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How do we learn from a building?
To understand the process of learning from 
a building it is useful to break it down into its 
fundamental components and define them.

Subject
A human activity such as learning requires us to 
reflect on the agency of such action. The agent, 
at the centre of the learning process, is who, 
consciously or unconsciously, is engaging with 
the building at hand, deriving lessons from it.
The studio Masterly Apprentice - Learning from a 
Building is concerned with the subjectivity of this 
learning process and conceives the individual 
students as its agents.
Bachelard, french phenomenologist, gives a clear 
perspective on how one could understand the 
working of the agency. He defines the agents 
as “speaking beings,” or as those subjects who 
receive a poetic image and recreate it, through 
their imagination. They “resonate”, hearing 
the poem, and “reverberate”, speaking it, thus 
making it their own[1]. For example, admiring an 
impressionist painting of a landscape will enrich 
the viewer’s experience of landscape thereafter 
by adding a new layer to his perception. 
“When I receive a new poetic image, I experience 
its qualities of inter-subjectivity. I know that I am 
going to repeat it in order to communicate my 
enthusiasm. When considered in transmission 
from one soul to another, it becomes evident 
that a poetic image eludes causality”[1].
When we study a building we are not specifically 
looking at the contextual conditions and the 
causal relationships that influenced it. Instead, 
we are concerned with the individual experience 
of the qualities of the building which we have 
perceived and that we have further researched. 
 
“I always come then to the same conclusion: the 

essential newness of the poetic image poses the 
problem of the speaking being’s creativeness. 
Through this creativeness the imagining 
consciousness proves to be, very simple but very 
purely, an origin. In a study of the imagination, a 
phenomenology of the poetic imagination must 
concentrate on bringing out this quality of origin 
in various poetic images”[1].
Through learning from a building we become 
creative in understanding it and combining it 
with our personal experiences. We become 
conscious, and therefore start making things our 
own through the act of designing.
 
The subjectivity of this process, is rather more 
an inter-subjectivity, which opens up at least two 
reflections.
Firstly we have, on one hand the agent’s 
subjective experience and on the other the object 
which is the building at hand, its contextual 
setting, its interpretations, its readings, its 
narrations, and more simply its “reverberations”. 
The intersubjectivity lies in how these factors 
“resonate” within the agent. The intersubjectivity 
ties us to the architect who designed the building, 
through learning from it. 
Secondly we notice an inter-subjective layer 
within the various students undergoing similar 
processes of resonance and reverberation, but 
directed at different buildings. Here the learning 
becomes a horizontal phenomenon by which the 
peers influence and inform each other’s ongoing 
processes, much alike the Montessori method.

Object
The learning process cannot exist without 
the object of perception elaborated into an 
experience. To understand this process it is 
useful to break down the object in question - the 
building - into its fundamental components. If we 

consider a building to be a complex whole we can 
describe it as being a material and a theoretical 
construct, tangible and intangible at the same 
time. We identify the tangible, material reality, 
with the elements that make up a building; 
and the intangible, theoretical construct, with 
the concepts that appropriate the elements of 
architecture into the specificity of each building.
These two fundamental moments – material 
concepts and intangible concepts - in the 
experience of learning from a building can 
be collectively called architectural aspects. In 
the way Wittgenstein intends “Aspekt”, as a 
phenomenological object, one makes experience 
of [2]. 
It is important to understand that the building 
is approached in aspects. The experience of it 
cannot be in its wholeness, rather more it has 
to go through a reading of various aspects and a 
recombination of them, once understood.
The architectural perception thus depends on the 
contextual conditions of experience.
Recreating an image through a model is an 
example of how one can learn from aspects of the 
building that are merely one part of its existence. 
The moment described through the picture of 
the building captures a specific position in space, 
a specific lighting condition, specific material 
compositions, and a specific atmosphere which 
are among the many experiences that can be had 
of the building. The picture of the model, then, 
recreates the conditions captured in original 
picture.
 
The physical elements and groups of elements 
participate in the creation of the unity of the 
building. These elements are to be intended as 
all the tangible components, as stairs, walls, 
windows and doors, materials, furniture and so 
on and so forth.

The concepts are, on the other hand, 
relationships between us and our environment, 
bringing together the different elements in 
understandable patterns.
“The concepts help us understand ourselves 
and our environment. When things look chaotic 
and confusing, a concept can help establish 
order in that chaos by showing us how we might 
understand something. Alternatively, where first 
we might see “nothing much,” a concept can help 
us see things that we would otherwise not have 
noticed by identifying patterns and things”[3].

Activities
As we have defined the subject along with the 
object of this learning moment, we are missing 
the connection that brings them together. As a 
sentence cannot be complete if verbless, the 
learning cannot exist without an activity. These 
activities are done by the subject -the actor- upon 
the object -the aspects of the building-.
These activities are a plethora that encompasses 
analytical thinking and sensible experience alike. 
Because of the high degree of subjectivity, we 
are faced with activities of very different nature, 
depending on one’s attitude towards the aspects 
of the building and on how one approaches 
learning.
Quite broadly, we identify three moments within 
which every activity can fall. The moments are 
ordered depending on proximity between subject 
and object. The building and the experience of it 
can happen through different degrees of contact.
The three moments are: the moment of intimacy, 
when one learns in the physical presence of the 
building; the moment of detachment, when 
one learns in indirect contact through thought, 
or physical means and representations; and 
the moment of reconnection, when one learns 
through application and design. 

A METHODOLOGY

by Matteo Basso; Kapilan Chandranesan
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The first two moments involve the attention 
towards the building itself, the third has its 
primary attention elsewhere, while maintaining 
an instrumental relationship with the building.

Moment of intimacy:
sensing; observing; abstracting; conceptualising; 
recording; describing; abducting.

Moment of detachment:
abstracting; conceptualising; analysing; 
comparing; connecting; imagining; 
redrawing;copying; reconstructing; exploring; 
abducting; anticipating design.

Moment of reconnection:
discussing; testing; intuiting; remembering; 
applying; iterating.

Conclusion
“The image offered us by reading the poem now 
becomes really our own. It takes root in us. It 
has been given us by another, but we begin to 
have the impression that we could have created 
it, that we should have created it. It becomes 
a new being in our language, expressing us by 
making us what it expresses; in other words, it is 
at once becoming of expression, and a becoming 
of our being. Here expression creates being.”[1]
So when is it not merely a reproduction?
Doing something with what we have learned 
means we have imbibed it with our personal 
interpretation, making it part of our language. 
That aspect exists through us, we exist with it.

References
[1] Bachelard, G. (1994). The Poetics of Space. Beacon 

Press.

[2] Wittgenstein, L. (1977). Anscombe G. E. M., ed. 

Remarks on Colour. University of California Press

[3] Voorthuis, J. (2016, September). Analysis and Critique. 

Eindhoven [Powerpoint slides].



13Masterly Apprentice12

When referring to an architectural model, it is 
common to consider them as a three dimensional 
representation of the actual design. However 
models can be useful tools to investigate, 
analyse and research a building or a design 
process. Within the process of the analysis and 
investigation of their respective buildings, a 
common assignment carried out by studio was 
the recreation of a picture of the interior through 
a model. The quest of this assignment was to 
understand in-depth the various aspects that 
make up the interior as captured in the picture.
The first stage was the selection of the interior 
view of the building to reproduce. The final goal 
was not the model itself but a picture of it that 
will be comparable to the original image  of the 
building’s interior. Therefore  relevant attention 
was devoted to the process of selection of the 
picture as it should be able to express the peculiar 
characteristic of that interior. A wide angled 
picture will definitely provide a vast amount of 
information about the space but will be lacking in 
specificity towards aspects that add character to 
the space. On the other hand a zoomed view, will 
focus too much attention to specific elements 
that the larger picture is missed. Therefore a 
proper framing will be the one that focuses on 
the key characteristics of the building where 
distractions are reduced to the essential.
However a question can be raised about the 
necessity of reproducing a picture of a building 
by the means of a model.  This question has 
been argued during the tutorials and the 
answer has been found, mostly, only during 
the realization of the model itself or after its 
conclusion. The creation of a model has some 
relevant implications that has been, somehow, 
discovered during the process itself.
First of all, in order to reproduce a photo it 
is fundamental to have a proper knowledge 

of the geometry of the building. Therefore, 
since the early stages, we began to generate 
a series of questions upon the building and 
its materialization.  Question that can hardly 
be answered only by looking at the selected 
picture. Therefore the photograph become 
only a reference and different sources of 
information were researched, such as: extensive 
descriptions, reproduction of original drawings 
and experience of the real space. By doing so, 
we started to enrich the picture with meanings 
and information, combining what was seen in 
the picture with the knowledge gathered from 
different sources.  

It is through this process of observation, analysis 
and synthesis that we began to develop an 
extensive understanding of the building as 
whole. In effect, the analysis of the picture with 
the motive of recreating the same through a 
model served as a gateway to the study of the 
building at hand.
The research and analysis of the actual building in 
its manifestations of material, detail, proportion 
provided sufficient information for the faithful 
reproduction of the original image. 

The process of the photo‘s recreation
In order to create a clear idea about how an images 
can be reproduced by the means of a model, it 
is important to introduce the differed layers or 
elements that compose the photograph.  Some 
of the layers that have been recognized within 
the photos and then investigated in the models 
are: proportion, material, detail and light. By 
isolating these layers from the others, we could 
identify a general approach on how the models 
have been built and describe a framework in 
order to compare those models. 
Firstly by analysing the images it is possible 

to recognize the picture as a composition  of 
elements. These elements can vary greatly 
from furniture, walls, floors, columns structural 
elements.  They differ from each other in scale, size 
and role within the composition. They will form 
the fundament of the images that we are going to 
reproduce affecting the final composition picture. 
The reproduction of an images through models, 
requires us to possess a clear understanding of 
the space and the spatial relationship between 
those elements and how they appear within the 
composition.  A proper understanding about how 
sizes and dimensions define the real space, will 
enables us to create a correct understanding of 
the composition of the image. The example of 
the building realized by Auguste Perret (Edifício 
25 bis rue Franklin, Paris, 1903)  is an interesting 
example on how this analysis of elements occur 
in the model. The photo of the apartment is filled 
with different typology of furniture. In order to 
create a proper reproduction of this interior it 
was relevant to faithful create those objects. The 
student accomplished this by creating parts of 
the furniture using the 3D printer which provides 
a precise scaled rendering of the original objects, 
which then has been carefully put in the right 
place.
The second layer we identify is the one referring 
to the materialization. This layer concerns 
everything that is related to the surface of the 
space, from colour to texture. In reproducing 
the surfaces as seen in the actual building into 
a scaled model, it was not the materials itself 
that were reproduced but the materiality that 
the original materials effected. While in some 
cases the material quality was reproduced by 
emulating the production of the actual material, 
in yet other cases the materiality was recreated 
through completely different media. For example, 
in the reproduction of the images of the Canova 

Museum designed by Carlo Scarpa, the student 
tried to recreate the reflective materiality of 
the marble flooring by pouring ceramic within 
a glossy mould. He tested different mixture of 
powder in order to achieve the proper reflection 
of the floor`s marble. On the other hand for the 
realization of the model of Villa Moller by Adolf 
Loos, the textures that bound the surfaces of 
the interior were recreated through prints of the 
textures on various types of paper which in their 
final effect reflect the materiality of the actual 
materials.
Details as well, were fundamental for the 
accurate realization of the image. This could 
be accomplished, for example, by carefully 
connecting the different materials, by placing 
attention to small details such as the size and 
proportion of the window frame, the use of 
non-architectonic elements that make up the 
composition and so on.  This helps the viewer 
to understand the proportion and scale of the 
space he is looking at. In the example of The 
Daily Express Building designed by Owen 
Williams, the central composition of the picture 
was occupied by a large printing press. In the 
reproduction  of  the image, in order to create 
an proper understanding of the measurement 
of the space, it was important that this machine 
was reproduced with the right level of detail. This 
printing machine gave the space a higher level of 
perceptive reality. 
The last layer that we distinguished in 
reproducing the picture was the one referring to 
the light quality as captured in the photograph. 
This layer has something less to do with the 
object that has been explored, but more with 
bringing together of all the previous layers in 
combination with light. Finding the right balance 
between texture, detail and shape of the objects 
that occur in the picture was central to refine the 

MODEL MAKING

by Philip Groeneveld; Dario Sposini
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composition of the image. However by achieving 
the right balance between those layers and light 
will results in faithful reproduction of the original 
photo. 
The reproduction of the image is not the reality 
itself, but it is a picture that has been burden 
with much more meaning and knowledge by 
accomplishing the realization of the three-
dimensional model. It helps us to understand 
the spatial quality of that specific observed  
interiors, yet provide information of the entire 
architecture. The analysis accomplished wasn’t 
an abstract exploration of an architecture 
but a tangible experience of the space. The 
assignment developed within the domain of 
the actual conditions such as light, materiality, 
vantage points etc. that define an architectural 
experience.
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Building Selection

As an architect, the play of volumes, 

contiguous extension of space and their 

emotive capability holds a limitless 

fascination in me. The ability to conceive 

architecture as a composition of three 

dimensional volumes and to imagine the 

spaces as a continuous and plastic ensemble 

of overlapping volumes were primary 

motivators in the search for a building 

to learn from. Added to this, one of my 

key considerations was that the selected 

building finds itself within a series of iterative 

processes thereby opening the possibility 

of placing the same within a sustained 

theoretical pursuit that could influence 

further developments. A theoretical pursuit 

also stands beyond the specificity of an 

individual project and has a continuous 

genealogy. 

An iterative process is more easily 

recognisable in the works of individual 

architects over the course of their oeuvre.

In searching for the relevant building, I went 

to the buildings of the early 20th century 

when architecture was beginning to be 

conceived and experimented as a spatial 

ensemble. One key figure who stands at 

the beginning of the tradition of conceiving 

architecture spatially was Adolf Loos and 

his idea that is now called the Raumplan. In 

INTRODUCTION

Building Selection

finding a suitable building from his oeuvre, 

I started from his most famous works, 

incidentally also one of his last, the Villa 

Muller in Prague (built in 1930) and went 

backwards through Villa Moller (built in 

1927) to the Rufer house (built in 1922) that 

explicitly shows the formal and sequential 

development of the Raumplan. I chose Villa 

Moller as the building to learn from, where 

the ideas of Loos establish a refinement in 

though and execution and presents itself as a 

precedent to his most famous work – the Villa 

Muller in Prague.

Villa Moller

Villa Moller was built between 1927-1928 in a 

suburban neighbourhood of Pötzleinsdorf to the 

North West of the city of Vienna for the textile 

businessman Hans Moller. The building sits on 

a linear plot facing the south with the mass of 

the building composed in a cuboidal volume 

sitting at the front of the plot. The building built 

during the later, more mature phase of Adolf 

Loos’ career of spatial experimentations and 

theoretical refinement, with the two resonating 

with each other thus works as a gateway in 

linking the theoretical ideas of Loos and his 

architectural oeuvre. 
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Recording and Describing

The process of engaging with and usefully recording an architectural 
experience for a variety of reasons including for recollection, 
reflection, or to understand an idea has been one of constant personal 
experimentation. The tools that I have at my disposal to engage with 
architecture and the architectural experience in the real and in the abstract 
have been those that have been used conventionally including, but not 
limited to, sketching, writing about, photography, drawings, film and so 
on. The process of recording that I engage in is first and foremost an act 
of communication to myself of an architectural experience to not just 
serve in its recollection but to allow reflection and hopefully synthesis 
from it in the future. Therefore, in this case I have come to realise that the 
act of recording is also an act of description which is a recreation of things 
or modelling of one’s own image of things[1]. The act of description is 
therefore also an act of selection, prioritising, arrangement and probable 
synthesis strongly affected by one’s own subjectivity and influences both 
past and immediate.

Recording the experience

My engagement with Villa Moller in recording the architectural experience 
that it offered me was primarily through two media namely, photographs 
taken while at the building and writing in retrospect of the experience. My 
use of these two particular media to record the architectural experience 
of Villa Moller was a choice suited to but also restricted to the nature of 
the visit that was quick and brief. In my recording of the experience, the 
information from both the photographs and the writing were meant to 
complement each other. While photograph capture a specific moment 
or a situation within the overall experience, writing, with the aid of 
imagination, helps to capture and make accessible the concept of time in 
architectural experience. Additionally, writing also accesses the domain 
other conventional form of visual media finds itself to be in a disadvantage 
– that of peripheral vision and atmospheric characteristics of the space. 

Upon my visit of the Villa Moller and a couple of other works of Adolf Loos 
as part of a larger tour, I couldn’t agree with him more when he writes,

In this particular case with Villa Moller, I used the textual medium to 
try and describe the experience so that it could stand by itself, that is, 
it could, with the help of imagination, make a person reconstruct and 
experience the Villa Moller even though one has not visited the same in 
person. The textual media tends to separate the architectural experience 
from the specific condition of Villa Moller. The photographs, instead, I 
used as tools for memory to anchor the experience I described in writing 
to the specific instance of the Villa Moller.

RECORDING

The Building Visit

“My interiors cannot be judged from photographs or  
reproductions. (…) Photographs dematerialize reality, but 
precisely what I want for people in my rooms to feel the 
material around them, I want it to have its effect on them, 
I want them to be aware of the enclosing room, to feel the 
material, the wood, to see it, touch it, to perceive it sensually, 
to sit comfortably and feel the contact between the chair and 
a large area of their peripheral sense of touch, and say: this is 
sitting as it should be.”[2] 
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Approaching the Villa Moller

It was a cold winter morning, the ground was frozen with ice along the 
side of the streets, the trees bare and a cold light  gave the setting a pale 
blue hue.  I walked through the suburb where the villa was located on the 
far edge of the city, an array of eclectic houses separated on individual 
plots, some with gables like pulled down hats and yet some others with 
a heterogeneous composition of plain boxes and plastered walls. Among 
them, hardly recognisable from the sides and yet immediately identifiable 
when faced with its simple but iconic façade is the Villa Moller. The façade 
with its strict symmetry, its central placement within the boundaries 
of the plot, proportions that equal a square and the clear unambiguous 
cubic mass that protrudes out as a volume and as a porch materialises 
as a monumental presence to the street that was, just moments before, 
ambiguous and unrecognisable from the sides.
The windows aren’t wide, the plain glass windows with the darker 
interiors behind reflect back the street; the formal symmetry keeps one 
from guessing what happens behind the face of the mass; the plaster is 
not of absolute white, but a dull white made inconspicuous by the passing 
of time and the greyness of the winter day. Its façade/face impenetrable, 
the house was both inconspicuous/unobtrusive and present at the same 
time in its simple but powerful geometry. As I would eventually find out, 
one could not claim to have known the villa until one has experienced also 
its interior which from the outside one remains clueless.

The Experience

“But what does it mean to be well dressed? It means to be 
correctly dressed. (…) The point is to be dressed in such a 
manner to attract as little attention to oneself as possible.
(…) ‘An article of dress is modern if, when wearing it on a 
particular occasion in the best society at the centre of one’s 
culture, one attracts as little attention to oneself as possible’ ”. [3]

[opposite page]
compilation of elevations 
of Villa Moller and of the 
houses in its vicinity.
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And as I should expect, the outside prepared the least for 
my experience of the inside. Past the heavy main door 
nestled between two stone frames of a yellow hue with 
edges curved, that not only broke the material monotony 
of the exterior but offered a suggestion of a contrasting 
interior, I found myself in a narrow foyer. My memory of 
the strong symmetry of the exterior and the main door 
positioned along the central axis prepared me to expect the 
continuation of that axis through the interior of the house 
and yet I was presented with a narrow closed door and the 
strong central axis that was the overbearing influence on 
the exterior disappeared within. Instead, to my right opened 
an avenue to a stairwell leading to the upper levels of the 
house. And so began an architectural narrative of lures and 
surprises, offering a goal and orientation in one instance just 
to be challenged subsequently in the other and thereby in 
the process keeping one constantly aware of the spaces that 
one transverses. 

The stairwell raises as a compact ensemble and the constantly 
shifting axis of movement and the narrow dimensions restrain 
the development of a perspective within. The side walls of 
the staircase raise and split into a series of perpendicular 
frames, one framing the other and frames within frames, until 
a passing reflection of myself in one of those frames  betrayed 
the presence of a cleverly placed mirror that reflected and 
intensified the three dimensional puzzle that was the stairwell.
Occupied body and mind in this three dimensional puzzle 
and through the overlapping frames I noticed a glimpse of a 
threshold above, a change in the quality of light and a larger 
space beyond. I regain a goal in my movement and I was lured 
out of the stairwell.
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I emerge out onto the floor as if emerging from a trapdoor, and 
as I ascend, the small parapet on the side, that had until then 
kept hidden from me the space I was emerging into, gave way 
to reveal a large hall unfold behind me. The new development 
threw me off guard and I try to take in the situation. The room 
that has unfolded, the main hall, was lightly coloured and 
made of two levels. The alcove like higher level with its blue 
cushioned in-built seating and a horizontal window over this 
seating throwing everything momentarily into a silhouette 
and the lower level upon which I stood. The cold light of the 
overcast winter’s day from the windows and the soft warm 
light of the artificial lamps created an ambiguous environment. 
The position of the furniture, everything attentively facing 
towards the direction from where I emerged suggests that I 
could have been watched, caught in a moment that I was least 
prepared for and therefore at my most vulnerable. The space 
was unsettling and I recognised myself as an outsider within.

I took no time in following the suggestion of the direction of 
the furniture and turned around to recognise the wall and the 
threshold that just a few moments back lured me out from the 
stairwell before my attention was stolen by the sudden and 
unexpected unfolding of the main hall. The thresholds, framed 
and highlighted by a continuous strip on the wall and painted 
grey, opened like peepshows onto two other rooms, what 
was originally the music salon and the dining room with their 
warm interiors of wood panels, strikingly different from the 
main hall where I was in. The space beyond these thresholds 
seemed both desirable and distant at the same time. I’m lured 
and as I walk towards the threshold. On the far corner of the 
main hall I see the place marked by the parapet, from where 
I emerged onto the main hall like an actor would onto the 
stage. The steps themselves are not visible but for the light 
from the stairwell.
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As I cross through the threshold into what was once the music 
salon, now used as the living room, I see the room unfold 
in the diametrically opposite direction of where I crossed 
the threshold which was for the previous room the centre. 
The room glows softly from the muffled light the translucent 
curtains let in through the windows and the uniform strip of 
artificial lighting that ran along the ceiling. The interior clad 
entirely in wood gave the light a warm comfortable glow 
and the room was soft and stable without any unsettling 
shadows. I turn around and see that on the other side of the 
room, comfortable framed within two large pilasters clad in 
wood and placed on a raised level was the dining room, the 
furniture arranged as if a stage being set for a play and every 
aspect of these combined rooms offered a subtle reassurance 
of symmetry in their spatial disposition.  I immediately knew I 
had reached a very intimate place within the house, a place of 
rest and reassuring comfort.I was no longer an outsider.

References
[1] Voorthuis, J. (2015, November). Narration and Description- problems of language and 

presentation [Powerpoint slides].

[2] Loos, A. (1924). On Thrift. In A. Loos, A. Opel, & M. t. Mitchell, On Architecture (pp. 

178-183). Riverside, California: Ariadne Press.

[3] Loos, A. (1898). Men’s Fashion. In A. Loos, A. Opel, & M. t. Mitchell, Ornament and 

Crime: Selected Essays (p. 40). Riverside, California: Ariadne Press.
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Analysis in architecture

In my experience of a building, a process of analysis follows the actual 
experience of the building in an attempt to explain, in parts, the effect the 
experience of the building has had upon me. While the actual experience 
of the building is the combined result of the all the aspects that make that 
building and the contextual conditions that accompany the experience, 
it is useful to break it down into simple relatable aspects to distil 
translatable concepts so that they can be emulated and new concepts 
synthesised. To analyse is to break down a complex system, in this case 
the architectural experience, into simple parts, its aspects, so that their 
logical structure is displayed and the relationships that constitute the 
experience are brought into focus [1].  
In analysing, I compare my subjective experience of the building with the 
abstract, objective concepts that make up the building in an attempt to 
explain what contributes a particular experience and how they could be 
recreated.
In breaking down, abstracting and dealing with the different aspects of 
the building as related and relatable concepts, the process of analysis is 
also an active process, continuing in part, the experience of the building. 
Personally, it is an attempt to effectively understand and translate the 
tactile experience of the building into translatable concepts and integrate 
them into the personal repertoire of architectural vocabulary.

Understanding Raumplan

ANALYSING

The Raumplan

“(…) My architecture is not conceived in plans, but in spaces 
(cubes). (...) For me, there is no ground floor, first floor etc. 
For me, there are only contiguous, continual spaces, rooms, 
anterooms, terraces etc. Storeys merge and spaces relate to 
each other. 
(...) To join these spaces in such a way that the rise and fall are 
not only unobservable but also practical, in this I see what is for 
others the great secret, although it is for me a great matter of 
course”. 

Adolf Loos -shorthand record of a conversation in Pilsen, 1930[2].
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The Raumplan is a spatial solution and is primarily the operation of the 
interior and yet its effect begins from the exterior. The stark difference that 
exists between the exterior and the interior in Villa Moller along with all 
other houses in the oeuvre of Loos exhibits his idea that the interior and 
exterior belong to two different domains. While the interior aligns with the 
domain of dwelling and culture, the exterior belongs to the surrounding 
context but more specifically in protecting the interior from the context 
of the city [3]. Therefore the exterior not just becomes the boundary that 
separates the interior from the context, it also becomes the boundary 
that encloses a volume for the interior to develop freely within. Within 
the external walls that enclose a cuboidal volume, a three dimensional 
boundary is established that enclose the operations of the Raumplan.

The cuboidal volume enclosed by the exterior walls are primarily divided 
into three zones vertically – the lower level that includes the service 
zones, the middle level that is the main level of the house that contains 
the public spaces and the top level that contains the private regions of the 
house. It is in the public zone of the house that the Raumplan manifests 
itself in all its richness.

The plurality of experience that the interior offers is brought about by 
conceiving the interior as a landscape of rooms with clear distinctions 
between the different programmatic areas of the house. Each individual 
spaces related to a specific program are made distinct from each other by 
volume, localised symmetry and atmospherical conditions influenced by 
the materials that wrap the surfaces that bound the spaces and conditions 
of light. The public regions of the interior of the house where the 
operation of the Raumplan finds the maximum expression, the individual 
rooms of differing volumes, each responding to a particular activity of 
dwelling,are arranged in a tight three dimensional composition. The bulk 
of the interior consists of a contiguous volume of connected spaces 
of varying spatial qualities with distinct physical and visual boundaries 
between them unfolding as an interior landscape of rooms

[following page]
View from main hall 
towards music salon - 
picture from model.



34 Villa Moller 35Masterly Apprentice



3736 Villa Moller

Thresholds

The Raumplan - the interior composed of the arrangement of rooms 
differentiated by size, volume, materials and placed at different levels 
depending upon the program.  Each space, thus differentiated by function, 
volume, atmospherical character and  internal arrangment of furniture 
behaves as autonomous spatial units. The autonomy of these spatial units 
are further emphasised by the local symmetrical cues as can be seen 
in the cladding, arrangment of furniture and openings.  The Raumplan, 
combines these spatial units in a compact three dimensional structure 
which results in these spatial units, of different sizes and characters 
sharing more surfaces  of contact with each other.  

The thresholds between these spatial units  emphasise the autonomy 
of the individual spatial units while at the same time functioning as a 
connection between them. Naturally, these thresholds are elements of 
the greatest tension within the interior landscape of the Raumplan.
In framing, they are also filtering one room to the other thereby reveling 
each room in a controlled manner to each other. While these thresholds 
connect visually, even though filtered, they place a controlled physical 
barrier between the rooms in varying qualities. 

The screen of horizontal wooden battens between the main hall and the 
staircase, while makes the staircase visually a part of the main hall, the 
screen asserts the stairwell as an autonomous space. This is further 
accentuated by the light from the window that opens to the staircase 
from the upper level landing in contrast to the artificially illuminated main 
hall. The thresholds can thus be seen to integrate  the different spatial 
units, but at the same time exemplify the differences that characterise the 
individual rooms in a way engaging while at the same time distancing one 
room from the other.
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Comparing Thresholds

A visible continuity in the development of the Raumplan can be observed 
in the Rufer House, Villa Moller and the Villa Muller built in 1922, 1927, 
1931 respectively. The individual spatial units of the Raumplan at the 
public level of the house, one level higher from the ground, which include 
the main hall -the largest room of the house, the music salon- sometimes 
separate as in the Villa Moller and sometimes integrated to the main hall 
as in the Rufer house; the ladies’ chamber and the main public staircase 
composed into a compact three dimensional ensemble. Each spatial 
unit share a common level of the ceiling while their floor is at varying 
levels thereby altering the volume of each room.  The thresholds follow a 
hierarchy and the most important lies between the main hall and the other 
rooms of the man floor framing the other rooms to the man hall.
The thresholds themselves present a local symmetry irrespective of the 
symmetry and the arrangement of the individual rooms that they frame.
While the main threshold frames every other component of the Raumplan 
to the main hall, it is also differentiated from others by the different 
treatment of materials. Therefore, in the Villa Moller the main threshold 
is painted white with a continuous band of grey that borders the edges 
and the openings. The paint is given a glossy finish. In the Villa Muller, 
the entire threshold is clad continuously by vertically striated marble 
that unifies the individual surfaces and the steps into one continuous 
homogeneously moulded surface. 

The Proscenium

The function and effect that these thresholds affect upon the actual 
experience of the space in the interior can be connected to the role the 
proscenium plays in the experience of a theatrical play.Thresholds appear 
at the intersection of two sharply different spatial conditions - between 
the autonomous spatial units of the Raumplan and between the stage and 
the audience in the theatre.
They both provide visual connection to these different spatial conditions 
while at the same time emphasizing a degree of physical barrier. The 
thresholds thus acting as a proscenium, divide each room as a stage or 
the audience depending on which side of the threshold one is.

[above]
Proscenium in a theatre [1].

[opposite page]
Villa Moller - threshold 
between main hall, music 
salon and dining room

Villa Muller - threshold 
between main hall, and the 
other major spaces of the 
house[2].
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Lures and Surprises: Moving through the Raumplan

Movement and rest through the interior landscape form an essential 
component in the composition and the experience of the Rumplan. 
Movement and rest, like the individual rooms of the interior in the works 
of Loos, dwell in the contrast that exists between the two and shape the 
experience of the interior by engaging in a constant dialogue with each 
other [4]. 
Within the domain of each individual room or space in the Raumplan 
is an increased sense of rest or stasis accentuated by localised, room 
specific symmetries, a clear suggestion of the boundary of the room 
through pilasters and bounded ceiling planes, a centripetal arrangement of 
furniture and clear visual and physical thresholds between one room and 
the other. The movement instead follows an asymmetric development, 
twisting and turning between the three dimensional arrangement of the 
rooms in the Raumplan. Movement into and out of a room is relegated 
along the edge of the room and therefore one enters or leaves a room 
asymmetrically and in doing so, leaving the better part of the room hidden 
from view thereby throwing the newcomer into an unexpected territory – 
a surprise.
The movement within the Raumplan is not gradual. It is abrupt – the 
orientations change drastically in right angles and one is always 
displaced. Spaces build upon one another and the movement winds 
between them as if like a three dimensional street with several right 
angled turns building one upon the other. Further, the movement in 
the works of Loos and especially in Villa Moller, is built around a series 
of entries, lures, and everything along the way build up towards that. 
The points of highest tension are therefore the moments where one 
crosses the threshold onto another space and because the movement 
does not afford the opportunity to prepare oneself before entering a 
space the person is always unprepared and vulnerable. The movement, 
in consequence, creates power positions between the inhabitants of the 
interior – those that dwell, that are in rest within the interior landscape 
watching the outsider entering onto the interior, and the newcomer 
whose position in the interior space is made vulnerable to the watchful 
eyes of the inhabitant [citation – Villa Muller]. The Raumplan is therefore 
primarily a combination of these three aspects: spaces of different spatial 
conditions arranged in a tight three dimensional composition, clear and 
distinct thresholds that separate but also link them, and the asymmetric 
movement through them.
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RECREATING A PICTURE

The Surface that Effects

Recreating a picture - a learning

Historically, architectural scaled models have been employed as a device 
for thinking, to imagine and represent with [1]. While a conventional scaled 
model, depending on the model, is a specific collection of the facts of a 
design in production or a building that has already been built, the exercise 
to recreate a picture of the interior of a building in a model takes a 
different course. It is, instead, the actual effect that all the facts that make 
up a building manifest into an architectural experience, a single moment 
which was captured in the picture.

A picture of an architectural space captures, though not entirely, 
but nevertheless the better part of the various aspects of a building 
participating in the creation of an architectural experience. This includes 
the actual physical elements that shape the building, the quality of light 
reacting with the materials, the position of the viewing subject and so 
on and so forth. In fact, a picture is only a momentary instance of infinite 
moments that constitute the experience of a building. Therefore a model 
to recreate a picture from the interior of a building is not a model that 
is a collection of facts, but of the actual experience that each of those 
facts effect and as a consequence create an architectural experience. The 
model was, therefore a tool that helped to understand the aspects that 
make a building, as captured in the picture, not merely in the abstract 
realm of ideas and concepts but as they would manifest physically in the 
realm of actual experience.

[above]
Decoding the picture - 
Isovist study of the plan 
with respect to the picture 

[opposite page]
Selected picture - view 
from main hall to the 
music salon and dining 
room[1]
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The first instance in the recreation of the picture was to recreate 
the position of the viewing subject. In recreating the position of 
the viewing subject, the physical attributes of the space such 
as the spatial partitions, and spatial proportions are established. 
The physical aspects of sight lines, position in space, scale and 
proportion are thus taken into effect. 

The translation of materials to the model is not merely the 
translation in scale of the actual materials, but instead it is a 
qualitative recreation of the materiality of the actual materials 
through media relatable to the scale of the model. Therefore an 
image of the texture of wood printed through a commercial laser-
jet printer gives out the sheen of a veneer of wood and reflects 
light in that quality while an image of a carpet printed through 
an ink-jet printer gives the matte, non-reflective texture that the 
materiality of a carpet effects.
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The application of materials transforms the neutrality of the 
individual spaces into spaces infused with a quality and a character, 
an atmosphere. At this stage, it was also about scrutinizing the 
elements that contributed to the atmospherical character of the 
space and recreating the elements and details to that effect. 
Therefore the paintings in the original picture, one in the main hall 
and the other in the music salon, each responding to the cold and 
warm atmospheres of their respective rooms were unidentified, a 
relevant substitute was found in Monet’s series of the Cathedral at 
Rouen, 1894.

 The final aspect, the recreation of the light sources, with each light 
source giving out a quality of light quite different from each other. 
The music salon with strong light from the windows diffused by 
translucent curtains; the dining room lit by a window from floor to 
ceiling, its effect multiplied by a frosted mirror hidden from view; 
the main hall whose atmospheric condition is the combination of 
the warm incandescent light from the artificial lamps and a blue 
diffused light source from the staircase window hidden from view 
creating an ambiguous atmospheric condition also affect the actual 
materials of the room. All the different light sources, combined 
with the different degree of reflections from the different materials, 
the ambient light and shadows finally bring together all the aspects 
that make up the architectural experience that was captured in the 
individual picture.
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In the architecture of Adolf Loos, a fundamental idea that would 
personally affect me and set itself apart as an important personal 
revelation is the primacy of the surface as the affecter of space. In 
the theory and in the practice of Loos, the boundaries of a space are 
not just the physical elements that divide space, but the surfaces that 
enclose it and the quality of that space is the quality that the materiality 
of the bounding surfaces effuse to it. Thus a wall that separates two 
spaces is not merely a partition but one that contains two surfaces that 
relate to each other room that they bound [4]. In the Loosian scheme of 
spatial construction, each surface, by its materiality, contributes to the 
atmosphere of the room predetermined by the programme of the room. 
In essence, a room in the Loosian scheme of things can be considered 
as a specific spatial condition affected by the materiality of its bounding 
surfaces [3]. 
And therefore the main hall of the Villa Moller with its heterogeneous 
surfaces of multiple projections on the wall and ceiling, accentuated 
by two different hues of paint to highlight the projections, the cold 
directional light combined with directional artificial lamps and the dark 
carpets that clad the floor, effuse an atmosphere of ambiguity and 
unsettlement that emphasises the status of a newcomer as the outsider 
who was just received. Instead across the hall, through the opening 
that leads to the music salon, one sees a room immersed in a warm 
atmosphere attenuated by the warmth of the surrounding walls clad 
completely in a veneer of wood, treated to a warm glow of non-directional 
light diffused from a continuous strip of artificial light from the ceiling 
and the natural light filtered by curtains like laces from windows. One 
immediately recognizes welcomed and as a part of the household once 
within that space. Thus while the surfaces realise spatial division with 
the atmosphere that they effect, the desired atmosphere itself is directly 
related to programme. Consequentially, the intimate regions of the house, 

The Surface that effects

“The architect’s general task is to provide a warm and livable 
space. Carpets are warm and livable. He decides for this reason 
to spread one carpet on the floor and to hang up four to form 
the four walls. But you cannot build a house out of carpets. Both 
the carpet on the floor and the tapestry on the wall require a 
structural frame to hold them in the correct place.  To invent this 
frame is the architect’s second task”.[2]

such as the dining room and the music salon are wrapped in surfaces of 
warm wood, and carpets of warm colour; the man’s study with a veneer 
of dark wood; and the most public areas of the house with the not so 
warmth of plaster and marble or paint and so on and so forth. Thus 
cladding, in the work of Loos, is an operative function of architecture in 
which each space is created as a wrapping of surfaces responding to the 
programme of the space that one could slip into and out from [3].
In translating the picture of the interior of the Villa Moller to the model 
of the same, it was the materiality - the effect that each material gives 
out to the atmosphere of the space, that I was reproducing and not the 
material or the representation of the material itself. Therefore an image 
of the texture of wood printed through a commercial laser-jet printer 
gives out the sheen of a veneer of wood and reflects light in that quality 
while an image of a carpet printed through an ink-jet printer gives the 
matte, non-reflective texture that the materiality of a carpet effects. In 
short, the recreating of the model was not so much as the recreating 
of the exact materials, but about the translation of the materiality of the 
actual materials in the building through a different media, in this case onto 
printed textures, paint and paper. 

[above]
Model - before and after 
the application of surface 
materials

[opposite page]
Model top view - each 
space as a specific spatial 
condition
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Surface and plasticity

The surfaces of Loos, especially of the interior are continuous entities 
that twist and bend to bound pilasters and roof joists, that within its 
modulations engulf doors and wall cabinets and furniture. The surfaces 
with the continuous texture of the cladding material makes no difference 
between the different elements. Pilasters, joists, ceilings, cabinets and 
furniture are integrated as modulations of the same surface becoming an 
integral part of the surface. The seamless surface betrays no beginning 
or end. The surfaces of Loos dwell in the domain of physical and spatial 
plasticity.

In conception and effect one can, by a stretch of imagination, connect 
the surfaces of Loos to the works of Baroque architecture. In the 
external façade of Borromini’s San Carlo alle Quatro Fontana in Rome, 
the pilasters and columns, the entablatures and plinth, the statuettes 
and motifs give away their individual physical rigidity to melt into the 
harmonious curvature of the curvilinear surface – they become a part 
of the surface. In effect, it is not the pilasters and entablatures and the 
other elements that are integrated to the wall surface, but it is the surface 
that, within its curvature, moulds itself into contours resembling pilasters 
and entablatures and other elements. Plinths do not support pilasters, 
pilasters do not hold the entablature, the facade is a plastic entity. It is 
the same plasticity that I found in the interiors of Loos, very brilliantly 
manifested in the boudoir of Villa Muller in Prague, the same plasticity that 
swept over the differences of the individual elements, the same plasticity 
that presented itself as a revelation to me. 
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Conceptualising

Theatricality of the interior space

The interior, the domain of the dwelling, for Loos, is not a work of art but 
a stage where the act of everyday dwelling unfolds. Architecture thus is 
a backdrop for everyday dwelling.[2] The exterior too, by putting a mask to 
shield the interior, is by extension of imagination an actor but at the level 
of the city. The relationship to theatre in the works of Loos is not merely 
metaphorical but has a physical manifestation in the experience of the 
building.

Each room or space dedicated to a particular act of dwelling such as 
reception in the main hall, communion in the ,music salon, dining in the 
dining room are set out as autonomous rooms with different qualities of 
volume, materials, displacement of furniture and atmosphere such that 
they behave as individual stage sets to the particular activity that they 
host. Clear visual thresholds with symmetrically displaced pilasters and 
openings frame these stages to each other and the activity they host as 
individual acts in the theatre of dwelling. In the Villa Moller, the analogy 
of theatre is further extended by the addition of sliding doors, hidden 
within walls, between the dining room and the music salon and between 
the music salon and the main hall that invoke the image of a curtain 
being drawn over a stage. The rooms and their thresholds manifested 
in the frames, level differences and the contrast of materials that bound 
the room sets a perceptive distance even though in physical and visual 
proximity to each other - the distance that exists between a stage a 
tribune in a theatre.

While the interior composition of rooms sets the spaces within in 
a constant transition between being a stage and a tribune and the 
inhabitants in a constant transition between being an actor and a 
spectator, movement through the interior further enhances this ambiguity. 

“ Try to describe how birth and death, the screams of pain for 
an aborted son, the death rattle of a dying mother, the last 
thoughts of a young woman who wishes to die… unfold and 
unravel in a room by Olbrich! 
Just an image: the young woman who has put herself to death. 
She is lying on the wooden floor. One of her hands still holds 
the smoking revolver. On the table, the farewell letter. Is the 
room in which this is happening of good taste? Who will ask 
that? It is just a room”. 

Adolf Loos, Das Andere, no.1(1903) [1].

[opposite page]
Villa Moller - View of the 
main hall and entrance 
from entrance foyer.
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One enters a room that is set as a stage to host its related program at 
one of its corners, the better part of the room hidden from the visual 
reach of the newcomer putting him in a position vulnerable to the scrutiny 
of the inhabitants of that room, the audience. The most dramatic of those 
effects can be experienced at the point where one emerges onto the 
main hall of Villa Moller from the stairwell below, like an actor emerging 
through a hole on the ground. The outsider emerges facing a corner of 
the room only to turn around and find the entirety of the hall developed 
behind his back, and the built in couch at the higher alcove facing towards 
his point of entry. Anyone sitting there would have watched him enter 
while the outsider himself would have been oblivious to the fact. The 
theatricality of the interior as employed by Loos is a conceptual device 
to bestow control of the interior to the inhabitants of the house over 
the newcomer from outside. It is this attitude that is most explicitly 
manifested when the newcomer to the space is welcomed by the host 
of the house emerging from his study which is at the higher level of the 
alcove indirectly reinforcing the position of power among the people who 
dwell in the house.

Such theatrical effects also makes the inhabitant aware of the space 
and become self-conscious as actors in that space. And so the dining 
room placed at a higher level and framed by symmetrically displaced 
pilasters from the music salon is set as a stage for the act of dining to the 
audience in the music salon. And if one turns around from the dining table 
to look back at the music salon, one catches the spectator in the action 
of watching making him aware of his role as audience but quite ironically 
inverts the role – the spectator instead becomes the actor. Else, one turns 
around to find yet another play, the act of communion being unfolded in 
the music salon.
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