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Many ancient as well as modern cultures assign a spiritual value to the uncontami-
nated Nature. In ancient Roman religion the protective spirit of a place was named
Genius Loci. This spiritual entity, in new forms and meanings, has arrived to us also
through 20th century architecture masters like Aalto and Wright, as their works re-
searched the special relation between man's intervention and the natural environ-
ment.

The nowadays tendency of designing integrating building-in-landscape seems to
split into two directions:a building’s integration in the original landscape, or a build-
ing’s re-creation of its own landscape. In order to better analyze this subject, we must
consider general concepts about mankind's intervention on the environment. Such
concepts as artificial opposed to natural, topos, topography and topology, will be
examined in the present issue for a better understanding of the selected projects.
Yet, anything created by men is artificial by definition, and mankind cannot re-create
Nature as it was before his intervention. Thus, a clear separation between artificial
and natural approaches in design — a typical human activity - results difficult. What
is important in this context is the relation between human intervention and Nature.
How does the artificial landscape or building talk to the environment, how does it
stand out by contrast, or follow its lines. In both cases, we must underline how the

artificial project seeks a connection with the natural environment.
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The modification of space by Man since the beginning had to
face and confront itself with the existing elements of the envi-
ronment: with Nature. Humans were beginning the anthropiza-
tion of spaces, on uncontaminated land, according to their
own needs. They soon started to consider Nature with religious
observance: in ancient Roman culture, the environment was
made by a spiritual entity, called Genius Loci, the Genius of the
place. It was the protective spirit of a specific space. Altars and
prayers were dedicated to the Genius, to ensure protection of
that place, of its inhabitants and of their activities.

Many other cultures - in Asia, Africa and America — held the
same venerating approach towards the existing environment:
often, at first the settlers would ask for permission to start
works in order to humanize that place. And, to start works,

a “‘morphological” study of the topos — place, site, in ancient
Greek — was the first necessary step, to observe the forms of
natural structures. With help of geometry and abstraction, the
second step would have been measuring the ground, result-

ing in “topographic” restitution of the land on maps. Later

e &%=z ®_Questioning the “Genius” /Andrea Giannotti

YU, ALEHHAIE RS R E AR E DA NE
VAR, BB i, WEARRREUNTE,

RE— M FIEEREHOHT. BRURES AR, BER
BRSN#H—FXE. B THAILEURETEERNENNE, W01t
EFRLT X TMEMAR BTSRRI, AXFIR, HESHTE
RIAEPRBEFIZY, FEEECHBENFNR KRB EEAR.

AR AR RESHNER, SAEFEEIZMERIR, FBEEE
SHERTENLBRMAEBATERR . BFEOETERZHN
T4, L RMETH AN S AR THARTHR, BOTTI
EREANBB WA X YRR,

BETR, MBS AR, BHEASDHTE
SESNEERTE 2 AR FES, BLRRNs/ TN, BRNT
£ EHSARTERSE. LHNE LENTE TAVNETS

on, through what we call “topology’, we study the relation
between different spaces, their reciprocal connections and
organization, objects and their positions. These topological
studies are the tools we use to analyze the current debate
about natural and artificial in nowadays design.

Throughout his history, thus, mankind often used, reinter-
preted, or abstracted what he found in the uncontaminated
natural environment, as a mean for his own construction
enterprises.

As a mere example of using the natural conditions, the very
first houses were natural caves; by developing further this
‘cave-shelter” idea, entire villages were built by human hands
on mountain cavities, as in Pre-Columbian civilizations in
North America. Man was using, or else taking advantage, of
natural environment's favorable conditions, to build a shelter
for his purposes and needs.

Along with using the environment'’s conditions, when starting
the construction of standing out, aboveground buildings,

mankind was inspired by Nature, by simply reproducing the
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outlines of natural elements: the first columns of any con-
struction were undoubtedly made of wood trunks; and the
stone columns of the Egyptian temples recalled the shape of
palm trees. We can see how the inspiration of Nature moved
the early designed constructions by Man.

Further on, the discipline of geometry, obtained through ab-
straction of forms, slowly in time allowed the construction of
artifacts, or man'’s crafts, whose appearance began to take dis-
tance from reference of natural elements. Some constructions
are uniguely generated by geometrical, abstract elements,
movement and composition: a straight wall, a smooth surface,
a perfect circle or a perfect square. The Egyptian pyramids

are a perfect example. Abstract is something not natural, not
publicly belonging to the realm of the creation before men.
Let's take now in consideration the works of Victor Horta, Alvar
Aalto, Frank Lloyd Wright. Aimost all of their buildings spoke a
singular specific language, yet every architecture critic agreed
to define them “organic”, or anyway related, inspired, strictly
tied with an organism, with Nature. Le Corbusier also referred
to the North shores of France for his horizontality and verti-

cality balance studies. These references indicated the special

FRENRWNSTHE, £, ANTTH12135F
Temple of Karnak in Luxor, Egypt, BC 1213
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sensitivity of the architect towards the natural environment.
These buildings speak with Nature; they play with natural ele-
ments, either including them in the picture(the forest surround-
ing Aalto’s Finnish works, the forest and waterfall in Wright's
Kauffman House, and the tree enclosed by white walls in Cor-
busier's Esprit Nouveau Pavilion); or abstracting and revisiting
their outlines(the sinuous lines of Horta's stairs and columns,
the curved and folded wood surfaces of Aalto, and the styl-
ized lines in Wright's compositions of structure and space).
On the other hand, their works are well above ground, and
anyway made of plain, straight and smooth surfaces: walls,
roofs, windows. Their design follows the rules of abstrac-

tion and geometry. In works like the Kauffman House or Villa
Mairea, the masters were playing by subtle contrast, juxtaposi-
tion between the artifact’s lines and surfaces, and the sur-
rounding Nature. Following its lines and standing out.in con-
trast, at the same time: an ambivalent approach, apparently.
What they were doing, evidently in the out-of-the-city proj-
ects, was again guestioning the “Genius Loci”. The architects
would observe, ask, listen to the spirit of the place, and then

would collect inspirations and design solutions to produce a
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distinctive, unique design, unique certainly for their mastering
art, yet also for the uniqueness of the site.

Nowadays tendencies are bound to this storyline. The distinc-
tion between natural and artificial approaches in design is
however not well defined, and perhaps it should be not so:
design is of course an artificial modification of space. Nature
only enters in the relational part of the discourse. What's the
relation of nowadays architecture design towards the natural
context, what towards the morphology of the terrain, or the
existing landscape? The selected projects give some possible
answers to the question.

One tendency is to insert the artifact inside the natural
context, to blur it in the environment. Opposite of super-im-
posing it over ground, it is by adapting and conforming to the
natural terrain that the building participates to the surround-
ing, blending colors, materials and surfaces, recreating ground
for plants and grass, green slopes or water pools. Almost
hiding itself mimetically in the environment.

The first three projects show this intention: the La Antigua
Interpretation and Welcome Center is materially inserted in

the existing green slope, revealing itself only by the glass

P FIKRE - PSR AR E AT K, ZEREYER
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Johnson Wax Corporation Building by Frank Lloyd Wright
WI, USA, 1939
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facade and the roof skylights; the Structures in the Slope near
Bozen is similarly hidden in the mountain side, displaying two
straight facade walls and green rooftops, thus by far visible
only as a pair of walled terraces; the Almadenes Canyon Inter-
pretation Center shows a clear concrete pavement and a steel
structure over it, replicating the surrounding terrain in color
and forms, while the building lies beneath.

Following this design approach of inserting the functional
spaces in the ground, the Ktima House in Antiparos adds one
peculiar feature: its fragmented facade wall in pure white
color, that plays in contrast with the landscape, making the in-
tervention undoubtedly recognizable. Pushing this idea even
further, the House on the Cliff distinguishes itself from the
surrounding by a slanted curvy roof-facade in grey tiles, in evi-
dent contrast with the green and rocky cliff. Yet, the house’s
living spaces are well inserted in the ground, so we can still
define them as “underground” spaces, especially when com-
pared with the surrounding above-ground buildings.

The opposite tendency is to re-create the surrounding envi-
ronment on the visible surfaces of an aboveground, standing

out building. The relation with Nature here is of a different
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&= Werkendam#y Biesboschi #1118
Biesbosch Museum in Werkendam, the Netherlands
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type: the artifact is clearly separated from the ground, and it
catches attention by this evident division; yet, it replicates and
recreates the forms of Nature on itself, establishing an artificial
continuity with the environment.

Zeimuls Creative Services Center is a complex of buildings,
above ground and separated from it, with facades on all

sides and open air areas and passages; as a unifying element
binding all the volumes together, it carries a faceted concrete
slab covered with grass. The Biesbosch Museum renovates an
existing structure that had a geometrical clustered floor plan,
much similar to the “structuralist — organic” approach diffused
in the 1970s in the Netherlands; yet again the renovation rede-
fines the volumes by a total-covering grass surface, so that the
building disappears in the landscape, displaying its artificiality
only by the pyramidal outlines and triangular glass windows.
The conceptual strategy of the Chongqing Taoyuanju Com-
munity Center, a building complex far larger than the previous
ones, is to adapt the building concrete structure to the site’s
valley: the structure is visually connected to the mountain
sides by the green on the horizontal surfaces, terraces and
roofs, while the vertical ones, walls and pillars, display the
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nude concrete work, in contrast with the surrounding.

An interesting and different concept is displayed by the Kato-
wice International Conference Center: here the huge squared
building body is broken up by a urban passage, running over
and inside the Conference Center's atrium, and the cover-

ing of the passage is a series of green slopes and streams
open air pathways, so it results that the “green valley” effect
would win over the artificial body of the building, like after
an earthquake, as the sign of natural forces on man'’s design.
But the most extreme case of “artificial re-creating natural”, in
this project selection, is the Harbin Opera House in northern
China: the geometrically curved lines of its huge covering
surface recall the slow movement of the glaciers, like gigantic
ice tongues. It is just one of the possible interpretation of its
design, still, consistently with our discourse, we could say that
this building complex definitely takes distance from the sur-
rounding landscape, it is recognizable as an artifact, but tends
to replicate the sinuous lines of Nature, like glaciers, rivers or
caves, typical of the region.

The relation of the architecture with Nature, in these cases, is
not of “hiding in", but consistently with its man-made origin,
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the construction displays the artificial elements. That is why
we could call this approach “artificial”; although it still intends
to connect with the natural environment.

Considering these two tendencies in design, we realize that
in both cases the building, being made by human hands for
human purposes, is always built to be seen by humans. One
explaining example for this observation is the Chichu Art
Museum in Naoshima. Tadao Ando produced a completely
underground museum, visible only at the surface through a
series of skylights. These skylights are of abstract geometrical
shapes: square, triangle and circle. The museum hides itself
entirely inside the hill, but when about to reveal itself, it does
it through the most abstract geometrical figures.

All of the selected projects hold the same approach: modi-
fying the land, inserting the rooms underground or above
ground, seeking continuity with Nature, and yet declaring
their belonging to the human artifacts by portions of geo-
metrical elements: a white straight wall, a glass surface, an
overhanging volume, slices of hard concrete, pure geometri-
cal figures, and even faceted geometries which replicate the

neighboring landscape. An artificial re-creation of the natural

FIETWmBE TP ERE, BX, 20045
Chichu Art Museum by Tadao Ando in Kagawa, Japan, 2004
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creation. It may appear ambiguous, but if we frapne these
examples within the area of things “created by Man inspired
by Nature’, it all could become consistent.

A verse from Alexander Pope, British poet of the 18th century,
recalled the connection between artificial design and natural
context. He invited Earl of Burlington, to “consult the genius
of the place in all”, because he will guide the Earl’s hand while
designing the landscape. In facts, consulting the Genius
would make landscape design always adapted to the natural
site, being its first protector.

Consulting the “Genius Loci” is what these recent projects

are yet again doing. The response of course is different case
by case, it belongs to the specific relation of that place with
that architect and that client, and in broader scope, with that
cultural background and sensitivity.

Itis not important to differentiate between natural and arti-
ficial approaches. Instead, it is important to underline that all
of these projects seek a relation, a tie, a connection with the
existing context. They all study the relation of the artificial in-
tervention onto the natural environment. As it was important

in ancient times, so it is today. Andrea Giannotti
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Structures in the Slope

As a working with the existing lynchets, with natural stone
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or a dwelling house for a young viticulturist.

The building is developed from the area - from the wine-
growing landscape above the monastery Novacella, which is
in the young vintner's possession. The building will be part of
the existing cultivated landscape, with its lynchets and natural
stone walls. It is a continuation of the differences in altitude
and the terracing, a continuation of the already existing natu-
ral stone masonries, and an integration with this.

Two parallel walls are a play with distances and materials; on

the one hand a typical stone masonry in the wine growing
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