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Introduction

This book presents my journey with the Masterly Apprentice 
Graduation Studio. The report starts with an overview of the Swiss 
context created by a series of images taken in the study trip. Next, 
it talks about how I investigated the work of Lütjens Padmanabhan 
Architects and what I have learned from their architectural vision. 
Further, the competition brief for the design is summarised in order 
to make the context of the design clearer. With these two aspects in 
mind the research question of my design is formulated as follows: 
“How can autonomous interior spaces reside in a contextually determined 
design?“. Finally, my design is presented as a response to this 
question and the competition brief. 

The Masterly Apprentice Studio (2015–2016) investigated 
questions about learning from a role model in the context of Swiss 
Architecture and Education. How can you become masterly in 
learning? This question was meant to be answered by thoroughly 
studying a Swiss architect and trying to understand his approach 
to architecture and later make use of this knowledge in the design 
phase. 

Further, the studio supposed the design of the extension of the 
Architecture Academy of Mendrisio, Switzerland. What made 
everything intriguing was the fact that the project would be based on 
an actual competition held in Mendrisio in November 2015. 

My interest with this studio is twofold; both of the above 
mentioned aspects pose a rising interest to me. Concentrating on one 
figure with a very specific project in the background seemed a good 
recipe to develop a good design and to learn a great deal from it.

First of all, studying just one architect, or an office, seemed like a 
very good opportunity to discover someone new. My approach to this 
issue was to stay away from the Swiss renowned architects and to get 
to know a young office that intrigued me. This choice was based on 
the fact that I would rather study someone that deals with present 
and contemporary problems and does not have a great name 
behind them to push architectural solutions forward. 

Secondly, my interest for the location was also an important 
factor. Besides my internship in Zürich which helped me to better 
understand the Swiss architectural context, Mendrisio itself became 
an intriguing location due to several visits to the Architecture 
Academy.

The full studio brief and my letter of motivation are attached as 
appendixes to this report.
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Fig. 1 ‘Defining context’  

Day 1, Farmers field, 

Mechernich-Wachendorf, 

Germany, near Bruder Klaus 

Field Chapel 

A week in Switzerland

The study trip in Switzerland was an opportunity the understand 
the context better. Although it was not the first encounter for me 
with the country, I had the chance to make a better extract from 
this visit. The trip was planned in order to see Switzerland from a 
few different points of view. We have visited Zurcih, Mendrisio – the 
site of the project and part of the region of Graubünden. The tour 
enabled us to see a big city, a university city and also part of the 
countryside aiming to paint a diverse picture of the greater context.

Fourteen images

Presented further are some images that I have made during this 
trip, that, I believe, speak about some essential elements that I have 
experienced.
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Left

Fig. 2 ‘Rhythm and balance‘ 

Day 2, Facade Detail, Im Birch 

Schule, Zürich, arch Peter 

Märkli

Right

Fig. 3 ‘Interpreted space’ 

Day 3, Infrastructure seen 

from Toni Areal, Zürich, EM2N
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Left

Fig. 4 ‘Grid’ 

Day 3, Sports Hall, Centro 

Scolastico, Riva de San Vitale, 

arch Aurelio Galfetti

Fig. 5 ‘Layers’ 

Day 3, Corridor, Centro 

Scolastico, Riva de San Vitale, 

arch Aurelio Galfetti

Right

Fig. 6 ‘Artificial Landscape’ 

Day 4, USI Campus, Mendrisio

Fig. 7 ‘Secluded Space’ 

Day 4, Inner Courtyard, 

Palazzo Turconi, Mendrisio, 

arch Luigi Fontana
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Left

Fig. 8 ‘Unprogrammed Corner’ 

Day 5, USI Campus, Mendrisio

Right

Fig. 9 ‘Intermediate viewpoint’ 

Day 6, Staircase, Las Caglias, 

Flims, arch Rudolf Olgiati

Fig. 10 ‘Framed Landscape’ 

Day 6, Swimming pool, Las 

Caglias, Flims, arch Rudolf 

Olgiati
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Left

Fig. 11 ‘Valley’ 

Day 7, Vrin

Fig. 12 ‘Landmark’ 

Day 7, Vrin

Right

Fig. 13 ‘Mountains’ 

Day 7, Mountains, Vrin
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Left

Fig. 14 ‘Contextual proximity’ 

Day 8, Kunsthaus Bregenz, 

Bregenz, Germany, arch Peter 

Zumthor

Right

Fig. 15 Collage of memories

A collage of memories

One of the first exercises that we had to deal with in the design 
process was to do a collage that could express an idea about our 
future design. 

Given the fact that the immediate and extended contexts, 
meaning Mendrisio and Switzerland, are important factors for me, 
I chose to collate some of the photographs I took during the trip. By 
doing this, I tried to set a guideline for my design and create some 
keywords that would remain important in the process of developing 
the building. This collage talks about points of view, perspectives, 
rhythms and repetition, patterns that give scale, framing, escaping 
the rigid and of course the surrounding, the spectacular mountains.
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Fig. 16 Thomas Padmanabhan 

and Oliver Lütjens, photo 

Walter Mair

Lütjens Padmanabhan Architekten

1. As stated by Job Floris in 

“Spaces for economy in the 

city“ conference in Ghent, 

November 2015

2. luetjens-padmanabhan.ch/

office

Introduction

“Lütjens Padmanabhan Architekten was founded in 2007 by 
Oliver Lütjens and Thomas Padmanabhan. Their interest in complex 
architectural expression has distanced the practice from the craft-
oriented mainstream of Swiss architecture. Their current projects explore 
the impossible task of reconciling the autonomy of the façade with the 
typological uncertainty of interior spaces and loose urban contexts.”[1]

My interest for Lütjens Padmanabhan Architekten lies in their 
fascinating ability of tackling the relationships between spaces using 
atypical means. Although their built projects are only residential, 
they offer a great deal of knowledge regarding the relationship 
between the interior spaces and the expression of the facade. They 
refer back to both classical architecture and modern architects like 
Venturi and Loos, and thus create a very complex approach in their 
architecture. Lütjens and Padmanabhan comprise, in my opinion, a 
sort of architecture that deals with perception, one that is close to its 
user in terms of use and feeling.

The Zürich based office deals mostly with residential projects. 
Apart from other well known offices like OMA and SOM, both Oliver 
and Thomas have worked with Diener and Diener  Architekten and 
Meili, Peter Architekten, prior to opening their own practice. 

Regarding their academic experience, both have been assistant 
professors for Adam Caruso and Peter Märkli respectively. For the 
year 2015-2016 they have both been assigned as visiting professors 
at TU München.[2]

Oliver Lütjens, dipl. Arch ETH SIA 
 
2015-2016 Visiting Professor at TU München 
         2011-2014 Head Assistant at ETH Zürich with  
Professor Adam Caruso 
2007-2009 Assistant at ETH Zürich with Visiting Professors Adam 
Caruso and Peter St John 
2007 Formed Lütjens Padmanabhan Architekten 
2006-2007 Worked for OMA / Rem Koolhaas, Rotterdam 
2004–2006 Worked for Meili, Peter Architekten, Zürich 
2002–2004 Worked for Diener & Diener Architekten, Basel 
1994-2002 Studied at ETH Zürich and EPF Lausanne

Thomas Padmanabhan, Dipl.-Ing. Arch., M.Arch. SIA 
 
2015-2016 Visiting Professor at TU München 
2007-2013 Assistant at ETH Zürich with Professor Peter Märkli and 
Professor Markus Peter 
2007 Formed Lütjens Padmanabhan Architekten 
2003-2006 Worked for Diener & Diener Architekten, Basel 
2002-2003 Worked for Meili, Peter Architekten, Zürich 
2000-2001 Worked for Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, New York 
1998-2000 Assistant at Cornell University Ithaca with Professor 
Arthur Ovaska and Professor David Lewis 
1998-2000 Studied at Cornell University Ithaca 
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Fig. 17 Model, Waldmeisterweg 

project, LP Architects

Fig. 18 Imitated model of LP 

Architects’ Waldmeisterweg 

project

3. Conference at Scott 

Sutherland School, Robert 

Gordon University, min 26

1994-1995 Studied at Università di Roma «La Sapienza» 
1992-1998 Studied at RWTH Aachen

The process of learning

In order to get a grasp of their approach and philosophy I have 
studied some of their projects through imitation. This process has 
enabled a wide range of questions to be asked about their work. 
Furthermore, finding the answers has provided information about 
their work and approach in general, rather than just showing 
momentary solutions.

Model – Waldmeisterweg

The picture on the left (Fig. 17) represents the model of the 
interior space of one of the apartments from Lütjens Padmadabhan’s 
Waldmeisterweg project in Zürich.

The model represents a rather generous room. It is connected on 
one side with another room and on the other side with a loggia that 
enables light to come in. At first glance, we can notice, apart from 
the disposition of these rooms, their connection with the outside, 
by observing where the light comes in from. Also, a marble column 
dominates the image, sitting at the center of the composition.

While trying to imitate models, passing the ‘what’ stage is rather 
fast, due to the strong visual aspect of model-making and also 
because of the complexity of the process. The ‘how‘ type of questions 
enable us to replicate a given model. Consequently, investigating 
how the model is built-up, with what materials and how they are put 
into being, gives almost all the answers needed to make the copy. 

 The materials used are straightforward; the authors mainly use 
differently textured paper and cardboard to replicate the surfaces. 
It can be observed that they pay close attention to the reflectivity of 
the surfaces and how the light is lead from one room to the other. 
The several textures used also have different colours, that are most 
probably applied to thick cardboard or they are simply coloured 
paper.

Also, the morphology and detail of the openings play an 
important role in this scene. Observing these elements in relation to 
the scale of the model offers knowledge about how to build the layers 
of the model. Moreover, it shows the importance of the elements. 
For example, the window frames are clearly divided and detailed, 
because they tell something about the proportions of the space. On 
the other hand, the door frame is present in the scene, but it is not as 
emphasized.

Although in the case of model making and replicating - to be 
more precise - these stages and types of questions intertwine and 
rapidly go from one to the other, it makes sense to separate them in 
order to determine how the process of imitation is perceived.

When observing how the rooms are placed, the question why 

is it done specifically this way comes to mind as well. In this case, 
why is the pillar placed in that exact place, not inside the wall or 
not with more space around it. It also seems to be the only element 
emphasized through the use of an expensive material. Is there a 
reason behind this? Moreover, why are different materials used 
in this model, what do the authors want to tell by making this 
distinction.

The most interesting part of this exercise is that only one model 
cannot offer all these answers; and the involved apprentice would 
have to search for them elsewhere. Thus, other learning tools should 
be investigated. 

By looking at the plan (Fig. 19) with these questions in mind, 
one can see that the model represents a corner apartment. It is also 
obvious that the pillar is part of the structure grid of the building. 
The different functions of the rooms become clear and the different 
finishing of the surfaces makes sense.

Investigating even deeper, the placement of the pillar and its 
role is explained by the architects in a conference they held at Scott 
Sutherland School, Robert Gordon University in Aberdeen, Scotland 
in May, 2014. Exploring their work becomes even more exciting 
when finding out that the use of this principle can be traced back to 
earlier projects. Regarding their first project in Binningen, they state 
that “We felt that we need to open it up (the space) without somehow 
losing the different private zones within the apartment. So we introduced 
a central pillar that does two things: one reading of the pillar is that it 
somehow separates the dining from the living area and also from the 
workspace. And the other perception of it is that it somehow creates a 
central axis around which all the spaces can rotate.“[3]

Furthermore, Lütjens and Padmadabhan develop the theme in 
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Left

Fig. 19 Plan, Waldmeisterveg 

project, LP Architects

Right

Fig. 20 Model, Herdernstrasse 

project, LP Architects

Fig. 21 Model, Richterswil 

project, LP Architects

Fig. 22 Interior, Binningen II 

project, LP Architects

4., 5. Conference at Scott 

Sutherland School, Robert 

Gordon University

the second project in Binningen and they say that “The idea of the 
pillar reappears, in a different disguise, now the pillar has the purpose of 
unifying different spaces that all lie within the perimeter of the building. 
While the outer wall of the building seems to have that shape, in fact, all 
the outdoor spaces, like the loggia which is a cold space and the winter 
garden which is half cold half warm, lie within the general perimeter of the 
building, so these pillars allow for a second reading, to visually include all 
these spaces here (loggia, winter garden) into the interior communal space 
of the building.“[4] This can also be observed in Fig. 22.

Finally, regarding Waldmeisterweg, the architects explain: “You 
enter the building in a big hall, and in this hall you also eat, there is a 
kitchen, and, from that on, there is a living room that you could separate 
into a bedroom, and a big loggia. At the centre of the three, there is a 
column. [...] This is this room with this central column, the view to the left 
into the loggia and to the right to the living.”[5]

The idea of the pillar is also developed in other projects like 
Herdernstrasse (Fig. 20) or Richterswil (Fig. 21).

By the means of the conference, the distinction between the 
details of the window frames and door frame in the scene are also 
explained. Given that the living room is more of an extension of 
the dining, the door is treated more as a subtle separation than as a 
boundary between the two spaces. 

Arriving at these types of questions immediately pushes us in the 
critical part of study; and so, this wide-spread investigation into the 
architect’s work offers insight to their methodology and ideology. 
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Left

Fig. 23 Imitated model of LP 

Architects Meisterhaus project

Fig. 24 House Emmer, 1950 

Right

Fig. 25 Collage of  Meisterhaus 

Gropius Dessau project, LP 

Architects

Fig. 26 Imitated Collage 

of  Lütjens Padmadabhan 

Architects’ Meisterhaus 

Gropius Dessau project

Fig. 27 Model of Binningen I 

project, LP Architects

6. Editors of Phaidon Press, 

The 20th Century Art Book, 

Phaidon Press, 1996

7.afasia archzine

8.Conference at Scott 

Sutherland School, Robert 

Gordon University

Collage – Meisterhaus Gropius Dessau

The collage chosen represents the Meisterhaus Gropius Dessau 
project from Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects

The image presented on the right hand page (Fig. 25) is in fact a 
photograph of a model that has been processed afterwards and other 
several elements have been digitally added in order to complete the 
final image. It is rather obvious that it represents a detached house. 
Another point to be discussed here is to what extent the image is a 
model and what elements have been added in the later stage. This 
is an important analysis from the point of view of the image as a 
final result and it is a needed step in order to be able to replicate it 
truthfully. 

The model mainly consists of cardboard, paper and Plexiglas. 
Elements like the trees, the background, the human figures inside 
and the stairs are added on the computer. As a short first observation 
it can be noted that the construction as a whole is physical and 
the elements that enrich the final image and give it a certain 
atmosphere are drawn on top. In order to create a replica, in this 
case, it is relevant to build the physical model exactly. This gives one 
answers about proportion and mass; about how the elements of the 
house are put together and how they interact. 

The part that is added in the later stage lacks strict dimensioning 
and placement, so it is based on contributing to a certain 
composition and atmosphere. What is interesting to observe in 
this stage is that controlling dimension and proportion is done 
physically, by the means of construction. 

Coming to think about the project (and not the image itself) as 
the product, the photograph and its title invite to do further research. 
The project is in fact a proposal for a competition on the former site 
of Walter Gropius’ Meisterhaus. Understanding the context of this 
proposal gives insight in the approach of Lütjens Padmanabhan 
Architects. 

The Bauhaus School moved in 1925 from Weimar to Dessau. In 
this situation, Walter Gropius was given the chance to build and, 
besides the renowned Bauhaus school building, he designed and 
built the houses for the teachers (masters) of the school (Fig. 28) 
known as “die Meisterhäuser”.

During the war, two of the residences were destroyed. On the 
remaining base of Walter Gropius’ own house (Fig. 29), Emmer 
House (Fig. 24) was built in the 1950. A pitched roof was enforced by 
the authorities in order to make a statement against the Bauhaus 
movement, which was considered at the time a centre of communist 
intellectualism.[6]

After an 8 year long debate between restoration and 
reconstruction, the competition organised in 2010 has awarded 
Bruno Fioretti Marquez Architects’ entry (Fig. 30) with the first prise 
and thus the demolition of Emmer House followed in 2011. The 

project has been built in 2012.[7]

In the analysed image, the entire building, i.e. the Emmer House, 
is elevated and an intermediate glazed floor is inserted underneath. 
Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects’ proposal speaks in this context 
about their approach to heritage. Their image tells a story about 
what has happened by adding yet another layer to the history of 
the site. The contradiction in architectural language created by the 
authors invites the viewer to analyse what he is faced with.

One of the interpretations of this elevation could be the intention 
of giving the Emmer House the appearance of a piano nobile. In the 
given context, this gesture might be interpreted as emphasising even 
more the misplacement of Emmer House on that specific site. The 
intention of creating a piano nobile is a recurrent motif in Lütjens 
and Padmadabahn’s discourse; an idea that they mention regarding 
their project in Binningen (Fig. 27): “[...] we decided to differentiate 
between the upper level and the lower level of the building [...]; to create 
a window motif on the upper level that creates almost the impression of 
a piano nobile, classical idea of having the main floor on the first floor, 
and to bind the lower floor almost suspended 
from this upper floor”[8]. Evidently, in this case, 
the first floor becomes more important due 
to its relative weight to the glazed, ground 
floor. Also, one can say that the ground 
floor is rather trapped between the base of 
Gropius’ house and the former Emmer House. 
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Left

Fig. 28 Isometric drawing of 

the Master’s Houses, Walter 

Gropius

Right

Fig. 29 Exterior View of Walter 

Gropius’ Meisterhaus, photo 

Ise Gropius, 1926

Fig. 30 Exterior view of Bruno 

Fioretti Marquez’s project 

replacing House Emmer

Nevertheless, it achieves its expressive function of separating the 
building into three distinctive parts and underlining a contradiction.

Regarding the composition of the image, there are several 
elements that play interesting roles as well. Although not from first 
glance, it can be noticed that the light colours used in the scene 
enhance the feeling of lightness which subsequently strengthens the 
concept of elevating the house. The trees, added on the computer as 
long vertical lines, contribute to the idea of elevation; they surround 
the main subject of the image and multiply the effect of the pillars 
inside. Moreover, the reflection in the cardboard base has a similar 
effect, making the vertical lines longer and underlines the verticality 
of the composition. 

This last observation refers back to the initial stage of the 
imitation process when these visual aspects were just noticed. 
Objective observations from the first stage become relevant in the 
final image by a more critical approach.

Having completed the final image (Fig. 26), after the photograph 
has been taken, a certain difference in proportion can be noticed 
between the original and the replicated image. Although in this 
exact exercise this difference is not crucial, it has to be taken into 
consideration for the final result of the replica. This inequality might 
have resulted from starting out with different measurements (due 
to lack of clear information), but also it might be a result of using a 
different camera while taking the picture of the model. Nevertheless, 
the important aspect of this observation is that the change in 
proportion changes the perception of the image as well. In the 
replicated image, the elevated house does not seem as heavy as in 
the original. The narrower base makes the upper construction seem 
light and also more feasible.

The most relevant conclusion on such an exercise is that it invites 
to explore other related work from the authors. Even a “project” that 
consists of only one image stimulates critical thinking, if the right 
attention is given to it and the right questions are raised.
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Interview

6 Questions for Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects by Sebastian 
Multerer, TU München[9]

Finding a personal attitude in the contemporary architectural 
discourse is almost equivalent to the rectangularity of the circle. 
Oliver Lütjens and Thomas Padmanabhan, guest lecturers at TUM 
offer through their methodology not a cure for this dilemma, but a 
surprising new look on things. A short conversation about diversity, 
autonomy and leeway.

S: What is your current state? Are you satisfied with how your 
office and your teaching are taking their course?

T: Yes, we are satisfied, how things and especially the last semester 
developed. It is fantastic, that we can integrate the professional practice 
approach, the talks and experiences directly into teaching.

O: At the beginning it was only a hypothesis, if the transfer of our 
construction tasks could function in a foreign city. This thesis that man 
can think a single house, architecturally autonomous, and also succeed in 
establishing diverse relations, especially in the contexts in which we work 
today, where very little commitment prevails.

S: There is a significant development in your work, from the 
first projects, that seem very dogmatic, in the contrary to the 
current ones, that tell a story of ordinary nature. From where is this 
influence coming?

O: This is owed to a great degree to the process. We are favouring 
the long work on the realized projects and a permanent progressive 
enrichment of houses with new layers and ideas. From our point of view, 
during the processing time, also the perception of the projects and the 
discourse about it change. And that is why this is all a process in itself, 
that is somehow always going forward. At the end it is what it is.

T: And of course that is in close relationship with the provided project 
task. Our intensive preoccupation with the theme of the residential 
program, gives us the possibility to discover all the time a new leeway. 
They have to be worked on all the time in parallel with other construction 
projects.

S: You tried this leeway many times in the agglomerations of Swiss 
cities. Even your current design theme in Moosach follows after this 
question. Is there an analogy between the Swiss and the German 
cities in the border areas and do you see in these areas also the 
future potential of city densification?

O: At the moment there is in Swiss cities an incredible pressure on the 
overall housing scheme, as well as in Munich. We have not looked for 
the agglomeration consciously. Most projects that are brought to us just 
happen to be in this type of areas. Due to the substantial densification of 
these simple settlements, where an incredible architectural as well as an 
urban potential lies, there is the possibility, of creating another piece of the 

city.

T: This interest in the cultural depth of architecture seems to stand in 
great contradiction to the rather vulgar places of agglomeration. But we 
have discovered that the opposite is the case. We have learned that the 
requirement to create a rich, complex, autonomous architecture, works well 
precisely in these impoverished places. I don’t know if by the same means, 
we would work with the same freshness and energy, if we were supposed to 
build a beautiful town house in the historic center of Siena.

S: That means, that your architecture catalytically supports 
building in diffuse and heterogeneous neighbourhoods due to the 
difficult conditions of a lack of context?

O: This is definitely like that. In our competition entry for the 
densification in Fürstenried Ost we have decided to design a four-storey, 
160-meter long house, that is like a Stoa that binds to the green space 
of the settlement. That worked only for this place. These freedoms are 
given to you as a designer only because of the agglomeration. And this is 
consistent within a neighbourhood that is not built with high architectural 
demands.

T: That’s exactly the point. In the architectural debate there are always 
two overlapping positions. One one side is that formal architecture is 
realised in autonomy, on the other is that architecture looks in dialogue 
and context. Correct, good architecture consists of these two attitudes, 
it always argues for itself and does not limit itself to give answers to the 
surrounding developments. Searching for a design justification in the 
dialogue is as much a nonsense as the idea of a completely autonomous 
architecture.

S: Your architectural  view reclaims the autonomy not only on 
contextual urban level, but also on the individual components of the 
house.

T: On one hand, it refers more to the idea that the world is no longer 
a whole. And on the other side there is a world, which is incredibly varied 
and elaborate and in its diversity, we as people, we can also move quite 
easily. And why should the architecture not be so.

S: Then, is it a plea for diversity?

O&T: Absolutely.

T: A plea for the affirmative and the positive, the enrichment, the 
strong, for various mentalities and characters that all have their place in 
this vision.

9. Extracted and translated 

from München Architektur 

Programm – 12.2015
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Conclusion

The imitation study that I have done on the work of Lütjens 
Padmanabhan Architects has opened my mind towards a lot of new 
visions on architecture. This is because this sort of study is intriguing 
and pushes you to explore other means of conveying information 
from the architects. The examples presented in this chapter have 
invited me to learn even more about their work, and those other 
the study cases will be presented later on in the report, along with 
explaining the design decisions in the project.

This office has taught me to reconsider the means that you 
can create spaces with, the implications of constructive elements 
and materials and how widely and intelligently they can be used. 
Moreover, this process made me even more interested in the multi-
fold meanings that architectural elements can have – and the fact 
that how they are perceived can completely change the atmosphere 
of a space.

One of the lessons that I have learned in this process is about 
the perception of space. LPA use elements that merge spaces and 
elements that separate spaces, and sometimes one element even 
does both. On this point you can talk about concrete solutions, but 
you can also talk about principles – which is far more interesting 
and desirable, because principles are generators of attitudes and 
visions.

Through studying their work I have become less  cringed and 
less rigid in my attitude towards what things are and how they are 
perceived. To be more specific, before I would not have accepted 
to design a pillar that looks structural but it is not, even though 
this perception of it would have given the space more quality. Of 
course, an attitude like this can generate interesting solutions as 
well, but sometimes they might just be a strange workaround. I have 
learned to accept to be more straightforward about architecture, and 
moreover, to search for these opportunities. I believe that a change 
in approach does not come easy but when it happens it is all for the 
best.

To sum up, the experience of studying Oliver Lütjens and Thomas 
Padmanabhan was a very fruitful one that guided me a great deal 
in completing this project. 
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Competition “Spazi per la didattica“

Introduction

Evolution of the campus

The campus of the Architecture Academy has undergone several 
changes over the years and has been subject to several expansion 
scenarios.

Firstly the option of extending the Campus with a building on top 
the existing car park and underground access ramp next to Palazzo 
Canavée was evaluated. This Hypothesis has received unfavourable 
reaction from the local authorities and has been abandoned.

Another examined option involved building in the premises of 
the Elderly House, next to the park of Villa Argentina. Given that the 
area is included in a detailed plan regarding Villa Argentina and 
building on that site could prove very difficult, this option has been 
abandoned as well.

The possibility of building a long and narrow building along 
the street that leads to the Emergency access of the Beata Vergine 
Hospital was also taken into consideration. The small size of the plot 
and the need to give access to Teatro dell’Architettura have dismissed 
this possibility as well.

The recent acquisition of the building “Vignetta“ by the USI 
(Universita della Svizzera Italiana) has redefined the balance in the 
campus, proposing it as a node for internal circulations and as a 
gathering place.

This competition is an intermediary step in the development 
of the Campus. It serves to solve the need to transfer the library 
(currently housed in the temporary wooden building) to Palazzo 
Turconi. This move would deprive the academy of the spaces now 
occupied by the first year and diploma studios which would have to 
fine a new location. For the future development of the campus, the 
possibility of expanding with a new building within the vicinity of 
the park of Villa Argentina is fundamental.
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1. Villa Argentina;
2. Annex;
3. Palazzo Canavée;
4. Vignetta;
5. Palazzo Turconi;
6. Biblioteca (demolition planned)
7. “Chiesa dei Cappuccini” and Mortuary chamber;
8. Teatro dell’architettura;
9. “Beata Vergine” Hospital

Fig. 31 Placement of the 

important buildings in the 

campus, plan drawn following 

the competition brief

Plan of the campus

1. Vila Argentina - arch Antonio Croci
- head office of the management
- administration offices 

2. Annex
- offices for teachears and researchers

3. Palazzo Canavée
- studios for 2nd, 3rd, 4th years and Diploma
- model making
- the Gallery is transformed into studio space
- the Foyer is freed from studio Orizzontale
- the rooms in first floor are used only for lectures and only in 
exceptional cases for large conferences

4. Vignetta
- offices for some departments
- ground floor and garden are meeting places
- connected with the campus circulation

5. Palazzo Turconi - arch Luigi Fontana
- definitive library space
- offices for some departments
- deposits for the library and archive
Ground Floor:
- studio spaces for studio Orizzontale - first year
- offices
- circulations through the inner courtyard
First Floor:
- library
- lecture rooms
- offices
Attic:
- technical spaces
Undergroud:
- connected with ground floor
- connection with new building and Teatro dell’architettura

8. Teatro dell’architettura - arch Mario Botta
- multifunctional hall
- spaces for exhibitions
- storage for the library and institutes
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Fig. 32 Competition area, 

plan drawn following the 

competition brief

Competition Area

The competition area is inserted in de wider complex of the 
Campus of the Academia di Architettura.

The area comprises:
– Palazzo Turconi, former hospital, currently hosting studios for the 
first and fifth year of the academy
– Provisional Library
– Teatro dell’architettura (Mario Botta project) under construction
Note: the Cantonal Hospital has launched a  competition for the 
extension of the current hospital.

Palazzo Turconi is part of the ISOS context, it is a cultural object 
and a protected monument. “Chiesa dei Cappuccini“ and the 
annexed Mortuary border the site on the north side. The west is 
confined by the service square and the Beata Vergine Hospital. The 
back of the site is limited by Via Alfonso Turconi, main road – from 
which the driveway that leads to the emergency room of the hospital 
branches off as well, also called Via A. Turconi. On the lower side, 
the site is limited by Via Bolzani. The pedestrian path that leads to 
the train station connects with Via Bolzani and passes on the stairs 
that lead to the street beneath, Via Giuseppe Motta.

 The site has a great difference in altitude. The superior level – 
ground level in front of Palazzo Turconi – is 355m above sea level. 
The inferior level – the service square of the hospital – is 348m above 
sea level.

Brief

Summary

The intervention on the Turconi sector should provide:

–  The design of a new building for the teaching of architecture with 
classrooms and studios.
– Connections with Palazzo Turconi and Teatro dell’architettura
– The design of the open space between the various existing 
buildings (Palazzo Turconi, Chiesa dei Cappuccini, Mortuary, 
Hospital).
– The definition of a concept for the overall arrangement of the 
public space of the entire sector.

The promoter of the competition expects the contestants to 
propose solutions that combine urban, architectural, functional, 
constructive and economic aspects appropriately for the entire sector.

In particular:

– An overall urban planning proposal for the sector that coherently 
combines the existing and new buildings.
– Insertion of the new building on the site and its integration with 
the existing buildings.
– The definition of the routes and public spaces of the proposed 
solution
– The development of the ISOS context and of the existing cultural 
heritage.

The construction of the new building is necessary as a result of the 
planned relocation of the Library (currently located in a provisional 
wooden construction) within Palazzo Turconi.

The project should pay particular attention to:

– Connections with the public space and the rest of the Campus
– Connection with the underground floor of Palazzo Turconi
– Connection with the ground floor (library) of Palazzo Turconi
– Connection with the underground floor of Teatro dell’Architettura
– Relationship with the cultural heritage and with Palazzo Turconi in 
particular.
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Destination Quantity m2/unit Total m2 Min height Natural light Observations

1 Primary surfaces

1.1 Foyer 1 120 120 3.00 neutral Connection space between P. Turconi, 

Design studio, Teatro -1 and Aulas 

(1.5). Serves as exhibition space or 

for intermediate critiques
1.2 Design Studio 1 700 700 3.00 yes Dividable in 4-6 spaces, accessible 

independently. each student has his 

own 90x180cm work table. Ceiling 

illumination is admitted. 

1.3 Light Model 

Making

1 120 120 3.00 yes Work without loud machinery  

or solvents

1.4 Offices 1 24 24 yes For the teacher

1.4 Offices 4 12 48 yes For the teachers responsible for the 

teaching units

1.4 Offices 4 24 96 yes For the assistants. Can be grouped 

with movable walls

1.5 Aula 1 60 60 3.00 yes Accessible from the foyer

1.5 Aula 2 30 60 3.00 yes Accessible from the foyer

total 1.228

2 Secondary surfaces

2.1 Toilets 1 30 30 no Men/Women/Handicapped

2.2 Cleaning Room 1 10 10 no

2.3 Container Room 1 20 20 no

2.4 Logistics Room 1 20 20 no

2.5 Deposits 1 600 600 2.50 no Dividable in units. The surface can 

vary up to 30%, depending on the 

underground levels

total 680

3 Installations

3.1 Electricity room 1 20 20 2.5 no

3.2 HVAC 1 50 50 2.5 no

3.3 Server room 1 10 10 2.5 no

Total 1+2+3 1988

List of required spaces Evaluation criteria

The Jury will evaluate the presented projects in respect of the 
following themes:

Urban planing

– Urban quality, insertion in the context
– Identity and quality of the outdoor spaces and or the routes

Architecture

– Recognition of the character of the building
– Architectural and functional quality

Construction

– Coherence between architectural and structural choices
– Reliability, sustainability and durability of the proposed materials
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Research question

Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects is a very versatile office, that 
deals with problems of loose urban contexts and living spaces that 
can accommodate a wide range of users. In between these, comes 
their approach towards the façades of their buildings, that have 
the purpose of making the two directions come together. “Whenever 
we build or design a project we almost always end up in places that are 
neither urban nor rural, but an undifferentiated, fragmented in-between. 
This dilemma is central to our work“

The competition brief poses questions regarding both the interior 
spaces of the new building – their quality and identity – and the view 
on the complex, historical context of Mendrisio.

Following these two entities of this graduation studio – the studied 
architects and the competition brief – my project investigates the 
relationship between an autonomous development of the interior 
spaces and a contextual urbanistic approach in the setting of 
Mendrisio. Consequently, the research question is:

 “How can autonomous interior spaces reside in a contextually 
determined design?“

This research talks about how the interior spaces – that are 
determined by the program of the competition and stand on their 
own – interact with the volume and position of the building – which 
is determined by a contextual approach.  It concerns intermediate 
spaces, thresholds, negotiation of the openings between internal and 
external influences and composition of the façades.

My design for the future extension of the AAM is an answer to 
this question. In order to fully explain this answer, I have thoroughly 
detailed my approach and the decisions that I have taken in the 
following chapter.
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Fig. 33 North-western view, 

approaching the site from the 

train station

Palazzetto Croci

Introduction

Short description

The Accademia di Architettura Mendrisio has an open layout. 
Its buildings are part of the urban fabric and do not constitute a 
separate entity in the city. The site of the competition is located 
towards the north side of the campus and represents the northern 
peak of the university grounds. As such, the future building will 
be the first encounter with the AAM when approaching the site 
from the train station. Moreover, the site gives the opportunity to 
coagulate some of the paths used on the campus, and such, to create 
a connection between the north and the south sides.

Palazzetto Croci stands as an entrance point in the campus, 
towards the train station of Mendrisio (Fig. 33). The building imposes 
itself in this area, but also makes the transition between the different 
scales of the context – from the smaller, individual houses towards 
the north, to the bigger, more imposing hospital building towards 
the south-west. The two floors of Palazzetto Croci are read as distinct 
entities that are joined together by the expression of the facade. The 
character of the collective is strongly present, being suggested by the 
repetition of the windows. 

A long flight of stairs leads you to the entrance or towards the 
other buildings of the site. The path along the building lets you feel 
the rhythm of the long facade of the building; it is interrupted by a 
glass door that announces the entrance in the foyer.

Opposite to the northern image, the south-eastern facade creates 
a more private square in front of it, engaging in a subtle dialogue 
with the surrounding buildings.

The interior spaces unfold themselves in a sequence and so create 
a progressive growth of anticipation. This refers to discovering the 
reasoning behind the outer image of the building, but nevertheless 
contributes to the feeling of freedom experienced when arriving in 
the concluding space, the design studio. 

By entering the building, one is greeted by a generous room, the 
foyer, that makes the connection between Palazzetto Croci and its 
two neighbours, Palazzo Turconi and Teatro dell’Architettura. The 
foyer offers the possibility of exhibitions and events. It is generally a 
crowded place and has the potential of accidental meetings.

Continuing on a short flight of stairs a low and long corridor 
makes the access to offices and classrooms possible. The model room, 
two small classrooms and a meeting room give light into the corridor 
through their large windows. These open spaces are confined only by 
a difference in level height.

Dominating the corridor is a two flight staircase, closed towards its 
core and open towards the exterior. The intermediate landing gives 
the possibility to stop and see both the place you are coming from 
and the one you are headed. The corridor and its adjacent spaces 
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Fig. 34 Villa Argentina, 

Antonio Croci, 1873-1878, 

photographer unknown 

Fig. 35 Casa Croci, Antonio 

Croci, 1875, photo Simone 

Mengani

and the design studio interact in this way.

The design studio is a generous open space, with a high and 
impressive roof. The fair face concrete of the structure is balanced 
by the wooden finish of the walls and cupboards. The rhomboid-
shaped windows provide the needed daylight inside and give a 

rather crisp and monumental atmosphere. On the other hand, the 
lower windows of this floor restore the space to a human scale. This 
is the learning space for the first year students of the academy. A 
thoughtful first encounter with space and light.

Denomination

The name “Croci“ refers to Antonio Croci (7.04.1823 – 2.12.1884, 
Mendrisio), an Italian–Swiss architect. He has studied the Academy 
of Arts in Milan from 1837 till 1845. After a trip in Argentina, he 
returned to Mendrisio and designed Villa Argentina (Fig. 34) (1873-
1874) for the Bernasconi Family in a neopalladian style. Meanwhile 
he built his own house “The Calrlasc“.[10] Nowadays it is known as 
Casa Croci (Fig. 35) and it is part of the Art Museum of Mendrisio. 
The house was restored from 1996 to 1998 by the ticinese architects 
Bruno Reichlin and Fabio Reinhart[11], and so, stating its importance 
in the contemporary Swiss architecture world. 

Both Villa Argentina and Casa Croci have been important 
references in this project, in aspects like urban presence and interior 
routing and they will be discussed in detail in the coming chapters. 
In my opinion, Antonio Croci is a symbol for the calm power of 
classical architecture. His great influence in Mendrisio is a reason for 
me to reference my project to him and his accomplishments.

Approach summary

I have used the principles on which the competition entries have 
been judged by the jury to create three important points on which to 
base my approach of the project: 1. Relationship with the historical 
context, 2. Identity of the spaces. 3. Recognition of the building’s 
character and

The first sub chapter discusses the context and the importance 
of the buildings that are close to the site and important in the 
campus. Also, elements that have been taken into account and have 
influenced my decisions are made clear and explained. The choices 
made at the urban level of the project are explained here such that 
the premises for the project are understood.

The second part aims to explain each space in the building and 
all the decisions that stand behind them. Emphasis is put on the 
different relationships created between the spaces and how they 
influence each other.

The last sub chapter presents the important aspects that I believe 
the building should show and also what it should stand for. The 
formal choices and the façades are discussed here, with reference 
to facets from Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects’ work and their 
influence on my approach. 

10. Antonio Croci, Switzerland 

Historic Dictionary

11. Museo d’arte Mendrisio
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Left

Fig. 36 Chiesa dei Cappuccini, 

photo MAS 

Fig. 37 Palazzo Turconi, seen 

from Via Alfonso Turconi, 

arch. Luigi Fontana

Right

Fig. 38 Palazzo Turconi, inner 

courtyard, arch Luigi Fontana

Fig. 39 “Beata Vergine“ 

Hospital, Entrance from Via 

Bolzani, photo MAS

Fig. 40 Teatro dell’Architettura 

seen from Via Bolzani, arch.

Mario Botta, photo MAS

Relationship with the historical context

Influences on the site and campus

The important buildings around the site are also of great 
importance for the whole city. Chiesa dei Cappuccini, Palazzo 
Turconi, “Beata Vergine” Hospital,  Palazzo Canavée, Villa 
Argentina and Teatro dell’Architettura play an important role in 
the urban fabric and share the history of city. In order to better 
understand the context in which the competition is taking place 
I will shortly present each of them and their connections. The 
placement of these buildings relative to the site can be seen in Fig. 31 
on page 38 of this report.

The Capuchin monks first came to Mendrisio in the early 1500’s. 
They have settled in the city in 1635 and build their monastery 
and the Church of San Francesco, known as Chiesa dei Cappuccini 
(Fig. 36). The monastery was demolished in 1853 in order to build a 
hospital.[12] Together with the Mortuary, the two buildings constitute 
the north-eastern limit of the competition site.

Palazzo Turconi (Fig. 37) was built in 1853-1860 by the architect 
Luigi Fontana. It took the place of the Capuchins’ Monastery and 
was initially a hospital. The former “Beata Vergine“ Hospital is 
a neoclassical building articulated around a rectangular inner 
courtyard (Fig. 38). The courtyard hosts a marble statue of Count 
Alfonso Turconi, founder and benefactor of the hospital – sculpted 
by Vicenzo Vela in 1868 (Lara Calderari et. al., Guida d’arte della 
Svizzera Italiana, Bellinzona 2007, p. 448). Palazzo Turconi is 
the first hospital built in the entire Ticino Canton and also one of 
the most important examples of neoclassical architecture in the 
canton (Riccardo Bergossi, Da un’Accademia all’altra, L’architettura 
neoclassica in Ticino, in: Arte e storia 2001, n. 4, pp. 82). Moreover, 
Palazzo Turconi is listed and protected as a historical building, 

12. Ticino.ch

13. Transcribed from the 

competition brief “Mendrisio, 

Bando definitivo Concorso 

Spazi per la Didattica“

14. Transcribed from 

competition brief “Mendrisio, 

Bando ampiamento EOC“

15. Transcribed from the USI 

website

16. Transcribed from the USI 

website

together with its context, Villa Argentina, Villa Torriani and parks.[13]

Currently Palazzo Turconi hosts the design studios for the first 
year and the diploma years as well as several offices and a workshop 
in the underground level. The new intended use for the building is 
to host the library, which is now located a the temporary wooden 
building next to it.

The “Beata Vergine“ Hospital (Fig. 39) was transferred in its 
present location in 1990.[14] It operates now independently from its 
former location. This transfer has been, in fact, one of the helping 
factors in the initiation of the AAM. In convincing the Italian-Swiss 
University of the need for the new architecture academy, Mario 

Botta, one of the founders, has used the “abandoned“ character of 
Palazzo Turconi to his advantage. 

The forth building that defines de limits of the site, towards 
the south, is Teatro dell’Architettura (Fig. 40). This round, brick-
clad building designed by Mario Botta will host a museum for 
architecture, an auditorium for the academy and several other 
lecture rooms. 

Villa Argentina (Fig. 34) was built by the architect Antonio Croci 
as mentioned earlier in this report. It houses the Dean’s Office, 
the Administration of the Academy and the logistics facilities. As 
well, offices for the Institute for the History and Theory of Art and 
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Left

Fig. 41 Via Bolzani, photo MAS 

Fig. 42 Palazzo Canavée, arch 

Amr Soliman and Patrik 

Zurkirchen, photo MAS

Right

Fig. 43 “Beata Vergine“ 

Hospital, seen from Via 

Bolzani, photo MAS

Fig. 44 Via Alfonso Turconi, 

photo MAS

Architecture, the Laboratory of History of the Alps and Mendrisio 
Academy Press, the Academy’s publishing house are located here.[15] 
Villa Argentina is an important landmark in the campus and in the 
city itself, having a strong presence on Via Alfonso Turconi, on the 
opposite side of Palazzo Turconi.

On the same side of the campus with Villa Argentina, the other 
part of the AAM is located as well. Palazzo Canavée (Fig. 42) is the 
building that hosts most of the classes, the design studios from the 
2nd year till the 5th and the main model workshop. It was designed 
by Swiss architects Amr Soliman and Patrik Zurkirchen, following a 
competition held in 2004.[16]

The building site and part of the campus are located between 
two streets, Via Alfonso Turconi (Fig. 44) and Via Bolzani (Fig. 41). 
Different in their aspect, the streets represent a change in character 
in the urban fabric. Via Turconi is much busier and has a more 
urban feeling, while Via Bolzani is perceived as a more peaceful 
and silent place. In this setting, the hospital building seems to be an 
intrusion upon Via Bolzani (Fig. 43) , roaming over the single family 
houses.  

Paths, Viewpoints, Perspectives

The most important paths used by the students in the current 
situation can be see in Fig. 50. One of the requirements of the 
competition was to pay attention to the paths and connections on 
the campus. It is obvious from the site plan that the northern part is 
separated from the southern side of the campus. The new building is 
an opportunity to create a more direct connection between these two 
parts. I discuss my approach and decisions later in this chapter.

Fig. 49 shows the maximum allowed height of the future building. 

In addition, in Fig. 45 and Fig. 46 the perspective from one of the 
windows on the second floor of Palazzo Turconi can be seen. As 
mentioned before, the surroundings play an important role in 
this area and leaving this viewpoint towards the valley free is an 
important aspect.

Another important aspect that played a role in the urban layout 
of the design are the perspectives around the site. Fig. 47 shows how 
Palazzo Turconi is seen when approaching the site from the train 
station. 

On the other hand, the perspective in Fig. 48 shows an 
unstructured space between the competition site and the hospital. 
This is an opportunity to organise the accesses for the parking 
lot and restructure the containers for the hospital. Moreover, the 
mountains in the background leave space for a rather generous 
intervention.
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Left

Fig. 45 Viewpoint from Palazzo 

Turconi, detail, photo MAS 

Fig. 46 Viewpoint from Palazzo 

Turconi

Right

Fig. 47 Perspective of Palazzo 

Turconi coming from the train 

station, photo MAS

Fig. 48 Perspective from the 

Hospital’s emergency entrance, 

photo MAS

Next page

Fig. 49 Section of the site, 

showing the maximum 

allowed height

Fig. 50 Site plan before the 

intervention
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Fig. 51 Map of Mendrisio – USI 

competition site marked in 

black, 2009

Conclusion – Model, Site plan, Axonometric view

All the aforementioned aspects have contributed to making 
the decisions at the urban scale of the project. The outcome of the 
first decisions  can be seen in the model that shows the maximum 
volume that I chose to impose on the project (Fig. 53). In the process, 
the building became a bit smaller to allow natural lighting to go in 
on the north-east side and to allow passage on the south-west side 
(Fig. 58).

Step back from Palazzo Turconi

The first step was to choose an attitude towards Palazzo Turconi. 
Given that it is the most important building on the site, it had the 
greatest influence in settling  on the site. 

The decision to step back and give the rear facade space was 
in favour of respecting the buildings’ monumental character and 
historical importance. Moreover, the new volume is tilted at an angle 
relatively to Turconi’s facade. This has been done because of two 
reasons. 

First of all, making a parallel facade with the one of Palazzo 
Turconi would put emphasis on the monumentality of the old 
building, and in the same time, create great tension between the two 
buildings – making the generated square an unfriendly space. 

Secondly, Teatro dell’Architettura is basically a cylinder in it’s 
shape and acts like a pivot point in the geometry of the site. It makes 
the connection from Via Alfonso Turconi flow into the space behind 
Palazzo Turconi. Rotating the limits of the new intervention gives 
way for Teatro dell’Architettura to define the new square and creates 
a dynamic space all-together.

Creating four squares

Positioning the volume in this way creates four distinct outside 
spaces. Each one of these has a different character.  

Approaching the site from the train station you are guided up, 
next to the new building. This space is the actual entrance on the 
campus from this side. Going up, the path is split between going 
inside the building or going up the stairs towards the square behind. 

The largest space, between Palazzo Turconi, Teatro 
dell’Architettura and Palazzetto Croci has a representative character. 
It offers places to sit at the shade of the surrounding buildings and 
the secondary entrance in the underground foyer. The closeness of 
the buildings gives the square an urban quality.

Towards north-east, the space between Palazzetto Croci, Chiesa 
dei Cappucini and the Mortuary has a more calm atmosphere. The 
secluded space is a steps back from the main square and creates a 
loose connection with the other side of the church, towards north.



62 63

Right

Fig. 52 Photo of the maximum 

volume model. Perspective 

towards Palazzo Turconi

Fig. 53 Photo of the maximum 

volume model. Top view 

showing the four squares

Lastly, the space in front of the new insertion, towards Via Bolzani 
is left free of programming and fulfils a transitional purpose. This 
withdrawal from the street is done in order to help going from the 
small scale of the family houses, to the bigger one, of the hospital 
and Palazzo Turconi.

Going from small to big scale

By observing the plan of the city (Fig. 51), it is easily noticeable 
that the scale of the hospital’s building is much larger than that of 
the surrounding context and especially compared to the buildings in 
the northern side of the site. From one perspective it creates a strong 
contrast with the rest of the city, but at the same time it announces 
the character of the institution it hosts. From this urban point of 
view, the new building has the potential of creating a step between 
the two very different existing building scales.

I have reasoned this transition with a few tools, like size, 
positioning and form. 

Firstly, the size of the new building is comparable with the size of 
the church. It’s height does not go over the church’s cornice and of 
course stays below the tower. It is much bigger than the single houses 
across the street, but smaller in size than the hospital. Moreover, 
given that it’s part of a cluster of buildings, the whole becomes 
comparable with the hospital’s building. 

Secondly, a point which was mentioned earlier as well, the space 
left in front of the building until de street helps the street keep it’s 
character.

Lastly, the shape of the roof creates an upward perspective when 
looking from Via Bolzani towards Palazzetto Croci and having the 
hospital in the background. Towards the houses the roof is sloping 
down, and towards the hospital the roof is pointing up, emphasising 
this transition

Coagulation of the paths

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter, the competition is 
an opportunity to connect the important paths used in the city and 
the campus. 

Most of the students approach the university either from the city 
center of from the train station. The present situation does not allow 
students coming from the train station to cross the competition site 
and they are forced to take a detour and arrive on the campus after 
passing the Mortuary and the Church (Fig. 50).

First of all, by positioning the building as far to the north-east 
as possible, the path that connects the north side to the south side 
is created. In this way, students approaching the site from the train 
station can choose to take the way that passes by the new building 
and arrive in the back of Palazzo Turconi. Further on, they can 
choose to pass to the right, next to Teatro dell’Architettura or to the 

17. Interview with Tudor 

Munteanu, architect, former 

student of the AAM

left, next to the Church (Fig. 58).

Secondly, the square created between the four buildings 
coagulates the paths of the campus coming from all directions, 
making the square a place of meeting. Creating meeting places is 
a very important aspect in the design and will be recurrent in other 
spaces of the project as well. 

“I would say most students live in Mendrisio. This is one of the main 
advantages of this school, the fact that everywhere you live, you are in 
walking distance to the school which is always open. That’s why very few 
people work at home, and also why the school campus is a very important 
meeting place around the clock, every day of the week.”[17]
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Left

Fig. 54 Palazzetto Croci, North-

western perspective

Right

Fig. 55 Perspective from 

Palazzo Turconi, overlooking 

Palazzetto Croci

Fig. 56 Palazzetto Croci, 

perspective from the Hospital’s 

emergency entrance

Next pages

Fig. 57 Axonometric view of 

the site

Fig. 58 Site plan with the 

intervention

Perspectives

Given that Palazzo Turconi is both a heritage building and an 
important landmark in the city, it is important to keep part of the  
perspective from the north free, so the building can still be seen 
between the new building and Teatro dell’Architettura. This can be 
seen in both the maximum volume model (Fig. 52) and in the 3d 
model perspective (Fig. 54).

Although the maximum height imposed by the competition was 
the cornice of Palazzo Turconi, the height of Palazzetto Croci was 
kept lower than the cornice of the Church, in order to allow the 
valley to be seen from the upper level of Palazzo Turconi (Fig. 55).

The container of the hospital was moved under the new building, 
together with the new container and other technical spaces. This 
creates a plinth on the west side on which Palazzetto Croci rests (Fig. 
56).
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Left

Fig. 59 Model used for taking 

the photograph

Right

Fig. 60 Villa La Roche, Paris, 

1925, Le Corbusier, photo 

Amaury Henderick

Fig. 61 Imitated scene of Villa 

La Roche

Next pages

Fig. 62 Underground floor 

(Deposits, -7.30), scale 1:200

Fig. 63 Underground floor 

(Foyer, -4.35), scale 1:200

Fig. 64 Ground floor  

(Studio, ±0.00), scale 1:200

Identity of the spaces

Approach

I have begun this project by thinking about the spaces that should 
have had the most attention, trying to define them and then weave 
them with the intermediate spaces between them and exploit their 
potentiality. This approach has been triggered by the first exercise 
that we have done in this studio – replicating an image through the 
means of a model. 

The image that I chose to replicate is an interior photograph of 
Villa La Roche (Fig. 60), designed by Le Corbusier in 1925. What 
attracted me to choose this image in particular is the incredibly rich 
space it captured. Every element in this image has a specific purpose 
and contributes to the composition. The light that lets you know 
how the space flows, the colours that detach the different surfaces 
from each other and the tiles that give scale to the space; all these 
elements make a complex space that is much more that just a 
hallway with a staircase.

Our focus is all too often absorbed by the main idea and the 
spaces of a building so that we entirely forget about what makes it, 
in fact, work exactly that way.

By analysing this image, I have switched my attention to a 
secondary space of the house, an intermediate space that connects 
the whole.

When we take a closer look, the image is incredibly expressive in 
how it tells the story of the rest of the house. You can see where the 
light comes from and already imagine what going to these other 
places in the house will be like, what their character will be and how 
they unfold as we move through the building.

Due to the wide angle lens used to take the photo, I was forced to 
distort my model of the space to obtain the same image (Fig. 59).

Further on, the plan drawings of the project are attached, 
followed by the descriptions and explanations of the spaces of the 
project, with the intention of creating a walk-through. Moreover, the 
relationships between these spaces will be made clear and emphasis 
will be put on the connection between the main and intermediate 
spaces.

The interior spaces unfold themselves in a sequence and so create 
a progressive growth of anticipation. This refers to discovering the 
reasoning behind the outer image of the building, but nevertheless 
contributes to the feeling of freedom experienced when arriving in 
the concluding space, the design studio. 
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Entrance

 A long flight of stairs leads you to the entrance or towards the 
other buildings of the site. The path along the building lets you feel 
the rhythm of the long facade of the building; it is interrupted by a 
glass door that announces the entrance in the foyer.

The entrance to Palazzetto Croci is situated in fact next to the 
building itself, on the path that leads the visitor from the train 
station into the campus.

The decision to set the entrance to the side emphasises the 
building as an object in the campus. Furthermore, in this way, the 
door distinguishes itself as a portal to the campus rather than the 
access to just one building. 

What is important to be noted here is that the two accesses work 
together; both the big glass sliding door and the flight of stairs on its 
right constitute entrances on the campus, evidently one leading to 
the inside and the latter to the square between the visible buildings 
(Fig. 65).

Foyer 

By entering the building, one is greeted by a generous room, the 
foyer. This large hall makes the connection between Palazzetto Croci 
and its two neighbours, Palazzo Turconi and Teatro dell’Architettura. 
The foyer offers the possibility of exhibitions and events. It is 
generally a crowded place and has the potential of accidental 
meetings.

The foyer ‘grabs‘ Palazzetto Croci by one of its short sides. This 
gesture of embrace lets the main building to be read as a different 
entity in this space. Several elements contribute to making this 
distinction. First of all, the materials of Palazzetto Croci continue 
from the outside in, crating a tactile and visual connection between 
the two parts. Furthermore, around the building there is a skylight 
that bring light in the foyer, but in the same time creates the 
aforementioned connection on the vertical as well.

The connections with the other two buildings are made through 
different means. The underground floor of Palazzo Turconi is lowered 
from -2.00 to -4.35 in order to match the level of the foyer and Teatro 
dell’Architettura. A spiral stair is inserted here to make the vertical 
connection with the old building. The contrast created between the 
stone pillars of Palazzo Turconi and the concrete walls of the foyer 
announce the intersection between the buildings.

On the other side of the foyer three glass panels disclose the 
connection with Teatro dell’Architettura. The new foyer connects 
through this incision with the auditorium of the brick building. A 
rounded panel is added inside to make the distribution of the users 
more intuitive.

Next to the connection to Palazzo Turconi the second entrance is 

Right

Fig. 65 Entrance to Palazzetto 

Croci, Palazzo Turconi and 

Teatro dell’Architettura
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placed. A generous stair leads to the square that sits above the foyer. 
This access is used by visitors that come from the south side of the 
campus and do not enter Palazzo Turconi or Teatro dell’Architettura.

Between the secondary entrance and Palazzetto Croci the foyer 
hosts a small place with machines for coffee, beverages and snacks. 
Here, the access to the toilets and a small stair that leads to the 
deposits can be found.

The foyer is lit through the main entrance door, the skylight 
next to Palazzetto Croci, the small courtyard that hosts the exhaust 
of Teatro dell’Architettura, the connection with Palazzo Turconi 
that brings light from above, the secondary entrance and another 

windows that ends the stairs that go to the second underground 
level. Thus, the foyer is a place that is lit from many different places 
and angles, an idea that emphasises it’s character of connection and 
interaction.

Aside the light, there are two more architectural elements that 
outline this space. One of them is the finishing of the pavement and 
the other is the pillar. How these elements work together can be seen 
in Fig. 66.

One of the conclusions of my study on Lüetjens Padmanabhan 
Architects was about elements that unite and elements that separate 
space.

Left

Fig. 66 Foyer, view towards 

Palazzo Turconi

Right

Fig. 67 Staircase, Rüschlikon 

project, LP Architects

Fig. 68 Flooring, Tate Britain, 

Millbank Project, Caruso St 

John Architects

In a conference entitled “Houses” L&P talk about the pavement 
they used in the Rüschlikon project (Fig. 67): “[...] and everything was 
narrow. This is the room. And we added this pattern on the floor. This 
floor actually is like the floor of a much bigger building and of a much 
bigger room. And wherever you stand in this room you never see the end 
of this floor. When you come down the stair you see this pattern that 
suggest something that you can stand on, there is a certain presence and 
heaviness, but then, by standing here (in the middle of the room) you just 
feel like it continues but you don’t know to where.” [18]

Lüetjens Padmanabhan Architects work with the finish of the 
floor in order to make a small room look bigger, to make a narrow 
place more welcoming. In the case of this foyer, the pattern on the 
floor goes in the entire room and also outside and in the parts that 
make the connections with the other buildings. It does not have 
the purpose to make the room feel bigger, but to bring these spaces 
together, under the same identity. 

Furthermore, the foyer is a resulted space of many external 
influences. First of all the buildings themselves, but also the 

18.Conference at Scott 

Sutherland School, Robert 

Gordon University

placement of the entrance and the auxiliary spaces have had their 
impact on the layout. Due to this aspect the configuration of the 
space does not have a certain direction or emphasis. The pattern 
that chosen is inspired from Caruso St John’s project at Tate Britain 
(Fig. 68). The particularity of this pattern is that it gives multiple 
possible directions, which in the case of the foyer is preferable, 
because non of the directions is favoured.

Continuing on the same point of this undirectional and formally-
confusing space, one other element is used to give a certain order 
to the space. The marble-finished pillar has the purpose to give the 
space a centre of gravity and at the same time, it gives a direction 
in the space. Its form suggests the main axis that outlined the foyer 
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and its material attracts attention to its position. Reiterating Lüetjens 
and Padmanabhan about their project in Binningen: “we introduced 
a central pillar that does two things: one reading of the pillar is that it 
somehow separates the dining from the living area and also from the 
workspace. And the other perception of it is that it somehow creates a 
central axis around which all the spaces can rotate.” it is evident that 
this was an attempt to interpret their idea into a different context. 

Clearly, going from one scale to another or from one type of 
function to another poses different problems. First of all, the scale 
of the space is different. The foyer is a large space and the ratio 
between the pillar and the whole space is different. As such, the 
pillar is not such an imposing element, like in the case of Binningen 
(Fig. 70). 

On the other hand, relating to such an element is quite the same 
in both cases. Whether it’s the case of an apartment or a foyer, the 
marble pillar has a strong presence because of its material.

The more important question is whether the pillar fulfils its 
intended purpose or not. From this point of view, I believe that 
adding the marble finishing to the structural pillar works as an 
additional layer that orders the space itself. It is not anymore the 
case that the pillar separates the space into different areas, but it 
rather allows the space to be perceived as one entity with multiple 
directions that revolve around it.

Deposits

The foyer offers access to the lower underground level (Fig. 
62 on page 70) that hosts the annexes of the building. This is 
done through a secondary stair located on the eastern side of the 
foyer. The largest surface in this space is dedicated to the deposits. 
Moreover, the cleaning room, logistics, electricity, server and HVAC 
rooms can be found here. The container room is connected with 
the outside. The technical access is found here as well, offering a 
connection with the outside at the level of Via Bolzani (-7.30). 

As an organisational decision, the container room of the hospital 
was integrated here as well, in an attempt to free-up the space 
outside and give way for a better landscape setting.

Left

Fig. 69 Model, Binningen I 

project, LP Architects 

Fig. 70 Plan, Binningen I 

project, LP Architects

Right

Fig. 71 Central room, Casa 

Croci, Mendrisio, arch. Antoni 

Croci, photo Simone Mengani

Corridor

The foyer connects the other buildings on the campus with the 
ground floor of Palazzetto Croci. Going up on a short flight of 
stairs, a low and long corridor (Fig. 72) makes the access to offices, 
classrooms and the model room possible. The model room, two small 
classrooms and a meeting room give light into the corridor through 
their large windows. These open spaces are confined only by a 
difference in level height.

One of the inspirations for the layout of the corridor was the 
central room in Casa Croci, a project by Antoni Croci, located in 
Mendrisio. As it can be seen in Fig. 71, the central room of the house 

lives only through the existence of the outer rooms, that give it light 
and meaning. The room connects all the other rooms in the house 
and changes its character in accordance with what doors are open 
towards it.

In the same way, the corridor is an intermediate space between 
the foyer, the classroom, offices, the model room and the design 
studio. The relationships with the adjacent spaces depend on the 
character of the spaces and so, they generate the character of the 
corridor itself.

Two small classrooms, a meeting room and the model room give 
light into the corridor. They are spaces that are lowered and also 
have higher ceilings (measuring 3.5m in height), and so; the low 
corridor (2.6m high) gives importance to them by contrasting the 
height. On the other hand, the offices and a bigger classroom are 
enclosed with opaque panels. Certain panels are translucent and 
allow glimpses inside. The closed spaces are as well higher than 
the corridor itself, measuring 3m in height. These ‘light portals’ 
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and the closed boxes are placed in such a way that they create a 
certain rhythm of light and shadow in the corridor. The middle of 
the corridor is dominated by a stair that leads to the design studios. 
Light comes from stair as well, creating anticipation for the space 
above.

The corridor is ordered by the rhythm of the steel pillars. Painted 
in teal – as the rest of the metal work present in the project – they 
impose a module used for dividing the spaces in accordance with 
their needed surfaces. The confining panels are slightly reflective in 
order to guide light deeper in the corridor’s width.

Left

Fig. 72 Corridor, view from the 

foyer, towards the staircase 

Right

Fig. 73 Meeting room, view from 

the corridor

Next page

Fig. 74 Transversal section, scale 

1:200

Classrooms and Meeting room

Two of the classrooms and the meeting room (Fig. 73) are situated 
as open spaces in connection with the corridor. Their confines are 
physical but not visual. The rooms are 50 cm, three steps lower, than 
the level of the corridor. In the same time, the spaces are higher as 
well, reaching 3.5m in height. 

The reasoning for not closing these spaces is twofold. First of all, 
they are the spaces that bring light into the rather dark corridor, and 
bring it to life. Furthermore, by not making a boundary but more 
of a border, the activity that goes on in these small places can be 
extended on the steps that come from the corridor and the character 
of the corridor is changing in accordance with these activities. 

For instance, a certain type of lecture held in one of the 
classrooms might attract more people than expected and this will 
impose a more toned down or quite atmosphere in the corridor as 
well. 

Offices

The offices and the big classroom are enclosed boxes at the same 
level as the corridor. They are higher spaces once you go inside, 
measuring 3m in height.

The panels that close the rooms follow a 1m wide module 
imposed by the structure. Towards the corridor the panels are opaque 
and use slightly reflective pale colours. Between the closed spaces 
and the open, lower spaces, translucent panels are used. These create 
semi-visual connections between the activities that happen in the 
offices, classrooms and model room respectively. 

The relationships between the small classrooms and the offices 
can be best understood from the transversal section presented on the 
next page (Fig. 74)

Model Room

The model room is located at the end of the corridor. Lowered as 
well 50cm from the height of the corridor, it distinguishes itself from 
the circulation.

The room is generously lit from three sides, providing a 
welcoming working space. The structural metal columns work to 
organise the room into three compartments, giving the potential to 
separate the large room in accordance with distinct activities, but 
also not taking away the chance to keep the space unified.
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The staircase

Dominating the middle of the corridor is a two flight staircase that 
makes the connection with the design studio above. Closed towards 
its core and open towards the exterior, it allows different glimpses 
while going up.

One of the inspirations for the presence of the staircase in the 
corridor is the staircase from the Millbank Project in Tate Britain, by 
Caruso St John Architects (Fig. 75). This stair dominates the space 
below, a circular distribution space, but in the same time creates a 
certain movement in the space.

Having a form that is not consequent of the surroundings, the 
stair in Palazzetto Croci stands on its own as an independent object. 
Moreover, its shape challenges the symmetry of both the corridor 
and the design studio and imposes different rules for browsing the 
space.

The staircase becomes a very important intermediate space in the 
project thanks to its shape. This two flight stairway accommodates a 
generous intermediate landing. When you arrive on it (Fig. 76) you 
are just above the pavement of the design studio. Different from the 
spiral stair that implies continuous movement, this stair offers the 
potential for observation. In between the two floors you see glimpses 
of both: on the lower side the classrooms and on the upper side the 
design studio with its table clusters.

This intermediate space enriches both the design studio and the 
corridor. The first one benefits from the low perspective on its roof 
and the latter from the abundant light that comes from above, due 
to the generous  hole in the floor. In the thickness of the slab there is 
a chamfer towards the exterior that lets the stair breath in its place 
and allows better views towards the corridor.

Left

Fig. 75 Staircase, Tate Britain, 

Millbank project, Caruso St 

John Architects

Right

Fig. 76 View from the 

intermediate landing of the 

stair towards the design studio

Next page

Fig. 77 Longitudinal section, 

scale 1:200
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Design Studio

The competition was held in order to create new work spaces 
for the first year students of the AAM. This is the main function of 
Palazzetto Croci and so, the design studio is the most important 
space of the building. 

The intention behind the design of this floor was to make a single 
space that can accommodate the different studios. These studios 
could work together as a single unit or separate themselves by the 
means of movable panels. In order to create an undivided space the 
whole floor should be free of structure. The floor measures 20 by 35 
meters, meaning that the roof structure should be able to span at 
least the 20 meters.

The inspiration for the roof was the covering of the Yokohama 
port terminal, designed by Foreign Office Architects in 1995 (Fig. 
78). Their approach has determined me to try the formal exercise 
of covering the ground floor of Palazzetto Croci with a folded 
roof structure. Taking the volume of the floor into consideration, 
a roof with a lot of surfaces offers advantages in terms of sound 
distribution, avoiding echoes. The span in the Yokohama project 
is made by the means of a steel structure covered by steel plates. 
This provides the needed space beneath and also space for the 
installations.

The roof of Palazzetto Croci will be cast in concrete. The choice 

Left

Fig. 78 Roof structure, 

Yokohama Port Terminal, 

Foreign Office Architects

Right

Fig. 79 First design model, 

context

Fig. 80 First design model, 

interior longitudinal view

Fig. 81 First design model, 

interior transversal view

Fig. 82 First design model, 

facade

for this material is based on how it should be perceived. From 
one point of view, concrete speaks of stability, a feature that, I 
believe, contributes to the richness of a study space. Moreover, a 
contradiction is created between the obviously heavy roof and the 
partially hidden vertical structure. 
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 The model of the first design (Fig. 79 – Fig. 82) enabled me to 
analyse the interior space and to search for further references. One 
of the spaces that inspired me to take the design further is the St 
Catherine College in Oxford (Fig. 83). Arne Jacobsen designed a 
large hall to accommodate the study places. The structure’s rigorous 
rhythm is emphasised by the free standing columns, detached from 
the perimeter wall. This gesture enabled Jacobsen to bring light in 
from exactly where the beams touch the outer skin. The windows are 
large but do not offer an actual view towards the outside. 

This example pointed out how such a big space can become 
settled, grounded. On the other hand, it made me realise that a 
monumental scale is not something that I would envision in a 
welcoming study room. Although Jacobsen’s design is successful, I 
believe that bringing such a place to a human scale improves the 
quality of the space.

As such, the dialogue between the generosity of the space and 
the human scale is one of the elements that influenced the project 
further on, regarding the design studio space.

Left

Fig. 83 St Catherine College, 

Oxford, arch. Arne Jacobsen 

Right

Fig. 84 General Trade School, 

Basel, arch. Herman Baur

Fig. 85 Kroller Müller Museum, 

Arnhem, arch. Wim Quist

Another example that influenced my design was the General 
Trade School in Basel, designed by Herman Baur (Fig. 84). In 
contrast with Jacobsen’s dark space, the Trade School’s classroom is 
filled with light. The large openings are in proportion with the high 
space. Also due to the hight, the whole space feels much lighter and 
does not press down on its users.

The human scale can be questioned in this case as well. Although 
the generous openings allow the nature outside to be seen, the 
connection is merely visual. The big screen is just as much a 
boundary as is an opaque wall.

Both examples speak about the expressiveness of the structure. 

Herman Baur expressed in the carrying wall the heaviness of the 
roof. Jacobsen detached the pillars from the outer skin in order to 
emphasise the structure’s different components. The most important 
element in Palazzetto Croci is obviously the roof. This can become 
an issue in the sense that it can make the other elements seem 
insignificant. Consequently, another important factor in my design 
is the relationship between the horizontal and vertical structures of 
the building.

The third example that helped me develop the design studio is the 
Kroller Müller Museum in Arnhem, designed by Henry van de Velde 
(Fig. 85). The space poses questions about lighting. Different from 
the two examples shown before, the Museum space brings light in 
through the roof. Although using a skylight from the north is a good 
idea for a work place as well, I believe that the perception of the 
heavy concrete would have been clearly altered by using the roof to 
bring the light in.  

Analysing these three examples allowed me to build up the design 
with emphasis on the issues of the human scale, lighting and the 
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relationship between the horizontal and vertical structures. In this 
process I re-evaluated the impact this space has on its users and as 
well on the surroundings.

The first issue that I tackled was the proportion of the roof and its 
influence on the whole volume. By the means of three wax models 
I investigated different proportions in the roof elements and both 
directions of the span.  The level of abstraction offered by the wax 
models helps analyse only the volumes, without interference from 
materials and details.

The first model (Fig. 86) shows the roof that spans on the long 
direction of the volume, for 35 meters. This solution implied much 

Left

Fig. 86 Wax model, long span, 

3x5m roof elements 

Fig. 87 Wax model, short span, 

3x4m roof elements

Right

Fig. 88 Wax model, short span, 

3x3m roof elements

higher elements for the structure to sustain the span, which resulted 
in elements of 3x5m. Although feasible, this solution would generate 
very dark places in the inside of the roof, due to its big height. 
Moreover, the long direction of the floor would be emphasised in this 
way, which would render the space much longer than it actually is, 
both from the inside and the outside.

The second and third models (Fig. 87 and Fig. 88 respectively) 
show the roof that spans on the short direction the volume, for 20 
meters. The difference between them is in the proportion of width 
and height of each roof element. The first one uses 3x4m elements 
and the second one has a square ratio of 3x3m. Although quite close 
in appearance, the second option gives a more toned down image, 
creating a pleasant balance between the repetitive rhythm and the 
elements’ height.

Finally, the roof is composed of 11.5 3x3m elements on each side 
that interconnect with their respective elements on the other side.

Following, a series of interior renders was used to work out the 
problems posed earlier, regarding human scale and the relationship 
between the horizontal and vertical structure. 

Continuing from the image shown in Fig. 81 on page 92 I tried 
to develop the space in order to give it better proportions. At the 
same time I have firstly integrated some large openings in order to 
let more light in. This was done for two of the options, with 3x3m 
elements and 2x3m elements. As it can be observed from Fig. 89 and 
Fig. 90, the latter gives much less light in and makes the space feel 
condensed and unwelcoming.

As in Jacobsen’s design, the openings are derived from the 
structure and put emphasis on the large span and the structure. 
Moreover, the relationship between the two structures changes by 
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Left

Fig. 89 Interior render, initial 

openings 3x3m roof elements

Fig. 90 Interior render, initial 

openings 2x3m roof elements

Right

Fig. 91 Interior render, angled 

windows

Fig. 92 Interior render, rectangle 

windows

adding the openings. The heavy roof connects with the wall only in 
small points, creating a tension between the two elements. Next, two 
more elements have been added to the composition. 

Firstly, the wall was divided into sections and pillars have been 
added in between. Each pillar sticks out of the wall to show this 
division and to accommodate the volume of concrete needed. 

Secondly, windows have been added in each section. The two 
renders show angled and rectangular windows. The purpose of these 
openings was to make the space to a more friendly environment, 
to bring it to human scale. Consequently, the rectangular, more 
domestic windows were chosen; contrasting the upper, rhomboid 

shaped ones. The windows are placed at a familiar height of 90 
centimetres, following the same idea of making the space less 
monumental and accessible. In my opinion, creating these windows 
that can be freely opened and sustain a clear relationship with the 
outside makes the space more welcoming for its users.

These two elements make the tension between the two structures 
even higher and generate a contradiction in how the efforts should 
be unloaded. The pillars do not continue from the point where 
the roof touches the wall, and thus makes one question how this 
connection is done. 

Further, I have gradually added furniture in order to give scale 
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to the space. Cupboards between the pillars, tables and lamps 
facilitate the analysis of the relationship between the construction 
elements like the roof, openings and pillars and the use of the space. 
Furthermore, the a wooden finish is added in the sections between 
the pillars and on the short outer walls.

Towards the train station, the windows keep the same proportions 
as on the long façades (Fig. 94), whereas towards Palazzo Turconi the 
windows become bigger, as an influence of the old building (Fig. 95).

Fig. 97 shows the final treatment of the inner wall. The eye-level 
windows have been reduced in height in order to make a better 
contribution on the composition of  the exterior façade. They 

Left

Fig. 93 Interior render, with 

tables

Fig. 94 Interior render, towards 

the train station

Right

Fig. 95 Interior render, towards 

Palazzo Turconi

Fig. 96 Interior render, detail of 

the wall

measure 1.6m by 1.3m, a manageable dimension that reminds of a 
domestic window. Furthermore, the wooden finish of the walls covers 
only the parts that do not carry anything. The structure is left visible 
in order to indicate how the weight is transmitted from the roof to 
the pillars. 
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Right

Fig. 97 Design Studio, 

perpendicular view on the long 

façade, towards the Church
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In order for the idea of an undivided and free space to actually 
work it needs to be sustained also by the installations. The 
ventilation will be made on the perimeter of the space, from within 
the cupboards. But more importantly, the electrical installation must 
be flexible enough to allow any kind of layout of the tables. 

To make this possible, a grid with electrical outlets should be used, 
but in such a way that it would not superimpose its own rule on the 
possible arrangements. 

Fig. 98 shows a grid rule derived from the structure. Given that the 
pillars on each side of the room have different rhythms, intersecting 
all of their axes results in a rather chaotic division that, at first 
sight, is not subject to any rules. Further, to reduce the number of 
intersections, only half of them will be taken into consideration. 
Thus, the positions for the electrical outlets are determined (Fig. 99). 
The pavement of the design studio floor is a white with black stones 
terrazzo. The electrical outlets are covered by square granite tiles that 
contrast the white terrazzo and emphasise the “rule less” pattern.

Finally, four possible layouts are shown on the right hand page. 
The divided layout (Fig. 100) has 96 tables and two meeting tables 
and it could be a solution to split the floor into six different studios. 
The compact version shows the maximum amount of tables – 134 – 
that can fit comfortably (Fig. 101). The next one also integrates two 
meeting tables and the last one shows a more relaxed layout, with 
only 80 tables and two meeting rooms. 

Left

Fig. 98 Design Studio, rule 

for the pavement tiles and 

electrical outlets

Fig. 99 Design Studio, pavement 

tiles and electrical outlets

Right

Fig. 100 Design Studio, divided 

layout, 96 tables

Fig. 101 Design Studio, compact 

layout, 134 tables

Fig. 102 Design Studio, compact 

layout with meeting tables, 

116 tables

Fig. 103 Design Studio, relaxed 

layout, 80 tables
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The artificial lighting of the design studio has three components. 
Firstly, the upper part of the pillars hide strong reflectors that 
illuminate the ceiling from both of the long sides. Secondly, each 
lamp on the table has two light sources. One that lights the student’s 
work area and another one that shoots light into the ceiling, 
creating a narrow light cone and a light spot on the concrete. 

The three lights work together to create the atmosphere of the 
design studio. The light from the pillars are always on at night, but 
the lamps and their spot light are on only when someone is working 
at the respective table. Fig. 104 shows the relationship between the 
different light sources.

Right

Fig. 104 Detail with artificial 

lighting, scale 1:50

Next Page

Fig. 105 Design Studio, view 

towards the train station 

façade
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Recognition of the building’s character

The last sub chapter presents the important aspects that I believe 
the building should show and also what it should stand for. The 
formal choices and the façades are discussed here, with reference 
to facets from Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects’ work and their 
influence on my approach. 

Status quo

The competition “Spazi per la didattica“ was held for the design 
of a new building on the campus that would host the design studios 
of the first year of the Academy. Thus, the future building will be an 
institution of education. 

Although the construction will host classrooms, offices and a 
model room as well, it will be mostly used by the first year students; 
from this point of view it stands for a sort of introduction into the 
academic environment. 

The Academy is an important institution in Mendrisio, that brings 
a relevant revenue to the municipality. The new building is also a 
statement of the University and its status in the city.

The AAM is comprised of individual studios led by influential 
architects from around the world. These studios are reunited under 
the common roof of the university, but they conceive their own 
internal rules. Although not entirely different, the first year of 
the academy is an exception. The studios are guided by different 
architects and assistants, but they are all under the supervision of 
only one architect.

In my opinion, the building should have a strong presence both 
in the context and in relationship with its users. It should clearly 
state its institutional character. Nevertheless, the context should 
be taken into consideration, regarding the importance of the 
surrounding buildings – in terms of presence and materiality. The 
university is a place of collective learning and I believe the character 
of the collective should be communicated by the façades. 

Form and Façades – composition of the whole

The important buildings that define Mendrisio outside the city 
centre all stand on their own; they have a very individual character. 
Palazzo Turconi,  Villa Argentina, but also the newer additions, 
Palazzo Canavee and Teatro dell’Architettura are individual objects 
in the urban fabric. Although they interact with each other on 
levels of height, mass and materiality, they each keep their distinct 
identity.

As explained in the previous chapters, the volume of Palazzetto 
Croci is a result of the urban analysis. The interior spaces and 
the roof are consequent of the programme and its use. They have 
determined the placement of the openings due to the need of light. 
In this case, the façade becomes a mediator between the interior 

Right

Fig. 106 Façade, 

Waldmeisterweg project, 

Zürich, LPA

and the exterior and has the role of transmitting the intended 
appearance of the building. 

The issue of the rain water management gave way for a big 
opportunity. The vertical rain gutters are placed on the axes of 
the interior structural pillars, suggesting a connection between the 
structure and the expression of the façade. These are left open and 
create deep separations between the concrete panels. In this way, the 
structure is emphasised and a visual connection is created between 
the large rhomboid openings and the lower part of the building (Fig. 
112).

The separation of the facade panels generated a repetition of 
elements with very elongated proportions on the side façades – 
suggesting a row of single family houses. Opposed to this image, the 
building should put forward an image of an institution. Moreover, 
the floors should appear as separate entities with obvious emphasis 
on the upper floor, the more important design studio. Furthermore, 
the difference in level had to be dealt with in an intended manner.

 One of the influences on the composition of the façades was the 
project in Waldmeisterweg of Lütjens Padmanabhan Architects. 
In a conference in Scotland, they explain their idea: “There were 
inspirations for this project in terms of its façade from different sides. One 
was Brunelleschi, the early renaissance master from Florence – L’Ospedale 
degli Innocenti (Fig. 107) – Foundlings House: a delicate plastered façade, 
with very fine, delicate, grey stone mouldings, that somehow create a 

balance between the structure that mouldings create (the separations, 
rhythm) and the surface quality that it still retains. The other inspiration 
was, again, by Robert Venturi, the Lieb Beach House (Fig. 108) with its 
lightness and casualness where you can see that it is clearly put together 
with elements that have cracks in between and air. So, our search for 
expression was inspired by these two images. You see in this facade, the 
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white elements are fibre cement shingles and the grey is painted wood. 
The facade does not a base and a top; it has a central line that goes along 
the building. From that line on, there are these thin vertical pieces going 
up and going down. It was necessary because the topography of the site is 
not flat. [...] in order to suspend the building visually above the ground we 
created that central line that we find creates an effect of a building that is 

Left

Fig. 107 L’Ospedale degli 

Innocenti, Florence, 

Italy, 1419, arch. Filippo 

Brunelleschi, photo Josep 

Maria Torra

Fig. 108 Lieb Beach House, 

Barnegat Light, New Jersey, 

1969. arch. Robert Venturi, 

photo Stephen Hill

slightly hovering above the ground.”[19]

Lütjens Padmanabhan’s approach inspired me to counter the 
vertical lines on the facade with strong horizontals, in order to break 
the rhythm imposed by the high and vertical prefabricated white 
concrete panels. This was done in two manners. The strongest line 
is in fact part of the panels, but cast in grey concrete. The others are 
the horizontal joints between the parts of the vertical panels; the cast 
shadow emphasises the gaps between the panels. 

The grey panels work in such a way that they create the central 
line that LPA mentionit’s meaning is twofold. Firstly, it separates the 
two floors and gives importance to the top floor, the ‘piano nobile’; 
the design studio crowned with the roof. The second reading of the 
line is based on the fact that the building does not have a distinctive 
base. The centre line has weight in the composition and the two 
floors seem connected to it, rather than to each other. Moreover, the 
grey panels are perceived as a base on the southeast facade, where 
the square is at the design studio’s height.

The façades towards the train station and towards Palazzo Turconi 
are treated with a less fragmentary. Although the concrete panels are 
divided in order to be easily mounted, the vertical seams are kept to 
a minimum, in order to put emphasis only on the horizontal lines. 
The rigorous rhythm of the windows is ‘disturbed’ by two intrusions 
on the façades. The corner windows, one at eye level on one side and 
one half-rhomboid on the other create a dynamic influence in the 
composition. Only one vertical line interrupts the massive wall – the 
vertical rain gutter cuts through these façades as well, in order to 
complete the composition. They also, again, make the connection 
between the roof and the lower part of the building.

19.Conference at Scott 

Sutherland School, Robert 

Gordon University
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Left

Fig. 109 Palazzetto Croci, 

Northwestern Façade

Right

Fig. 110 Palazzetto Croci, 

Southeastern Façade

Next Pages

Fig. 111 Palazzetto Croci, 

Façades

Fig. 112 Palazzetto Croci, 

perspective from the Hospital’s 

emergency entrance







120 121

Materiality and detailing

Lütjens and Padmanabhan talk about the issue of honesty 
regarding materials. About their project in Rüschlikon they mention 
that given the exaggerated price of the site, the building had to be 
constructed the cheapest way possible, thus the façades were simply 
insulated and covered with white stucco. Moreover, on some parts, 
2cm thin stones were just glued on the insulation with the intention 
of balancing the composition of the façade (Fig. 113).[20]

Reflecting on these thoughts has made me realise that materials 
are mainly a means of expression. In the end, they have to work 
together and to create something coherent, but the most important is 

Left

Fig. 113 Perspective of 

Rüschlikon project, LP 

Architects

Right

Fig. 114 Palazzetto Croci, 

Façade panel detail

how they are perceived and what their impact is on the project.

 For the project in Mendrisio, the choice of materials is a reaction 
of what their purpose is. The materials used on the outer shell of the 
building are determined by the surrounding, the colours, textures 
and reflectivity are influenced by the context, because the building 
itself is also a reaction on the immediate and extended context. 

Palazzetto Croci is clad in prefabricated white concrete panels. 
The surface of the panels is smooth on the outer parts, while the 
recesses for the windows are roughened and show the core of the 
concrete. After the concrete panels as taken out of the form work, 
they are superficially roughened (Fig. 116). Fig. 114 shows how these 

20.Conference at Scott 

Sutherland School, Robert 

Gordon University
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two finishings of work together. Zeolite stone (Fig. 115) is used as an 
aggregate in the concrete in order to give a greenish colouring on 
the roughened parts. The choice for this aggregate is based on the 
earthly colours used on the façades of the surrounding buildings. 

On the other hand, the materials used for the interior reflect a 
more functional approach. Fair face concrete is used for the structure 
and it is let visible in order to express its stability and heaviness.

 The walls, between the structural pillars and on the short sides of 
the building are covered in wooden laths. These are mounted at an 
angle on a supporting structure. The wood covers the insulation but 
in the same time acts as acoustic treatment, reducing the reflectance 
of sound in the design studio. The wood has a silver stain created by 
a natural patina by leaving it outside before it is installed. This gives 
it a sort of coherence with the texture of the concrete. 

The metal work throughout the project, ranging from railings to 
window frames is painted in a hemlock colour (), contrasting the 
neutral concrete and wood and in the same time resembling the 
roughened concrete used on the façade.

Handling the rain water offered a big opportunity. The vertical 
rain gutters are placed on the axes of the interior structural pillars, 
suggesting a connection between the structure and the expression of 
the façade. The rain water that comes down from the roof goes into 
the building, in between the insulation and the outer concrete panel, 
and then comes out again in the open gutter. Here, it pours down 
on a concrete block. This rough concrete block is profiled in order 
to increase its surface and to make the water stick to in on its way 
down. The green stone aggregate is visible here as well. Finally, the 
water reaches a reservoir, from where it pours down on perforated 
concrete panels and goes into the ground. Designing the path for the 
rain water has, in fact, made the whole composition of the façade 
come together. 

On the short façades, a diagonal rain gutter marks the connection 
between the roof and the wall. The vertical gutter runs in the same 
way, splitting the concrete panels and creating a heavy line in the 
composition of the facade, counterpointing the horizontal lines of 
the grey concrete.

Further, 1:50 details show the construction of the building and 
how all these elements interact with each other in order to create a 
fully working mechanism.

Right

Fig. 115 Zeolite stone used as 

aggregate in the concrete.

Fig. 116 Tool used to roughen 

the concrete surface

Fig. 117 Naturally aged wooden 

laths

Fig. 118 Window frame, Ai 

House, Starh



Fig. 119 Palazzetto Croci, façade 

detail, scale 1:50

Fig. 120 Palazzetto Croci, plan 

detail, scale 1:50
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Fig. 121 Palazzetto Croci, 

section detail, scale 1:50
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Conclusion

Left

Fig. 122 Palazzetto Croci, model

Designing with this research question in mind has made me 
realise that there is not only one answer. There cannot be an 
absolute truth. My design shows one of the possibilities to intertwine 
these two worlds – the autonomy of the interior spaces and the 
contextually determined mass. What is certain is that while 
developing a design, there is a constant negotiation between the two 
sides. And this is what makes architecture so interesting. 

The negotiation is in fact the answer to the question. I believe 
that in my case, as it was for Lütjens and Padmanabhan in many 
situations, this negotiation was carried out on the level of the 
façades; because they are the elements that bring the two parts 
together. Nevertheless, there are elements that have influence 
beyond just this thin layer; as is the roof and the large rhomboid 
openings which are determined solely by the design of the interior 
space and have an obvious impact on the exterior. On the other 
hand, the windows on the façade that faces Palazzo Turconi 
bring their large dimension and proportion to the inside as well, 
transcending again the layer in between inside and outside.

In the end, the project is comprised of many different elements 
that have to come together on some level. What is more important is 
that the project can never be one sided – autonomy and context will 
always generate a dialogue.

As Thomas Padmanabhan puts it: “In the architectural debate 
there are always two overlapping positions. One one side is that formal 
architecture is realised in autonomy, on the other is that architecture looks 
in dialogue and context. Correct, good architecture consists of these two 
attitudes, it always argues for itself and does not limit itself to give answers 
to the surrounding developments. Searching for a design justification 
in the dialogue is as much a nonsense as the idea of a completely 
autonomous architecture“.
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Appendix 1 – Masterly Apprentice Studio Brief

Masterly Apprentice studio 2015 – 2016[21]

How do you learn from a role model? Why are some people better 
at learning than others? How can you in fact tell that someone has 
learnt something valuable? What makes a good teacher? These 
are very generic questions, far too broad to deal with within the 
scope of this graduation studio. However by limiting ourselves to 
the phenomenon of Swiss architecture and the peculiar educational 
structure it is a product of, we might get some valuable answers to 
at least some of these questions and learn something useful about 
architecture in the process. This Studio investigates the idea of 
‘learning from’ by learning from Swiss Architecture and Education.

Swiss Architecture

Throughout the world, contemporary architecture in Switzerland 
is held in high regard. People in the know, praise its focus on 
tradition, culture and materiality. Whether this high level of 
architectural achievement can be wholly attributed to the country’s 
educational institutions remains to be seen, but there seems to 
be something special about these prestigious Swiss schools of 
architecture.

Much more than in other countries, the education of architects 
in Switzerland is shaped by a small number of highly influential 
teachers (Davidovici 2012). These architects, teaching at ETH, 
Mendrisio and Lausanne, have often form a school within a school, 
spreading their ideologies amongst younger generations and thereby 
greatly influencing Swiss architectural discourse.

Typically, these individual architects are brought into the 
educational system having accomplished careers as practicing 
architects. In a way reminiscent of the medieval master-apprentice 
system, they have set up self-sufficient studios within the school.

In this way coherent strands of thought can be discerned reaching 
back to Aldo Rossi, Fabio Reinhart, Bruno Reichlin, Luigi Snozzi 
and Miroslav Šik. The Analoge Architektur studios of Miroslav Šik, 
for example, have directly formed the ideas and theories of most 
well-known contemporary Swiss architects such as Valerio Olgiati, 
Andrea Deplazes and Christian Kerez.

This clear genealogy of great architectural minds might be one of 
the reasons why Swiss architecture has evolved into such a coherent 
whole, a style perhaps, exploring ideas of realism context and 
cultural history.

The Master-Apprentice system

In this studio we will explore the impact of the Master-Apprentice 
system on contemporary Swiss architecture. Researching different 
case studies we will trace the influence of the individual masters of 
architecture in Switzerland.

Literature studies together with an architectural analysis through 
21. Brief of the graduation 

studios of TU/e 2015 – 2016 
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scale models and in-depth interviews with the architects involved, 
will result in a joint book and exhibition at the end of the M3 phase 
of the project. Field research is a vital part of this project. Therefore 
a two week study trip to Switzerland will form part of this studio. 
During this trip you will visit the Mendrisio Academy of Architecture 
and talk to several architects and teachers familiar with the subject 
matter. 

During the M4 phase of the project, you will enter into a 
systematic negotiation with the teachings and ideologies of the Swiss 
master-architects studied during the M3 phase. Working within 
this newly adopted set of rules, you will each design a new faculty 
building for the school of architecture at Mendrisio.

During the project research and design will be of equal 
importance from the beginning to end. Both parts of the academic 
process will interact and influence each other.

Design

At the Preliminary Colloquium, at the end of your M3, you will 
present the design strategy as formulated by the master architect of 
your choice. At the second presentation (The mid-term Colloquium) 
you will present a finished sketch design as well as a reflection on 
your role as apprentice. At your Final Colloquium the research will 
be presented together with your design. There we will look for and 
judge your project on the basis of the following criteria:

•	 Your ability to analyse the assignment and your role as 
apprentice

•	  The conceptual force of your response
•	  The spatial and contextual quality of the design
•	  The tectonic quality of the design
•	  The way you have responded to the demands of the studio and 

your project
•	 The account you give of all this in the form of written work, 

models and drawings

Research

The research part will be made up of at least three elements:

•	  Overarching theme: Modelling the idea of a Master- Apprentice 
relationship: what makes a good apprentice and what makes a 
good teacher?

•	  Primary theme: Making Sense and exploring the meaning: 
An analysis of the vision of your chosen master-architect. The 
goal will be to familiarize yourself with the network of concepts 
developed and used by that person and explain their meaning 
using both words and images.

•	  Secondary theme: The formal analysis of the chosen location, 
program and approach

•	  Synthesis: A reflective account of your own design and a 
justification of your design decisions as well as a reflection upon 
the interaction of the design and the theoretical research.
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Appendix 2 – Letter of Motivation

22. Letter submitted for the 

election of the graduation 

studios of TU/e 2015 – 2016 

To whom it may concern,

I am writing regarding my options for the Graduation studio of 
September 2015. My first option is Masterly Apprenticeship with 
prof. Jacob Voorthuis and prof. Jan Schevers. My second option 
is ROME - collage city with prof. Christian Rapp and prof. Silvia 
Malcovati.

My first choice is based on my growing interest in a type of 
architecture that pays close attention to materiality, detail, space 
and atmosphere. Since I have started the Master in Eindhoven my 
projects have been focused on how things are done and how some 
important details in the building can influence how it is perceived by 
the user.

Craftsmanship is also an idea that begun to fascinate me even 
from the first years of my studies and it is very interesting to see this 
kind approach to architecture in Switzerland.

My interest in Swiss architecture has led me to do an internship 
in Zurich at Armon Semadeni Architekten for the last six months, 
searching for better understanding of how architects work and think 
there. Also in this period I have kept close contact with friends that 
study at Mendrisio, having the chance to take part in the final 
critiques of the diploma projects. These experiences have intrigued 
me even more and made me realize that there is much more to learn 
from.

I find the idea of concentrating on one architect very strong and 
meaningful for a final project, and even more so with this particular 
team, that I think will be able to create a balance in our approach.

Although my second choice is one that deals with another scale it 
is related to my earlier studies and still is of interest to me because of 
my Erasmus scholarship in Venice in 2010 – 2011. My love for Italian 
architecture and the care that they give to the old urban fabric 
still remains. Rome is a fascinating city that can constantly reveal 
something new about itself depending on what your perspective is – 
but it will never let you read it all at once.

Building in such a rich environment is always a challenge that 
I think is worth to be taken on and I believe it would be a good 
exercise especially while being close to the context.

I hope that this letter provided relevant information about my 
motivation for joining one of the two studios. If there are any 
questions do not hesitate to contact me.

Sincerely,

Sebastian Cucu[22]


