of this dialectic strategy is not just
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