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‘The city is a totality that constructs itself and in which all 
elements participate in forming the âme de la cité.’

- A. Rossi, 1982

Introduction

The three cases which are investi-
gated during the case studies, form a 
series of comparable projects where 
the traces of typological evolution are 
unfolded. By a detailed urban and 
architectonical analysis these cases are 
exemplary for the understanding of 
the qualities of the residential architec-
ture of Centro Antico and their origin 
within the fabric of the city. 

The obtained knowledge of the 
research is used to be translated into 
a design in which the cultural-his-
torical aspects of Centro Antico are 
transformed in a coherent design with 
contemporary ideals. With this design, 
the potential of the present building 
structures is further investigated and 
will act as catalysator for a modern 
intervention. 

This thesis concerns an investigation 
on the typological characteristics of 
the built environment of Naples’ 
Greek-Roman city centre. The city 
itself contains a rich history in which 
each different time period leaves their 
traces across the landscape. The place 
where these traces find their origin 
is in Centro Antico, the historic city 
centre. 

The Greek urban plan for Naples was 
the first real intervention in order to 
create a liveable environment for its 
inhabitants. The typomorphological 
analysis that follows finds its origin 
during this period, and jumps in dif-
ferent noticeable and important stages 
that proceed from there. This analysis 
goes hand-in-hand with the typological 
analysis of the dwelling structures. A 
logical sequence of evolution of the 
residential buildings demonstrate how 
and why the present building struc-
tures in the historic city centre contain 
their current forms. 
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What are the characteristics of the Neapolitan dwelling type and how do 
the residential typologies represent themselves within the framework of 

the building block in Centro Antico?

Research question

With this research, the historic centre 
of Napoli is investigated on the scale 
of the resident. Where Naples knows 
many transformations during its rich 
historical past, the oldest and most 
significant part of history finds itself 
within the borders of Centro Antico. 

Where the urban form can largely 
be traced back to Greek times, the 
architectonic scale is often fragmented 
and hides several layers. The question 
remains on how these layers represent 
and transformed themselves into the 
built environment we see today. 

In order to specify the research ques-
tion the following sub-questions define 
the aspects for the overall analysis:

- What underlying structures deter-
mine the boundaries of the dwelling 
types?
- Which residential types can be dis-
tinguished?
- What are the typological aspects of 
the Neapolitan dwellings?
- What is the relationship between the 
dwellings and the urban tissue?
- How can typological basetypes be 
distinguished and implemented in the 
existing structures?
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theoretical research

general

literature research
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application

conclusion

location-specific

case studies

research question

Research method

By gaining more and more knowledge, 
the research obtains a better direction 
for the specification of the research 
question. It is because of this fact, that 
the research question was slightly al-
tered on various moments during the 
research, further guiding the eventual 
findings. By using the method of case 
studies, a new dimension was given 
to the research and helped in gain-
ing more in-depth knowledge of the 
current building structures of Centro 
Antico. These case studies, together 
with the previous findings in literature, 
eventually led to a possibility to set up 
the boundaries for the design assign-
ment. 

The translation of the research into a 
design proved to be quite a challenge, 
yet by understanding the city by the 
prior conducted research, a typolog-
ical framework of the dwellings in 
Centro Antico offered a handhold in 
defining the design principles. The 
next challenge was to find a fitting 
application of this framework, and to 
integrate the research by doing so. 

Eventually, the reflection shows if 
the link between research and design 
could be made and discuss the pros 
and cons of the project as a whole.

Throughout the course of the project, 
a structured definition of the research 
method helped in guiding the needed 
actions which should be taken. After 
the definition of the first research 
question, an initial theoretical research 
could be conducted. By defining the 
boundaries of my research, in this 
case the residential architecture of 
Centro Antico, the research started of 
with the review of the content of the 
first chapter, namely a broader histor-
ical analysis of the city centre. With 
the use of the research of the previous 
group (studio Napoli I) and a large 
range of available sources, the re-
search could be split up between gen-
eral research and the more location 
specific analysis. The main source for 
information was the already available 
literature, which then in turn prepared 
the content for the second and third 
chapter, the more in-depth analysis of 
the origin of the building types for the 
area and their typological evolutional 
process. The theories of G. Caniggia 
regarding the origin and the interpre-
tation of basic buildings were mainly 
used in order to define the research. 
Together with the books of L. Savar-
ese and the methods of analysis used 
in these books, helped a great deal in 
reconstructing the old city centre and 
understanding its urban and architec-
tural forms.
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1.0.1-1.0.4
Evolution of Centro Antico 16th-20th century  

1. The typomorphological evolution of Centro Antico

This chapter reviews on how the first 
settlements of the New City formed 
the base for all developments there-
after. On a typomorphological scale, 
the urban fabric of Centro Antico 
reveals a great deal of information 
regarding the first planned building 
blocks of the city. Throughout history, 
there are several important milestones 
which indicate considerable changes 
in the development of the city centre. 
Where building types and their corre-
sponding typologies evolve, the urban 
tissue reacts in a certain manner and 
during these turning points in histo-
ry, the many layers of Centro Antico 
formed themselves into the structures 
which are visible today.

The series of milestones begins with 
the formation of the Greek settle-
ments, which relatively quickly trans-
formed into a Roman city, with its 
corresponding architectural forms. Re-
markable is, that its urban tissue was 
not greatly altered, and by not doing 
so, the initial geometric plan of Naples 
was able to keep its initial entity. It is 
because of this conservative approach, 
which was practiced for a great deal 
during the development of the city, 
that such quantity of historical layers is 
still visible today.

Because of the lack of expansion in 
the centuries leading to the Middle 
Ages, the morphing of the city centre 
was a result of for a great deal religious 
factors. It is during this time that the 
densification process firstly causes 
the urban tissue to be altered and the 
initial urban grid to fade or building 
blocks to combine. 

The next important turning point for 
the urban and architectural forms 
occurs during the Renaissance, where 
the city centre is largely demolished, 
yet on its existing structures a new 
building type emerges; the palazzo. 
This period is defining for the forma-
tion of the Centro Antico of today, as 
it determines the ground stones for 
the development of the ages thereaf-
ter. It is namely during the Baroque 
and the ages after, that further densifi-
cation of the city centre causes anoth-
er shift in typologies of the residential 
architecture. 

This chapter briefly discusses these 
turning points in history and explains 
on how the city centre shows its histor-
ical layers, both on an urban as on an 
architectural scale.

B. Capasso, Napoli Greco-Romana

18-05-2020
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1.1.1
Map of the Greek urban grid 1. https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Decumani_di_Napoli

2.  Savarese, L. (1991). Il Centro Antico di Napoli - Analisi delle Trasformazioni Urbane, p. 24
3.  Gorman, V.B. (n.d.). Miletos, the Ornament of Ionia: A history of the City of 400 B.C.

1.1 Napoli Greco-Romana

The Greek urban grid

Within the ancient walls of Neapolis, 
the Greek settlers envisioned a clear 
urban layout for the newly built colo-
ny. The grid that was projected upon 
the newly inhabited land was already 
revolutionary in their sense as it divid-
ed the tissue into a clear geometrical 
essence, while also taking into account 
the geographical context as to provide 
an orientation which caused the rain-
water to travel from north to south, 
towards the sea. 

The city plan was divided in 3 axis im-
pelling from west to east, the so-called 
decumani in later Roman terms. 
These roads were parallel to the coast-
line, allowing the perpendicular roads 
(stenopoi)1 to maintain a straight line 
towards the sea. Within these multiple 
axis, the building block was shaped 
and its basic rectangular form allowed 
it to house multiple residences. Ideal-
ly, such a rectangular building block 
would measure 190x35m, and provide 
space for 24 Greek dwellings2. The 
space between such building blocks 
were between 3 and 5 metres, depend-
ing on the type of dwelling.

The  first  known  Greek urban  
planner  is  Hippodamos  of  Miletos.  
He  is  known  for  his  geometri-
cal  placed  streets, which became a 
refined, standardized street layout in 
Greek times throughout the Mediter-
ranean and Black sea. Despite its clear 
geometrical form and function, there 
were some issues in the beginning, as 
the organically grown cities created a 
natural defense system of confusing 
the enemy, and the unclear structure 
of the urban plan worked disorientat-
ing3.

The  grid  that  was  used  to  estab-
lish  Neapolis,  contained  a  lot  of  
overlapping theories of Hippodamus. 
The core of the city was used for  
gatherings,  have  discussions,  trade  
goods  and  more  important  for 
religion. Temples and more important 
political buildings were build around 
the square in the middle. These were 
surrounded by housing  for  the  rich  
and  important  people.  The  outer  
residents  were  for  the  common  
people. 
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The Roman era

In comparison with the attitude of the 
Greeks towards what makes a city, the 
Romans are far more materialistic. 
The (public) buildings reflect the peo-
ple living in the city, it shows a kind of 
prestige. These buildings and its loca-
tions reflect the political, economic, 
social and religious functions of a city4.

Monuments and important areas that, 
among other elements, were intro-
duced during this period were the spa-
tial organisation of the Roman Forum, 
Temple of Dioscuri, the theather and 
the chariot race arena comparable to 
the Circus Maximus just outside the 
city walls. Despite the change of the 
built environment, the city itself did 
not expand much. During the Roman 
reign, the urban fabric of the city was

for a large part not altered and the 
organisation of the urban tissue was 
respected as it was already layed 
out. The available space for Roman 
residential architecture was filled in 
with the building type of the Roman 
domus. In the nearby Roman city of 
Pompei, a large number of compara-
ble ruins were discovered, and with 
educated guesses the hypothesis was 
confirmed on how these Roman hous-
es would be placed within the insula.

The terms which are now used to 
describe the typomorphological 
elements of the city (like decumani 
or hinges of the insulae), are Roman 
terms which overruled the before-es-
tablished Greek terms.

4. Owens, E. J. (1991). The city in the Greek and Roman world

1.1.2
Reconstructive image of Roman Naples



22 23

1.2.1
Medieval Naples coastline view

1.2 Napoli Medievali

The residential architecture in relation 
the urban tissue of the Middle Ages 
was a result of the building further 
upon existing structures of predecess-
ing foundations. The typology of the 
medieval houses of Centro Antico 
‘mutated’ into multi-family housing 
units by the vertical expansion of the 
city. The houses which were mostly 
present during this time were the 
characteristic Gothic terraced houses5. 
These types reminds one of the Arab 
Souk and Foundouk which in their 
turn had a public plinth, with a pri-
vate courtyard. (see images 1.2.2 and 
1.2.3). The morphology of the inner 
city changed as the building blocks 
tended to overlap and connect, caus-
ing the Greek grid to fade and creating 
new hinges within the city, together 
with the formation of new roads.

The ages of religious expansion

With only little expansion outside the 
existing Greek-Roman city walls, the 
urban tissue of Centro Antico itself 
changed considerably because of the 
religious influence which resulted in 
the erection of a multifold of churches 
and monasteries. Because of the large 
number of these religious elements, 
the interior of the pre-existing rectan-
gular building blocks changed drasti-
cally. The grain and scale of some of 
these monuments caused some insulas  
to merge in order to provide enough 
space for these edifices. This meant 
for the residential architecture to 
become a secondary entity within the 
urban tissue of the inner city, function 
and spatial organisation-wise. This in 
turn caused the first mayor densifica-
tion process of Centro Antico, result-
ing in these shifting typologies.

5. Schröder, U. (2016). Neapolis, p.38

1.2.2
Painting of an Arab Souk

1.2.3
Arab Foundouk Haddadine
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1.3.1
Map of Naples during the Renaissance

1.3 Napoli Reniscamenti

elements resulting from previous 
typological evolutions regarding the 
Roman domus such as the vestibule 
and the courtyard. The reconstructive 
drawing below illustrates on how the 
urban tissue in relation to this ‘new’ 
building type would form the overall 
morphology of the city centre. Large 
scale edifices with corresponding in-
ner spaces resulted in a more geomet-
rical organised city in contrary to the 
medieval built environment. These 
structures are what lie at the base for 
the further development of Centro 
Antico and can be traced back to the 

A defining time period

The Italian late Renaissance, also 
known as the rise of the aristocrats 
within Naples as they claimed their 
residences within Centro Antico, is 
the most important era in regard to 
the typomorphological evolution of 
Centro Antico. When the city became 
subjected to the Spanish reign in the 
beginning of the 16th century, the city 
was able to expand beyond its existing 
city walls, allowing a residential aswell 
as a military expansion to expand the 
borders of Naples itself. With expan-
sion on mainly the south- and west-
side of the city including the Spanish 
military quarter, Centro Antico was 
able to drastically transform aswell. 
Only the noble and wealthy families 
with higher social status were for a 
large part able to reside in the city cen-
tre. Using existing foundations and the 
partly disformed urban tissue of the 
Middle Ages, the inner city was largely 
demolished in order to provide hous-
ing for the families. It is in this time, 
that Naples’ city centre is introduced 
with the Palazzo. This building type 
provided the residence for Naples’ 
high society and was able to ideally oc-
cupy four original building plots within 
an insula. These palazzi came in many 
shapes and sizes, yet always contained 
the main primary

1.3.2
Reconstructive map of 16th century Centro Antico
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1.4.1
upper image: Pianta del comune di Napoli. 1872-1880
lower image: G. Carafa, duca di Noja, Pianta di Napoli, 1775

1.4 Napoli dal Barocco ai tempi moderni 

For present day Centro Antico, the 
result of  around 400 years of constant 
change and transformation results in 
a cacophony of building structures. 
Because of the dense tissue of Centro 
Antico and the transformed dwellings, 
the living conditions are often far from 
ideal for the residents. The transfor-
mational process of the city has led 
to the over-use of existing structures, 
were the problem over overconserva-
tion that Italy faces is clearly visible.

The ages of densification

Starting in the 17th century, the cen-
turies of densification of the city into 
the environment present today started 
to take form. As the families left their 
palazzi in the city centre, these build-
ings gradually transformed into mul-
ti-family housing units. The already 
dense city centre was in the centuries 
after subjected to an ever progressive 
process of transformation and densi-
fication. During the Baroque period, 
it was not only the vertical expansion 
which were responsible for the den-
sification process, but, as visible on 
the maps to the left, also the building 
block expansion and formation of new 
tissue. As courtyards were diminished, 
streets became narrower and layers of 
building floor were stacked upon each 
other, the present building typologies 
of the palazzo transformed simultane-
ously. 

Despite the large city expansions dur-
ing the French domination in the early 
18th century, the transformation of 
Centro Antico kept resulting in further 
densification. A similar process of 
densification which happened in Cen-
tro Antico is also visible in the Spanish 
Quarter, where the blocco con cortile 
faces similar transformations within 
the building plot.

1.4.2
A transformed former portal entrance
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Evolution of the Neapolitan city blocks in relation to the building fabric - Author’s drawing (based on C. Cirillio) 
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2.0.1
Evolution of the Neapolitan city blocks in relation to the building fabric

N

2. The typological evolution of the residential architecture

Yet, because of the fact that the city 
of Naples was founded in the 5th 
century BC as a Greek colony, their 
prior knowledge of building type 
and urban planning determined on 
how the built environment of Naples 
was shaped. Already implementing a 
strict grid structure and incorporating 
their knowledge and understanding 
of the necessary building types which 
should be an element of a city, the 
first dwellings were already subjected 
to a planned design for the insulae. 
Dividing the building block into equal 
plots of roughly 15x17,5m, the Greek 
dwellings followed a certain type of 
the courtyard house, the their inter-
pretation type of the ‘oikos’. Pictured 
below, an example is shown on how 
these dwellings might have looked 
like, where the multiple cells around 
the courtyard determine the bounda-
ries for the plot.

This chapter functions as a follow-up 
on the review of the different time pe-
riods of the previous chapter. Which 
factors actually were of influence for 
the dwelling development itself? The 
book ‘Interpreting basic buildings’ 
by Gianfranco Caniggia) discusses 
on how such an urban fabric and its 
buildings find their origins, and how 
these buildings set out the boundaries 
for further evolution.

‘Buildings, or individual objects in 
their entirety forming ‘what is built’, 
are the ‘manifestation’ of the typo-
logical process. Once the concept of 
‘type’ has been asserted, the objective 
existence of type is given by each man-
made construction, which has to exist 
in a period of time and start to exist 
in a moment in time; it has to occupy 
and/or encompass one single moment 
and one physical place.’ (G. Caniggia, 
p. 53).

According to Caniggia’s theories, 
buildings and their typological pro-
cesses derive from the origin of a so-
called ‘base type’. Using Italian cities 
as the foundation for his research, the 
identification for such a base-type can 
be traced back for any urban fabric. 
This base-type is shaped as a ‘mo-
no-cellular’ house, meaning it derives 
back to the most basic of types.

2.0.2
Greek dwelling (oikos)
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This meant for the typologies to fol-
low the principles of the Greek oikos, 
which contained important elements 
such as the courtyard. 

The Roman domus, which occupied 
two initial building plots, showed 
similar features like its predecessors, 
yet its floor plan layout expanded the 
principles in a more clear definition 
of the present spaces. The transfor-
mational process of this model caused 
the buildings to obtain multiple 
purposes, such as shops on the rooms 
bordering the building plot. The 
multi-purpose use of the residential 
buildings is a feature which devel-
oped onto the Middle ages, where 
the gothic, terraced houses showed 
similar features like their predecessors 
like the courtyard of the shops. These 
multi-family housing units caused the 
building block to densify greatly and 
expand vertically as inwards. The last 
model shows how the Renaissance 
palazzi changed the structures with-
in the insula, occupying four initial 
building plots. In this chapter, the 
features of the Renaissance typological 
translations are further discussed as to 
gain understanding in how elements 
like the vestibule, atrium or courtyard 
gained their importance and in which 
forms they occurred in the residential 
architecture of the city.

The building type which currently 
dominates the urban tissue of Cen-
tro Antico, is called the ‘blocco con 
cortile’. The courtyard in this sense 
has always been an important element 
within the building typologies of Cen-
tro Antico. Within every time period 
of the history of Naples, the inner spa-
tial features and organisation revolved 
around the same type of centralization 
of inner spaces which functioned as 
a place of gathering. The different 
elements which were already present 
in the Greek base-type, were subjected 
to constant typological change and 
redefinement.

The drawing on the right page displays 
a hypothethical model according to 
proven theories and reconstructive 
models of Centro Antico. In this 
model, the insula retains its original 
dimensions, and in this way provided 
the borders and boundaries for the 
building plots which contained the 
dwellings. Starting off with the theories 
of Caniggia, the first model shows how 
the mono-cellular dwellings were fitted 
into the boundaries of the plots. Yet, 
because Naples originated as a Greek 
settlement, the building development 
was likely to have progressed to a level 
were the new buildings of the city were 
better equipped and designed, which 
is shown in the second model. 

2.0.3
Evolution of the building block from domus elementare to palazzo
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2.1.1
Le domus elementare in Naples by G. Caniggia

2.1 From Domus Elementare to Renaissance palazzo

typologies. With the small diagram 
pictured below, the further develop-
ment of these building types is visu-
alized. Gradually throughout time, as 
the city and the number of its inhab-
itants grew, the densification of the 
building plots resulted in the change 
of a single-family unit to a multi-family 
unit. The plot was gradually built up 
with more cells, yet the presence of 
a courtyard/vegetable garden stayed 
within the typological elements of the 
building type.

One century after the foundation of 
Neapolis, the city became an ally of 
the Roman empire, which had a large 
influence on the built environment 
of Naples itself. The Romans name-
ly had their own ideals, norms and 
values, which also translated itself into 
the cities urban forms and architectur-
al expression. In regard to the residen-
tial architecture of the city, a change 
occurred within the boundaries of the 
already set-up building block restric-
tions of the Greek urban grid. From 
the domus elementare and its evolu-
tions, the Roman domus was different 
from its Greek predecessor. Instead 
of an organic evolution of cells within 
the building plot, the Roman domus 
occupied twice as much space within 
the building block and had a strict 
floor plan layout.

The base-type which Caniggia men-
tions in his book, also translates for 
Naples into the domus elementare. 
The drawings on the left show us how 
this building type was implemented 
into the urban fabric of the city. Every 
plot was completed in similar fashion, 
with the ‘cells’ on the northern side of 
the domain. This resulted in the rest 
of the space to be used as a courtyard 
and/or vegetable garden. The orien-
tation was chosen presumably so the 
buildings would face the south side 
and additionally, a better orientation 
for the garden itself.

As briefly mentioned in the previous 
chapter, this type lies at the base for 
further development of the building 

2.1.2
Different models for the evolution of the mo-
no-cellular house, G. Caniggia
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began to take shape. With only few 
expansions at the time, the city centre 
transformed heavily with the introduc-
tion of large-scale religious entities. 
Already mentioned in chapter 1, the 
typology of the residential architecture 
of the Middle Ages had distinctive 
forms. The gothic, terraced houses6 

with features that reminds one of the 
arab Foundouk, rules the city image at 
the time. The use of public functions 
in the plinth and a private courtyard 
is a principle which was translated 
from the Greek and Roman typolo-
gies. A new feature was the vertical 
expansion of the city and the fading 
of clear building block borders. The 
strictness of the Greek grid which was 
respected by the Romans, tended to 
become obscured during the Middle 
Ages. Overlapping these boundaries, 
the densification of the city resulted in 
often unpleasant and unsanitary living 
conditions. In an effort to solve these 
problems, the aristocrats of the Re-
naissance caused the large reformation 
of the city centre by demolishing the 
largest part of the built environment, 
and using their foundations to build 
their own residences, the so-called 
‘palazzo’. This building type is what 
defined Centro Antico to what it is 
today, and in turn used preceding ty-
pologies to define its own boundaries 
within the plots.

Written out by Vitruvius in ‘The ten 
books on Architecture’, the typology 
of the Roman domus follows a dis-
tinct floor plan layout with each room 
carefully designed with its own desig-
nation. Deriving from Greek architec-
ture, with the implementation of the 
peristilium for example, the Roman 
domus transformed these elements in 
their own manner. Pictured below is 
a ruin in Pompei with some distinct 
elements like the impluvium and the 
peristilium still visible. Important for 
the next step in the transformation-
al process is the introduction of the 
following concepts: rebasification, 
insulisation and tabernisation. The 
shifting of typologies of the residential 
architecture was a result of further 
densification of the city. Unable or not 
willing to expand the city beyond its 
established borders, the densification 
process leading up to the Middle Ages

2.1.3
Ruins of a Roman domus in Pompei, with the 
impluvium visible in the front

6. Schröder, U. (2016). Neapolis, p.38

2.1.4
From left to right: the evolution of the domus elementare until the Renaissance palazzo 
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2.2.1
Marcus Vitruvius Pollio

2.2 The Italian Renaissance interpretation of Vitruvian ideals

In this chapter, the interpretations of 
Vitruvian texts and the personal trans-
lations of five Renaissance architects 
and architectural theorist is discussed 
as a result of a review of the 1992 
article ‘Architects read Vitruvius: Re-
naissance interpretations of the atrium 
of the ancient house’ by L. Pellecchia. 
Focussing mainly on the interpreta-
tion of the typology of the atrium, the 
translations of spatial organisation 
and relations between spaces prove to 
be divergent for each one of the five 
architects; Leon Battista Alberti, Fra 
Giovanni Giaconco, Giovanni Battista 
da Sangallo, Fransesco di Giorgio and 
renowned architect Andrea Palladio.

With the information obtained from 
this article, the basic principles can 
be translated back to the formation of 
Naples’ Centro Antico. The building 
type of the palazzo and its specific ty-
pological elements can thus be catego-
rised in order to analyse the city centre 
on a typological scale. With recog-
nizable architectural principles of the 
palazzo, the origin of its architectural 
form is explained which lies at the 
base for the current composition of 
the built environment. Furthermore, 
its current forms, which are a result 
of centuries of further transformation, 
can be made more clear as we know 
the origin of the blocco con cortile.

This chapter reviews the formation 
of the built environment of Italy 
during the Renaissance, specifically 
the design principles for the palazzo. 
For Naples’ old city centre, the Re-
naissance brought it the introduction 
of the aristocratic palazzo, a result of 
the transformational process after the 
Middle Ages.

‘The city of which we now see the 
latest and contingent results, was born 
largely in the 15th century’. (I. Ferra-
ro, 2001)

The Italian Renaissance was a pe-
riod where a significant number of 
architects and architectural theorist 
would reinterpret the Roman building 
principles regarding the residential 
architecture of the domus. Translating 
this into the at that time contemporary 
residential architecture proved to be 
difficult in the means that the infor-
mation which was available, would 
largely be obtained by texts of Vit-
ruvius, and the scarce discoveries of 
Roman ruins which would not define 
the entire collection of information 
sufficient enough to create homoge-
neous typologies within the frame of 
elements which are fundamental for 
the palazzo. 
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2.2.2
Plan of the Pompeian atrium house

Vitruvius and the Pompeian house

Vitruvius’ de Architectura was one of 
the only available sources which would 
describe the principles of classical 
Roman architecture to later genera-
tions. About 1500 years later, these 
texts would underlie the principles of 
Renaissance architecture in Italy. One 
of the most important interpretations 
was that of the Roman atrium, which 
would lead to varying translations into 
the courtyard, a vestibule, a domed 
sala of even a bisilica. The level of 
difficulty in which the Vitruvian texts 
were written and the sometimes lack 
of translation knowledge led to these 
varying design choices at the time. 

On the left, a contemporary and ac-
curate floor plan layout of the Roman 
domus is pictured, as a result of the 
discoveries of the city of Pompei in 
combination with the translations of 
Vitruvius’ texts. With Pompei being 
discovered only in 1748, the archi-
tecture of the Renaissance 200 years 
prior had no access to the information 
which the ancient Roman city has to 
offer.

‘Modern archaeology, especially of 
Pompeii, permits the definition of 
the form and function of the atrium 
of the Roman house with an accuracy 
impossible in the Renaissance. The 
classic atrium of the Pompeian house 
was a rectangular room with an open-
ing in its roof (compluvium) through 
which rain- water fell to be collected 
in a basin in the floor (impluvium). A 
modern reconstruction of Vitruvius’s 
Roman house based on the findings 
at Pompeii shows that one entered 
a vestibule (vestibulum) that led into 
a narrow passageway (fauces), which 
opened directly into the atrium. On 
axis with the en- trance was the tab-
linum, a large room opened nearly 
the width of the atrium.’ (Pellecchia, 
1992).

With Vitruvius using the terms ‘atri-
um’ and ‘cavum aedium’ interchange-
ably, the confusion to the reader was 
the actual definition of these spaces, 
as the descriptive nature of these 
terms varied in order to elaborate the 
definition. 
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That Alberti’s understanding of 
Roman building principles was revo-
lutionary during the time, also shows 
in his designs. Pictured below is and 
example of Palazzo Rucellai, where he 
incorporated the only just discovered 
Roman wall building expression of 
the opus reticulatum in a 15th century 
palazzo. The principles of antiquity 
were not just limited to the spatial 
layout, but also expanded through the 
means of architectural expression. 

Leon Battista Alberti

Alberti was the only quattrocento 
writer and architect to understand that 
the terms ‘atrium’ and ‘cavum aedium’ 
were synonyms. By this philosophy, 
he created his own terms regarding 
the design of the palazzo. In order to 
exclude further confusion, he intro-
duced the word sinus to categorise the 
atrium, and defined is as the centre of 
the house.

‘Like the forum of the city with which 
he compared it, the sinus was the cen-
tre (...) Generous, open, and noble, 
it was the fundamental space of the 
house-both a gathering place and a 
communication centre’. (Pellecchia, 
1992).

The actual visualization of the sinus 
was executed in multiple fashion, in 
both open and closed forms within 
the house plan. Alberti’s book De re 
aedificatoria was written to guide and 
inspire architects who were keen on 
designing according to principles of 
the antiquity, and to do so in similar 
fashion instead of confusing their 
choices because of misinterpretations 
of Vitruvius’ texts. Alberti’s under-
standing of de Architectura went hand 
in hand with the writing of his own 
book, but also influenced his own 
designs across Italy.

2.2.3
Facade Palazzo Rucellai 

is a significant difference in interpre-
tation than Alberti’s texts, as he views 
the atrium and cavum aedium as 
separate entities within the house. The 
atrium (b) here (left bottom drawing) 
was rightly connected to the vestibule 
(a), yet contained three aisles with 
columns dividing them. The cavum 
aedium (d) was then a different, cen-
tral part of the building, also accom-
panied by surrounding columns of the 
peristilium (c). The smaller Roman 
house in turn was more compact and 
square-shaped, with different forms 
than its larger counterpart. The spatial 
organisation was still similar, yet the 
dimensions were in turn of diverging 
nature.

Fra Giovanni Giacondo

‘Fra Giocondo, scholar, epigraphist, 
and architect, published the first 
illustrated edition of Vitruvius in 1511. 
The fruit of years of study, it was a 
landmark in the interpretation of the 
ancient author. (...) Fra Giocondo as- 
siduously compared ruins and texts.’ 
(Pellecchia, 1992).

In his book Vitruvius per Iocundum, 
Fra Giocondo illustrated two plans of 
the ancient Roman house. Here, there 
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2.2.4
Large Roman house, Fra Giacondo, 1511

2.2.5
Small Roman house, Fra Giacondo, 1511
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Giovanni Battista da Sangallo

Italian architect Giovanni Battista 
da Sangallo (1496-1548) placed, like 
the before mentioned architect Fra 
Giocondo, the cavum aedium in the 
middle of the peristyle. 

That Vitruvius’s description of the five 
types of cava aedium offered a rich 
source of information for imagining 
the peristyle can be seen in the re-
constructions of the elevations of the 
cavum aedium by both Fra Giocondo 
and da Sangallo. For the atrium, this 
meant a different room in the spa-
tial seqeunce of the house, and was 
designed in similar fashion as a three-
aisled area.

Pictured below are the five ways of 
representation of the cavum aedium. 
The peristyle surrounding the cavum 
aedium is always of presence, the 
difference mainly lies in the nature of 
the roofing of the atrium. Trying to 
include the description of Vitruvius, 
their interpretations of design prin-
ciples caused for this unique rep-
resentation of the Tuscan, Corinthian, 
tetrastyle, displuviate and testudinate 
methods of shaping the atrium.
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2.2.6
Plan of the ancient Roman house, Giovanni Batti-
sta da Sangallo

2.2.7
The five Vitruvian cava aedium, Giovanni Battista 
da Sangallo

Fransesco di Giorgio

One of the earliest Renaissance 
studiers/translators of Vitruvius’ de 
Architectura, Fransesco di Giorgio 
Martini (1439-1501), who wrote his 
own Trattato di Architettura in 1480, 
envisioned the atrium as a sala and ri-
dotto. This meant that in the contrary 
to the previous mentioned architects, 
the atrium to him was a covered room 
inside the house, and never imagined 
as a courtyard surrounded by porti-
coes.

Much like Vitruvius himself, di Gior-
gio divided his treatment of the mod-
ern house in three categories based on 
the social status of their owners: reali 
e signorili, de’ principi e gran signori, 
and de’ privati e particulari cittadini. 
The atrium to di Giorgio was a cov-
ered sala at the entrance of the house, 
compareble to an entrance hall or 
foyer. But not every sala is an atrio, as 
is visible on the drawing to the right. 
Depending on form or function, the 
sala would function as an atrium, as 
long as the atrium was affiliated with 
the entrance sequence of the house.
Not only trying to reinterpret the texts 
of Vitruvius, Fransesco di Giorgio was 
also critical and with different catego-
ries of houses, different spatial config-
urations were described by him.  

‘The atrium, that is, the ridutto can 
be made in three ways [modi], and 
likewise the sala because they have the 
same proportions [simmetria]. In the 
first, one divides the length into five 
parts and three of these make up the 
width; in the second, one divides [the 
length] into three and two make up 
the width.... The third principal type 
is the centralized form [forma roton-
da].’7
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2.2.8
House plans for signori, Francesco di Giorgio

7. di Giorgio, F. (n.d.).Trattato II, in Trattati, ed. Maltese, II, p. 345-346
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Andrea Palladio 

The treatment of the interpretation 
of the Roman domus that was mostly 
considered during the second half of 
the 16th century was that of Daniele 
Barbaro (1513-1570) and Andrea Pal-
ladio (1508-1580). Much like Alberti, 
their interpretation of the atrium was 
that the atrium and cavum aedium 
were the same, and thus were equal in 
their representation as the central part 
within the ancient houses. The only 
distinction was the fact that the atrium 
was supposedly a covered space, and 
the cavum aedium was an open space.

‘What most distinguished the vision 
of the atrium in Barbaro’s edition 
from those of his predecessors was 
Palladio’s graphic contribution. Pal-
ladio gave form to five quite different 
images of the atrium. While the five 
cava aedium of Fra Giocondo, Giovan 
Battista da Sangallo, and Cesariano 
reflect an overall uniformity within 
each architect’s work, even if differ-
entiated in particulars, Palladio en-
dowed every atrium with a character 
entirely its own. Furthermore, each 
atrium had a dignity and magnificence 
unheard of even in the Pompeian 
house. Of all the atriums, the image 
of the testudinate was most startlingly 
new. (...) Barbaro recognized that it 
lacked an opening in its roof. In this 
he was undoubtedly inspired by Varro 
and perhaps by Alberti.’ (Pellecchia, 
1992).

The atrium which fascinated Pallad-
io the most was the tertastyle cavum 
aedium (image 2.2.10) which inspired 
Palladio to incorporate four-columned 
rooms in both villas and palaces, in-
stead of the prior popular three-aisled 
basilical atrium.
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2.2.9
Plan of the ancient Roman house, Daniele Barbaro 
and Andrea Palladio

2.2.10
Plan and elevation of the tetrastyle cavum aedium, Daniele Barbaro and Andrea 
Palladio
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2.3.1
Courtyard view including original stairs, Palazzo Marigliano, Napoli

The previous chapter explains on 
how during the Renaissance, Italian 
residential architecture with its ty-
pologies was derived from antiquity 
and implemented in contemporary 
design at the time. Without a doubt, 
the Renaissance was the most defining 
era for Naples’ Centro Antico, so the 
influence of the time and their ide-
als also affected the city and its built 
environment. The aristocratic palace 
of Naples had a distinct architectural 
form and became more and more ap-
parant when in 1503, the city became 
the capital of the Spanish viceroyality8. 
Bound to preliminary boundaries of 
urban forms, the palaces were de-
signed and built in dissolute forms 
which resulted in a fantastic range of 
building type executions across Cen-
tro Antico. Characteristic it became, 
that the buildings would all follow the 
same formula of typological elements, 
namely the presence of a large, dec-
orated porta which would lead into 
a decorative inner courtyard through 
the vestibule. The shape, dimensions 
and expression of these elements was 
unique in a sense that it had to react to 
the already present foundations, plot 
area and off course the instructions 
of the client. The clients in this case 
were rich families which would occupy 
the palazzo with just one family per 
building.

With the family living on the first 
floor, the ground floor was reserved 
for stables, storage rooms and resi-
dences for the personnel. The piano 
nobile is where the family resided, 
and the stairs which were situated in 
the courtyard would lead up to this 
floor, the most important floor of the 
building itself. Within the boundaries 
of the predefined building plots, the 
dimensions of the palazzi would take 
up to four original building plots in U- 
or L-shaped volumes. These volumes 
were on one hand a result of the plot 
dimensions, but were also meant to 
provide spaces for rooftop terraces of 
vegetable gardens.

The question then remains; what 
happened between the Renaissance 
and the present? The buildings which 
occupy Centro Antico today are clas-
sified blocco con cortile, and retain 
their name as palazzo of one of the 
families which resided in these build-
ings. Yet, of their original, Renais-
sance architecture, often few elements 
remain. The original spatial layout 
and typological elements are often still 
present, yet the expression, scale and 
dimension of their original forms is 
now deformed or destroyed. The Ba-
roque period was the main protagonist 
in the story while the building typology 
shifted as the families left.

2.3 The transformation of the aristocratic palace

8. Savarese, L. (2002). Il Centro Antico di Napoli - Modelli Ricostruttivi di Palazzi, p. 11



48 49

The use of these palazzi after the 
aristocrats left their palaces in the 
17th century shifted gradually as more 
and more buildings were started to 
be used as multi-family housing units. 
The problem that occurred during 
this period is the fact that the building 
type, specifically the palazzo, was indi-
vidually designed for certain families 
and clients, and its entire spatial and 
constructional features were destined 
for the residence of one family. This 
meant that a large number of rooms 
were unfit for residential use and the 
amount of available space was too 
few for a larger amount of residents. 
The solution to this problem was the 
expansion in a vertical manner, as the 
already present construction formed 
the base for further construction on 
top of the already existing floor levels. 
These large-scale reconstructions 
and transformations throughout the 
years are the cause of the present-day 
atmosphere of the inner city. The 
dense, narrow streets with the mul-
ti-level buildings which surround 
them. The buildings itself were some-
times completely reconstructed in or-
der to provide a homogeneous expres-
sion, fit for the Baroque time period. 
One of the new elements which were 
introduced with the transformations 
of these Renaissance palazzi were the 
monumental staircases which had to 

provide access to the upper floors. 
The Neapolitan architect Ferdinan-
do Sanfelice was the pioneer of this 
specific architecture, and according 
to his principles, the typology of the 
Baroque staircase to be used as both 
a monumental ‘show-piece’ aswell as 
utilitarian entity9 was a phenomenon 
which would expand itself through the 
entirety of Centro Antico. It became a 
definitive characteristic of the present 
day Neapolitan palazzi and therefore 
defining for its overall structure.

2.3.2
Reconstructive model of Palazzo d’Aponte/
Filangieri d’Arianello, L. Savarese

9. de Meyer, D. (2017). Eighteenth century Neapolitan staircases

2.3.3
Staircase Palazzo San Felice
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3.0.1
Typological classification of Centro Antico, Comune di Napoli, 1998 (no scale)

N

3. The Neapolitan blocco con cortile

The correct typological term for the 
transformed palazzi is what is locally 
called the blocco con cortile, which 
literally translates to ‘block with court-
yard’. This type is the most present 
residential building type in Centro An-
tico, and knows many variations within 
this overall typological categorisation. 
Because of the densification and 
transformation of the city centre, the 
overall building typologies changed 
aswell. The blocco con cortile is an 
overarching term with provides infor-
mation about the present architectural 
and structural elements. In this chap-
ter, aswell as the following chapter, the 
current structures in relation to their 
transformational past are examined.

At first sight, a map of Centro Antico 
with its buildings can be confusing in 
terms of designation between building 
plots and typological categorisation. 
On the left, the municipal map is 
displayed with a typological categori-
sation in regard to the building type 
and the date of erection. The differ-
ence with this categorisation is made 
by dividing the building type per era, 
and whether or not a corte is present. 
The definition of the most common 
building type is what is dubbed in the 
legend below as unità edilizie di base 
originarie o di ristrutturazione a corte, 
or ‘original basic building unit or court 
renovation’, implying that the building 
likely underwent transformations.

3.0.2
Legend of the map of typological classification of Centro Antico, Comune di Napoli, 1998
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3.1.1
Map of the sub-zones of building blocks in Centro Antico (no scale)

N

According to the current morpholog-
ical state of the urban tissue, Centro 
Antico can be subdivided into 43 
building blocks. By using an adapted 
model, as used by Lidia Saverese in 
the book ‘Il Centro Antico di Napoli 
- Analisi delle trasformazione urbane’,  
in order to analyse and categorise both 
the building blocks as the dwellings 
(blocco con cortile), the categorisa-
tion of the built environment helps 
in understanding the current state as 
a result of centuries of evolution and 
transformation. Pictured on the left 
is a global division of these building 
blocks. About 50 percent of these 
building blocks strongly relate to their 
initial insula forms and dimensions, 
while the other 50 percent shows a 
larger deformation as a result of urban 
and architectural interventions (see 
drawings on the bottom of the page).

In order to properly map the catego-
ries of the different building typolo-
gies, the building blocks are analysed 
separately in order to distinguish each 
building plot and their corresponding 
building types. In this research, the 
focus lays on the blocco con cortile 
building type, thus the categorisation 
revolves around the subdivision of ty-
pologies within the boundaries of this 
building type and its elements.

By separating each of the 43 building 
blocks of Centro Antico as shown on 
the next two pages, the building plots 
show how the blocco con cortile is 
shaped and which forms and elements 
can be further categorised per building 
block. Distinguishing from Savarese’s 
method, the 50 percent of the build-
ing blocks which do not relate back 
to the original insula forms and are 
deformed, are analysed aswell.

3.1 Buildings blocks of Centro Antico

3.1.2
Single insula building blocks (no scale)

3.1.3
Combined insula building blocks (no scale)
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PERIMETER

SECTOR

COURTYARD

TYPOLOGY

The matrix on the next page explains 
on how the buildings within their 
context can be categorised in order to 
be used as a tool to grasp the range of 
typological similarities and differenc-
es of the dwellings in Centro Antico. 
This model has been derived of the 
model of Lidia Savarese in the book 
“Il Centro Antico di Napoli - Analisi 
delle Trasformazioni Urbane” (1991).

The first category describes the nature 
of the perimeter of the building block. 
This features the number of original 
building blocks, and whether or not 
the original, rectangular building block 
was subjected to a deformation and/
or an addition to it. With this subdi-
vision, an examination of the urban 
tissue and the reaction of the buildings 
to it can be explained.

The second category consists of the 
further division of the building block 
into building plots. A building plot 
which occupies the normalized dimen-
sions of a palazzo, is called a sector. 
Each sector in turn is subdivided into 
a normal sector (1), containing one 
building plot, a complex sector (2), 
containing multiple buildings, and a 
sector containing an annex (3). This 
way, the plots reserved for the blocco 
con cortile are given readable bound-
aries in order to further categorise the 
typological aspects of the dwellings.

One of the main elements of the 
blocco con cortile is the ‘cortile’ itself, 
the courtyard. This element knows 
many variations in the buildings of 
Centro Antico, and thus produces a 
more extensive list of subcategories. 
The first division tells more about the 
nature of the courtyard size and acces-
sibility, ranging from larger to smaller 
(to no)courtyard, directly or indirectly 
accessible. C2 explains more about 
the shape of the courtyards, as the 
densification of Centro Antico in turn 
sometimes meant the deformation of 
the courtyards. C3, C4 and C5 then 
explain more about the positioning of 
the courtyard in regard to the center-
line of the building block, whether or 
not the interior spaces shifted within 
the boundaries of the building plot.

The last category, typology, handles 
the presence and size of the courtyard 
(T1), its relation to the positioning of 
the centerline of the building (T2), 
the positioning of the stairs (T3), and 
lastly the amount of blind walls the 
building contains as a result of its 
neighbouring buildings (T4).

With this model, the dwellings of 
Centro Antico are analysed and in this 
way form the basis for the selection of 
the cases of chapter 4.

3.2 Typological categorisation of the built environment



58 59

COURTYARDS TYPOLOGYSECTORPERIMETER

P1

1

2

3

4

#

S1 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 T1 T2 T3 T4



60 61

CENTRO ANTICO
parcellation

1:5000 N



62 63

P

S

C

T

3.3.1
Example of method appliance

The method of analysis by using the 
modified model of Savarese, provides 
the opportunity to scan the different 
building blocks and their correspond-
ing buildings within the boundaries of 
Centro Antico. The aim of this part 
of the research is to gain insight in the 
many forms and appearances of the 
blocco con cortile. This model in turn 
also helps to determine which cases 
are best to investigate for the research 
method of the case studies in the next 
chapter.

This model always relates back to a 
hypothethical, ideal palazzo layout 
which was mentioned in chapter 2, 
where a symmetrical floor plan with 
a centralized courtyard occupies one 
sector (or four initial building plots). 
Using this model thus for building 
blocks which do not correspond 
with their initial insula forms due to 
deformations and merging processes, 
proved a bit more difficult. Yet, it was 
important in order to fully map the 
extend of the subcategories in relation 
to Centro Antico’s residential building 
structures. It is in these ‘abnormal’ 
building blocks that we can see the 
adaptability of the blocco con cortile, 
where this overarching term contains a 
wide range of applications throughout 
the city centre.

It was by using this model, that some 
more frequent building typologies 
emerged and this was what formed the 
base for the chosing of the cases for 
the case studies. Pictured on the left 
is the outcome of one of the ‘scans’ of 
the 43 building blocks. These draw-
ings are a subject of one of the chosen 
cases of the next chapter, and reveal 
the method procedure.

Firstly, the boundaries of the perim-
eter are analysed in order to distin-
guish any alterations to the initial 
dimensions and geometery of the 
insula. Whatever the influence of the 
deformations was, it is important that 
it can be traced back by analysing the 
deformations and the corresponding 
building plots. In this case the building 
occupies one complete sector, con-
firming the hypothesis of the ‘ideal 
palazzo’. Furthermore, because of its 
form, the dimensions and position-
ing of the courtyard corresponds to 
the ideal model, where the courtyard 
still possesses its initial characteris-
tics. The courtyard is in line with the 
centreline of the palazzo, and ideally 
contains a staircase in the extension 
of this centreline. Lastly, its front and 
back facade connect both to different 
streets, confirming the occupation of 
one whole sector.

3.3 Discussion
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I

II

III

4.0.1
Map of Cento Antico indicating the case study locations (no scale)

In order to correctly map the differ-
ent present building typologies, some 
sample cases were selected in order to 
obtain a realistic representation of the 
residential buildings in Centro Antico. 
These three cases were selected based 
on their nuances regarding typology, 
as there is a difference between scale, 
location, courtyard size, staircase posi-
tion, etc.

To start of, the first case was located in 
a single insula, representing the ‘ideal’ 
model for a palazzo in Centro Antico. 
The term ‘ideal’ is chosen because it 
directly correlates to Savarese’s the-
ories10, where the palazzi during the 
Renaissance would occupy a space of 
4 sub-sectors within an insula. With a 
direct symmetry and a distinctive stair-
case, this monumental building knows 
a rich history of transformation, and 
therefore a prime example to study. 

The second case, Palazzo in Via Pala-
dino 6, is a more humble example of 
the implementation of the blocco con 
cortile. With a smaller scale and three 
blind walls, this introvert building is 
one of many cases in centro antico 
which displays an example of the 
adaptability of the blocco con cortile 
type. With only a limited amount of 
space, this building still manages to 

shape itself within the context, while 
still containing the typological aspects 
like any other palazzo. The building 
block itself is an amalgamation of two 
Greek insulae, and thus produces a 
building model which diverges from 
the hypothetical model, which is part 
of a single insula.

The third and last case, is a more 
special case which tries to connect the 
many exceptions of the base model. 
Located of the head of an insula, its 
structural grid follows the palazzo base 
model. Yet, through years of transfor-
mation, the building plot was divided 
and produced a diverging building 
structure. Because of the fact that, dur-
ing the Baroque era until the present, 
such large amount of transformational 
processes occurred, the typologies it 
produced are all unique in their own 
sense. That is why this third case is an-
alysed in order to acknowledge these 
diverging types.

With these three cases, a comparable 
set of drawings is produced in order 
to map the similarities and differences 
of the building types of Centro Antico. 
These cases are in their turn chosen 
because they represent the majority of 
the present building types in the city 
centre.

4. Case studies Centro Antico

10. Savarese, L. (1991). Il Centro Antico di Napoli - Analisi delle Trasformazioni Urbane, p. 24-29

N
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4.1.1
3D overview of the building within the urban context

4.1 Palazzo Filangieri d’Arianello

Palazzo Filangieri d’Arianello knows 
a rich history and is well known in the 
city of Naples. The building obtained 
its prominent monumental state be-
cause it was home to many important 
historical figures, which in their turn 
also lived through some of the over-
all transformational processes of the 
building. 

The building was erected in the 16th 
century, and was during this time 
occupied by the d’Aponte family. The 
building therefore carries two names, 
one is Palazzo d’Aponte and one is 
Palazzo Filangieri d’Arianello. The 
latter is because in the 18th century it 
belonged to the princess Filangieri of 
Arianello, which leads to the double 
naming11. The further special status 
was also obtained by the fact that Ger-
man writer Wolgang Goethe inhabited 
the building during his stay in Italy, in 
the early 19th century.

As previously mentioned, the palazzo 
is situated in a single insula. For this 
palazzo, it results in its front facade 
facing one of the stenopoi (secondary, 
vertical roads), namely the Via Atri, 
and the back facade, where the stair-
case is located, faces another road, 
namely the Vico Purgatorio Ad Arco. 
Because of its scale, the courtyard and 
stairwell were able to obtain a larger 
amount of space within the building 
block. 

Following the theories of Caniggia and 
Savarese, this palazzo is the archetypi-
cal example of how the built environ-
ment of Centro Antico evolved. This 
palazzo namely takes up the space of 
two domus elementare, which would 
have occupied the space in the build-
ing block before.

4.1.2
Facade plaque acknowledging Goethe’s residence 
in Naples

11. Ferraro, I. (2017). Atlante della Città Storica - Centro Antico, p. 456
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4.1.3-4.1.4
Upper image: Facade of Palazzo Filangieri d’Arianello
Lower image: Staircase and inner courtyard 

Building plot and floor plan in context

The building block of Palazzo 
Filangieri shows how the traces of 
the Greek urban grid are still visible. 
Slightly altered throughout time, the 
basic, rectangular building block 
dimensions now equal to roughly 
190x37,5m. Generally, the building 
block would only measure a width of 
35m12, yet this dimension varies for 
every insula. One striking differenti-
ation is the fact that on the northern 
side, an additional building ensemble 
breaks through the vertical road. This 
alteration is the result of the formation 
of the neighboring building block, 
were the traces of the ancient Roman 
theaters cause a curved element within 
the morphology of the city. Atypical 
as it is, the dwellings reacted to this 
feature by using these foundations for 
further evolution.

The plots within this sub-zone also 
show how different the formation 
of the blocco con cortile within the 
building block occurs. While Palazzo 
Filangieri occupies one sector, some 
sectors are divided in up to four plots, 
resulting in a range of grain within one 
building block. This results in some-
times atypical arrangements of palazzi 
in a so-called “complex sector”.

The second drawing on the next page 
shows the internal organisation of the 
building block. Typical for the blocco 
con cortile is the grain of the room 
structure, were the spaces within the 
plot are geometrically coherent in 
relation to each other. The smaller 
the building dimensions, the smaller 
the grain of these rooms and the more 
complex the structure as a whole 
becomes.

The embedding within the building 
block is visible where there is a clear 
distinction between front and back 
facade. The front facade provides 
the main access toward the court-
yard through the portal entrance and 
vestibule, while the back facade only 
provides access through a smaller 
door, entering in the back rooms of 
the palazzo. The orientation of the 
palazzo within the building block is 
thus one-sided, towards Via Atri.

12. Savarese, L. (1991). Il Centro Antico di Napoli - Analisi delle Trasformazioni Urbane, p. 24
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4.1.5-4.1.6
Drawing left page: Building in urban context, scale 1:1000
Drawing right page: Floor plan in context of building block, scale 1:1000 N
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4.1.7
Exploded axionometric drawing of the building structure

Building structure

The building originally contained an 
arcade which surrounded its courtyard 
and which, because of later transfor-
mations, was altered and closed on 
one side13. The building plot itself 
stretches beyond its normal room 
structures on the northern side, which 
is a result of later transformations. 
Originally, the building was only 
three stories high, with a symmetrical, 
U-shaped floor plan and a staircase 
which only stretched towards the pi-
ano nobile and the floor above. 

On the ground floor, the main en-
trance is situated in the middle and 
connects towards the arcade and 
courtyard through the vestibule. This 
feature is characteristic for the palazzo 
type, as was explained in chapter two. 
The courtyard is a result of the sur-
rounding arcade structure and in turn 
provides an interior, private space for 
the inhabitants. The courtyard in turn 
provides access towards the stairwell, 
which was later expanded into a mon-
umental whole. The building structure 
later on built further upon existing 
structures, adding two more floors and 
connecting to the annex on the north-
ern side. 

4.1.8
Structural evolution model

13. Ferraro, I. (2017). Atlante della Città Storica - Centro Antico, p. 456
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Floor plan

The floor plan is a result of a structur-
al grid which follows the original base 
model. This grid provided a rectangu-
lar room sequence with dimensions 
of 4x4m. This grid allowed for the 
follow-up dimensions of the courtyard 
and staircase, and with its structural 
walls the opportunity to further build 
in the vertical direction.

Originally, the openings on the front 
facade, on Via Atri, provided the 
entrance towards the courtyard in the 
middle, and the access to the stable 
and storage room on either side of the 
main entrance. These rooms where 
not connected to the courtyard and 
only faced outwards. When enter-
ing the front porch, a direct access 
with wide openings guided the visitor 
through the vestibule into the court-
yard. The surrounding arcade, as 
previously mentioned, was originally 
completely open and thus provided a 
spacious inner zone, which functioned 
as a semi-public place for gathering 
and trading. On the northern side, the 
neighbouring palazzo later on became 
part of the building plot. This is why 
the elongated rooms share their struc-
ture with the existing palazzo.

As of now, the arcade is only open on 
the northern side of the ground floor, 
and provides access to the rooms 
located behind. On the southern side, 
the arcade is transformed into one of 
the many now present apartments. 

The staircase, as is typical for the bloc-
co con cortile, is only accessible from 
the courtyard. Here, the monumental 
stairs are an extension of the arcade 
and provides the vertical movement 
throughout the building. The issue 
which this singular, vertical method 
of movement and accessibility is that 
the apartments of the upper floor are 
not initially designed for access as they 
are a mere extension of lower building 
structures. This means that on the 
courtyard facades, an extensional hall-
way is built in order to provide access 
to all rooms situated above (see image 
4.1.4).

4.1.9-4.1.11
Upper drawing: Floor plan Palazzo Filangieri d’Arianello, scale 1:500
Bottom left drawing: Floor plan grid analysis, scale 1:1000
Bottom right drawing: Spatial sequence of movement, scale 1:1000

N
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4.1.12
Front facade, scale 1:200

Front facade

Typical for the blocco con cortile is 
its introvert nature, resulting in often 
only one important front facade which 
expresses itself towards the exterior of 
the building block. The expression of 
the facade is one which one can find 
all around Centro Antico, where a 
clear sequence of openings is present.

The plinth, often finished in piperno, 
is a distinct differentiation of the rest 
of the facade, which is mostly finished 
in colourful stucco. The plinth hous-
es three portals, where the middle 
portal provides access to within the 
building block. The other two portals 
now house restaurants, as is often the 
case in Centro Antico. Here, old and 
new is combined by using the existing 
openings and inserting a shop front.

The floors above all share the same 
overall expression, whilst built in 
different eras. Originally built during 
the Renaissance period, the Baroque 
transformations and expansions of 
more floors on top of the original 
structure caused the now present ex-
pressions of the facade and its open-
ings.

At first sight, the homogeneity of the 
facade does not express a certain 
hierarchy which is normally present in 
front facades. Yet, when taking a clos-
er look, the openings contain small 
differentiations for every floor. On the 
first floor, the balconies have bigger 
dimensions than the floors above. For 
every floor, the balcony size and or-
namentation slightly decreases and in 
this way builds its way towards the top. 
The same manner of distinction can 
also be found on the openings itself. 
The ornamentation of the window 
openings regarding elements like the 
window frame and the present pedi-
ments also differ, where the top floor 
has the least ornamentation, and the 
lowest floor the most.

What is remarkable about the facade 
is the fact that the annex of the neigh-
bouring palazzo took over the expres-
sion of the original palazzo. Except 
from the balcony on the second floor, 
the openings and balconies all share 
the same features, yet the overall devi-
ation in distance and horizontal ledge 
gives away that this was not a part of 
the original structure. 
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entrance courtyard stairwell

4.1.13
Sequence of movement through the building

Building sequencing

When making a vertical cross section 
of the building, a clearer representa-
tion of the sequencing is provided. 
The main aspects of the sequence are 
the entrance, which connects to the 
courtyard, and further on to the stair-
well. In the drawing on the left, the 
design of the courtyard with its inner 
facades is shown in relation to each 
other. Because the inner open space is 
of great importance for the blocco con 
cortile, the expression of the facades 
and the staircase proves to be essential 
for the building and its experience. 
The monumentality of the staircase 
is something which is typical for the 
Baroque period.

This monumentality, introduced by 
Neapolitan architect San Felice14, is 
something which is present in this 
building, and results in an exemplary 
structure, displayed on the drawing on 
the left page. The use of construction 
techniques with groin vaults is both 
used in the arcade as in the stairwell, 
and is quite common in the construc-
tion of the Neapolitan staircases. This 
technique makes it possible to built 
vertically to the heights

4.1.14
Sequence in section

14. de Meyer, D. (2017). Eighteenth century Neapolitan staircases
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4.2.1
3D overview of the building within the urban context

4.2 Palazzo in Via Paladino 6

Context proves to be of great im-
portance for the built environment 
of Centro Antico. For example, the 
picture below (Veduta Theti, 1560), 
shows how the building blocks merged 
after the Middle Ages, and the den-
sification caused the ever growing 
city centre to expand in height. This 
means that in 400 years, the flexibil-
ity of the building structures had to 
provide a living environment for many 
inhabitants of the city. How this affect-
ed this palazzo is further investigated 
in this chapter.

The building finds its origin in the 
15th century where, despite 400 
years of transformation, several traces 
are still visible today15. It is part of a 
building block which merged through-
out time, where one stenopoi was 
enclosed by buildings and two insula’s 
merged into one building block. This 
meant for this case, that the building 
itself has three blind walls and only 
one facade faces the street, namely 
the front facade on the Via Paladino. 
The building itself underwent a large 
transformation in the 18th century, 
where the once large courtyard was 
shortened with the addition of a new 
volume on the street side, and the 
introduction of a narrow, elegant 
staircase. 

The reason that this case was inves-
tigated is because it reveals how, on 
a smaller scale and with different 
surroundings, the blocco con cortile 
building type is implemented and has 
developed throughout history. With 
the same present elements of the 
known building type, its adaptability in 
a different building block than the first 
case reveals how this building is struc-
tured and fitted within the city centre. 
The same principles of investigation 
also hold for this example, where 
the building structure and its internal 
organisation is shaped.

4.2.2
Veduta Theti, 1560

15. Ferraro, I. (2017). Atlante della Città Storica - Quartieri Bassi e il Risanamento, p. 98
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4.2.3-4.2.4
Upper image: Courtyard view through the vestibule
Lower image: Staircase inner courtyard 

The second drawing on the next 
page reveals its spatial layout within 
the building block. The courtyard is 
centred within the centreline which 
defines the middle structure of the 
building. The three blind walls which 
surround the building, diverge from 
this symmetry and shape themselves 
according to the surrounding build-
ings. The front facade, facing Via 
Giovanni Paladino, provides the only 
possible access through the main en-
trance portal for its residents.

Important to mention is the presence 
of the monastery of Santa Maria di 
Monteverginella, where this complex 
most likely had a large influence 
on the merging of the two building 
blocks. It is, among other factors, be-
cause of large scale religious structures 
erected during the middle ages, that 
the building block perimeters were 
distorted, causing a deformation of the 
Greek grid. 

Building plot and floor plan in context

The drawings on the next page ex-
plains how the palazzo is fitted in its 
context. Here, the before mentioned 
aspects of how the building block 
merged is made more visible. The 
model of Lidia Savarese16 tells us that 
the building is part of one, singular 
sector within its original, narrow build-
ing block. For this case, the excep-
tional aspects which diverge from the 
initial model regarding building block 
form and dimensions make the model 
a bit more difficult to implement. The 
building plot occupies one sector, yet 
contains three blind walls. Normal-
ly, the model tells us that a building 
which occupies one sector, contains 
a front facade on one side and a back 
facade on the other side, like the 
previous case, yet because the building 
block is a merged entity of two initial, 
rectangular insula, the typology chang-
es.

This building block is one of many 
merged building block in Centro 
Antico, and is therefore part of the 
collection of case studies. This pala-
zzo represents the palazzi within the 
city centre which are submerged into 
a building block, with only one front 
facade towards the exterior.

16. Savarese, L. (1991). Il Centro Antico di Napoli - Analisi delle Trasformazioni Urbane, p. 24-29
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4.2.5-4.2.6
Drawing left page: Building in urban context, scale 1:1000
Drawing right page: Floor plan in context of building block, scale 1:1000 N
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4.2.7
Exploded axionometric drawing of the building structure

Building structure

Mentioned by Italo Ferraro in his 
book about Quarteri Bassi e il Risana-
mento (p. 98), the building originated 
in the 15th century. Here he mentions 
the following: “(...) you enter the vesti-
bule where the internal arch, a bench 
in piperno, a small door and other 
mouldings reveal the late fifteenth-cen-
tury origin.”. Because of this state-
ment, the original structure of the 
building is revealed. He further also 
states the following, on how the build-
ing gained its current structure: “In the 
massive eighteenth-century renovation 
the building, which must first have had 
a very large courtyard, was complete-
ly changed: the body of the building 
facing the street was increased inwards 
with the construction of a vast portico 
on the ground floor in continuity with 
the ancient vestibule; sturdy piperno 
frames with a lowered arch were af-
fixed to the rooms in the courtyard.
The back of the courtyard was com-
pletely redone: between two narrow 
passing arches, a truly elegant elliptical 
staircase was placed, opening onto the 
courtyard, with four short flights per 
floor, alternating with almost triangu-
lar landings.”. The elongation of the 
vestibule thus was a later addition, 
and in combination of the later added 
staircase, changed the courtyard.17 

4.2.8
Structural evolution model

17. Ferraro, I. (2017). Atlante della Città Storica - Quartieri Bassi e il Risanamento, p. 98
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Floor plan
 
Because of the scale of the building 
within the context, the floor plan is 
not a symmetrical representation of 
the palazzo base model. This results 
in, among other deformations, the 
dimensions of the rooms alternating 
between 4x4m to 6x6m. As men-
tioned before, the centre area of the 
building containing the perimeters of 
the courtyard, are aligned in relation 
to each other, where the surrounding 
walls follow the structure of its neigh-
bouring buildings.

When aligning a grid structure to the 
floor plan, this deviation is noticea-
ble when tracing the horizontal lines 
across the wall structures. Vertically, 
the grid seems to contain a more con-
stant scaling. This vertical distribution 
regarding the room dimensions within 
the building is not similar to the orig-
inal state of the building floor plan. 
The transformations which led to the 
expansion of the building structure in 
the 18th century, caused the volume 
to also expand inwards into the court-
yard. This alternation is visible in the 
floor plan, as the vestibule gains extra 
spaces within the perimeters of the 
courtyard. This expansion led to the 
courtyard decreasing in size, and new 
openings to be introduced.

The relation between scale and 
placement of the movement within 
the spatial sequence (pictured on the 
bottom right) shows the division within 
the typological elements within the 
building. Here, the off-centered en-
trance portal extends into the vestibule 
which in turn borders the courtyard. 
The monumental staircase is in turn 
centred with the courtyard, sharing the 
same parameters and centralizing the 
vertical movement within.

The elliptical shape of the staircase 
accentuates the implementation of 
the adaptability of this typology. With 
limited space available, the use of this 
deviating form shows how unique this 
element can take its form within the 
framework of the existing building 
structures.

4.2.9-4.2.11
Upper drawing: Floor plan Palazzo in Via Paladino 6, scale 1:500
Bottom left drawing: Floor plan grid analysis, scale 1:1000
Bottom right drawing: Spatial sequence of movement, scale 1:1000

N
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4.2.12
Front facade, scale 1:200

Front facade

Because of the fact that this building 
has three blind outer walls, the front 
facade is the only facade which faces 
towards the exterior. The 18th century 
transformation of the building caused 
the already heightened volume to gain 
a uniform expression on the facade, 
resulting in only little nuances regard-
ing the openings. 

The plinth of the building is not sepa-
rately designed like the previous case, 
yet is different than the upper floors 
of the building. With the portal as 
the main entrance to the building, the 
other openings on the lower levels are 
split up between two levels, resulting 
in small rooms on both levels. This is 
likely a result of further transforma-
tion within the building in order to 
provide more living space. 

The openings of the facade better 
interplay with each other on the upper 
three levels, where a coherence 

in shape, size, colour and ornamenta-
tion provides a homogenic facade. It is 
only on the top floor that the building 
indicates the ending of the facade, 
with smaller openings and balconies 
compared to the lower two levels.

By building further on existing struc-
tures, the blocco con cortile in Centro 
Antico was able to expand in height. 
By adding another level on top with a 
gable roof, the top floor was also able 
to accommodate people.

The buildings 15th century origin is 
only visible when entering the building 
and residing in the vestibule, meaning 
that on the facade, the later transfor-
mations cause its present state. Fin-
ished with light pink stucco and grey 
painted window frames, the expres-
sion is uniform to many other build-
ings in Centro Antico, as the marks of 
the Baroque are visible everywhere.
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entrance courtyard stairwell

4.2.13
Sequence of movement through the building

Building sequencing

In the drawing on the left, the se-
quence of movement through the 
building is displayed and how the 
typological elements are shaped in 
relation to each other. When entering 
through the main portal, the extended 
vestibule flows out into the courtyard. 
The courtyard itself is symmetrical in 
relation to the stairwell, and therefore 
causes a slight shift in the centreline 
regarding the main entrance. As previ-
ously mentioned, during the transfor-
mation of the building, a slender stair-
case was implemented. This stairwell 
is shaped with an elliptical construc-
tion, and uses the limited space to still 
provide a monumental element.

This stairwell is the only means of 
vertical movement trough the build-
ing, meaning that with the extended 
balcony-floors on each level, it pro-
vides access to the rooms within the 
building above. These stairs are again 
one of the examples of how these 18th 
century staircases can be designed and 
in their own way react to the surround-
ings of the given parameters of the 
building, providing a unique experi-
ence for every resident.

4.2.14
Sequence in section
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4.3.1
3D overview of the building within the urban context

4.3 Palazzo Manso antico

Located on the corner of Via Tri-
bunali, which is the main horizontal 
road of Centro Antico and therefore 
the most important street, Palazzo 
Manso moves itself around the corner 
and faces both the Via Tribunali and 
the square in front of the church of 
Girolamini. Originating from the 16th 
century, it was from 1608 the home 
of renowned Italian writer and poet 
Giovanni Battista Manso18, and at 
the time functioned as ‘il collegio dei 
nobili’ (college of nobles) of Naples, 
also known as the Real Monte Man-
so19, when it later in 1654 moved to a 
different location. It was after this time 
in the 17th century that the palazzo 
was transformed and gained its unity 
in the facade. The difference in eras 
is now still visible in the courtyard, 
where different parts of the building 
show the original structures.

What immediately strikes the eye is 
the fact that the building seems to take 
up space of only half a sector on the 
head of the building block. Through-
out the years, the building was trans-
formed in such a way that the building 
boundaries confine themselves into an 
L-shape, leaving the other building in 
the sector to its own boundaries, and 
creating not one but two bordering 
courtyards.

This last case is chosen because it 
incorporates one of the exceptional 
typologies which are present in Centro 
Antico. A building on the head of a 
building block has different qualities 
than a building in the middle of the 
building block, like the previous two 
cases. The fact that this building has 
two cornering facades adds to this 
exception. 

4.3.2
Stamp on facade

18. Ferraro, I. (2017). Atlante della Città Storica - Centro Antico, p. 521
19. https://it.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seminario_dei_Nobili_(Napoli)
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4.3.3-4.3.4
Upper image: Front facade Palazzo Manso antico
Lower image: Staircase inner courtyard 

Although the building faces the Via 
Tribunali on the southern side, which 
is the main decumani of Centro Anti-
co, its front facade is oriented towards 
the Vico Gerolomini. This street 
borders the Piazza Gerolomini, which 
in turn forms a square in front of 
the church of Gerolomini. With this 
feature, the entrance sequence of the 
building faces a larger exterior space, 
and provides the front facade to be 
better observed from the outside.

The building sector of which the pala-
zzo is a part of, forms one standard 
sector perimeter within the division of 
the building block. The plots of the 
two palazzi which occupy the sector, 
both interlock with corresponding 
L-shaped volumes, with bordering 
courtyards. This combination of 
building structures and unique form 
make the palazzo an interesting case 
to research as it contains important 
features regarding the formation of the 
blocco con cortile in a building plot 
on the head of a building block.

Building plot and floor plan in context

Palazzo Manso is located on the head 
of the building block which stretches 
along two merged original insula’s. 
Except for the fact that in this unique 
building block the two heads of the 
original rectangular building blocks 
merge over Str. dell’Anticaglia, which 
is the upper decumani, the perimeters 
of the building block itself stay more 
or less within their original borders. 

The grain of the buildings and their 
building plots within the building 
block deviates frequently, partly 
caused by the building of the Fondazi-
one Morra Greco on the northern 
side, which stretches over de decuma-
ni and creates an inner square within 
the building block. For the palazzo, 
the grain is dependant on the division 
of the sector, which is divided into 
two parts. Palazzo Manso is located 
on the head of the building block, 
with an L-shape around the corners 
of the building plot. This results in 
the building having not one but two 
exterior facing facades, each with their 
program according the orientation of 
the spaces within. 
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4.3.5-4.3.6
Drawing left page: Building in urban context, scale 1:1000
Drawing right page: Floor plan in context of building block, scale 1:1000 N
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4.3.7
Exploded axionometric drawing of the building structure

Building structure

The building structure reveals on how  
this palazzo differentiates itself from 
the previous two cases. Its deviating 
floor plan layout results in a courtyard 
on the hinge of the L-shaped volume. 
The front facade, which faces the 
square of the church, houses the main 
portal which leads to the small, en-
closed courtyard. The large vestibule 
takes up a vast amount of space within 
the building boundaries, resulting in 
smaller surrounding rooms in the 
palazzo. It is only from the second 
floor that the building facilitates 
larger rooms for its residents. Slightly 
visible in the structural drawings is 
the stairwell on the right side, which 
provides a different means of access 
to the building. This means that there 
are two means of vertical movement, 
where the central staircase adjacent 
to the courtyard is the main one. The 
different periods of transformations is 
again visible on the top floor, where 
the different gable roofs are designed 
for separate spaces on this floor, and 
provides a combination of covered 
space and open space, in the form of a 
shared rooftop terrace. The structural 
evolution is visible in that the original 
volume was built further upon with 
two more floors, and in this way con-
nects to the neighbouring palazzo.

4.3.8
Structural evolution model
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Floor plan
 
The floor plan reveals on how the 
building is hinged within the sector 
of the building block. Two court-
yards connect but belong to different 
building plots, leading to a different 
typology of the blocco con cortile. 
What is striking is the fact that the 
outer boundaries connect to an almost 
perfect sector. The dimensions of the 
spaces within vary heavily, as the be-
fore mentioned enlarged vestibule has 
a great influence on this aspect. With 
the addition of the northern spaces 
with their own staircase, the structural 
grid is disturbed aswell. 

The sequence which we know from 
the previous two cases is, despite other 
disrupting factors, still present. The in-
ternal organisation shifts in a way that 
the Baroque staircase is located south 
of the courtyard, perpendicular to the 
centreline of the vestibule. This limits 
the connection towards the upper 
rooms which results in the addition of 
the second staircase. 

On the ground level, the spaces all 
face the exterior, which means for this 
building that, in combination with its 
location, it houses public functions 
such as stores.

The scale of the interior spaces 
which form a part of the portal-vesti-
bule-courtyard-staircase sequence is 
quite large in relation to the other us-
able spaces on the ground floor. The 
vestibule in this case enlarges within 
the building, which causes limited 
space around this element.

Despite the similar borders of the 
other interlocking building within the 
sector, Palazzo Manso does not share 
the same expressionist features of the 
neighbouring palazzo. This means that 
during the transformational process, 
the absolute volume of the palazzo 
always contained its L-shaped totality.

4.3.9-4.3.11
Upper drawing: Floor plan Palazzo in Via Paladino 6, scale 1:500
Bottom left drawing: Floor plan grid analysis, scale 1:1000
Bottom right drawing: Spatial sequence of movement, scale 1:1000

N
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4.3.12
Front facade, scale 1:200

Front facade

In the book “Napoli Atlante della 
Città Storica - Centro Antico”, author 
I. Ferraro mentions that the facade 
presents the formal unity of a 17th 
century design. It is a design which is 
often present in Centro Antico, aswell 
as the previous two cases.

This unity presents itself through 
the design of the openings and their 
ornamental frames. Whereas the 
openings have diverging dimensions 
on every floor, the unity is found in 
the interaction of these openings on 
the facade itself. Variations also occur 
in the arrangement of the balconies, 
where there are different shapes and 
sizes present. The drawing on the 
left shows us the front facade, yet the 
building had another facade which 
faces the Via Tribunali. A nuance and 
relation towards this facade is provid-
ed by the balcony on the corner of the 
second floor.

The plinth was very visibly altered 
trough the years. Where the main 
portal keeps its expression and func-
tion, the other openings in the plinth 
prove to be treated otherwise. The 
piperno frames of the former open-
ings are transformed into sometimes 
split-level spaces within the building. 
These frames remain visible, yet show 
a different completion for every one 
of them. This phenomenon was also 
the case for the previous two cases, 
and shows in this sense the flexibility 
of the building structures which orig-
inated during the Renaissance period 
in Naples.

Finished in yellow stucco, Palazzo 
Manso once again shows how in 
period of and after the Baroque, the 
buildings were transformed in order to 
be conform to differing ideals.
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entrance courtyard + stairwell

4.3.13
Sequence of movement through the building

Building sequencing

As previously mentioned, the se-
quence which we know from the 
previous two cases is still present, 
yet the typology shifted as a result of 
the differing building structure. The 
staircase is located perpendicular on 
the centreline of the vestibule, shown 
in this drawing because of its large 
structural influence. The limitations 
of the building plot result in a smaller 
courtyard, and the dislocation of the 
stairwell.

The construction of the stairwell 
resembles the techniques used in the 
first case, which is the most common 
technique when dealing with stairs that 
include platforms between the risers. 
The intersecting vault structure once 
again reveals the importance of the 
monumental staircases implemented 
in the palazzi.

4.3.14
Sequence in section
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5. Design

Design approach

Learning from the cases that were 
investigated, the transformation of the 
built environment of the ancient city 
centre always seems to revolve around 
the constant evolution of building 
typologies. In order to translate the 
findings of the research into a design 
assignment, the building principles of 
the residential buildings always refer 
back to this process of evolution.

The completion of each individu-
al parcel containing the sometimes 
fractured remains of ancient palazzi, 
contributes to the unique design of 
each building, yet the building struc-
tures and building organization often 
show many similarities like sequenc-
ing, scale, architectural elements, etc. 
The ‘blocco con cortile’ knows many 
forms, yet can always be analysed in 
similar fashion, and thus also be con-
verted to new design approaches.

The aim of the design assignment and 
the design itself is to convey and trans-
late the messages of all the dialects 
which Centro Antico has to offer. The 
concept of this assignment revolves 
around the understanding of the total 
envelope and is this way being able to 
create a manifestation of these ele-
ments into a contemporary and site 
specific design. By investigating this 
for every aspect of the building and
by going into specific details, a clear 
design should convey the message of 
the design concepts.

By using the currently present ele-
ments within the city centre as a base 
to create analogies for my own design 
assignment, an overlap between his-
torical and contemporary architecture 
is sought, and in this way, a modern 
palazzo can still be in line with the 
principles of the existing structures.
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5.1.1
Sketch of a palazzo entrance with courtyard view

In October 2020, there was a window 
of opportunity to visit Naples and, 
during this only short period of time, 
experience and explore the city. For 
the further mapping of Centro Antico 
this meant spending quite some time 
in the city centre, wandering through 
the streets, visiting buildings and 
aiming to explore everything of impor-
tance in this part of the city.

To sum up the experience which one 
felt when strolling through the city 
centre, five main elements, which are 
visible on the next page, were distin-
guished which contributed for a large 
part the overall atmosphere of the 
city centre. These elements were the 
narrow streets, the public spaces, the 
(program of) the plinth, and the mon-
umental portals which led to (mostly) 
the interior courtyard of the residen-
tial buildings.

The narrow streets of Centro Antico 
are a result of the densification pro-
cess, which caused the building blocks 
to ever expand in both horizontally 
and vertically, resulting in a dispro-
portioned relation between building 
height and street dimensions. The 
effect is a rather disorienting presence 
of the built environment, yet not dis-
turbing when strolling through these 
streets. The effect of this narrowness is

the fact that one gets guided through 
the centre itself with a varying degree 
on consciousness. This sequence in 
turn gets parted by the presence of 
entrances towards the building block 
or public spaces within the perimeters 
of the buildings blocks.

The public spaces of Centro Antico 
are a combination of designated and 
claimed spaces. Where sometimes a 
more clear defined open space serves 
its purpose as a public space for all, 
other open spaces are claimed by 
people which benefit from its use such 
as vendors or restaurants. This lack 
of spatial definition is an important 
aspect for the understanding of Centro 
Antico and will later on also play a sig-
nificant role in the design assignment.

The plinths of the buildings offer a 
variety of uses from residential to 
commercial, where every space within 
the building is transformed for its 
purpose. Where the bassi are closed 
of for the public, the commercial 
functions allow us to peek into the 
buildings. The same goes for the 
courtyard with their portals, where 
these elements draw the eye towards 
the interior of the building block and 
reveal in this way the ‘secrets’ which 
the interiors of the building blocks 
have to offer.

5.1 A stroll through Centro Antico
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streets public space

5.1.2
Image collection of Centro Antico

plinth portal to courtyard
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5.2.1
Site location for design assignment (no scale)

5.2 Design location

alley which provides access to the 
interior of the building block. This 
location was in need of a new defi-
nition of both the public and private 
space as it was not used as a public 
square should be used, namely for 
daily use by the people. Therefore, it 
was an ideal location to formulate the 
design assignment resulting from the 
research, and in this way providing an 
envelope for a contemporary design of 
an unused space within the borders of 
Centro Antico. On the picture below 
the current use and state is visible, 
where the square is mostly empty 
and the remaining space is used as an 
overcrowded parking space, a regular 
occurrence in Centro Antico.

Piazzetta San Giovanni in Porta

In the search  for a fitting envelope in 
order to incorporate the aspects of my 
research, the design location had to be 
situated somewhere in Centro Antico. 
The reason for this was because of 
the fact that the prior research was 
place-specific for Centro Antico, and 
therefore can’t be implicated easily on 
another location, meaning the Genius 
Loci was of high importance during 
the search process for a design loca-
tion.

In chapter 5.1 the identity of public 
space within Centro Antico was briefly 
mentioned, and for the design plays 
an important role in order to formu-
late the assignment and link this to 
a location. Located in the northern 
region of Centro Antico, Piazzetta San 
Giovanni in Porta is a square which 
owes its name to the buildings which 
where located on this site prior to it 
being a square, namely the church 
of San Giovanni in Porta. When this 
church was demolished, the remain-
ing space was ‘transformed’ in an 
open space with no further definition. 
Located on the head of a interrupted 
building block perimeter, the square 
is formed by two streets. The other 
border of the square are a blind wall 
of a remaining structure, and a small

5.2.2
Aerial view of the design location

N
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5.2.3
Historical maps of the building block and its surroundings

The building block itself underwent 
several deformations in comparison 
to its original, rectangular shape. The 
building block now forms a large, 
combined rectangle which finds its 
borders at the square in the northern 
part of the building block. The tissue 
here was interrupted by a later imple-
mented street which now bares the 
name of the Piazzetta. This street con-
nects the neighbouring building blocks 
and provides multiple ways of access 
to the monastery of San Guiseppe dei 
Ruffi on the eastern side.

Historical context

Located on the premise of the former 
church of San Giovanni in Porta, the 
piazzetta still bares its name. Where 
the church was rebuild in 168220, it 
had 3 altars and an oval-shaped hall. 
Plans to restore the building in 1864 
failed, as it resulted in the demoli-
tion of the church in its entirety. The 
neighbouring buildings afterwards 
also made room for the now present 
square. This meant a morphological 
change of the urban context which will 
form the base for the later design.

5.2.5
Entrance to the monastery of San Guiseppe dei 
Ruffi

5.2.4
Existing situation, scale 1:2000

20. Ferraro, I. (2017). Atlante della Città Storica - Centro Antico, p. 511

N
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5.2.6
Traveling route including pictures of inbetween locations

Departing from point A, on the main 
decumani of Centro Antico, a rather 
hidden street named Vico Giganti in-
troduces the sequence to the location. 
Departing from a lively, busy street, 
the transition between the two streets 
changes the perception of the build-
ings, as the street becomes a more nar-
row path. Visible on the map sections 
is that the path which leads to the 
square is not a straight line, but rather 
squirms its way between the buildings. 
This alternation of sequence in turn 
produces a variety of environment. 
The buildings and open space are in 
constant change of dimensions and 
expression, creating a new surround-
ing with every step you take. Noticea-
ble is that, the further you stray from 
the main decumani, the more quiet 
it seems to get. This effect is most 
noticeable when crossing the northern 
decumani, and passing the monas-
tery which expands itself over this 
street in combination with the Largo 
Propio D’Avellino. This quietness is 
then answered with the presence of 
the square of San Giovanni in Porta 
where, when visiting the location of 
several occasions during my stay in 
Naples, the square was always empty 
and in this way did not contribute to 
Centro Antico the way it should.

Route to San Giovanni in Porta

To expand the knowledge of the 
Genius Loci of Piazzetta San Giovanni 
in Porta, an analysis of the destina-
tion sequence reveals more about 
how the design should react to its 
surroundings and which purpose it 
serves towards the users and visitors 
of the location. Furthermore, not only 
its direct surroundings have an effect 
on the use of the location, but also its 
overall location in Centro Antico, in 
relation to the center, which is the old 
market square of San Gaetano of the 
main axis, the Via Tribunali. This is 
the starting point for this sequence, 
and shows the relation between the 
different parts of the city center, and 
its overall use.

B

A

5.2.7
Traveling route overview
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5.3.1
Impression of the front facade

5.3 Palazzo San Giovanni in Porta

Design by analogies

Analogies are what play a main role 
in the translation of the built environ-
ment of Centro Antico into a new de-
sign. Analogies for the typological ele-
ments such as stairwells or courtyards, 
aswell as analogies for the expression 
of the facade and its openings, or the 
plinth and its use.

Throughout the development process 
of the design, every choice which was 
made in order to contribute to the 
formation of a ‘modern palazzo’ was 
tested to ensure the presence of anal-
ogies towards the local qualities within 
Centro Antico. The combination and 
translation of old and new resulted 
in a constant testing of abstraction of 
elements. This abstraction process 
can be found in many contemporary 
projects by architects such as Aldo 
Rossi or Giorgio Grassi, which derive 
from historical moments in history 
and specific locations. Important by 
doing so is that the main principles are 
maintained and respectfully integrated 
into a new design, and upholding their 
initial qualities.

Design concept

The design concept of ‘Palazzo San 
Giovanni in Porta’ revolves around 
the incorporation of the important 
elements which are present in Centro 
Antico. This means a coherent design 
which meets the requirements on a 
morphological and urban scale, aswell 
as on a typological, architectural scale. 

The concept of the design is that 
it should be a manifestation of the 
elements of Centro Antico. With 
the knowledge gained of the prior 
research and the case studies, the 
qualities of the built environment 
should be amplified in the design, 
and the problems which are present 
should be (largely) eliminated. This 
results in a coherent design which 
combines the dialects of the city. The 
residential buildings of the city centre 
are a result of 2,500 years of transfor-
mation, which is in contrast with the 
erection of a new ‘blocco con cortile’. 
Yet, this contrast can be transformed 
into a strong quality where the history 
and the products of their time meet in 
a contemporary design which balances 
the sum of old and new building tech-
niques and expressions. The design 
should be an answer to the question 
on how the historical building princi-
ples can respond in modern times.
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5.3.2
Building in urban context, scale 1:1000

By extending the plot lines of the 
neighbouring buildings, the straight 
walls of the new palazzo in turn create 
a bit more spacious and recessed vol-
ume, and shape the streets surround-
ing it. By enclosing the building on 
the eastern side of the building block, 
this building becomes more orientated 
towards its front facade and by doing 
so, articulating the entrance by the 
formation of a small entrance square 
in front of the existing palazzo.

Urban context

As previously mentioned, the location 
of the square situates itself on the head 
of its building block, bordering two 
main street axes. These axes form the 
main infrastructural surrounding for 
the location, and serve their purpose 
for multiple means of transportation, 
with the inclusion of cars. The build-
ing extends itself over the now present 
‘parking lot’, creating only one axis for 
this type of traffic.

By including this extension, the 
courtyard of the base model is now 
dislocated of the centreline of the 
building on the horizontal subdivision, 
an important element to mention 
when analysing the building plots by 
the methods of Lidia Savarese. Verti-
cally, the centreline of the courtyard 
is not located on the centreline either, 
creating a distorted morphological 
view in comparison to the ‘ideal’ 
model of the blocco con cortile. Yet, 
when looking at its surroundings and 
the rest of Centro Antico, this does 
not form a problem in relation to the 
morphological qualities of the existing 
urban tissue. The scale of the grain of 
the building also in turn correlates to 
its surroundings, blending into its sur-
roundings and occupying the plot in a 
similar fashion for Centro Antico.

5.3.3
Street axes around design location

N
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5.3.4
Isometric overview of the design phases

The volume

The new volume, with its five storeys, 
connects to its surroundings by adopt-
ing the current present storey levels 
to a certain extent. With its dou-
ble-storey plinth, the building tends to 
connect to the structures of the blocco 
con cortile, where the plinth is mostly 
finished in higher dimensions than its 
upper levels.

The images on the next page show 
how a specific floor plan grid is 
shaped in the open space, and how 
the outlines connect to the boundaries 
of both the surrounding buildings as 
the new plot. Build upon this grid is a 
raw volume which implies the initial 
grain of the volume. Starting with this 
5-storey, massive volume, the ‘shaving’ 
of this volume translated to on one 
hand implementing a courtyard as 
a result of the floor-plan layout, and 
on the other hand lightening the top 
level, in order to create open, usable 
spaces on the rooftop. Later on, this 
volume will also provide open space 
on the ground level in the form of an 
arcade, visible on the pages on the 
second page. This arcade is part of the 
building, yet opens up the volume and 
lightens the weight on the ground floor 
by doing so.

The square

The existing situation (first image on 
the left page) shows how the square is 
shaped and what elements form the 
borders of the location. On only one 
side, an existing building structure 
determines and defines this border, 
and with its blind wall shapes a large 
boundary for the square itself. This 
wall is a part of a former structure 
which is currently not in use. Because 
of its structure and current state, it 
was unusable for an implementation 
within a new design and therefore 
demolished in order to accommodate 
a new structure.

The new volume at first sight claims a 
larger grain than its surroundings, yet 
when shaping the volume to its new 
state, reveals that it follows its restric-
tions regarding building height and 
dimensions in similar fashion like its 
neighbouring buildings. The outlines 
of the current square are extended in 
order to define the plot boundaries, 
implementing a continued structure. 
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5.3.5
Isometric overview of volume design

5.3.6
Isometric drawing of the building volume with details
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5.3.7
Floor plan grid in situation, scale 1:1000

Floor plan grid

In order to connect to its surroundings 
aswell as form the base for a struc-
tured floor plan, a grid of 4,25x4,25m 
was implemented into the design 
location space. This grid was chosen 
as a combination of the surrounding 
buildings, aswell as it being an inter-
mediate grid size for the integration 
within the building block. With this 
grid, the room structure and construc-
tion throughout the building are able 
to adapt to the normalized structures 
of the blocco con cortile.

The image on the right shows how 
this intermediate size finds its origins. 
Where a small palazzo within the 
building block would occupy 1/4th of 
a sector with a grid structure of rough-
ly 6x6m and 18x18m total, a large 
palazzo would occupy one whole sec-
tor within a building block, measuring 
a 36x36m plot size with the same grid 
dimensions of 6x6m. Yet, because the 
grid is in its own way dependant on 
more than just a normalized model, its 
adaptability to its surroundings cause 
these dimensions to alter and form a 
more place-specific base for the new 
design. 

5.3.8
Floor plan grid diagrams

N
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5.3.9
Exploded axionometric drawing of the building structure

Program

As previously mentioned, the building 
should function as a manifestation 
of the different elements of Centro 
Antico. This also includes the imple-
mented program within the building. 
In order to contribute to the overall 
experience of the city centre, and to 
improve the use of the available spac-
es, a clear division of program and use 
is made. On the ground floor and the 
first floor, the floors which connect to 
the plinth and therefore to the direct 
exterior, commercial functions such as 
restaurants, offices, workshops etc. are 
implemented. On top of those levels, 
on the second, third and fourth floor, 
the residential functions are placed 
and thus creating a more clear defini-
tion of zones throughout the building.

Building structure

The building structure show the 
diversity of the spaces on the differ-
ent floors of the building. Where the 
site is slightly sloped, the building 
reacts with it creating a flat platform, 
of which its horizontality stretches 
throughout the whole structure. The 
contemporary structure characteris-
tics allow the building to be able to 
alternate between different means of 
structural elements. On one hand, 
large columns form the base for the 
structure while on the other, as is the 
case with the older buildings in Cen-
tro Antico, structural walls are the 
load-bearing elements of the building. 
This variation leads to the formation 
of different kinds of spaces, from 
more open to more closed, serving its 
purpose for its use. It is only on the 
one side which is not free-standing 
within the building plot, that there is a 
combination of old an new structures, 
as the existing building forms the back 
walls for the stairwell and the spaces 
on the southern side of the building. 
By doing so, a connection is made 
between new and existing, encorpo-
rating different parts of history within 
the building. The large base structure, 
where the arcade is part of, stretches 
towards the top floor which caused all 
loads to be transported vertically.

5.3.10
Axionemtric model of program division with com-
mercial functions (pink) and residential use (grey)
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5.3.11-5.3.12
Upper drawing: Street elevation front facade, scale 1:500
Lower drawing: Street elevation left facade, scale 1:500

The second drawing shows how the 
building terrain slopes towards the 
monastery. While the now existing 
square forms a platform, the buildings 
surrounding the square towards the 
monastery follow this slope. With the 
design of the new volume, the qualities 
of the platform, which are now pres-
ent in the formation of the piazzetta, 
remain present. The reappearance of 
this leveled platform within the arcade 
of the building has the same effect as 
it had, namely creating one coherent 
space within the building which func-
tions as a public.

In this street section, the buildings’ 
volume is shown to have the same 
effect as in the first drawing, namely 
creating a stepped slope regarding the 
roof lines of the surrounding build-
ings. This way, the buildings recessing 
top volume followes the inclining ter-
rain and is intermediate in its relation 
towards the building on the right side, 
across the Via San Giovanni in Porta.

Volumetric embedding

The front facade of the building 
stretches along the Via San Giovanni 
in Porta, where its volume connects to 
the neighbouring buildings. While the 
plinth of the new buildings stretches 
over two storeys, the levels of open-
ings link to the openings of the build-
ings surrounding the new volume. 
Along this street there is no height 
difference, allowing the alignment of 
the volume along the existing building 
line. The body of the building acts as 
a mediator between its neighbouring 
buildings, creating a stepped slope 
between the upper floors and connect-
ing the lines of the cornices. It is only 
the top floor of the new volume which 
creates an extra vertical elements 
regarding this relation, but with is 
recessed volume does not contribute 
as much to the total presence of the 
volume. 

The dimensions of the openings are 
shaped accordingly to the normalized 
width and height of palazzi windows, 
as is again the case with the neighbour-
ing buildings aswell.
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5.3.13
Impression arcade

Spatial division

The program tells us that on the 
ground floor and the first floor, com-
mercial functions are implemented. 
These functions are in direct corre-
lation to the basic structure of these 
floors, and generate an open plinth 
which connects to the exterior. One of 
the important elements which reoc-
cures in the design, is the zoning and 
clear definition of spaces regarding 
the use. A clear definition translates 
into a distinct division of public and 
private space. The building does this 
on the ground floor by defining the 
open spaces which are present; name-
ly the street, arcade and the courtyard. 
The street is an open accessible entity 
where the main movement takes

place. The arcade forms a sub-zone 
where it cuts of of the street, yet 
remains publicly accessible for pedes-
trians and visitors. Lastly, the court-
yard is only usable for the owners and 
residents of the building. The arcade 
spans over two levels, incorporating 
the first floor into the spatial division. 
This way, on the interior aswell as the 
exterior, the public accessibility is ex-
plicity articulated and forms a spacious  
suffusion over a newly created ‘side 
road’. Like in the model of the blocco 
con cortile around Centro Antico, the 
courtyard is a shared space, targeted at 
the private owners of the spaces within 
the building.

public - street

public - arcade

private - courtyard

5.3.14
Diagram of spatial division
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5.3.15 
floor plan ground floor, scale 1:200
restaurant - bar - office - workshop

0 1 2 3 4

5.3.16 
floor plan first floor, scale 1:200
restaurant - bar - office - workshop

0 1 2 3 4

N N
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5.3.17
Impression restaurant ground floor

5.3.18
Impression bar first floor
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5.3.19
Impression entrance portal with courtyard view

Residential use

The courtyard entrance is, as pre-
viously mentioned, only accessible 
for private owners. When entering 
through the portal and vestibule, 
the courtyard provides access to the 
stairwell which leads to the studios 
and apartments above. The impres-
sion on the left page is a sight which 
is often displayed in Centro Antico, 
namely a large, arcticulated entrance 
portal which provides a glimpse of 
the interior of the building itself. On 
the ground level, private access to 
the commercial functions below is 
provided and yet, as we move further 
upwards in the stairwell, a shift in use 
and typology is implemented as the 
sequence flows out into the hallway 
which provides access to the studios. 
On the second and third floor, the 
floor plan can be copied as the use 
and spatial layout is similar. The ori-
entation of the studios is towards the 
exterior as on the interior, a central 
movement around the courtyard al-
lows an improved circulation process 
throughout the building. The open-
ings on the facade are directive for the 
provision of daylight for the studios 
and apartments, amplifying the use of 
the spaces within. 

The studios are divided in two types, 
type A and B. The division of these 
types is a result of the extension of 
the normalized palazzo layout on the 
northern part of the building, creating 
larger spaces in this area. Type A is 
65 m² and has a square shape which 
offers a more spacious layout. Type 
B is a smaller, rectangular shaped 
studio type with a surface area of 50 
m². These studios stretch themselves 
at the boundaries of the building and 
with this, along the rhytmic openings 
in the facade. 

On the top floor, at 16 meters above 
the ground, two luxury apartments 
are located. These apartments enjoy a 
private access to their rooftop gar-
dens, which is a typology often found 
in Centro Antico. The use of roof-
top gardens dates back to the initial 
Renaissance palazzi, where the nobel 
families were provided with their pri-
vate open space which could be used 
as, for example, a garden within the 
city. With no obstructions throughout 
the day, these terraces enjoy a large 
amount of sunlight. The apartments 
themselves are spacious with the 
integration of a larger bathroom and a 
second bedroom.
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5.3.20
Floor plan second floor, scale 1:200
Studios
Type A 65m²
Type B 50m²

0 1 2 3 4

5.3.21
Floor plan third floor, scale 1:200
Studios
Type A 65m²
Type B 50m²

0 1 2 3 4

N N



144 145

5.3.22
Floor plan top floor, scale 1:200
Luxury apartments
Apartment 1 north 145/40m²
Apartment 2 south 135/50 m²

0 1 2 3 4

N

5.3.23
Impression rooftop terrace
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5.3.24
Impression hallway second/third floor

in the total sequence of movement, 
instead of it just being a separate 
entity. The stairwell distinguishes 
itself through its own material and 
structural features, but provides a 
logical sequence of accessibility for 
each floor. The impression on the 
left shows how the circular hallway of 
the studios connect to the structure 
within. When exiting the stairwell, a 
transition is smoothly made to guide 
the residents into the hallway which 
revolves around the courtyard. This 
way, multiple directions of movement 
and clear accessibility contribute the 
overall routing within the palazzo. 

Routing and movement sequence

The new palazzo enjoys the optimized 
use of the typologies found within the 
residential buildings in the city cen-
tre. The evolution of the circulation 
sequence within the existing buildings 
is often met with the changing of the 
buildings’ structure in order to pro-
vide access to each space within. The 
monumental staircases are in this 
sense not always optimally designed in 
order to guarantee a logical movement 
sequence throughout the building. To 
tackle this problem, yet remain in line 
with the existing typologies of the bloc-
co con cortile, a separate, monumen-
tal staircase was implemented in the 
structure which was then integrated in 

5.3.25
Routing and vertical movement
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entrance courtyard stairwell

5.3.26
Sequence of movement through the building

5.3.27
Sequence in section
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5.3.28-5.3.30
Upper drawing: Front facade, scale 1:200
Bottom left drawing: Vertical facade rhythm
Bottom right drawing: Facade openings

expression which the other two fa-
cades possess. Here, small openings in 
the facade which are smaller than the 
openings in the centreline above, guar-
antee both daylight for the residents of 
the palazzo as privacy for residents of 
the neighbouring palazzi.

The body of the building shares a 
homogeneous rhythm and expression 
around the totality of the building. 
Where the openings have the same 
dimensions, the small exceptions to 
them provide a hierachic structure 
between the second and third floor. 
These exceptions are shaped by a 
difference in pediments around the 
openings aswell as the size of the bal-
conies. These are features which have 
been abstracted from similar buildings 
around Centro Antico.

Lastly, the crown of the building is ac-
centuated with a receding volume, and 
a minimalist cornice which separates 
the upper part from the body. Here, 
the balconies form themselves as a veil 
around the building. The openings 
here have the same rhythmic aspects 
as the lower two levels, yet do not 
contain a similar pediment and their 
dimensions are smaller in order to 
contribute to the overall hierarchy. 

Facade rhythm

The strictness of the structural grid 
is not always as visible on the floor 
plans, yet on the facade, a more clear 
rhythmic expression presents itself, 
where both horizontically as vertically, 
each facade conveys its own message 
in harmony with the total dialect of the 
building.

The plinth around the building is 
shaped differently for every facade, 
and thereby has a more closed or a 
more open expression depending on 
the connection towards the exterior. 
The front facade has a clear arched 
plinth were the completion of the six 
openings vary, from openings into 
the building with large, glass windows 
on top, to an entrance portal which 
leads to the courtyard, to the pathway 
entrance of the arcade. The arcade 
shares around the same expression 
and rhythm on the left facade, as the 
openings share the same place within 
the facade. The dimensions of the 
arched openings in this facade vary 
from the front facade due to the fact 
that the arcade is closed of of the 
street, and does not follow the present 
slope. On the right facade, the plinth 
borders on the driveway and alley of 
the neighbouring buildings, and this 
way does not contribute to the open
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5.3.31-5.3.33
Upper drawing: Left facade, scale 1:200
Bottom left drawing: Vertical facade rhythm
Bottom right drawing: Facade openings

5.3.34-5.3.36
Upper drawing: Right facade, scale 1:200
Bottom left drawing: Vertical facade rhythm
Bottom right drawing: Facade openings
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5.3.37
Impression underside arcade groin vault

The expression of the yellow tuff is 
mostly visible in its variety on the 
exterior facades and interior court-
yard facades. On the exterior, the 
plinth is provided with larger tuff 
ashlars with stone sizes of respecta-
bly 500x500mm, 500x750mm and 
500x1000mm. This technique of 
ashlar cladding is found mostly during 
the Renaissance, relating back to this 
important period for Centro Antico. 
In order to nuance between the open-
ing elements of the plinth, the arches 
are accentuated on the front facade, 
aswell as on the left facade. The main 
structural element of the building is 
concrete, making this visible in the 
arcade aswel as the horizontal accents 
on the building itself, including the 
balconies and the cornice. This way, 
an expressional contrast is made with 
new and old, past and present. The 
vault of the arcade are made visible 
aswell, where the cladding follows the 
arched form all around. On the body 
of the building, aswell as the interior 
courtyard, the tuff is finished in a 
masonry pattern with stone sizes and 
bond mostly found in medieval struc-
tures. Lastly, the crown of the building 
is finished in tuffo-like stucco, refer-
ring more toward the Baroque period, 
mostly visible in present day Naples.

Architectural expression

The expression of the building also 
relates back to the initial design con-
cept, namely that the expression of 
the present elements are a subject of 
a total manifestation that is the build-
ing. Each element, whether or not its 
translated or abstracted, is through 
form and expression a part of the 
totality that is Centro Antico. The 
main concept that plays a role in this 
expression is that of tectonics. Centro 
Antico, and the majority of buildings 
in especially the older parts of the city, 
are build in Neapolitan yellow tuff, 
or tufo. This material is used both as 
a structural and decorative purposes 
throughout the city. By exploring the 
ways of implementation throughout 
Centro Antico, this material is used in 
varying ways in this design aswell. 

5.3.38
Traditional structural wall of tufo > 1m
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5.3.39-5.3.41
Upper image: Tufo stone texture of the front facade
Middle image: Plasticity accentuation
Lower image: Colour palette of the front facade

second floor, and only in on the top 
part of the window of the third floor. 
This distinction relates back to the 
ornaments which can ben found on 
other buildings in Centro Antico, 
where the windows phase out their 
ornaments when rising in height.

The cornice is accompanied by a rib-
bon of balconies of the same material 
and expression, namely the white con-
crete. This, together with the absence 
of the blue-green window shutters, 
distinguishes this part of the building 
with the lower parts. 

In combination with the tuff stone 
which can be found in Centro An-
tico, different elements have their 
own expressions and with that create 
a color-palette which is in harmony 
with the building ensemble. Tested in 
various variants, the reoccuring colors 
which are visible in Centro Antico and 
used in the building is the tan expres-
sion of the Neapolitan tuff, the broken 
white colour of the used concrete 
accentuating different parts of the 
building, the dark and light grey col-
our palette for the window frames and 
lastly a blue-green metal colour for the 
shutters and doors. The plinth and 
its entrance portal is accentuated with 
a monumental door and a frame of 
concrete which stretches itself through 
the vestibule.

As mentioned before, the body of 
the building is finished in a mason-
ry pattern. These block measure 
250x375mm, and are layed in a bond 
which shifts 125mm per masonry 
layer. This masonry bond can also be 
found in the interior facades of the 
courtyard, including the stairwell. On 
the exterior facades, the windows are 
hierarchically accentuated with ab-
stracted pediments which result in the 
expression of masonry niches around 
the window frames. This setback is all 
around present on the windows of the

5.3.42
Porta of a neighbouring palazzo
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5.3.43
Impression courtyard

The use of tufo is accompanied by the 
use of white concrete, which is visible 
troughout the entirety of the building. 
The concrete contains similar qualities 
as the tufo, by it being both a structur-
al as an architectural aspect through-
out the building. While the tufo is 
mainly used for portraying the raw 
expression off the building, the con-
trasting concrete is used on one hand 
as the main, load bearing structure, 
and on the other hand as a means to 
accentuate different active and passive 
elements. 

The balconies and balustrades, aswell 
as on the facade as within the stair-
case, highlight the openings aswell as 
playing a crucial part in the use of the 
building. The main other contrasting 
elements are the blue-green doors 
which are placed aswell on the interior 
as the exterior, creating a nuance in 
the accentuation of the openings. By 
using this colour palette across the 
building, it becomes a clear, tectonic 
ensemble.

Architectural detailing

In order to correctly portay the mes-
sage of the architectural expression of 
the present elements within the build-
ing, a few key details are explained in 
this part of the chapter. The uniform-
ity of the building in combination with 
the use of the tufo stones creates a 
tectonic ensemble. The nuances that 
are made in the design of the different 
parts of the building are a result of 
the flexibility and adaptability of this 
material. 

The material itself offers a range of 
possibilities regarding both structural 
as architectural qualities. The parts 
where this tectonic nature come best 
to light is on the exterior and interior 
expression, mainly the facades, court-
yard and staircase. The impression on 
the left shows on how these elements 
intertwine in the interior space of the 
volume. The staircase, although it 
being a separate entity, conforms with 
the expression of the surrounding 
facades of the courtyard.
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5.3.44
Facade fragment of the staircase, scale 1:50

Staircase

Neapolitan palazzi are well known 
for their monumental staircases, and 
being designed as entities of their own. 
The staircase in the design follows 
these principles, yet shows a deeper 
integration within the building itself. 
Structurally, the stairwell is its own 
entity, yet because of the fact that the 
courtyard, of which the stairwell is a 
part, is newly designed as one part, the 
overlapping expressions of the interior 
facades with its masonry and niches 
can also be found in the construction 
of the stairwell. The masonry shell of 
the tufo blocks encases the stairwell 
as a whole, where two concrete cores 
bare the load of the stairs, which are 
of the same material and connect 
throughout. Entering the stairwell, two 
directions create an upward move-
ment which flows out on platforms on 
each level, providing further access 
to the building interior. It is on these 
platforms that the user is able to 
connect with the courtyard through 
the openings of the stairwell facade, 
like the well-known baroque staircases 
of Centro Antico. The raw shell with 
deep openings is then further accentu-
ated with concrete balustrades, where 
the rest of the openings are open with-
out windows to amplify the connection 
towards the courtyard.

5.3.45
Front facade of staircase with tuff masonry texture
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5.3.46
Facade fragment of the plinth, scale 1:50

Plinth

The plinth is provided with tufo clad-
ding, with stones that vary in dimen-
sions. The two-storey entity opens up 
the building on the ground level, and 
with large openings accentuates the 
commercial functions of the ground 
floor and the first floor. The detail on 
the right shows how these openings 
are designed, where the floor slab of 
the first floor is disconnected from the 
arches. The doors with the window on 
top form one element, which distanc-
es itself from the building structure 
aswell. 

The walls of the levels have a thick-
ness of 1 meter, which leads to a 
plinth with deep openings, and a thick 
structure on these levels. This way, the 
ashlar cladding of the tufo stone plates 
is secured on the height of 8 meters. 
The detail on the right shows how the 
cladding connects to the construction, 
and the detail of the cornering in the 
arch. The height of the stones are for 
every variant 500mm, and flow around 
the corner with a miter joint, creating 
a seamless transition into the open-
ings and connecting seamlessly onto 
the window frame. These window 
frames form a sturdy whole as to the 
dimension of the window fit the entire 
opening in the arch.

5.3.47
Detail wall structure and plinth opening, 
scale 1:20
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5.3.48
Facade fragment of the second/third floor, scale 1:50

Balconies

The fragment on the left show the ma-
sonry bond of the tufo blocks in great-
er detail, and how these are placed in 
relation to the building height and the 
openings. As mentioned before, the 
pediments which are present in Cen-
tro Antico are abstracted in the form 
of niches around the windows. Anoth-
er nuance that is made is the fact that 
in these niches around the windows, 
the stones are turned 90 degrees with 
the head of the tufo blocks oriented 
towards the exterior.

The balconies are an extension of 
the floor slabs of the studios, and are 
integrated into this construction. A 
thermal break between exterior and 
interior causes a more sustainable 
connection between the balconies and 
the floor. The deep openings cause 
the balconies to not extend far on the 
outside of the facade, and create a 
space which is largely located within 
the perimeters of the building wall. 
The dimensions of the balconies vary 
between the second and third floor, 
where the balcony on the second floor 
has a width of 2250mm, the balcony 
on the third floor measures 1750mm. 
This dinstinction between balcony di-
mensions is a principle which is largely 
present in the city centre aswell.

5.3.49
Detail wall structure and balconies, scale 1:20
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5.3.50
Impression window opening interior
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Additional drawings
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Piazzetta San Giovanni in Porta

Ground floor plan in situation, scale 1:1000 Floor plan ground floor, scale 1:200
Grid: 4250x4250mm
Subgrid: 2125x2125mm

N N
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Floor plan first floor, scale 1:200

N

Floor plan second floor, scale 1:200

N
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Floor plan third floor, scale 1:200
N

Floor plan top floor, scale 1:200
N
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Elevation front facade, scale 1:200 Elevation left facade, scale 1:200
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Elevation right facade, scale 1:200 Axionometric 3D section, longitudinal
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Longitudinal section, scale 1:200 Cross-section, scale 1:200
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Detail balcony, scale 1:10

1-2

3-4

5-6-7

8-9-10-11-12

1. Concrete floor slab
2. Floor finish (interior)
3. Balcony window
4. Window shutter
5. Thermal break
6. Concrete balcony floor slab
7. Balcony floor finish
8. Wall covering (interior)
9. Concrete wall
10. Insulation
11. Cavity wall
12. Tuff masonry blocks

Detail plinth, scale 1:10

1-2-3-4-5

7

6

8-9

10-11

12

1. Concrete wall
2. Cladding mounting
3. Insulation
4. Cladding placeholder
5. Tuff stone cladding
6. Arched window (top)
7. Arched window (bottom)
8. Concrete floor slab
9. Floor finish (interior)
10. Door mounting
11. Spacer door-window
12. Door
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Reflection

grasp the characteristic of the Nea-
politan dwellings. The blocco con 
cortile contains elements which were 
present in the predecessing building 
structures aswell, yet the expression 
of these typologies shifted throughout 
history. The implementation of the 
interior open spaces originating from 
the atrium and cavum aedium which 
evolved into present typologies, under-
standing their importance for the city 
was crucial.

The buildings examined in the case 
studies eventually made these theo-
ries more reachable. Here, the cur-
rent structures reveal many layers of 
history, and show how the important 
elements like the portal, vestibule, 
courtyard, staircase, etc. The blocco 
con cortile shows many forms within 
the building blocks of Centro Antico, 
and the wide range of building struc-
tures shows how these theories were 
actually realized. 

With the eventual design, the incorpo-
ration of the past and present is sought 
to enrich the city centre with a design 
which reflects the essence that is Cen-
tro Antico, and with a contemporary 
design forms a meaningful addition to 
the historic city.

This thesis aimed to capture the urban 
and architectonic qualities of Centro 
Antico in Naples, focussed on the res-
idential architecture of the blocco con 
cortile. Through extensive theoretical 
research, case studies and eventually a 
design assignment, these aspects have 
been sought to grasp and translate. 
The initial research, aswell as the case 
studies later on, offered a typological 
framework with reoccuring elements 
which resurfaced in the design exer-
cise aswell.

The investigation started of with the 
story of origin, accompanied with the 
theories of Caniggia. His theories, 
explained in for example the book 
‘Interpreting basic buildings’, helped 
a great deal in understanding the 
formation of ancient city structures 
with their corresponding building 
types and present typologies. Luckily, 
this research in combination with the 
theories focusses mainly on Italian 
cities, as their origins can be traced 
back to Greek-Roman times. The 
link therefore could be more easily 
made with the structures of Naples. 
Understanding the typomorphological 
evolution was the key in starting this 
investigation on residential architec-
ture in Centro Antico. To specify this 
research, the scale moved to a more 
detailed, architectural level in order to
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