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Baroque architecture is one of the many historical 
layers present in the city centre of Rome. It’s impor-
tance for the current urban tissue is undeniable. The 
interventions by the many famous patrons and ar-
chitects have marked the city with countless traces 
which are still visible in the contemporary structure. 
The first urban plans created by pope Sixtus V have 
set the foundations for the infrastructure inside the 
ancient walls today. Many works of architects like 
Bernini, Borromini and Da Cortona have not only 
marked an era but also created a new way of design-
ing architecture. This thesis will address opportunities 
how the spirit of Baroque architecture can be reinter-
pret in the contemporary centre of Rome. It will dis-
cuss the Baroque phenomenon of the inside-outside 
paradox and how this paradox can be re-used in a 
contemporary intervention.
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   | foreword

“Baroque is an intellectual style (and) all intellectual 
labor is humoristic.” (J.L. Borges)1
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I want to start my thesis with this quote for 
many reasons. The same quote is used as 
an introduction on Baroque architecture by 
Jean Castex in his leading book about Re-
naissance, Baroque and Classicistic architec-
ture. It is also originally used to proof Baroque 
architecture makes a fool of itself, however I 
think this is the strength of the style. Baroque 
teaches us not to be too serious; it gives us 
the opportunity to enjoy our cities and our lives 
without any worries. Baroque nowadays gives 
us something our architecture sometimes has 
lost: humour and pleasure. 

The last decades architecture has led us to-
wards a more formal type of building (tightly 
guarded, closed facades, high fences and so 
forth). However at the dawn of the 17th cen-
tury, the world had a very similar background: 
war and terror were omnipresent in Europe, 
but architecture responded in a complete-
ly different direction. Architecture created a 
philosophical mirror for 17th and 18th centu-
ry Europe. Arts and architecture became the 
counterpart of the miserable social situation.

Somehow I already knew in September of 
last year that I would end up writing my mas-
ter thesis about “some kind of historical ar-
chitecture”. Not only because of the topic of 
the graduation studio, but also because ar-
chitectural history has always had my biggest 
interest. While writing for our part for the Rome 
Atlas – about the Baroque era – the grimly (but 

yet similar) situation of the baroque and our era 
caught my interest. However I am not a politi-
cian and I do not want to carry out a full polit-
ical research about the similarities of the 17th 
century and our age. I was more interested 
about the approach Baroque architects took 
to make leisureous architecture, an approach 
contemporary architects seem to miss.

The reason why I choose this graduation 
studio was fairly simple; it is the same reason 
why I chose to study architecture five years 
ago. Rome. Ever since I visited that city – al-
most ten years ago for the first time – I wanted 
to learn what ‘architecture’ was. Rome stole 
my heart and I am afraid it will never return it 
back.

 For this thesis I want to thank, of course, 
my professors prof. dipl.-ing. Christian Rapp, 
prof. Silvia Malcovati, prof. Haike Apelt and ir. 
Wouter Hilhorst for their guidance and to give 
me the opportunity to finish my master with 
this beautiful city. Besides them I want to give 
a big thanks to the whole graduation studio, 
eight students from every city, twenty-four in 
total, for our dynamics and positive workflow. 
I also want to thank my parents, Gerard and 
Margaret, my boyfriend Tom and my siblings 
Thomas, Myrthe and Floor, for their uncondi-
tional support and their everlasting patience 
with a perfectionist like me.
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1 | introduction

fig. 1.1. Piazza Navona as an urban living room (photo by author)
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Architectural history and contemporary ar-
chitecture are inextricably linked. The architec-
tural practise of today has to deal with numer-
ous different situations and contexts, which 
are without exception rooted in the history 
of a city. A new intervention should not only 
be architectural pleasant on its own, but also 
should consider its effect on the surround-
ings. A building always has neighbours and 
an urban context to deal with.

For an eternal city like Rome, these urban 
contexts can be quite tricky. Built up from var-
ious historical and architectural layers, it can 
be difficult for an architect to choose which 
layers he or she wants to connect to with a 
new intervention. Building in the city centre 
of Rome nowadays is a rarity, because the 
Italian government, the Roman municipality 
and even the UNESCO world heritage list are 
protecting most of its urban tissue. However, 
urban voids and unpleasant places do exist 
inside the Aurelian walls, and there are little 
known examples how to deal with these ex-
ceptional situations.

For this thesis one of these unpleasant and 
illogical situations is used to be an example 
on how an architect can create contemporary 
architecture inside the eternal city without los-
ing its respect to the surroundings. Especially 

- but not exclusively - visible in this research 
is the historical layer of Baroque architecture. 
Being one of the most visible and well-known 
eras in the city today, it is a perfect architec-
tural period to use for creating contemporary 
architecture. Not only is Baroque very visible 
in today’s tissue, it also provides with a wide 
spectrum of architectural philosophies, theo-
ries and geometries that can be re-used in a 
contemporary way. This way  this style makes 
it possible to design interventions inside the 
heart of the oldest city of Europe without ig-
noring the rich history.

Baroque architecture - certainly in Rome - is 
a style based on the ancient classical tradi-
tions. However a “style” is difficult to put into 
a defined framework closed by a starting and 
finishing year. Because Roman Baroque is es-
sentially a successor of Roman Renaissance 
with mannerism as a transition period, all three 
of the architectural periods will be studied and 
used as examples. This thesis will focus main-
ly on Roman Baroque, but it is inevitable not to 
look into earlier - or later - theories and works 
of literature.

Linking contemporary architecture with a pe-
riod from the past is always tricky. One can 
loose oneself in the history of the period, or 
can misinterpret the true meaning of the old 
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philosophies. Francesca Palandri’s thesis 
about Baroque architecture in Turin (Eind-
hoven/Turin, 2015) is a fine example on re-in-
terpretation of old styles in a contemporary 
way.2 She addresses the matter of speed and 
movement in relation with the scale of the in-
tervention. One should consider that Baroque 
architecture was planned for what we now 
recognise as slow traffic (pedestrians, car-
riages, etc.). Her assumption of the speed of 
traffic in our cities nowadays led her to scaling 
up the intervention so it is recognizable for fast 
traffic (automobiles, trains, etc.). However this 
thesis will stick to the philosophy of creating 
an intervention for slow traffic because the 
city centre of Rome is still mostly a touristic 
zone that corresponds to the slower speeds 
of movement.

If there is one thing Baroque could create 
exceptionally well it must be deceptive archi-
tecture. The maestros of this period designed 
works of architecture full of misleading para-
doxes and urban interventions were merely 
planned as a living room. Especially these 

paradoxes in Baroque architecture are inter-
esting. They vary from light- and darkness, to 
simplicity and complexity, to open and closed 
architecture. One of the most amazing of all 
these typical Baroque paradoxes is the in-
side-outside paradox. It is a truly interesting 
configuration of shapes and borders, which 
make the illusion of being inside whilst actually 
being outside (or vice versa). This type of illu-
sionist architecture, common in the 17th and 
18th century, has gotten lost in time. However 
this research and design will be focussed on 
bringing this Baroque phenomenon back, with 
a contemporary architectural style.

 The main theme this thesis will address is 
how a contemporary intervention in Rome can 
make use of the Baroque inside-outside para-
dox. How can we use the Baroque toolbox to 
re-create a phenomenon commonly used in 
the 17th and 18th century?
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2 | hypothesis

fig. 2.1.  Pregnant shapes by Kepler.
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To answer the hypothesis the main ques-
tion is divided in three sub-questions, each 
addressed in different chapters of this thesis. 
The first will be the history of Baroque archi-
tecture in Rome, introducing the most impor-
tant typologies, architects and patrons. This 
chapter gives answer on the common philos-
ophies and spatial themes of Baroque archi-
tecture and urban design. What are the traces 
of Baroque architecture in Rome and how did 
they develop?

The second sub-question will explain the 
common toolbox of Baroque architecture. 
Creating a clear overview of the typical ele-
ments of Baroque architecture and urbanism. 

The last sub-question will show examples 
of Baroque interventions in Rome, which 
address both the common toolbox and the 
known paradoxes.

Finally the thesis will conclude with a design.  
This design can be seen as an example for 
reinventing historical (Baroque) architecture in 
a contemporary way. It proofs that an archi-
tectural style is not always bond to it’s period, 
but the ideas are immortal.

The literature used to provide with answers 
on these questions varies from historical 
works about the general development of (Ro-
man) Baroque to works about individual archi-
tects or patrons. The most important works of 
literature for this thesis are George Hersey’s 

Architecture and Geometry in the Age of Ba-
roque (Chicago, 2000), in which he address-
es the analytical approach of Baroque archi-
tecture and geometry. Also Robert Venturi’s 
Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture 
(New York, 1977) and Jean Castex’s Renais-
sance, baroque et classicisme (Dutch title: De 
Architectuur van renaissance, barok en clas-
sicisme, Nijmegen, 1993) are important works 
that create the foundations of this research. 
Venturi gives us a philosophy of (re-)creat-
ing architecture with the use of the Baroque 
approach, Castex does not only give a very 
useful overview of Baroque history in Europe, 
but it also links the architectural tendencies to 
political and social happenings.

All the literature used for this research can be 
divided in three categories; general historical 
works focussing specifically on Rome or on 
Europe (Blunt, Castex, Van Dijk, Grundmann, 
Smith, Zucker); analytical or theoretical works 
addressing the Baroque philosophies in his-
torical or contemporary architecture (Hersey, 
Hertzberger, Monestiroli, Neumeyer, Kostof, 
Palandri, Venturi); specific works about one 
architectural phenomenon (Amadei, Giedi-
on, Tidworth). This thesis will combine these 
categories in one design. Not only paying re-
spect to the historical development, but also 
combining the theoretical information with the 
geometries. This will result in a well-consid-
ered design founded in its historical roots and 
contemporary surroundings.
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3 | baroque architecture in Rome

fig. 3.1. Era map of the Baroque era, from the Atlas ‘le citta di Roma’.
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A concise history of Roman Baroque is 
already explained in the era essay for the 
Rome atlas, and it was the starting point 
for this research. It is already explained that 
the current configuration of the city can be 
traced back to the foundations of Baroque 
urban plans. Especially the plans of pope 
Sixtus V (1585 – 1590) and other important 
Baroque patrons have marked not only the 
era but they are still highly visible in the con-
temporary city. This chapter will summarize 
what has been said in the atlas and adds 
information if needed.

3.1 General Development
 The Baroque era started to develop 

around 1620 and was actually founded 
in Rome, from where it spread over the 
rest of Europe.3 It started here because 
of the council of Trent, which dictated a 
new architectural language for the Catho-
lic Church. The reformation in the northern 
parts of Europe pushed the popes towards 
a counterreformation that was in need of a 
new – innovative – architectural style. Like 
the renaissance, Baroque is a style based 
on Classical architecture, however it did not 
use generic typologies nor did it copy clas-
sical examples which was common for re-
naissance architecture.4 Baroque architects 
tended to create more meaning in architec-
ture, giving individual elements of architec-
ture a significant importance. The era was 
characterized by  re-inventing the classical 
language.5

It was especially suitable to start this new 
language in Rome, because the city did 
not change much from the middle ages.6 
The exile of the popes and their return from 
Avignon in 1420 left the city in a complete 
mess, which was not the proper display for 
the Holy See. Whereas in the renaissance 
other (Italian) cities started to built innovative 
architecture, Rome kept quite and most of 
the works where dedicated to upgrade the 
old medieval tissue.7 It left the city with a 

fairly blank canvas in the early 17th century. 
Hence why the city could experiment with all 
kinds of (what architectural historians called 
later) Baroque architecture.

The Baroque style was developed against 
an obscure political and social background.8 

Europe was devoured by constant wars and 
these many battles left the continent with a 
huge lack of – sufficient – buildings and a big 
financial crisis. Also the use of medieval and 
out-dated techniques caused a slow pro-
cess towards regeneration. Despite of all the 
crises a new type of social class could find 
the opportunity to strengthen itself: the ‘new 
rich’ or Bourgeoisie. They created a possibil-
ity for arts and architecture to develop and 
founded the importance of the ‘artist’ as an 
individual.

It is exactly because of the social and po-
litical background that Baroque architecture 
could be characterized as “frivolous” archi-
tecture. Architecture consisted of an tradi-
tional base with - sometimes a superfluous 
amount of - decorations. Buildings could be 
seen as a masterpiece of sculpture with the 
architect as the sculptor.

3.2 Importance of Baroque 
architects 
Baroque architects became important 

scholars and the era was characterized by 
the geometrical and scientific approach on 
architecture.9 Architecture became a sci-
ence, with craftsmanship and technology 
giving the foundations for a system of rep-
resentation.10 For the first time in history ar-
chitects did not simply copy architecture as 
done before, but they took and analysed it 
before putting it in a new context. The clas-
sical language was put to the test and inno-
vated for the needs of modern architecture. 
According to Jean Castex (Renaissance, 
baroque et classicisme, 1993) architecture 
even found a new dimension in three new 
processes: the creation of spatial themes 
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by using the imagination of the architect; the 
creation of movement and the depiction of 
architecture as a mechanism (mostly seen 
in the interruption of construction lines); and 
the creation of a building as a optical ma-
chine, playing with light- and shadow cast-
ing.11 The architect became the intermediate 
between city planner and stage designer.12

The era knew a handful of important names 
that are still known and idealized today. The 
great city planner pope Sixtus V is already 
mentioned, however the biggest names are 
the names of three architects: Gianlorenzo 
Bernini (1598 – 1680), Pietro da Cortona 
(1596 – 1669) and Francesco Borromini 
(1599 – 1667).13 They characterized the era 
in their own ways; Bernini was the all-in-one 
architect with a signature style of simple ge-
ometries and luxurious attire. Borromini was 
his direct rival and the only architect by ed-
ucation, his architecture was quite the con-
trast with Berninis: simple in attire but very 
complex in form and geometry. Da Cortona 
is the “decorator” of the three; he distin-
guished himself by making exquisite and 
theatrical décor for the city. Bernini marked 
the Baroque period the most, Borromini (and 
Da Cortona) eventually were big influences 

on the later Barocchetto (or Rococo) peri-
od.14

As already mentioned in the era essay 
of the Rome Atlas, pope Sixtus V was the 
founder of a vast network of monuments 
connected with axes and focal points like 
obelisks.15 Designed by the architect Do-
menico Fontana (1543 – 1607) and carried 
out during the short pontificate of Sixtus it 
overshadowed the old tissue of the renais-
sance city with a modern infrastructure still 
used today. However we must not forget 
that Sixtus was not the only pope creating 
mayor interventions, every pope from the re-
naissance onwards forced his name on the 
city.16 As Sigfried Giedion in his book Space, 
Time and Architecture (2002) puts it, Pope 
Sixtus V “created one of the most sumptu-
ous achievements of civic design, Baroque 
Rome, which, even today, dominates the 
entire face of the city.”17

3.3 Architectural periods of the 
Roman Baroque

The history of Baroque architecture is very 
voluminous, even focussed on one city or 
area. However there are a few books that 
give a concise but complete overview of Ro-

fig. 3.2.  Fontana di Trevi (photo by author)
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fig. 3.3. Plan of pope Sixtus V, era essay Rome Atlas.

man baroque. The one that is used for this 
research is one of the most recent ones from 
German professor Stefan Grundmann. His 
catalogue The Architecture of Rome (2007) 
does not only discus Baroque architecture 
but all the layers of history, and therefore his 
work can be used to compare eras to each 
other.

Grundmann devides the Baroque era in 
four historical periods, according to the 
common styles and backgrounds. These 
periods however only apply on Roman Ba-
roque architecture, and not on sculpture 
or painting.18 These areas are the early ba-
roque (1591 - 1612), which is mostly dedi-
cated to finishing the unfinished works of the 
renaissance. The high baroque (1623 – 44) 
involved most of the important names in ro-
man Baroque, and the focus on the coun-
terreformation changed towards the pleas-
ing side of art and architecture. The last 
Baroque period is the late baroque (1673 
- 1710), which was in fact a transition period 
from the Baroque to the Barocchetto period 
(1710 - 1766). Barocchetto is in mainstream 
art history known as Rococo, however in 
Rome the Barocchetto term is preferred be-
cause of the links to the Baroque legacy.19

3.4 Baroque and Barocchetto
To complement to the information in the 

Atlas, Baroque and Barocchetto architecture 
were mainly concerned with the monumen-

tality of architecture, but both periods had 
mayor differences.20 Where Baroque archi-
tecture tends to display greatness, Baroc-
chetto wants to give pleasant city spaces to 
linger. Baroque already tried to change the 
stiff architectural heritage of the renaissance 
to more movable and plastic architecture. 
Barocchetto exceptionally excelled in this by 
creating smooth and seemingly elastic de-
signs, overflowing different materials in one 
skin-like surface. Where Baroque tried to 
add and remodel decoration and ornamen-
tation, the design and optical lines of Baroc-
chetto made adding decoration superfluous.

Both styles however created important 
works of architecture. Designs where made 
to impress the city, to seduce the pedes-
trian and to amaze the spectator. Exagger-
ation, optical illusions, perspective tricks 
and imagination were important themes 
throughout Baroque and Barocchetto. The 
era is completely characterized by creating 
an appealing cityscape and pleasant urban 
living rooms. Some authors write about the 
beautifying of the city, however the creation 
of an urban theatre will suit Rome better. 
Architects, however, never let go from the 
classical base of architecture and preferred 
the Classical polyphonic remains as an ex-
ample. They reinterpreted the ancient struc-
tures, which caused a new architectural lan-
guage.
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4 | the definition of ‘Inside’ and ‘Outside’

fig. 4.1. Baldacchino San Pietro (photo by author)
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Before one can proceed with this research 
to the Inside-Outside paradox there is a 
need for a definition of what is being “inside” 
and what is “outside”. This definition will be 
given and explained only regarding to the 
common architectural language. To answer 
this question on a full extend one could do a 
full research at the side of this thesis.

INSIDE

For this thesis inside is a closed and se-
cured space, framed by walls, a floor and a 
roof. This space could be freely accessible 
by passing trough a cut-out at one of the 
walls (unlocked space) or only accessible via 
a closable structure that might be not always 
open (locked space). The scale for ‘being 
inside’ in this research is the architectural or 
building scale. Cosy and tight urban spac-
es in the city’s tissue are excluded from this 
definition. In short the definition of inside is: 
when you are “inside” and it rains you will 
stay dry.

 

OUTSIDE

Outside is defined by the fact that a person 
can be influenced by the earthly elements 
(rain, wind, direct sunlight, etc.). Buildings, 
floors or walls can frame outside space, but 
it has no roof or protection from above. In 
short the definition of outside is: when you 
are “outside” and it rains you will get wet.
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5 | how to design Baroque architecture

fig. 5.1. Dome of Sant Ivo, Rome (photo by author).
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5.1 How to create architecture 
based on the classical tradition?

To answer a question like “how to design 
Baroque” is equally as difficult as “how to de-
sign Architecture”. For this thesis it goes too 
far to research the way architecture is con-
structed, however to give an answer on the 
paradox one must understand how Baroque 
architecture was constructed.

Baroque is foremost an architectural style 
based on classical traditions. Individual el-
ements and construction types differ not far 
from ancient structures, and even the way 
architecture is designed is quite the same. 
So to understand Baroque architecture one 
could research the way classical architec-
ture is constructed, because their basic 
principles and types are the same. Antonio 
Monestiroli (1940), architect and professor 
at the Politechnical University of Milan, has 
done an extensive research to the use of 
classical architecture in more modern eras. 
He explains the way classical architecture 
has effect on more modern styles in his book 
The Metope and the Triglyph, nine lectures 
on architecture (2005).

Monestiroli argues that there is no alter-
native system for constructing architecture 
than the classical tradition.21 All architectural 
constructions are originated from the ba-
sic theory of the structure of the “shed”. A 
construction consists of a foundation and a 
horizontal element supported by vertical ele-
ments, the classical tradition of mechanical 
curves has never changed in architecture. 
Therefore architecture has an on-going rela-
tion with the reality of nature (it has to be real 
to function) and all used elements should be 
irreplaceable for the overall functioning of the 
building.

The most important answer Monestiroli 
gives regarding to Baroque architecture is 
the relationship architecture has with its dec-
orations (lecture 6).22 According to his theo-

ry, the two ingredients to make architecture 
are its construction (the mechanical frame-
work) and the use of decorative elements. 
The first makes architecture realistic and 
manufacturable, the latter makes it readable 
and understandable, a building needs both 
treats to be fully functional.

However there are a few different types of 
decoration elements: ornamental décor is 
non-necessary and sometimes superfluous; 
analogical décor is the fixed type of orna-
mentation for a type of construction system 
(like the triglyphs of the ancient doric order); 
and the last type allegorical décor is the 
necessary storytelling ornamentation, which 
is not necessary for the construction but 
makes the building readable (the metopes 
in the doric order). To sum up, (Baroque) 
buildings can be created without ornamen-
tal decoration, but it needs analogical and 
allegorical decoration to make it a piece of 
architecture. Therefore architecture can be 
seen as constructed decoration, and con-
struction and decorum are inseparable.

5.2 Geometrical basics 
Although Monestiroli gives us usable the-

ories of classical based architecture styles 
– like Baroque – he does not give clear and 
recognisable examples of how to ‘create’ 
these architectural styles. To construct Ba-
roque, one needs a clear understanding of 
its geometrical forms. George Hersey (1927 
– 2007), architectural historian and spe-
cialized in renaissance and baroque archi-
tecture, created a guide on how to dissect 
Baroque architecture.23 With his book he 
designed a rational ground on which archi-
tects and students could analyse further. His 
guide is not to give a historical overview, but 
to give a catalogue of all forms, geometrical 
patterns and theories used in Baroque ar-
chitecture.

Hersey discusses seven geometrical ba-
sics used together or separately in Baroque 
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architecture, and he argues that all known 
Baroque interventions contain at least one of 
these basics. The seven basics also are cut 
down to their essence, which makes them 
easily recognisable and analysable in build-
ings. The basics are (in order of Hersey’s 
book): musical ratios, light, cubices rationes, 
symmetries, circles and spheres, projection 
and epicycles (a full description of the Ba-
roque geometries can be found on pages 
26 - 31 of this thesis). The geometries are 
of course present in not only Baroque ar-
chitecture, however they where used on a 
typical way during the Baroque era. All forms 
and geometries where used with a deeper 
meaning in Baroque architecture, a meaning 
that is mostly lost in more modern architec-
tural styles.

At last, Hersey gives us proof that these 
Baroque geometries and ratios are still very 
usable to construct contemporary architec-
ture.24 For this he gives us examples of two 
of the most important modern architects 
of our time: Le Corbusier and Frank Loyd 
Wright. Le Corbusiers schematical Modulor 
and accompanying set of ratios is strongly 
related to Baroque (musical) ratios, especial-
ly those of the Palladian Villa. Wright’s used 
his basic conception of the simple Froebel 
blocks (geometrical children’s toys) to cre-
ate impressive and complicated geometrical 
forms, much like Borromini did with his de-
signs of many Baroque churches. Both ge-
ometrical systems relate to Baroque archi-
tecture in a sense that they have the same 
analytical preciseness.

 
5.3 How to shape the (Ba-

roque) city
Besides the individual works of architec-

ture, Roman Baroque was also focussed on 
an urban scale. Being a mayor era for city 
improvement and urban planning, shaping 
the face of the public space was a big as-
signment for the Baroque architects.

As already shortly discussed, Baroque 
architecture did not only create richly orna-
mented buildings, but also a pleasant urban 
décor  for public spaces inside the city’s 
tissue. These spaces where mostly shaped 
according to Leon Battista Alberti (1404 – 
1472) and his famous theory about the city 
as a house and the house as a city:

“And indeed Vestibules, Halls, and the 
like Places of publick Reception in Houses, 
ought to be like Squares and other open 
Places in Cities (…) For here all Lobbies 
and Stair−cases are to terminate; here you 
meet and receive your Guests.” (L.B. Alberti, 
1485)25

 However, Alberti’s architectural theory 
in De Re Aedificatoria was not only an im-
portant work for renaissance and Baroque 
architects, but it still forms the foundation 
for modern theories about shaping pub-
lic space in our cities. Herman Hertzberger 
(1932) had used these foundations for his 
theories in Space and the Architect (2000), 
about the shaping of urban tissue with mod-
ern standards, which proofs that these his-
torical theories are still applicable on modern 
architecture. Social spaces, according to 
Hertzberger, are places where people meet, 
inside the city in a square, inside the house 
in the living room.26 His argument is that the 
spaces (a square and a living room) do not 
differ that much from eachother. They are 
both shaped by their borders (the facades 
and the walls), and they both provide in so-
cial interaction between people. Therefore 
the interior of a building can be seen – and 
designed – according to the principles of 
streets, squares and volumes of the city. A 
keen example is the Dutch Chasse theatre in 
Breda, which is organized according to the 
hierarchy of a city, with even existing facades 
piercing through the shell that makes the 
theatre an “inside” or a building. “A network 
of streets (halls) and squares (rooms) make a 
city (building) a city (building).” (Hertzberger, 
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fig. 5.2.  Spiro Kostof’s Urban Elements of the Baroque

1. The straight 
street

Public life is designed above indi-
vidual expression of the building 
(architecture is subservient). It is 
a used intervention for connect-
ing two points directly, it is fast 
transportation and also worse to 
defend.

2. The Diagonal When there is a clear grid there 
can be a straight street cutting 
trough (accidentally or not) creat-
ing new tensions.

2. The Trivium and 
Polyvium

Three radiating street (Trident) 
from one point, first known is 
Piazza del Popolo, first planned 
case is the Ponte Sant Angelo.

3. Boulevards and 
Avenues

Boulevard: walkabout, circular 
movement on top of the city’s 
defense walls (leisure function)
Avenue: rural history, straight 
ways cutting through organic 
landscape (transportation).

4. Uniformity and 
Continuity

Creating places royales (France), 
with identical facades over the 
whole square.

5. Variety in Unity Unity (point 4) can create bore-
dom. Consider slow traffic as 
main user, creating small variety 
in architecture it gives the pedes-
trian the opportunity to see.

6. The Vista Framing a distant view, creating 
something worthy to walk/look:
1. Closed vista (monument as a 
curtain)
2. Framed vista (see beyond the 
framing, theatrical design)
3. Fixed vista (one focal point to 
fix the eye on; obelisks, towers)

7. Markers and 
Monuments (focal 
points)

1. Free standing to accent a vista 
(obelisks)
2. Fix the space into a formal 
square (facades)

8. Ceremonial axis 
and streets

Staging of power, mostly planned 
with triumphal arcs. The axis 
sometimes is constructed as a 
whole (see point 4) but also could 
be part of an older structure.

2000)27

If the city is technically a “house”, how 
should we define the Baroque city? The ur-
ban life of the 17th century was shaped in 
architecture like a theatre, and it could be 
designed in two manners: as a temporary 
structure for special happenings (like the 
water festivals on piazza Navona) or a per-
manent composition of streets, squares and 
architecture (like the composition of stage 
elements).28

Architectural historian Spiro Kostof (1936 
– 1991) gives us a list of urban Baroque ele-
ments omnipresent in 17th century city plan-
ning. These elements are commonly used to 
shape the city as an urban theatre, and to 
position the individual elements as if they 
where décor pieces on a stage.29

 
The shapes of the buildings define and 

divide space in the city, creating rooms in-
side the fabric of streets and alleys.30 This is 
also true for the Baroque city, however the 
ground floor of the buildings was of great im-
portance for this 17th century urban environ-
ment. Unlike nowadays, when buildings and 
their ground floors are completely “private”, 
the Baroque city was not only a matter of 
open air space, the ground floors – as we 
see in Nolli’s map – are part of the public life 
of the city.

5.4 Modern techniques applied 
on Baroque foundations

As already explained in the introduction of 
this thesis, by using a historical style in con-
temporary architecture one should consider 
the changes in the urban environment. Over 
the centuries our civilizations grew and inno-
vated, technology has changed not only the 
way how we built but also how we perceive 
the city.

However Baroque’s first goal was to pro-
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vide guidance to the people that are roaming 
trough the city.31 High focal points (like ob-
elisks) and other landmarks where used to 
create a live action city map, giving people 
direction and a sense of place. A network 
of streets and buildings organized this map, 
and this “ordering structure was expressed 
through a magnificent formal language, as a 
theatre set with dramatic moments and ac-
cents”. (Francesca Palandri)32 

One way to analyse this structure is done 
by Leon Krier (1946) and his drawings of the 
perfect city. He gives proof that the pres-
ence of landmarks and monuments (the fo-
cal points) in the city’s tissue create a read-
able city. Strategically planned axes leading 
in between the focal points connect them to 
each other and the urban tissue.

In some way this theory of the readable city 
by the use of focal points is still present in 
today’s city planning. Baroque cities where 
planned as theatres, but their composition 
worked very well to create an understanda-
ble tissue, which is still up to date. Therefore 
it is still possible to work with the Baroque 
tools discussed in the previous paragraphs 
and combines them in one intervention. The 
foundations of modern city planning where 
constructed in the 17th century and did not 
change much since then.

5.5 Urban life staged as a the-
atre

The (Baroque) city can be seen as a house, 
like Alberti already stated in the renaissance. 
This is essentially true for every city because 
the analogy of the house can applied on all 
cities. Every square can be seen as a living 
room, every street is a corridor and every al-
ley a hallway.

The city of Rome was - and still is - shaped 
as a house with all its individual rooms and 
corridors. However Rome is also shaped like 
a theatre, with staged pieces of architecture fig. 5.3. Leon Krier, a network of monuments and urban 

tissue make a true city (LK 83).

and urban elements in such a way that they 
form a background decor. In Rome urban life 
is a theatrical play with the city as its decor. 
This theatre analogy is, unlike the house, not 
true for every city because for a city to be a 
urban theatre, it needs to be staged. Which 
means interventions on architectural and ur-
ban scale need to be designed as if they 
where stage decor. 

Rome’s current configuration is a result of 
centuries of urban and architectural interven-
tions. A fair amount of them designed during 
the renaissance and Baroque era and there-
fore created with the urban tools discussed 
in 5.3 and 5.4. The underlying theory of how 
these individual elements are placed togeth-
er make the interior of Rome’s city centre a 
stage decor.
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5.6 What is the Baroque par-
adox?

There is no (historical) work about the use 
of paradoxal architecture in Baroque, how-
ever a few theoreticians mention the na-
ture of paradoxes in Baroque architecture. 
Jean Castex discusses briefly the paradox-
al discontinuity of architecture in the 17th 
century.33 Which is, in his opinion, when 
the structure of the urban space continues 
inside the building, then the city enters the 
building and the building takes over the city, 
with the façade as the only physical border 
between them. Even then the façade can be 
designed as nothing more than a curtain. 
This is especially true when a façade has an 
röntgen transparency, shimmering already 
trough what will be behind this screen.

 The façade therefore becomes the great-
est paradox of inside and outside Baroque 
architecture knows.34 It becomes a part of 
the interior of the building, but also shapes 
the outside space of the urban tissue. It is 
an androgynous element that can shape 
spaces to create an inside and an outside 
character.

Perhaps the best theory about the re-
invention of Baroque architecture and its 
paradoxes in historical and contemporary 
architecture is stated in Complexity and 
Contradiction in Architecture by Robert Ven-
turi (1977). Although Venturi only links his 
ideas to Baroque architecture because he 
“likes” the style, he provides with a rather 
complete list of elements in the Inside-Out-
side paradox. He argues that architecture 
should be seen in its past with relation to 
the present-day. Also architecture – regard-
less its style – is always an interplay between 
complexity of form and contradiction of func-
tion.35 Aesthetic simplicity and the sparingly 
use of decoration makes architecture under-
standable, but it should not affect the inner 
complexity of the buildings’ existence. How-
ever to make complex buildings also appeal-
ing to the eye it needs a sufficient amount 
of decoration, this creates an ambiguity in 
the use of these elements in architecture. 
Baroque architects where masters of con-
trolling this thin balance between too little 
and too much necessary décor.

fig. 5.4. Foyer of the Chasse theatre in Breda (the Netherlands) , the city runs trough the building.
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 The paradox in architecture is what it 
makes complex.36 Baroque architects tend-
ed to fill their designs with all kinds of para-
doxes, and according to Venturi all good ar-
chitecture must have some kind of paradox. 
It creates interesting shapes and spaces in 
which people prefer to spend their time. The 
incorrectness in these paradoxes contrib-
utes to the complexity of the building (like 
the staircase of Michelangelo’s Biblioteca 
Medicea Laurenziana in Florence, 1523). 
Incorrectness and paradoxes in architecture 
create tension in the design, and the fact 
that architecture should be incorrect to be 
perfect is already a preferred Baroque par-
adox.

Venturi is the only theoretician that ad-
dresses the importance of the Inside-Out-
side paradox in architecture. In fact, his book 
is the only work that explicitly discusses this 
Baroque phenomenon. However he gives 
roughly the same paradoxal treats as Cas-
tex did: by creating flowing space one can 
create continuity from outside to inside, leav-
ing the architectural consumer in confusion 
whether he is inside in a building or outside 
in a city.37 Cornerless architecture creates a 
unity in inside and outside, while it also cre-
ates a movement vertically and horizontally.

For explaining the inside-outside paradox 
Venturi uses the analogy of the “contain-
er”. The interior can create a contrast with 
its shell, creating a box in a box principle 
in which the difference between inside and 
outside can become blurred. An example of 
how this works is Bernini’s baldacchino in 
the San Pietro (1634). It is small enough to 
create a human scale for the immense size 
of the basilica, but it is also big enough to 
feel like a “building”, which leaves the sur-
rounding space between the baldacchino 
and the urban tissue to be “leftover”.

The whole paradox means “designing from 
the outside in, as well as the inside out, 
[it] creates necessary tension which helps 
make architecture”.38 By varying degrees of 
openness and closeness the (social) space 
of the city can flow from its urban tissue to 
the very core of the building. Or as Le Cor-
busier had put it: “the plan proceeds from 
within to without, the exterior is the result of 
an interior”.39 Vice-versa is also true: the plan 
of the city proceeds inside the building as 
well.
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fig. 5.5. Baldacchino of Bernini in San Pietro, a transistion from human to giant 
scale (photo by author).
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This is a small summary of the geometries 
George Hersey discusses in his book. The 
theory behing these seven geometries 
(Light and Projection are put together int 
his overview) were of great importance for 
Baroque architects, and understanding 
how they were used in this era will help 
to find a way to address the phenome-
non of the Baroque paradox. One should 
however realize that the geometries are 
quite general, and can be found in multiple 
architectural styles. However during the 
Baroque era these geometries where the 
daily practice of architects, and unlike 
now, they were always used to create 
architecture.

the audience was placed in a half-round shape 
which collected the sounds from the stage and 
unfolded it to every seat.

1. Music

Music and the ratios between tone steps were 
of great importance to lay out architectural 
ratios in Baroque designs. The steps on the mu-
sical scale have certain distances in between 
eachother and in music they are used to create 
consonance (equal ratios / perfect harmony) 
and dissonance (off- harmony, not completely 
equal). The theory of consonance and disso-
nance was frequently used in Baroque architec-
ture, especially in designing facades. It creates 
optical tension and gives a - part of - the facade 
extra attention.

Besides using the mathematical approach, Ba-
roque architects also used the basic principles 
of acoustics to shape buildings for maximum 
range. Keen examples are the domes of Ba-
roque churches and opera houses / theatres. 
Both examples used architectural shapes 
to give the speaker’s voice a wide range. In 
churches, the altar was mostly placed under-
neath a parabolic shaped dome, this parabole 
created a focus where the sounds were col-
lected and dispersed to the audience. Roughly 
the same thing happened in theatres, where 

fig. X. Consonance (below, with an harmonious ratio of 1: 0,5 - 
2 - 0,5) and Dissonance (above, with an inharmonious ratio of 
1:3) in architecture. Source: Blondel, Course d’Architecture, from 
Hersey (2000).

fig. X. A column base with its corresponding musical chord. 
Source: Blondel, Course d’Architecture, from Hersey (2000).

fig. 5.6. Hersey’s geometries of Baroque architecture (2000)
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2 / 3. Light and Projection

Light and projection are two topics Hersey 
adresses seperately. However for the purpose 
of this thesis they are not that different and 
have a lot of overlapping aspects. 

The geometries of light and projection can be 
divided in three subcatogories: guiding of sight, 
guiding of light and the mathematical use of 
perspective.

a) Guiding of sight
What the spectator sees is always an important 
character of the Baroque building, and incor-
porating interesting sightlines in designs was 
an issue most architects had to deal with. This 
guiding was mostly used by creating shapes 
that changed sightlines while people were mov-
ing trough them (staircases etc.), in which the 
architects liked to play with viewlines. The other 
shape used to guide sightlines can be found 
in the parabolic domes of churches. Again the 
focus of the parabole created a remarkable 
viewline, causing people to gaze up towards 
the “sky” (or as explained in Baroque: Heaven). 
Also the fact that the domes were designed to 

catch more daylight than the nave created a 
heavenly aspect.

b) Guiding of light
While the parabolic shapes of church domes 
were used to create viewlines, they also were 
important instruments to get daylight in the 
otherwise dark inside of churches. Often being 
the only input of daylight, they created a divine 
touch to the church. Besides guiding actual 
daylight, shapes and designs also could create 
tension by casting shadows inside the building. 
The play between light and shadow was a 
favourite tool for architects to create interesting 
interiors.

c) Mathematical use of perspective
The theory of perspective was already founded 
in the renaissance, but Baroque architects were 
the first who used this theory to stage their 
designs to create optimal perspective lines. 
Volumes that created long streets and suddenly 
incorporated a corner to create tension were 
planned on a strict perspective regime. Always 
keeping in mind what the eye sees and what 
not, to create interest for “what’s around the 
corner”.

fig. X. Projection and focal point of San Pietro’s dome, a perfect 
acoustic and light shape.



30

4. Cubices Rationes

A preferred way to create floor plans during the 
Baroque era was by putting polygone shapes 
together. Pure mathematical and geometrical 
forms that created an interesting mat of shapes. 
Hersey created a clear division in these shapes: 
firstly we can recognize two dimensional poly-
gones and three dimensional shapes. 

In the first catogory there are three sub ca-
togories of two dimensional polygones: perfect 
shapes (like triangles and squares, which can 
be tiles perfectly together by using just one 
shape), imperfect shapes (like circles, they can 
only be tiled on their own with the use of an 
antishape) and impossible shapes (like stars, 
they can not be tiled on their own).

Besides the three sub catogories Hersey 
discusses also the harmonious tiling, which is a 
use of multiple individual shapes to create one 
shape. A beautiful example of this tiling principle 
is the Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza by Borromini. 

For the three dimensional shapes Hersey uses 
the Kepler theory of platonic solids. For the 

purpose of this thesis it goes to far to explain 
this mathemathical theory, but interesting for 
the topic of this thesis is that Kepler’s platonic 
solids can be “pregnant” of eachother, meaning 
one shape could bare a completely different 
shape inside, by using the midpoints of every 
plane of the outer shape and connecting these 
points together. 

Platonic solids were mostly used as a basic 
form to create a shell in a shell in buildings. 
However there are few examples of actual use 
of these solids, none of them located in Rome. 

Harmonious tiling according to Hersey (2000).

fig. X. Pregnant Kelperian platonic solids. A regular shaped 
diamond in a cube. (Hersey, 2000).

Perfect polygone shapes, 
tiling by using only one shape.

Imperfect polygone shapes, 
tiling by using one shape and 
its antishape.

Impossible polygone shapes, 
tiling by using only one shape 
is not possible.

fig. 5.6. Hersey’s geometries of Baroque architecture (2000)
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5. Symmetry

Perhaps the most commonly used geometry, 
and the most recognisable, is symmetry in 
architecture. However, symmetry does not 
mean an exact copy or exact mirror of eacho-
ther (which is only one of the different types of 
symmetry). 

According to the greek origin of the word, 
symmetry means “measured together / com-
mensurate”, which means a design is harmoni-
ous and fits to its counterparts. There are five 
recognisable types of symmetry, and during the 
Baroque they all had different purposes in the 
architectural design. What all symmetry has in 
common is the presence of a symmetry axis or 
point (focus)

1) Reflectory symmetry (a b c d : d c a b)
The motive (abcd) is mirrored with respect to 
the axis.This is the pure mirror symmetry that 
most people associate with the word symmetry. 
Mostly used in facades and floor plans. 

2) Translatory symmetry (a b c d : a b c d)
The motive (abcd) is copied with respect to the 

axis. Not so widely used in architecture, but it is 
mostly a preferred technique to lay out facades 
or streets. 

3) Glide symmetry 
abbaabbaabba
baabbaabbaab
The motive (ab) is mirrored according to the 
axis, but also shifted and mirrored again with 
respect to the second axis. It is mostly used in 
architectural details in friezes and cornices.

4) Wallpaper symmetry
There is no “motive” but a single shape is tiled 
according to a pattern, mosty with the original 
shape as a symmetry point. It is a preferred 
way of Baroque garden desinging and urban 
planning.

5) Spiral symmetry
There is one symmetry point on which the 
whole design is mirrored against. 

fig. X. Reflectory symmetry (Hersey, 2000).

fig. X. Translatory symmetry (Hersey, 2000).

fig. X. Glide symmetry (Hersey, 2000).
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6 / 7. Circular shaped and Epicy-
cles

Circular shapes and swirling designs were pre-
ferred during Baroque and Barocchetto, and the 
range of shapes is enormous. For this thesis 
the most important shapes will be discussed. 
For the Baroque period it was the (Serlian) 
oval and for Barocchetto it was the eccentric 
epicylce.

a) Serlian oval
All circular shapes can be derived back to 
the origin of the double cone, however this is 
modern knowledge and for the 17th century 
architects not available. The oval (or the sought 
ellips) was a pure mathematical form, construct-
ed with the help of a diamond. He can be found 
in a lot of Baroque designs, even in Rome 
(Piazza San Pietro, San Carlino). The steps of 
creating the oval were fairly simple:

1. Draw the diamond ABCD, with all sides equal 
and LD = LC and LA = LB.
2. Point A is the focus of the first arch, created 
with the use of a regular compass (the same 
counts for point B).

3. Point D and C are the midpoints of the two 
equal circles which finish the oval.

b) Eccentric epicycles
An epicycle is best explained by the wheel of 
Ezekiel (which is the base of modern astrono-
my). This theory explains that an orbit can turn 
around its own axis, but also wanders a path 
which is a perfect circular form as well. 

In Baroque design this was used to create 
statical movement, or a movement in stone. 
These wheels inside a wheel were quite static 
and symmetrical, however in Barocchetto the 
eccentric (off-centre) epicycle was born. Which 
evolved around one main circle that housed 
multiple smaller circles of different sizes. 

The eccentric epicycle created even more 
movement in architecture than the regular epi-
cycle did. Examples of this use can be found in 
Borromini’s San Carlino, but also in clockworks 
and furniture.

fig. X. Construction of the Serlian oval (Hersey, 2000).

fig. X.Eccentric epicycles in San Carlino (Hersey, 2000).

fig. 5.6. Hersey’s geometries of Baroque architecture (2000)
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Geometries used in modernity

After the discussion of the Baroque geome-
tries, Hersey provides his theory with proof that 
these geometries are still applicable in modern 
architecture. For this he uses two world famous 
architects: Frank Loyd Wright and Le Corbusier.

a) Frank Loyd Wright and the Froebel blocks.
Wright’s architectural theory is complete based 
on children’s toys called Froebel blocks. These 
blocks are essentially a collection of Kelperi-
an shapes created with the basics of cubices 
rationes. These standard shapes can be put 
(tiled) together to create interesting patterns 
and complex shapes. 

Wright approaches his architecture in the same 
way, using general and simple forms to create 
fairly difficult and complex shapes. This is in es-
sence the same as Baroque architects (espec-
cially Borromini) did. Using generic polygones 
to create interesting shapes.

b) Le Corbusiers’ architectural theory of the 
Modulor man is completely embedded in Ba-
roque architecture (although he would not agree 

with that). Le Corbusier uses the same basics 
of musical ratios to shape his Modular scheme, 
which is actually the same thing Leonardo Da 
Vinci did with his Vitruvian man. 

Also his Modulor scheme of floor plans is 
derived from the Baroque scheme of Palladio’s 
villa’s. Palladio’s schemes were full of the al-
ready discussed geometries (symmetry, cubices 
rationes, musical ratios etc.). Le Corbusier’s 
scheme does not connect with Palladio at first 
sight, however, if one cuts two Palladian villa’s 
directly on their main symmetry axis and puts 
two halves together, the general floor plan of Le 
Corbusier comes forth.

fig. X. Comparison between the plan of Sant’Ivo alla Sapienza and 
a design made with general polygone forms (Froebel blocks).

fig. X. Two halves of Palladian villa’s create a floor plan of Le Cor-
busier’s Modulor theory (schemes by Wittkower, Hersey 2000).

Palladio

Palladio
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6 | case studies

fig. 6.1.The ceiling of Sant’Ignazio di Loyola (photo by author).
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Truly understanding Roman Baroque and 
its paradoxes means to analyse what has 
been done during this era. Analysing case 
studies in Rome creates a foundation for 
contemporary interventions with the use of 
Baroque ideals.

However, Rome is a city shaped by the 
whole era, and there are numerous cases 
to choose from. The case studies for this re-
search however have an important common 
denominator: not only an important “inside” 
space but also an equal as important out-
side space or public square. The following 
paragraph will discuss the design theories, 
rationality, philosophy and paradoxes of four 

case studies in Rome: San Pietro, Piazza di 
Spagna, Sant Ignazio and Piazza Navona.

6.1 Piazza San Pietro
Perhaps the most analysed roman Baroque 

intervention is the Saint Peter’s basilica and 
it’s oval-shaped square in front. The original 
plan of the church was designed by Michel-
angelo (around 1550) but over the years 
changed by many architects. Michelangelo 
designed the church with a main focus on 
the dome, so when people would enter the 
basilica they would be drawn towards the 
light from the dome, putting the attention 
towards the ‘heavenly’ and ‘divine’.40 The 
rest of church was designed as an overdone 

fig. 6.2. San Pietro Piazza / Church by Nolli (1784)

fig. 6.4. Sant Ignazio Piazza/Church by Nolli (1784)

fig. 6.3.  Piazza di Spagna by Nolli (1784)

fig. 6.5. Piazza Navona by Nolli (1784) 
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magnification of the classical language, 
creating such a large and immense interior 
space lacking human proportions.

The church was finished at the dawn of the 
Baroque era, however it did not have a wor-
thy piazza in front of it. Designed by Bernini 
(1657  - 67), firstly to create a vast link with 
the urban context and clear up the residen-
tial mess in front of Christianity’s pride.41 The 
first ‘clean-ups’ where already done by pope 
Nicholas V in mid 15th century, afterwards 
pope Alexander IV provided in 1500 a con-
nection between Castel Sant Angelo and 
the basilica (now northern part of Via della 
Conciliazione).

It was the idea of pope Sixtus V to divide 
the now unplanned piazza in front of the 
church into two parts and thus design a 
worthy forecourt for the church and the Vat-
ican palace.42 He placed an obelisk in front 
of the façade as a focal point, and ordered 
the northern fountain of what we now know 
as the oval square.

Bernini designed further on the foundations 
of Sixtus V, creating a few interventions in 
the square that can be recognised as true 
Baroque genius.43 He designed his oval 
square with the small axis as main axis, in-
stead of the commonly used long axis. This 
made the first square wider than it is long, 
but also brought the target – the façade of 

the basilica – optically closer, so the square 
would feel more enclosed on all sides. Us-
ing the short axis of the oval also creates 
an arrested movement towards the façade, 
thus creating a spatial tension.44 The trape-
zium shaped second square was a genius 
intervention to downsize the oversized main 
façade. It is also a new space in the move-
ment towards the façade coming from the 
city’s tissue. It makes the entrance of the 
church a game of barriers and movements, 
emphasizing the transition of outside to in-
side.45

However Bernini’s most famous design 
was the Abbraccio Berniniano (Bernini-
an Embrace).46 The colonnade closes the 
square but also keeps it open – like a per-
meable membrane.47 From inside the square 
it is a forest of columns, transferring the ex-
terior space to an urban interior. However 
coming from the surrounding tissue, the col-
onnade is open and passable. By creating a 
singular architectural language for the colon-
nade, Bernini succeeded in creating a sole 
orientation on the basilica, giving the square 
an atrium-character. By entering the piazza 
people already start entering the interior of 
the church. Its Inside-Outside paradox can 
therefore be found in the transition from be-
ing in the open urban tissue to the enclosed 
interior. However the interior with Michelan-
gelo’s dome and giant structure give the in-
terior an exterior character again.

fig. 6.8. Piazza San Pietro, February 2016 (picture by author).
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fig. 6.6 - 6.7. Analytical drawings of the San Pietro.

The church and its piazza have one main reflectory sym-
metry axis indicated in red, which runs along the short axis 
of the oval square all the way to the apsis of the church. 
Besides this main axis there are two secondary reflectory 
axis which are indicated in pink.Besides these reflectory 
axes there is a spiral symmetry in the church with the bal-
dacchino as a focus. This spiral is mirrored in the piazza 
which has the same radius as the church.

The oval piazza is constructed as a serlian oval which 
accomondates the perspective trick of the colonnade by 
Bernini. 

The Inside-Outside paradox can be seen in the gradual 
transition from being outside to being inside, starting at 
the beginning of the piazza and gradually getting more en-
closed by the building. Eventually when inside the building 
the structures are so oversized that they feel outside.

fig. 6.7. San Pietro, main axis and symmetrical geometries.

fig. 6.6. San Pietro, main geometries.



38

6.2 Piazza di Spagna
Piazza di Spagna and its Scalinata del-

la Trinita dei Monti (the official name of the 
stairs) can be considered to be easiest rec-
ognisable paradox in Rome – even for the 
untrained eye. The piazza is part of the an-
cient urban structure but during the Baroque 
era the site was unbuilt and irregular. The first 
design to overcome the height difference of 
the piazza and the Trinita dei Monti church 
actually was by Bernini, and already had 
treats of the curved and playful staircase we 
know today.48 However it would not be un-
til the Barocchetto before the works on the 
staircase would begin, therefore the steps 
can be seen as a work of Barocchetto archi-
tecture instead of Baroque architecture. The 
only part of the design of Bernini realised is 
the Barcaccia fountain at the bottom of the 
staircase.

The architect Francesco de Sanctis (1679 
– 1731) started building the steps in 1723, 
and reused a fair amount of Bernini’s original 
plans.49 He also used the characteristics of 
the site to shape the stairs. The already exist-
ing flanking buildings at the lower end of the 
stairs were used to work as a doorpost, as if 
people would enter a house or large castle.50 

De Sanctis also put much effort in the design 
to make it a place of leisurement instead of 
only motion. The soft outline, the low walls 
used for seating and terraces, the change of 
focal lines and the absence of sharp angles 
are creating a pleasant place for people to 
stop and stay. He wanted “what was majes-
tic also to be convenient, wanted what was 
functional also to be melodious, and want-
ed those who walked up the steps to sense 
quite a new spirit of life”.51 Also the structure 
of the stairs is – unlike the most grande stair-
cases we know – completely independent. 
The stairs are the visual and spatial centre 
of the square: a monument on their own.52

The inside-outside paradox is the founda-
tion of the whole design of the staircase. It 
is an outside urban element, embedded in 
the tissue, but its function was not only to 
move from bottom to top. It is a game of 
movement and countermovement, inviting 
people to stay and explore the space – and 
therefore making it a living room in the urban 
tissue and one of the first designs charac-
terized as an urban theatre.53 The stairs are 
playing a continious theatrical game of see 
and being seen.

fig. 6.9. Main axis of Piazza di Spagna. fig. 6.10. Main geometries of Piazza di Spagna.
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fig. 6.9 - 6.11. Analytical drawings of Piazza di Spagna.

The main axes of the square and the stairs is showed 
in red, the axis of the steps functions also as a main 
semi-reflectory symmetry. 

The Barocchetto construction of epicycles and ovals is 
omnipresent in the design, creating a swirling and pleasant 
sight, however the long axes of both ovals cross in the 
front of the church facade, topped off with an obelisk. This 
creates a focus but also let the whole site seem perfectly 
symmetrical, which as seen on the plans, is not the case. 

The paradox can mainly be found in the purpose of the 
steps, they were designed as an urban living room and 
they still harbour this function quite well. This staying 
function is shown in the last analytical drawing, which 
shows the specially designed railings and platforms for 
people to stay.

fig. 6.11. Places to stay in the Spanish steps.
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6.3 Piazza Sant Ignazio
The Sant Ignazio is an example of both 

Baroque and Barocchetto architecture. The 
church was built during the high Baroque 
(1626 - 1650) by the architect Orazio Grassi 
(1583 – 1654). The mathematical foundation 
of Baroque architecture is very visible in its 
design. Grassi actually was a mathematician 
and used pure geometries in his floor plan of 
the church.54 His plans included strict sym-
metry axes, geometrical patterns in its floors 
and sections, and above all a screen façade 
that is not only the border between outside 
and inside, but also continues in the interior. 
This made the screen façade by Grassi a 
true röntgenprinciple, already showing what 
the interior will be like. 

The side chapels where planned as indi-
vidual buildings with an own – though con-
tinuous – façade, making the nave an in-
side street flanked by chapels. Each chapel 
therefore has a own dome to accentuate the 
individuality of the structures.

The street like structure of the nave is fur-
ther accentuated by the trompe l’oeil ceiling 
painting of Andrea Pozzo (1642 – 1709) 
added to the church in 1685.55 The fresco 
literally opens up towards the sky and Pozzo 
used genius perspective tricks to let us think 
the architecture of the church goes further in 

the painting. The ceiling is so extraordinary 
that people inside the church can wonder if it 
is actually meant to be an open-air structure.

How ingenious the design of the church 
was, the urban tissue could not cope with 
the huge structure. Especially its façade 
was too overwhelming for the city. Architect 
Filippo Raguzzini (1690 – 1771) designed 
the Barocchetto square in 1727, turning 
the visual angle of the church around. He 
created the piazza as a part of the church’s 
interior.56 The façade became the transition 
element between what was actually exteri-
or and interior, like a curtain or membrane.57 
Raguzzini created a fabbrica teatrale (the-
atrical assembly) with the façade as curtain 
between the audience (the piazza) and the 
stage (the church).

Raguzzini also took the geometrical pre-
ciseness of Grassi and continued it on the 
piazza, creating a longer symmetrical axis 
and adding the exterior piazza to the inte-
rior of the church. Together with the stag-
ing of the flanking buildings, one could feel 
very inside while being actually in the outside 
environment. The size of the leading streets 
towards the piazza are completely neglect 
able, resulting the piazza to be a closed 
room inside the urban tissue.58 In the Sant 
Ignazio we can find the paradox at its finest.

fig. 6.12. Piazza Sant Ignazio di Loyola (photo by author).
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fig. 6.13 - 6.15. Analytical drawings of the Sant Ignazio.

The Sant Ignazio church has a main axis which is a reflec-
tory symmetry axis. This axis started at the facade but with 
the planning of the piazza the start shifted to the opposite 
side of the facade, making the facade a screen between 
the outside and inside rooms of the church. Beside this 
symmetry the plan also has a fair amount of tiling geome-
tries as can be seen on the analytical drawings.

fig. 6.13. Main symmetry axis in the Sant Ignazio. fig. 6.14. Main geometries in the Sant Ignazio.

fig. 6.15. Röntgenfacade of Sant Ignazio.
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6.4 Piazza Navona
The last case study was not chosen be-

cause it was a planned paradox, nor be-
cause the paradox is still highly visible in 
the current configuration. The current layout 
of the piazza dates from 1645, ordered by 
pope Innocent X. His goal was to create a 
beautiful forecourt for his family palace (the 
Palazzo Pamphili), which he chose to be his 
papal residence.59 He ordered the rebuild-
ing of the Chiesa di Sant Agnese in Agone, 
as well as the fountain of the four rivers by 
Bernini in the middle of the square. The foun-
tain creates a movement towards the façade 
of the church, giving it a direct focal point. 
The other two fountains where designed by 
Giacomo della Porta (1533 – 1602) in 1574 
but the larger basins and statues were add-
ed during the 17th century.

The Inside-Outside paradox however can 
be found in the history of the piazza and its 
purposed function of the Baroque city plan-
ners. The odd shape of the square derives 
from the ancient Dometian circus, which 
foundations were used for the current build-
ings. One could say that the circus – which 
was in fact a building or inside urban space 
– transitioned to an outside urban space, 
however still leaving its inside traces. During 
the Baroque era the square was a preferred 
location to house festivals and celebrations, 
creating a paradox in its function. Although 
pope Alexander X wanted to create a fore-
court, the romans used the piazza for their 
own leisure. Sometimes even flooding it and 
creating a large swimming pool or arena for 
hot summer days.
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fig. 6.16. Nolli’s version of Piazza Navona with an over-
lap of the old Dometian circus, indicating the building 
and the square are one.

fig. 6.17. Main symmetry axis of Piazza Navona (red) 
and secondary symmetry axes, mainly in important 
buildings (pink).



44

7 | location

fig. 7.1. Ponte Sant Angelo and Castel Sant Angelo (photo by author)
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For choosing the location to make an in-
tervention it seems logical to create a set of 
criteria that are applicable to it. These citeria 
should have a connection with the already 
existing Baroque interventions in Rome. 
Therefore the critiques come forth from all 
the literature gathered for this thesis.

7.1 Criteria
To set up these criteria for the location 

common situations have been compared, 
what do – most of – the historical Baroque 
interventions have in common, and why 
where they planned and built in the first 
place? It turns out that most of the cases in 
Rome the intervention was planned to tackle 
a ‘problem’ in the current situation. The ur-
ban tissue lacks logic or is not finished, or a 
piece of urban tissue is simply not appealing 
or “socially safe”. The planned intervention 
should beautify the location and solve the 
problem.

 The second criterion most of the Baroque 
interventions have in common is the fact that 
they try to improve the connection of impor-
tant places in the city centre. As Sixtus V al-
ready tried, bonding seven churches togeth-
er, Baroque interventions on a large and on a 
small scale try to connect already important 
places or routes, creating a tight network of 
landmarks inside the city’s structure.

The last criterion is the surprise effect Ba-
roque architecture tries to give the city. Inter-
ventions provide a penetration in the regular 
tissue, not only showing new focal points 
(like vista’s and obelisks) but also create un-
expected and appealing places inside the 
urban structure. A keen example of this sur-
prise effect is of course the Fontana di Trevi, 
being an unexpected and grandiose work of 
art and architecture inside an urban tissue, 
which that is not ready for such a specta-
cle.60 This surprise makes the giant fountain 
and the tiny square in front of it a cosy and 
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pleasant urban living room.

So to sum up, the location should accom-
pany these three citeria; there should be 
a ‘problem’ inside the urban tissue; there 
should be an option connecting already 
important landmarks together; the tissue 
should provide an interesting penetration or 
unexpected surprise. 

An additional forth criterion, which has not 
a direct link to the existing architecture of the 
17th and 18th century, is that the location 
is preferable situated inside the city’s cen-
tre. Baroque architecture is mostly located 
inside small plots inside the monumental tis-
sue, creating an interesting tension between 
the “modern” and the “old”.

7.2 Piazza dei Coronari
The location, which is most suitable, must 

be the end of Via dei Coronari, called Piaz-
za dei Coronari. This small square is locat-
ed inside the heart of Campo Marzio, and 
provides answers to all four of the already 
mentioned criteria. The tissue itself lacks in 
allure, the intimate square is used as a back 
alley for the buildings and full of parked cars. 
Also the location has a potential to connect 
a few of the most important historical land-
marks of the city. It is located in the middle 
of the already existing route between San 
Pietro and Castel Sant Angelo and the an-
cient Via dei Coronari, which leads to Piazza 
Navona. However in between the two im-
portant routes there is no logical or visible 
connection at this point. An intervention on 
Piazza dei Coronari could solve this lack of 
connection. The Piazza also is located inside 
the city centre (addressing critique number 
four) and the narrow urban configuration of 
Campo Marzio is a perfect location to create 
a surprise inside the monumental tissue.
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fig. 7.2. Pictures of the current Piazza dei Coronari 
(photo’s by author).
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8 | program

fig. 8.1. Teatro Tor di Nona by Carlo Fontana (1696)
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8.1 History of the Tordinona 
neighbourhood

Piazza dei Coronari did not exist during the 
17th and 18th century, in fact, according to 
Nolli’s map the whole area was dedicated to 
small streets and dense tissue. Via dei Cor-
onari however was an existing street and the 
most important street for pilgrimage since 
the middle ages.61 Its name is derived from 
Coronari del Rosario, which translates to ro-
sary, a well-sold merchandise at this pilgrims 
route. The straight and horizontal line of the 
street however derives from the ancient Ro-
man street Via Recta, and the street, togeth-
er with the Ponte Sant Angelo was the only 
way for visitors to go to the Vatican, arriving 
from the North.

During the middle ages there was a tower 
called torre dell’Annona (no. 536 on Nolli’s 
map) located at what is now called Lun-
gotevere Tordinona. The history of this tower 
gives a start for formulating a program for the 
new intervention. The torre was created on 
the foundations of a third century roman tem-
ple and eventually converted into the family 
palace of the Orsini’s.62 In the renaissance 
the tower and the palace were modified to 
a papal prison, which could house over two 
hundred prisoners. The prison however was 
demolished in 1600 and replaced in 1696 
by Rome’s first opera theatre designed by 
Carlo Fontana in typical Baroque style. The 
theatre Tordinona was burnt and rebuilt in 
1781 and re-named theatre Apollo, which 

housed the most important theatrical com-
panies of the world.63

8.2 Teatro Tordinona
The design of the teatro Tordinona / Apollo 

was fairly modern, and Fontana had to deal 
with new points of interest in the theatrical 
world.64 Sightlines, acoustics, seating and 
circulation were new foci in theatre design. 
The horseshoe shaped configuration of the 
stand with two staircases in the corners was 
compensation between the desired Baroque 
oval and the optimum form for acoustics (the 
half round form of a Greek theatre). The 
shape created an angled vision towards the 
stage, framed by a proscenium arch, which 
was completely new for that time. Fontana 
and his pupil Alessandro Specchi created 
the whole theatre with a geometrical pre-
cislyness so the auditorium would not have 
blind or deaf spots for the public. Therefore 
theatro Tordinona marked a transition be-
tween the old-fashioned renaissance theatre 
and the modern theatre. The example of the 
Roman opera house was used for almost 
two centuries.

Eventually the theatre was demolished in 
the late 19th century to make room for the 
embankment of the Tiber, and although the 
name of the Lungotevere still refers to the 
theatre, there is almost no connection be-
tween the rich theatrical history of Tordinona 
and its current program. 

fig. 8.2. Teatro Tor di Nona by Carlo Fontana, floor plan, (1696). Source: Tidworth 1973.)
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The early 20th century building built after 
the embankment houses rental offices and 
a non-profit organisation of the Chicago Uni-
versity to house foreign students in Rome.

8.3 Modern program
The new function will be linked to the rich 

history of Tordinona. The intervention will 
house not only an urban theatre but also 
a modern opera house, designed after the 
geometries of the famous Baroque theatres. 
Furthermore to provide the current interna-
tional function of the building with a new 
program, there will be a public international 
library and bookshop. 

The inside and the outside theatre will have 
completely different characters. Whereas 
the inside theatre will be a formal theatre with 
a planning and a (ticket)office, the outside 
theatre will be foremost a grande staircase 
(a way to walk from the city to the Tiber). 
The design of this stairs however will refer 
to a functional roman theatre, to provide the 
space with an urban theatre function. This 
means that people can sit on the steps of 
the stairs - like in piazza di Spagna - and 
street artists are free to preform and collect 
some money. For this, the stairs provides 
with one large stage at the bottom, and three 
smaller platforms halfway the stairs (so mul-
tiple artist can preform at once for a smaller 
audience). However, the bottom stage is big 
enough to house formal productions as well, 
so in the summer the stairs can be convert-
ed in a outside (roman) theatre, in the same 
way Romans used to convert piazza Navona  
in a water arena. 

The Baroque elements and philosophies 
will be visible throughout the program, the ar-
chitectural language will be derived from the 
classical traditions, however the building will 
not be pretending to be “historical”. It should 
get a contemporary character. The language 
is formulated by classical traditions, in the 
same way Baroque architecture was formu-

lated by classical traditions. This means the 
theatre will be constructed in traditional ro-
man constructions (vaults and arches), and 
the basics construction material will be stone 
(inner brickwork with outer natural stone fa-
cade elements) and concrete. 

The theatre and the library each require 
some additional functions to be fully oper-
ational. For the theatre these functions will 
be housed mostly in the basement and in 
seperate buildings. Toilets, wardrobe, back-
stage, practice rooms, ticket- and booking 
offices, costume and decor ateliers and a 
theatre cafe are additional functions. As well 
as a sufficient stage tower. The library on the 
other hand will get an archive in it’s base-
ment and a bookshop that sells international 
- and Italian - books. This bookshop also will 
be the link between the library and the thea-
tre, because here the tickets for the shows 
can be bought.

The most important character of the new 
teatro Tordinona however is its embedding 
in the urban tissue. The theatre will become 
part of the structure of streets and buildings 
of Campo Marzio. The configuration of vol-
umes inside the building will allow the city to 
flow seemlessly trough the building, giving it 
a public character. Also the city will shape 
the borders of the building. This means that 
the existing facades around piazza dei Cor-
onari will function as the “facades” of the 
theatre, leaving the theatre itself facadeless.
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9 | design

fig. 9.1. Sketch of the final design for Teatro Tordinona.
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As shown in the four case studies, not all 
analysed architectural elements and geome-
tries are used in every intervention. It would 
make the building or urban element practi-
cally unreadable, which is opposed to the 
goals of Baroque architecture. The common 
elements symmetry, geometrical patterns, 
and spacing ratios in the facades are pres-
ent in most of the roman Baroque buildings. 
Other elements can be added but according 
to the location and urban tissue surrounding 
the plot. One example are the swirling steps 
of piazza di Spagna, their form is a combina-
tion of simple Barocchetto geometries and 
the configuration of the urban tissue.

For the design of the new Teatro Tordinona 
there is chosen for a handful of previously 
discussed Baroque elements to embed the 
design in the urban tissue of Campo Marzio 
and to link it to the history of the location and 
the traditions of Baroque architecture.
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Pelgrimage route to the Vatican

Location

Torre di Annonna

fig. 9.2. Schwarzplan Roman Baroque, 1:10 000
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Besides this beautifying role, the interven-
tion on Piazza dei Coronari also will be an 
important link between already existing an-
cient and Baroque monuments. According 
to the historical tradition, Via dei Coronari 
was one of the main routes to go from piaz-
za del Popolo to the Vatican. However with 
the creation of the embankment and the 
Lungotevere, it lost this historical role and 
now links to “nothing”. This new intervention 
will reposition Via dei Coronari in its old role, 
creating a main route towards the Vatican 
for pedestrians coming from piazza Navona 
and piazza del Popolo. For this to work the 
intervention should have a clear focal point 
so it is obvious for people that Piazza dei 
Coronari is a link between two other places. 
The building also should have a clear focus 
on Castel Sant Angelo, to make it obvious 
that the route goes further from Piazza dei 
Coronari to the Castel (and eventually the 
Vatican). The new building will quite literally 
link the existing axis from San Pietro to the 
Castel Sant Angelo with Via dei Coronari and 
Piazza Navona / Del Popolo, embedding it 

fig. 9.3.  Concept sketch of the city’s space flowing through the theatre building, creating new urban paths inside the 
building.

9.1 Embedding in the urban 
tissue

Discussed in chapter 7, Baroque architec-
ture tended to solve problems in the existing 
urban tissue. Tying monuments and impor-
tant places together, but also cleaning up 
‘ugly’ places and replace them with pleas-
ant architecture. The intervention on piazza 
dei Coronari will do both, the current piazza 
is nothing more than a backside of a 19th 
century building, and only used as an un-
sightly parking lot. However it has potential 
to be a pleasant urban living room, because 
it already has a cosy layout, with enclosing 
facades, small cafés and terraces, and of 
course the link with Via dei Coronari. 

For the new intervention the 19th century 
building will be replaced and the piazza will 
be remodelled to create a more pleasant ur-
ban living room. The main function for the 
piazza will be terraces for the cafés, topped 
of with a fountain that will be placed on the 
main symmetry axis (to be discussed later in 
this chapter).
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fig. 9.4.  Combination of various elements of Theatre Tordinona, the original plan of the horseshoe shaped theatre and 
stage, the round shaped original tower and a copy of the antique theatre of Pompeii.
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fig. 9.5. Schwarzplan, 1:15000
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not only in the contemporary urban tissue, 
but also in the historical layers of the city.

9.2 Baroque scheme
The first element to be discussed is the 

main symmetry axis because it is the most 
important element of the design. Chosen 
to focus on the Castel Sant Angelo to cre-
ate a clear link between the Castel and the 
theatre. This results in an axis slightly an-
gled towards the northwest. This axis will 
function as a reflectory symmetry and the 
whole building is mirrored against this axis. 
Besides this reflectory axis the design also 
knows four semi spiral symmetry focuses, 
two in the small towers, one in the stairs and 
one in the main theatre. These elements are 
also places according to the tiling principle 
of Baroque architecture, creating space and 
an amorphous antispace in between them.

Before the rest of the elements can be 
discussed the main scheme of the building 
should be explained. The buildings’ borders 

– or facades – come from the surrounding 
facades. This means the building itself does 
not have official ‘facades’ but is framed by 
the existing facades of the urban tissue. The 
outside front of the neighbours therefore 
become the inside front for the theatre, cre-
ating an interesting tension between inside 
and outside. 

One exception for this will be the library 
building, which creates the eastern façade 
for the theatre building. The existing façade 
of the Roberto Cadlolo primary school on 
this side of the plot was not sufficient or 
appealing enough to function as a border. 
However the school has enough architectur-
al value to be kept. To solve this problem 
the existing direction of the façade at Via 
di Panico will be mirrored according to the 
main symmetry axis. This new façade will 
be designed according to its surroundings 
to create maximum symmetry in the whole 
building. This use of existing facades to cre-
ate the frame for the theatre makes the ‘in-

fig. 9.6. Facades of the theatre made by surrounding buildings (red striped lines).
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fig. 9.7. Schwarzplan, 1:1500



62

side’ of the building – which is actually an 
outside space – a flowing space by staging 
shapes and volumes according to the main 
symmetry axis. 

The shapes and volumes used inside the 
buildings borders derive from their histor-
ical ancestors. As already explained in the 
previous chapter, Teatro Tordinona was a 
medieval tower and prison before it became 
the first Baroque opera house. The cylindri-
cal shape of the medieval tower is used to 
form the two cylindrical towers in the build-
ing. The western tower will house the theatre 
café and the main staircases to the rings. 
The eastern tower houses the bookshop 
and the main entrance for the international 
library. Both towers are topped with a glass 
dome to give the illusion of being an outside 
space.

The Grande Stairs in the northern side of 
the plot are a combination of the Baroc-
chetto staircases – like the Spanish Steps 
– and the ancient roman theatre. They house 
platforms and stands for people to rest and 
gaze towards the water of the Tiber and 
Castel Sant Angelo. The middle platform 
also functions as a stage floor and the half 
round shape of the stands create a function-
al acoustic shape that can carry the sounds 
made on the platform to the highest seats of 
the stands. The location of this stage also 
has the Tiber and the Castel as a backdrop. 
To accommodate even nightly shows on this 
open-air theatre both cylindrical towers and 
can house the necessary techniques (lights 
and acoustics) to make the theatre fully op-
erational. However this theatre will not be a 
formal theatre, it is foremost is a staircase 
and an urban living room. It is a place for 
street artists to preform for an audience that 

Section A, taken over the symmetry axis.
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ground floor, 1:500

Piazza dei Coronari

Via dei Coronari

Via di Panico

Lungotevere Tordinona

Vicolo del Curato

0.1 outside stage

0.3 bookshop

0.2 theatrecafé
and stairs

0.5 theatre pit

0.7 stage

0.8 backstage

0.4 ticketoffice
/bookingoffice

0.6 costume 
/decor department
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happened to be present at that time. This 
means that the theatre will not have an offi-
cial planning.

The formal theatre is housed in two indi-
vidual volumes in the middle of the plot, the 
horseshoe shaped stand building and the 
trapezium shaped stage tower. The horse-
shoe shape of course is linked with the tra-
ditional Baroque opera house and has the 
same dimensions as the old Teatro Tordi-
nona. In the original theatre the stands and 
the stage where linked in one space, how-
ever in between both volumes a street is cut 
out, creating two individual shapes where 
people can walk trough. This street will be 
open when the theatre is not in use, how-
ever when performances will be carried out 
the street can be closed and the remaining 
space can be used as front stage. 

The volume of the stands for the theatre 
will be topped with a fake dome which was 
common for Baroque theatre architectue 

(see fig. 8.1). The roof is flat but the ceiling 
will be slightly curved to give the illusion of 
a real dome. The ceiling will carry a grand 
chandelier to emphasize the central focus of 
the dome which was also a common use 
for Baroque theatres. Furthermore the ceiling 
will have an optical illusion of being a nightly 
sky with stars, done by incorporated (fairy) 
lights in the curve of the dome. 

The stage tower is topped with a roman 
loggia that has a view to the surrounding ur-
ban tissue. The tower is also used as the 
main focal point for linking the two already 
existing axes discussed in paragraph 9.1. 
Its basement - located directly underneath 
the stage - is fairly deep so there is space 
for rising platforms for decor pieces etc. The 
stagefloor therefore will have hatches which 
can be (mechanically) opened.

The international library will be housed in 
the closed volume on the eastern part of 
the plot. This volume is shaped according 

Section B, taken trough the round towers.
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First floor, 1:500

1.2 first ring

1.1 library entrance
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to the row of facades on Via di Panico. The 
direction of the facades is mirrored accord-
ing to the main symmetry axis, creating a se-
quence of façade – street – theatre – street 
– façade. The building reminds of the tra-
ditional Baroque palazzos, and its façade is 
also shaped with the strict ratios of a palazzo 
façade.

The ground floor of the library building will 
house all the necessary elements for the 
theatre to function (ticket office, booking of-
fice, costume and decor department etc.). 
The basement is connected to the base-
ment of the theatre and houses the back-
stage rooms, storage, toilets and the ward-
robe. The other part of the basement will be 
dedicated to the archive for the library. 

The international library itself can be found 
from the first floor up. The connected cilin-
drical and square towers in the north house 
the main entrance and front desk on the first 
floor. The second and third floors of these 

volumes will house all the books. The build-
ing will provide with the necessary reading 
and study rooms, printing areas, toilets and 
vending machines. 

For the creation of the bookshelfs the di-
mensions of Neufert are used. Every shelf 
is 750 mm wide, 250 mm in depth and 300 
mm in height. According to these dimensions 
every shelf can house 20 - 25 books on av-
arage. Every unit consists of 6 to 7 shelfs, 
which is the equivalent of 120 - 175 books 
per unit. This means that every floor on the 
round tower can house in between 10.000 
and 12.000 books, and every square tow-
er between 10.000 and 13.000. The library 
archive in the basement of the building can 
even house between 20.000 and 25.000 
books. This means that the complete library 
fits between 60.000 and 75.000 books. The 
amount of books however is strongly de-
pending on the size of every book and the 
way the books are displayed (tightly or open-
ly). These numbers mean that the library can 
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 Second floor, 1:500

2.1 books

2.2 second ring

2.3  technical area
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be characterized as a small to medium sized 
library. 

The study halls itself house nearly 100 
places to study and two smaller conference 
rooms that can be booked or used as study 
rooms for smaller groups. 

The library will be characterized as a public 
library, but mostly associated with students 
and academic personel. The collection will 
vary from arts and architecture, historical 
works and sience. Also the library will have 
a reading hall for ‘recent’ material like mag-
azines and newspapers. This collection will 
change more than the book collection and 
therefore will be placed outside the two 
booktowers. 

Altough the library will be public, a mem-
bership will be required to make use of the 
functions. This membership can be arranged 
either at the frontdesk or in the bookshop. A 
membership archive will keep track on the 

members and the outstanding fines. Books 
can be borrowed but only for a limited time 
of three weeks.

9.3 Classical traditions
There are some elements in the building 

that refer to the classical tradition of Baroque 
architecture. They are placed and used as a 
traditional polyphony, creating a single build-
ing with multiple classical articulations. 

The first of which is the use of round arch-
es, which can be found in a few traditional 
classical references. The first on the outside 
of the theatre building, where the arches are 
used according to the roman (amphi) the-
atre, making clear that inside this volume 
houses a theatre. However the arches are 
not placed on top of eachother, but the fa-
cade contains of a single row of narrow but 
high arches. These arches will get heavy di-
mensions to carry the load of the construc-
tion but also to emphasize to be in an inside 
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Third floor, 1:500
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3.1 books
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space.

 The second use can be found in the 
boundary of the open-air theatre, they also 
work as a fysical border between being out-
side in the urban tissue and being inside the 
theatre building. This semi round boundary 
between the stairs and the urban surround-
ings also work in the same way as the Ab-
braccio Berniniano of the San Pietro. They 
form a permeable screen between the urban 
context and the semi-inside of the building. 
Already starting enclosing people inside. 

The last use of roman arches is seen on 
top of the stage tower which is designed as 
a typical roman loggia. The stagetower does 
not only work as a focal point on route, but 
also houses a terrace on which people can 
gaze over the city, seeing the Castel Sant 
Angelo, the Vatican, and Via dei Coronari 
and Piazza Navona. 

The second element referring to Baroque 
architecture and its classical traditions are 
the exaggerated cornices on the library 
building and the square booktower. They 
give an enclosed feeling for those walking 
through the volumes, creating an inside feel-
ing although being actually outside.

As already mentioned the library will be de-
signed as a building and not only a shape. 
Unlike the other elements of the theatre, 
which are in fact volumes and shapes (like 
city blocks in the urban tissue), the library 
will get a facade corresponding with its sur-
roundings. Because most facades in Cam-
po Marzio derive from (Baroque) palaces 
and are quite regular in spacing ratios, the 
library facade also will be designed in a strict 
rythm.

fig. 9.8.  Drawing of the Carlo Felice theatre in Genua (Italy) by Aldo Rossi (1991). The architectural language of Rossi in 
this theatre is used as an inspiration for the new “baroque” language in Tordinona.
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Roof and Loggia, 1:500

4.1  loggia
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9.4 Architectural decisions
The construction type used for this design 

is - as already mentioned - based on brick 
and concrete structures. As most of clas-
sical based architecture, the structure of a 
building consisted of a concrete core with 
a brick mold, finished with slabs of natural 
stone to give the building its final facade. 

The volumes inside the theatre that are 
defined by the borders of the urban tissue 
will not get the final natural stone finish to 
create the “final” facade. There is no facade 
for these shapes because they are tech-
nically not the final border of the building. 
They are only the inside rooms of the thea-
tre, borrowed from the original plan of teatro 
Tordinona. In their original configuration, the 
tower, stage and horseshoe stands were not 
standalone shapes but they were framed by 
the final architectural finish (embedded in the 
shell of the building). In this design the finish 
consists of the open antispace shaped by 
the volumes.

fig. 9.9. Unfinished facade architecture, San Lorenzo church, Florence (Italy).

However, the library building, the colon-
nade and the south facade of the stage-
tower will get an architectural finish of nat-
ural stone. Their construction is primarily the 
same as the inner shapes, but because they 
function as the border of the design, they will 
get a final finish, which encloses the building 
in its facades.

This treatment of “facades” essentially 
makes a difference between what is inside 
and what is outside the building. The only 
exception for this treatment will be the infor-
mal outside theatre, or the staircase, in the 
north side of the plot. This part of the design 
is essentially designed for the city, to create 
a connection between the river and the city. 
It makes the stairs a part of the public space 
in front of the theatre, with the colonnade as 
the fysical border between being outside in 
the city and inside the building. 

Because the stairs belong to the city and 
not to the theatre they will become part of 
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the embankment walls. The stairs and the 
platforms will be made in the same type of 
stone as the rest of the embankment.

The different treatments of these facades 
create an inside (the formal theatre and the 
towers, unfinished architecture), an outside 
(the informal theatre) and the border - or fa-
cades - that divides inside and outside (fin-
ished architecture).

The history of the Tordinona neighbourhood 
is stronly connected with the medieval tower 
that was placed next to the river. However 
with the embankment the tower dissapeared 
and only the name of the Lungotevere refers 
to the rich history of the site. Partly because 
theatres need stagetowers to function and 
partly because it fits in the tissue, the neigh-
bourhood will gain a new torre di Annonna.

The structure of the stagetower has the 
additional advantage that the old pilgrimage 
route gets a new focal point. The high and 

slender structure of the tower works in the 
same way as the Baroque obelisks did in the 
city’s tissue, it ties - excisting - axes together 
in one structure.

The stagetower is the highest volume on 
the plot, but with 40 m not as high as Castel 
Sant Angelo, which is done on purpose to 
accentuate the higher value and importance 
of the Castel. The stagetower of the Tordi-
nona theatre therefore will be a subordinate 
for the Castel Sant Angelo in the same way 
the Castel is - in height - a subordinate of 
San Pietro.

The backfacade of the library is kept fair-
ly empty and simple. The facade creates a 
small alley between the library and the exist-
ing primary school. This side of the Cadlo-
lo school does not have any windows and 
the facade is fairly low (roughly 6 meters 
in height). The current purpose of the this 
curved facade is not completely clear, but it 
certainly does not function as the main en-
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Side view, Via di Panico, 1:700.

Front view of the theatre complex. Lungotevere, 1:700.

Back view of the theatre complex. Piazza dei Coronari, 1:700.
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trance for the schools in the building. For this 
reason the library building is put directly next 
to the school, to create a maximum enclo-
sure for the theatre on one side and piazza 
dei Coronari on the other. Also because the 
current layout of the buildings on piazza dei 
Coronari does not make the square feel like 
an urban living room. By placing the build-
ings more tightly together the piazza be-
comes an enclosed room in the city.

Throughout the design of the Tordinona 
theatre Alberti’s quote of the House being a 
city and the City being a house is kept in 
mind. The design of the ground floor is es-
sentially put together to serve the surround-
ing tissue. It creates a public space which is 

in fact a building, like the churches on No-
lli’s map. The functions of the building also 
refer strongly to its public character, being 
an international public library and a (urban) 
theatre. The whole design creates a pos-
sibility for the people of Rome, visitors and 
inhabitants, to come together and spend 
some time in these spaces. Much like the 
intentions of the piazza di Spagna or piazza 
San Pietro initially were.

Back facade booktowers, 1:200.

Facades of the International Library
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Front facade library, 1:500.

Back facade library, 1:500. Back facade library, retangular booktower, 1:500
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Main facade Teatro Tordinona.

Front elevation for the complete design, 1:500.
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Front elevation for the theatre and section of the library 1:500.
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Current situation Lungotevere Tordinona.

fig. 9.10. Current situation of Ponte Sant Angelo and the Lungotevere Tordinona/project location (photo by author).
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New situation Lungotevere Tordinona.

fig. 9.11. New situation of Ponte Sant Angelo and the Lungotevere Tordinona/project location.
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10 | the paradox

fig. 10.1. Front elevation of Teatro Tordinona.
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An inside-outside paradox cannot be cre-
ated by one single element. It is the coher-
ence of elements; the idea behind the de-
sign and the overall composition of volumes 
and shapes that create the paradox. For the 
design of the new Teatro Tordinona the three 
main theories about creating an inside-out-
side paradox are present. Already discussed 
in chapter 5.5, the theories of Jean Castex, 
Robert Venturi and – the rather small state-
ment of – Le Corbusier create the main 
thoughts behind the whole design.

Castex theory of creating flowing space 
and cornerless architecture that creates a 
unity in inside and outside is omnipresent in 
the configuration of the volumes. The indi-
vidual shapes almost have no corners, and 
their antispace flows from the urban tissue 
directly into the building, creating an illusion 
of still being ‘outside’. However Castex also 
discusses the importance of the façade as a 
transition between being inside and outside. 

Venturi’s container principle, in which 
the borders of inside and outside become 
blurred, is also present in the building. By 
using the existing facades of the neighbour 
buildings as the ‘container’ or framework for 
the theatre, the shapes of the theatre ele-
ments become elements inside the building, 
much like the Baldacchino of Bernini does 
inside the San Pietro. The volumes create a 

human scale and make the visitor enclosed, 
as if they are inside a building.

Le Corbusier states that a plan of a build-
ing should go from the inside to the outside, 
extending the design towards its surround-
ings. An architectural plan does not stop at 
its facades or borders, but works its ways 
through these boundaries into the urban tis-
sue. This is especially true for the antispace 
shaped by the volumes inside the theatre. 
The city works its way through the building 
like streets and alleys, creating interesting 
corners and small squares. The boundary 
of the façade becomes a vague screen and 
the city literally flows over into the building, 
as well as the building becomes part of the 
city. 

Paradoxal architecture is present in every 
era, even in contemporary architecture. 
However sometimes these paradoxes are 
used without understanding the meaning or 
the way the paradox has influences on the 
perspective of the building. The adressed 
paradox, inside-outside, is called a typical 
Baroque paradox because Baroque archi-
tects tended to use it in the broadest spec-
trum known. The paradox is used to mis-
guide and mesmerize the people visiting it, 
it gives a surprise effect to the design of the 
building. It is an interplay between reality and 
architectural fiction.
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11 | appendix

fig. 11.1. 1:100 part of booktower and main theatre building facades.
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Appendix contents

11.1. Detail drawing of facades, 1:100

1.1. Floor plan theatre building, ground 
floor 1:300.

1.2. Section theatre and stage tower, 
1:300.

2.1. Floor plan library building, second floor 
1:200.

2.2. Section of the library buildings, the 
booktowers 1:200.
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1.1. Floor plan theatre building, ground floor 1:300.



87

1.2. Section theatre and stage tower, 1:300.
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2.1. Floor plan library building, second floor 1:200.
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2.2. Section of the library buildings, the booktowers 1:200.
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Baroque architecture is one of the many 
historical layers present in the city centre of 
Rome. It’s importance for the current urban 
tissue is undeniable. The interventions by the 
many famous patrons and architects have 
marked the city with countless traces which 
are still visible in the contemporary structure. 
The first urban plans created by pope Sixtus 
V have set the foundations for the infrastruc-
ture inside the ancient walls today. Many 
works of architects like Bernini, Borromini 
and Da Cortona have not only marked an 
era but also created a new way of designing 
architecture. This thesis will address oppor-
tunities how the spirit of Baroque architec-
ture can be reinterpret in the contemporary 
centre of Rome. It will discuss the Baroque 
phenomenon of the inside-outside paradox 
and how this paradox can be re-used in a 
contemporary intervention.

Leon Battista Alberti was an important ar-
chitectural theorist in the renaissance, but 
his De Re Aedificatoria (1485, Ten books on 
Architecture) was of great importance for the 
following centuries as well. Alberti’s ideas are 
even applicable in modern architecture and 
urbanism. The city as a house is the used 
analogy for this thesis. Alberti states that 
the city is a house, with its squares as liv-
ing rooms and its streets as hallways and 
corridors. The city transfers from an outside 
space to an inside space, and as prof. Neu-
meyer had put it: “you do not need a roof 
to be inside”. The way urban tissue is com-
posed makes a space in the urban tissue an 
enclosed living room.

Alberti’s analogy is applicable for every city, 
so also on Rome. But Rome is much more 
than a “house”, its urban tissue is planned - 
or staged - as a theatrical decor. Buildings 
and public spaces are composed to form a 
backdrop for the “urban theatre”. Rome has 
many examples of staged architecture, like 
Piazza Sant Ignazio, Piazza di Spagna and 

Fontana di Trevi. The architecture in these 
places becomes decor for the urban play. 
This architecture is created to guide people 
trough the city as a live action city map, but 
they also create surprises in the unforeseen 
urban tissue.

Baroque architecture is a rational style. It 
is an architecture based on the classical 
traditions, and also strongly linked to the 
realism of nature. A design has to be con-
structed according to the physical laws to 
make it manufacturable. Therefore (baroque) 
architecture has a strong mathematical and 
geometrical foundation. Designs are con-
structed by putting geometrical shapes to-
gether. This makes Baroque architecture a 
style with simple basic principles. Even the 
decorations on the buildings have a strong 
rationalistical background, they tell the story 
of the building and make the purpose of a 
building clear (repeating roman arches in a 
half round volume give it away that  there 
probably will be a theatre inside the building).

If there is one common theme in the whole 
spectrum of Baroque architecture it must 
be paradoxal, or misleading, architecture. 
Buildings create the illusion of being some-
thing else or not being a building at all. Also 
known as the inside-outside paradox, and 
often used in the Baroque era, buildings 
pretend to be an outside space instead of 
having an interior. This is mostly done by 
cornerless architecture, in which the space 
flows over from room to room. The floor 
plan - mainly the ground floor - flows over 
into the surrounding urban tissue. A plan 
does not stop at the borders of the building 
(the facades) but grows further in the public 
space around it. The inside-outside paradox 
results in a design with varying degrees of 
openness and closeness, the streets should 
proceed in a way inside the building, so the 
interior of the building becomes a part of the 
exterior.

Summary



91

The chosen project location is Piazza dei 
Coronari in the centre of Rome, nearby the 
Castel Sant Angelo. This location is perfect 
because it connects a lost link between Pi-
azza del Popolo / Navona and the Castel /
San Pietro. Piazza dei Coronari is located 
at the Lungotevere Tordinona. The current 
buildings date from the early 20th century. 
To make space for the Tiber embankment 
Rome had to demolish the old historical Te-
atro Tor di Nona, an operahouse dating from 
the Baroque era and the first example for 
modern opera houses and theatres.

The new Teatro Tordinona is embedded in 
the urban tissue and the rich history of the 
location. The high stage tower works as a 
focal point to guide passengers from Piaz-
za Navona trough Via dei Coronari towards 
the Castel Sant Angelo. The borders of the 
location (surrounding facades of the exist-
ing buildings) create the final border for the 
building, which leaves the design faceless 
and the inside volumes unfinished.

The volumes and shapes of the smaller 
towers, the stage and the theatre building 
derive from the plans of the old theatre. Only 
their shapes are taken from the design and 
put in the design as loose objects, with the 
city flowing around them. This composition 
creates a start for the inside-outside para-
dox. Further influences of historical layers 
and architecture can be found in the lan-
guage and construction type. 

The inside-outside paradox is a theoretical 
idea and a pratice. Starting with the idea of 
creating a “fake” inside or outside the idea 
becomes a concrete thing. But the paradox 
also can be visible in the non-visible layers of 
a building - meaning the functions. A theatre 
can stage scenes from outside the building, 
showing an other perspective than the one 
visible in the architecture of the building.
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