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6 | Introduction

At an early age, Mario Botta already showed
a special interest for architecture and the
arts. This may be seen in his first work as a
technical draftsman and his studies at the Liceo
Artistico in Milan. His youthful apprenticeship
came to an end when he received his degree
in architecture at the University of Venice and
began his collaborations in the offices of Le
Corbusier and Louis Kahn. The choice of these
two studios is hardly casual: at this early stage,
Botta had decided to learn from two of the
great masters of modern architecture. Their
teachings would become reference points in

his professional career.
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This influence by rationalism, however, will

not cause the Swiss architect to forget his
sensitivity for place, topographical conditions,
and native building techniques. These features
make up a basic part of his vision and are
largely what fuse modernity and tradition in his

work.

All of Mario Botta’s projects, from the design of
clocks, passing through the small one-family
homes in the Alpine region of Ticino, and on to
the large museums such as the San Francisco
MOMA, are subtended by one and the same
determination: reconciling geometry, order,
and function with imagination, symbolism, and

poetry.
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8 | San Francisco Museum of Modern Art

Location: 151 Third Street, San Francisco,
California, USA

Date of construction: 1992~1995

Photography: Pino Musi, Robert Canfield

Dropping the museum into a space already
containing three very tall buildings led to the
design of a project that is formally peculiar. It
stands out because of the power of the image
yet defies comparison with its immediate
environment. Point zero found the architect
and the clients setting three clear aims: natural
lighting, in the first place, must predominate
in spite of the unfavorable facade-surface
relation. To satisfy this need, the idea came
about of a skylight system that would figure
in almost every exhibition room. The result
would be diffuse natural light, the ideal setting
for works of art. Aim two: the facades needed
to be homogeneous and still stimulate visitors
to go in and walk around the incredible
installations. Textured brickwork provided the
answer for one part of the edifice; the blending
of two types of marble was agreed for the
remaining part. This brings about a coherent
exterior aesthetic that is both attractive and
unique. Final objective: a unifying interior
image will be generated to harmonize the
different parts of the museum: to carry this out,
they restricted the array of materials that go

into the final figuration of facings.
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14 | Chapel of Saint Mary of the Angels
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Location: Alpe Foppa, Monte Tamaro,
Ticino, Switzerland

Date of construction: 1992~1996

Photographers: Enrico Cano, Pino Musi

ITALY

The chapel is located at the exit of the
funicular railway linking the mountain localities
of Rivera and Alpe Foppa. It is a project that
came out of the commission given to Botta
by the owner of these installations. Emerging
from the mountain through the 65-meter long
viaduct, one reaches a lookout point which
has a set of steps that lead down the roof
to the hermitage. A bell seated in a metallic
structure marks the beginning of the stairs and
anticipates the chapel’s placement, hidden
away by the difference in grade. Cylindrical
in shape, the chapel, which is 15 meters in
diameter, is divided into a tripartite plan. Two
of these rooms are perimeter walkways; the
other forms the central nave. At one end of
the cylinder is a small apse with a skylight that
inundate the place with natural light. The artist
Enzo Cucchi was commissioned to paint a
large mural behind the altar and some panels
that were then located on the lateral window
aisles. Cucchi was also responsible for the
decoration of the vaulted ceiling of the central

part and the drawings in the entrance gallery.
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